
Walden University Walden University 

ScholarWorks ScholarWorks 

Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection 

12-1-2023 

Sex Trafficking: Saudi Arabian Women's Perspectives Sex Trafficking: Saudi Arabian Women's Perspectives 

Jennifer O. Rowland 
Walden University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations 

 Part of the Psychology Commons 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection at ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies by an 
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu. 

http://www.waldenu.edu/
http://www.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F15200&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/404?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F15200&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu


 

 

 

  
  

 
 

Walden University 

 
 

 
College of Psychology and Community Services 

 
 
 

 
This is to certify that the doctoral dissertation by 

 
 

Jennifer O. Rowland  

 

 
has been found to be complete and satisfactory in all respects,  

and that any and all revisions required by  

the review committee have been made. 
 

Review Committee 
Dr. Jana Price-Sharps, Committee Chairperson, Psychology Faculty 

Dr. Eric Hickey, Committee Member, Psychology Faculty 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Chief Academic Officer and Provost 

Sue Subocz, Ph.D. 
 
 

 
Walden University 

2023 

 



 

 

Abstract 

Sex Trafficking: Saudi Arabian Women’s Perspectives 

by 

Jennifer O. Rowland  

 

MA, Northern Arizona University, 2004 

BS, Arizona State University, 1999 

 

 

Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Forensic Psychology 

 

 

Walden University 

November, 2023 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Abstract 

Sex trafficking is a global epidemic that affects millions of women and children 

from all different cultures and backgrounds. Numerous studies show that the prevalence 

and complexity of this of modern-day slavery is increasing, which presents unique 

challenges with respect to tracking and monitoring across countries and governments. 

These challenges are exacerbated by each culture and country presenting their own 

characteristics of acquisition, movement, and exploitation. This global epidemic will not 

cease until there is an understanding of sex trafficking in all cultures and countries. Many 

countries still have little to no research on the topic, including Saudi Arabia. This study 

aimed to understand perceptions of sex trafficking among Saudi Arabian women 

including their thoughts on prevalence within the Kingdom. The purpose of this study 

was to begin to build the research literature around Saudi Arabia and sex trafficking. This 

study utilized a qualitative research design with a semi structured interview approach. 

The underlying theory for this study was radical feminist theory. The results of this study 

contributes to social change by shedding light on perceptions of woman in Saudi Arabia 

in order to design comprehensive social education programs throughout the Kingdom.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Sex trafficking is the third most profitable business in the world after illegal 

weapons and drugs, reportedly bringing in over $100 billion dollars a year (Crawford, 

2017, Emmanuel et al., 2022, Malarek, 2011). The statistics are unreliable and 

inconsistent due to the dynamic of this profession (Emmanuel et al., 2022). Most people 

in society have no idea these women exist or what has caused women and children to end 

up as victims of sex trafficking (Kara, 2017). Victims of sex trafficking are usually 

hidden away in brothels, locked apartments, massage parlors, and bars (Baird &Connolly, 

2021, Malarek, 2011). To the people who know them, namely their pimps and clients, 

they are just a business transaction making their pimp very wealthy (Malarek, 2011). It is 

reported that there are over a million women and children trafficked across international 

borders each year, making no country immune to this issue (Malarek, 2011).  

Historically, sex trafficking has been an ongoing issue, but the numbers are on the 

rise (Malarek, 2011). It is reported that the industry of sex trafficking involves 40–42 

million people (Emmanuel et al., 2022). Sex trafficking brutalizes women and children 

and causes significant health issues to its victims (Ruiz, 2022), both physically and 

emotionally. Victims are often raped, tortured, exposed to HIV/AIDS and other sexually 

transmitted diseases, subject to violence by both pimps and clients, and face horrific 

working conditions, that include lack of nutrition, and a very high risk of being addicted 

to drugs and alcohol (Malarek, 2011). Sex trafficked women are also 60–100 times more 

likely to be killed than women not involved in sex trafficking (Emmanuel et al., 2022).  
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No country is immune to sex trafficking. Governments may want people to 

believe sex trafficking is under control, but it is paramount that society has a clear 

understanding of what sex trafficking is and how different cultures feed perceptions and 

the system (Emmanuel et al., 2022). Kara (2017), in an older but thorough on sex 

trafficking, explained that if one were to compare sex trafficking to a disease that is 

infecting all of civilization, one would need to understand its molecular anatomy to 

eradicate the disease. Understanding the anatomy of sex trafficking allows people to have 

a broad knowledge of the vulnerable points and dismantle the system. The molecular 

anatomy of sex trafficking is acquisition, movement, and exploitation (Kara, 2017). 

Without this understanding, sex trafficking will continue to exist. Although this epidemic 

is a global problem, sex trafficking does not look the same in all countries (Crawford, 

2017).  

Few studies and literature exist investigating sex trafficking that occurs in Saudi 

Arabia. Although government officials in Saudi Arabia have taken extra steps in the last 

few years to protect women who find themselves in sex trafficking situations, they are 

considered a Tier 2 country. The Tier 2 designation implies that Saudi Arabia does not 

fully meet the minimum standards set forth by the U.S. government in eliminating sex 

trafficking (U.S. Department of State, 2021).  

Despite the Tier 2 country designation, government officials in Saudi Arabia have 

made notable improvements since the last reporting period. These improvements consist 

of increases of investigations, prosecutions, and convictions across the Kingdom (U.S. 

Department of State, 2021). Additionally, more resources are available to victims, such as 
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interagency referrals, interpreters, and legal services (U.S. Department of State, 2021). 

These enhancements led to the launch of Saudi Arabia’s first victim database and the 

country’s first national campaign for sex trafficking awareness across the Kingdom (U.S. 

Department of State, 2021).  

Although there have been many improvements in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 

the government does not adhere to all Tier 1 guidelines. For example, the government 

continues to use fines, jail time or deportation for victims of sex trafficking (U.S. 

Department of State, 2021). Officials often misclassify trafficking crimes as labor law 

violations and generally fail to refer the cases to investigation (U.S. Department of State, 

2021). For Saudi Arabia to be classified as a Tier 1 country, many more improvements 

need to happen. These include, but are not limited to, screening immigrants for potential 

sex trafficking when they are arrested for other violations, ensuring border guards and 

local police are adequately trained to identify victims, amending sex trafficking laws to 

ensure perpetrators receive prison time instead of only fines and pursuing prosecution of 

any officials who are complicit to sex trafficking crimes (U.S. Department of State, 

2021).  

Background 

A decade ago, sex trafficking was not talked about as much as it is today, but now 

the international community is looking at this epidemic of great proportion with not a lot 

of change made (Malarek, 2011). Sex trafficking is not a new concept, but the rise and 

speed of victims are flourishing at an alarming rate (Crawford, 2017). Root causes of sex 

trafficking include poverty, vulnerable genders, war-torn countries, lawlessness, 
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instability within a country, economic breakdown, but mostly patriarchal societies and 

gender inequality (Crawford, 2017). The United Nations (U.N.) Protocol identifies many 

reasons people are trafficked including forced labor, sexual exploitation, and organ 

harvesting (Crawford, 2017). Although most times victims are moved, movement is not a 

requirement for it to be considered trafficking (Crawford, 2017). Many victims are born 

into servitude, and that is considered trafficking. Most victims follow a three-step process 

of acquisition, movement, and exploitation that has created a sex trafficking industry 

(Kara, 2017).  

Acquisition 

To understand how sex slaves become slaves, it is important to understand the physical 

and emotional part of the actual acquisition of slaves and why some slaves agree to go 

with a trafficker. Acquisition of victims include deceit, sale by family, abduction, 

seduction or romance, and recruitment by other enslaved people (Kara, 2017). Deceit 

includes the offer of a job that does not exist, travel to another country for a false job, 

false marriage offers, or any other income-generating offer to acquire a slave (Kara, 

2017). One of the most lucrative sources of deceiving women into becoming sex slave 

victims is recruitment in refugee camps (Kara, 2017). Sale by family is another source of 

female sex trafficking. Conditions of desperation, severe poverty, and displacement lead 

desperate families to sell their children into sex slavery (Kara, 2017). Many families 

receive money every month from the pimp for selling their daughter. Although not 

common, abduction does occur to acquire sex slaves (Kara, 2017). Abduction is more 

difficult because the woman will try to escape since they did not agree to the terms of 
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transport, whereas a woman who has agreed to a false marriage proposal or a job that is 

too good to be true is less likely to escape because she agreed to the transport. Another 

effective way to lure women into the sex trade is through promises of love (Kara, 2017). 

“Loverboys” are agents who look for vulnerable and attractive young girls and offer them 

their love with expensive gifts, promises of a better future, and their undying love (Kara, 

2017). They transport the women to a rich country using illegal paperwork and having a 

friend meet them in their new country. The “loverboy” promises to meet them soon but 

never shows up. By the time the young women realize what has happened, they cannot 

escape (Kara, 2017). Recruitment of new slaves by former slaves is another tactic (Kara, 

2017). To understand this concept, it is important to understand the psychology of sexual 

enslavement. Former slaves feel this is the best they deserve after years of being 

enslaved, are often addicted to drugs and alcohol, and become allies with their slave 

owners to recruit other women or young girls (Kara, 2017). These women appear in their 

home villages wearing the most expensive clothes and accessories, are given a great deal 

of money, and are given a commission for the young girls they return with (Kara, 2017).  

Movement 

Movement for sex slaves in international sex trafficking occurs from their home 

countries to a destination country. The same pattern of movement occurs for slaves who 

are being moved within the same country: origin, transit, and destination (Kara, 2017). 

The purpose of movement is not only to bring the slaves to already existing sex business 

but to also break the slaves’ spirit. It is easier to control a slave if they accept the new life 

they have been brought into. Slaves who have been mentally beaten down are less likely 
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to try to escape once they reach their final destination (Kara, 2017). Kara (2017) observed 

in his travels and research that a two-step process was often used to break the spirit of the 

slave. Traffickers would move the victim from the rural village to a bigger city in the 

same country. Once the slave owner felt that she had been broken and would cooperate, 

the women would then be moved internationally without knowledge of where they are 

going, the language, or the law. Women are moved by car, train, bus, airplane, boats, 

ferries, and even rafts (Kara, 2017). Bribes are paid to border patrol, false paperwork 

including passports are made, and many of the women during transport are drugged with 

opiates (Kara, 2017).  

Exploitation 

Exploitation is a common theme throughout the entire process of movement 

(Kara, 2017). Slaves are tortured, raped, starved, drugged, and humiliated during 

transportation and once at arrival (Kara, 2017). Disobedient slaves are also murdered in 

front of other slaves to ensure the slaves stay in line and do not try to escape (Kara, 

2017). Most women in sex slavery are in one of six types of venue: brothels, massage 

parlors, clubs, hotels, apartments, and street walking (Kara, 2017). Women rarely try to 

escape because they do not typically know the language of their destination country, have 

no paperwork or passport, and are often told their families back home will be harmed if 

they are disobedient (Kara, 2017). Additionally, police are not a reliable source of 

support because they are often customers or they have been paid off (Kara, 2017).  
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Fate of Sex Slaves 

Laws in most countries for offenses such as homicide, torture, and rape carry 

more punishment than sex trafficking, making the outcome for women in sex trafficking 

grim (Kara, 2017). Most women end up with sexually transmitted diseases, HIV/AIDS, 

or suffer from drug and alcohol addiction (Kara, 2017). As a result, the majority have 

been shunned by their communities and families and have no way to take care of 

themselves due to lack of skills and education (Kara, 2017). This explains why victims 

generally do not survive past their 30s (Kara, 2017). Cultural values also play a pivotal 

role in trafficking. For example, a strong sense of obligation to parents keeps slaves in the 

business because they send money back to their parents. Most women who do escape end 

up back in sex trafficking because they cannot survive on their own (Kara, 2017).  

Problem Statement 

Sex trafficking is a global issue that appears to be growing uncontrollably. There 

are ample research studies available regarding sex trafficking but few agree on the 

prevalence of sex trafficking throughout the world (Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022). 

Prevalence is key in understanding the scope and size of the problem (Franchino-Olsen et 

al., 2022). Antitrafficking advocates, researchers, and organizations have made 

understanding prevalence the top priority within the field (Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022). 

Despite such calls, there is still not a reasonable understanding of the amplitude of this 

global epidemic (Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022).  

In Saudi Arabia, where there is no known research about sex trafficking, it is 

imperative to understand what is actually occurring. Although sex trafficking can have 
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similar characteristics across different countries, each country will have their own way of 

committing these crimes (Emmanuel et al., 2022). There is a need to clearly understand 

the driving force of the supply and demand market that is enslaving millions of women 

and children throughout the world (Kara, 2017). In order to start to tackle this salient 

problem, there is a great need to understand Saudi Arabia’s patterns regarding 

acquisition, movement, and exploitation.  

The first step to gain information about prevalence is to understand the country’s 

perceptions of sex trafficking. Do the citizens of Saudi Arabia know what sex trafficking 

is? Would they be able to identify sex trafficking if one were to witness it? If a women 

finds herself in a sex trafficking situation would she be able to report it? If the answers 

are “no” to these questions, then understanding prevalence is not achievable. Sex 

trafficking cannot be eradicated if prevalence is unknown due to needing to understand 

the scope and size of the problem (Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022).  

Since women tend to be the victims of sex trafficking throughout the world , one 

can assume it would be the same in Saudi Arabia. Understanding the voices of women 

who live in Saudi Arabia is paramount to understanding perceptions of sex trafficking 

within the Kingdom. The perceptions of these women will be the foundation of what 

steps need to be taken in Saudi Arabia to help eradicate sex trafficking.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study examines perceptions of sex trafficking among Saudi Arabian women, 

including their thoughts on prevalence within the Kingdom. Understanding perceptions is 

essential when trying to eradicate sex trafficking, which is the ultimate goal. One must 
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understand the anatomy of the dysfunction to eradicate the epidemic that affects the 

entire globe (Kara, 2006). Furthermore, a deeper understanding will provide insight into 

how sex trafficking operates and functions within a patriarchal culture. Once 

vulnerabilities are exposed and there is a clear understanding of the operational structure 

within the Kingdom, then the government can begin to dismantle this epidemic.  

Research Questions 

RQ 1: How do Saudi Arabian women perceive sex trafficking? 

RQ 2: How do Saudi Arabian women perceive the occurrence of sex trafficking in 

Saudi Arabia?  

Conceptual Framework 

This study used radical feminist theory as its conceptual framework. Radical 

feminist theory focuses on structures of inequality opposed to individual agency (Grosser 

& Tyler, 2022). Radical feminist theory was significant for this study because it offered 

not only a critique of gender hierarchy, but also social formations of male dominance 

(Grosser & Tyler, 2022). Radical feminist theory allows for opposition of the 

patriarchy/male dominance as well as conceiving a new systemin which women are better 

off (Grosser & Tyler, 2022).  

Several tenets that are identified in radical feminist theory are male dominance, 

male supremacy, the central organizing system of society in male patriarchy, that women 

are in an oppressed class, and that sexuality is fundamental to a women’s submission 

(Grosser & Tyler, 2022). As Crawford (2017) suggested, the root cause of sex trafficking 

is gender inequality. This research involved interviewing women outside the influence of 
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patriarchal structures in a safe place where they could speak freely, openly, and honestly 

(Grosser & Tyler, 2022).  

Another theory that could possibly explain why it is relatively easy to commit the 

crime of sex trafficking, and why the world struggles to get this crime under control, is 

displacement theory (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). Displacement theory is used by law 

enforcement to help develop strategies for criminal investigation (Talbot & Suzuki, 

2021). Displacement theory helps investigators understand how sex traffickers get away 

with their crimes. There are five displacements this theory holds for sex trafficking 

(Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). First, the sex trafficker will always change their location 

patterns using different cities and different countries as soon as the coercion has been 

committed (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). Secondly, the trafficker will always change cities to 

get victims in case rumors are spreading in the town of what is happening (Kara, 2017). 

Third, traffickers are continually changing their tactics to secure victims. One week the 

trafficker is advertising for models and the next he is advertising for nannies. Fourth, the 

trafficker will change his targets even if that means changing countries, and lastly, the 

trafficker will aim to stay unpredictable so he cannot be traced (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). 

With all this unpredictability, it is easy for a sex trafficker to remain undetected in 

countries that are actually trying to stop sex trafficking. In countries of mass corruption, 

the sex trafficker can often operate with impunity (Kara, 2017).  

Nature of the Study 

To address the research questions, a qualitative study was used to conduct face-to-

face interviews as a mechanism for participants to describe their lived experience within 
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the population being studied. The first research question focused on the lived experiences 

of female Saudi Arabians and their perceptions about sex trafficking. Additionally, a 

second research question addressed the perception of female Saudi Arabians with respect 

to sex trafficking occurring in the Kingdom. Semistructured interviews with female Saudi 

Arabians was the primary framework I used to ask questions and collect data in the study. 

Mwita (2022) indicated that small sample sizes are adequate for qualitative studies for 

saturation; more participants can be added, if one feels that saturation has not been met. I 

aimed to interview eight to 10 participants for this research, but flexibility was used if 

saturation had not been met (Mwita, 2022).  

Definitions 

Sex trafficking: The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of 

persons by means or threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of 

fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power, or of a position, of vulnerability, or the giving 

or receiving payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over 

another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, 

the exploitation of prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced 

labor services, slavery, or practices like slavery, servitude, or the removal or organs (U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2023).  

Patriarchal societies: A social system in which power is held by men, through 

cultural norms and customs that favor men and withhold opportunity for women (Malik, 

2019).  
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Sex slavery: Slavery for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Sexual slavery may 

involve single-owner sexual slavery or forced prostitution (Trafficking in America Task 

Force (n.d.).  

Slave work operators: Individuals who deceive, use force, and coerce girls and 

women to do sexual activities, and constrain their livelihood for their benefit (Huda et al., 

2022).  

Assumptions 

Assumptions are a common challenge in qualitative studies. In this study, I 

assumed that the Saudi Arabian women I interviewed were honest in their answers. It 

what also assumed that the participation in the study was of free will and without fear of 

consequences to their current standing in their communities, families, and place of 

employment.  

Scope and Delimitations 

The participants in this study were required to be female, a Saudi Arabian 

national, between the ages of 18 and 50 years old, and English speaking. The reason for 

the English requirement was due to confidentiality. The topic of sex trafficking in Saudi 

Arabia is a taboo and would be more difficult to recruit participants if there was another 

person in the interview translating. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, the risk was 

limited for prospective participants by recruiting those who speak English. The reason for 

the age restrictions was due to cultural differences. Local Saudi women encouraged me 

not to engage older Saudi females because they felt  Saudi Arabian women who are over 
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the age of 50 years old would have found it difficult to trust an outsider asking questions 

that is considered a taboo topic in the Saudi culture.  

Limitations 

There were several possible limitations in conducting this study. The most critical 

limit was not being able to outwardly recruit participants due to the sensitive nature of the 

research and the country being studied. Talking openly about sex trafficking in Saudi 

Arabia, and perhaps being negative about the country, was risky. As a result, recruitment 

was by word of mouth only since there was no traceable documentation used in this study 

to protect the participant and researcher. Secondly, the women who were willing to 

participate in the study were educated women who most likely would have been educated 

in the Western culture, where there is more exposure to the topic of sex trafficking. Since 

one of the requirements was that the women who participated must speak English, this 

narrowed the population that could be used to highly educated women. Therefore, results 

of this study will not be generalized to the entire population of women in Saudi Arabia.  

Several study challenges are worth noting, primarily associated with limited 

access to the Kingdom and cultural norms. First, the replication of findings is limited due 

to researchers’ inconsistent access to Saudi Arabia and the Saudi female study 

population. A second challenge was female interviewees not being honest or forthcoming 

with their answers due to the sensitivity of the topic. Cultural expectations and norms 

dictate that Saudi females should “conform” and not necessarily express or share 

emotions, especially with non-family members. Finally, there is no baseline to compare 

this study’s results as the research is limited to sex trafficking in Middle Eastern cultures. 
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The Saudi Arabian government does not publish any data about sex trafficking in the 

Kingdom. Furthermore, if data were published, prevalence is often underreported and 

inconsistent given societal norms. 

Significance 

The significance of this study is paramount. While numerous sex trafficking 

research studies exist in Asian countries, there is virtually no sex trafficking literature that 

examines the perceptions of women in Saudi Arabia. This is significant to increase the 

understanding of perceptions of Saudi Arabian women on sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia 

and ultimately advocate for positive change. The significance of this study was to 

increase the understanding of perceptions of Saudi Arabian women on sex trafficking in 

Saudi Arabia.  

Summary 

To create a society that denounces sex trafficking and holds perpetrators 

accountable, citizens must first understand what sex trafficking is and its negative impact 

on victims, victims’ families, and the larger society (perception). The understanding of 

sex trafficking perceptions is virtually nonexistent in Saudi Arabia. More research will 

significantly contribute to a greater understanding of sex trafficking among Saudi 

Nationals. Gathering data on sex trafficking perceptions also provides a foundation for 

understanding the problem through the lens of Saudi females and provides a general 

framework for further research. The female perspective is essential because females are 

the victims in patriarchal societies. While sex trafficking is getting widely noticed by 

countries around the world through media, agencies, and governments, victim numbers 
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are still increasing at a concerning rate. This patriarchal design that fuels the sex 

trafficking epidemic and creates insurmountable challenges for helpless, unsupported 

victims must be stopped.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In the last decade, the brutality of sex trafficking has become increasingly evident 

(Malark, 2011). This epidemic affects people in all countries and is so large scale that its 

challenges seem insurmountable. Despite numerous laws created in the international 

community, human rights advocates highlighting the truth of this human disgrace, 

government leaders vowing to stop this enslavement, and academic research on the root 

causes of sex trafficking, very little progress has been made to improve this situation 

(Malarek, 2011). This literature review will examine scholarly research on the history of 

sex trafficking throughout the world, the U.N.’s response to the epidemic, and the 

patriarchal societies that propel the business of sex trafficking.  

Literature Strategy 

To develop a structure for this research study, peer-reviewed academic studies, 

and books of people’s firsthand experiences as a victim or an investigative journalist 

were analyzed through the lens of sex trafficking trends and root causes, patriarchal 

societies, religion in patriarchal societies, and current laws about sex trafficking in Saudi 

Arabia. The scholarly literature research process involves searches using academic 

databases including the Walden University online library. Other searches were completed 

using SAGE, EBSCO, ERIC, and Google Scholar. The following subject-based specific 

inquiries included:  

• sex trafficking 

• sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia 

• sex trafficking in the East 
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• sex trafficking and root causes 

• sex trafficking and purity culture 

• sex trafficking and Muslim culture 

• female expectations and Saudi Arabia culture 

• patriarchal societies and expectations of women or girls 

The literature reviewed for this study ranged in publication dates from 2009 to 

2023. The oldest work included in this literature review was that of Kara, which has 

provided the most in-depth description of sex trafficking by country, and there is no 

information like his in academic articles. This was particularly helpful in writing the 

literature review because the information from Kara provided a vast outlook from every 

continent. The scholarly research was organized using the Zotero citation management 

software. Microsoft Word was used to keep literature matrices. The literature was 

analyzed by my own manual coding and the qualitative software NVivo.  

Conceptual Framework 

Radical feminism defies a structure that most have lived by for thousands of years 

that says if women do not play by the rules, then they are not real women at all (Bowen, 

2021). The basis for radical feminism is that being a woman is a tool of oppression not 

liberation (Beegan & Morgan, 2016). Radical feminism is not only about sexism but also 

racism, classism, heterosexism, ageism, ablism and any other act that includes women 

(Bowen, 2021). Additionally, radical feminists advocate for fundamental change of the 

social structure that currently exists around the world (Bowen, 2021). Furthermore, they 
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believe that any kind of sex work is a violation to human rights. This includes sex work 

that is through free will or through exploitation (Stabile, 2020).  

Sex trafficking victims are 98% women and girls (Beegan & Morgan, 2017) and 

its origins have been compared to modern-day slavery in the literature (Stabile, 2020). As 

evidence, women are often sold and exploited to meet the demands of male buyers 

(Beegan & Morgan, 2017). Radical feminism posits that sex trafficking and slavery is a 

subordination of women by men that is fueled by legalized prostitution (Stabile, 2020). 

Overall, radical feminism plays a critical role in solving the problem as its paradigm is 

the most influential in creating laws against sex trafficking throughout the world (Stabile, 

2020).  

In addition to radical feminism, displacement theory offers an explanation of why 

sex trafficking is a hidden crime and hard to find (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). Displacement 

theory is often used to explain criminal behavior and how criminals evade the law (Talbot 

& Suzuki, 2021). Displacement theory often helps investigators and law enforcement to 

develop new strategies for criminal investigation (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021).  

There are five displacements that this theory holds to explain the crime of sex 

trafficking (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). First, the criminal (in this case the trafficker) will 

change locations right after the crime has been committed. In the case of sex trafficking, 

the trafficker will coerce the victim to follow him and then change locations, many times 

changing countries in the process. Second, the trafficker will change the time and place 

where the victim is “picked up.” A trafficker will move cities to get more victims in case 

rumors have spread about what is happening in the current city. Third, the trafficker will 
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change their tactics on how they secure the victim. Some victims may be coerced into a 

“modeling contract” but the next victim will be offered a “nanny job for a wealthy 

family”. Fourth, the trafficker may change his targets. One week he may be looking for 

Russian slaves but the next week his target is Moldova (Kara, 2014). Lastly, the trafficker 

creates unpredictability so he cannot be traced (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021).  

What is Sex Trafficking? 

Sex trafficking can be defined as “the process of acquiring, recruiting, harboring, 

receiving, or transporting an individual, through any means and for any distance, into a 

condition of slavery or slave-like exploitation” (Kara, 2017, p. 5)”. Crimes committed 

against sex trafficking victims include slave trading and slavery (Kara, 2017). Sex 

trafficking follows three defined steps: acquisition, movement, and exploitation (Kara, 

2017). Sex trafficking is a crime against humanity (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). It is the 

perfect crime because the victims are hidden, and the profits are enormous and 

continuous (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). Human commodities are renewable (Talbot & 

Suzuki, 2021). Slaves can be sold and purchased repeatedly bringing in a huge profit for 

the slave owner (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). Most slave owners own many women/children 

at once, selling their bodies up to 20 times daily and rendering huge profits (Talbot & 

Suzuki, 2021).  

Contributing Factors 

There are many contributing factors that put women and children at risk for sex 

trafficking. The main factor that enables sex trafficking to continue worldwide is the 

value of women in society (Franchino-Olsen, 2019). Societies that embrace the 
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perspective that young girls and women are sex objects is the leading indicator of sex 

trafficking prevalence (Franchino-Olsen, 2019). Additionally, countries that tolerate 

abuse and exploitation of women experience higher rates of sex trafficking victims than 

countries with more stringent laws in place to condone this negative behavior (Franchino-

Olsen, 2019). In societies “tolerant” of abuse and exploitation, women are put in a lower 

societal class because of oversexualization, whereas men are elevated and glorified as a 

“pimp” because they are seen as aspirational and business owners (Franchino-Olsen, 

2019).  

Poverty is another main factor for women who find themselves victims of sex 

trafficking (Franchino-Olsen, 2019). According to Moteski and Mofokeng(2022), some 

women feel they need to leave their home countries to find legitimate and well-paying 

jobs to support their families because of living impoverished communities where work is 

unattainable (Moteski & Mofokeng, 2022). Women who are desperate to support their 

families can fall prey to illegitimate job requests and find themselves in sex trafficking. A 

women may think she is moving to Saudi Arabia to be a housemaid and nanny but when 

she arrives quickly finds herself being pimped out for sex by her sponsor.  

Patriarchal Societies  

Patriarchal societies are specifically created to meet the material, psychological, 

and social needs of heterosexual men (Links, 2018). Patriarchal societies focus on nuclear 

families as the “perfect family”, heterosexual parents, father as the head of household, 

and biological offspring (Links, 2018). These male-dominated societies are built with 

societal norms such as women being second class citizens and over sexualized 
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(Franchino-Olsen, 2019). Patriarchal societies feed the sex trafficking industry, with men 

creating and sustaining an unequal power balance by aiding the trafficking of women 

across the globe (Beegan & Morgan, 2017).  

In many patriarchal societies, there is pressure put on women to be the “good 

dutiful daughter” or the “self-sacrificing mother” (Hamid, 2022). Women are taught from 

an early age about women’s role and male privilege (Hamid, 2022). It is enforced in 

patriarchal societies that men are the superior sex and women must prioritize the men’s 

and family’s needs over her own (Hamid, 2022). A woman may find herself in a 

vulnerable sex trafficking situation because of the traditions of her patriarchal society 

(Hamid, 2022). Women in these societies are held against strict moral code but are also 

expected to provide for their families (Hamad, 2022). This situation often leads women to 

migrate to other countries looking for work and finding themselves in sex trafficking 

(Hamid, 2022). These women are easily exploitable because no one is accounting for 

them, and the women can send money back home and uphold the cultural expectations of 

the patriarchy (Hamid, 2022).  

Purity Culture 

Research indicates that purity culture can be a way to normalize sexual violence 

against women, deprive women of their autonomy, and participate in victim blaming 

when a woman is assaulted (Owens et al., 2021). Purity culture is defined as a system 

where gender expectations are stereotypically assigned with gender. Men are considered 

“masculine”, leaders of the household, church, and to some extent society (Owens et al., 

2021). Women are there to support the men in their life, to be pretty and feminine and 



22 

 

their major roles are to be sweet wives and loving mothers (Owens et al., 2021). Sexual 

expectations vary by gender and many times double standards come into play (Klement 

et al., 2022). In purity culture, men and women are taught that men’s minds are evil, and 

that women’s bodies are evil (Owens et al., 2021).  

Purity culture places the responsibility on women for both the thoughts and 

actions of men and women regarding sex (Owens et al., 2021). If a man decides to act on 

a sexual thought, the woman is perceived as responsible for causing the action because of 

her appearance or attire, or the way she walked, giggled, or said something. Men take 

little or no responsibility for their actions in such a culture (Owens et al., 2021). In purity 

culture, if a woman if raped, the woman, although a victim, is thought to bear some 

responsibility. The bottom line of purity culture is that women carry more value if they 

are “pure,” and the people assigning that value are men (Owens et al., 2021).  

The six values of purity culture include (a) woman saving themselves for 

marriage (virginity is idealized in a purity culture), (b) women needing to modest at all 

times, (c) women not being able to show physical affection before marriage, (d) women 

being considered the sexual gate keepers in the relationship because men have higher sex 

drives, (e) denial of female autonomy, and (f) women’s lack of education about sex and 

consent (Klement et al., 2022, Owen et al., 2020). There is evidence that connects purity 

culture with rape culture. People who tend to value purity culture tend to believe myths 

about rape culture (Klement et al., 2022). People who do not believe victims of rape and 

feel that women bring it on themselves share similar ideas about sex trafficking (Kara, 

2017).  



23 

 

Rape Culture 

Burt (1980) created the term “rape culture” to explain the rapid number of sexual 

assaults happening in the United States. He defined rape culture as people who believe in 

rape myths and have prejudicial, stereotypes, and false beliefs about rape, rape victims, 

and rapists (Owens et al., 2021). Some myths around rape culture include that only “bad 

girls” get raped, that a rapist cannot help it because his sex drive is higher than females, 

or that women bring rape upon themselves by what they wear or how they act (Klement 

et al., 2022, Owens et al., 2021). In 1994, Lonsway and Fitzgerald added to the definition 

of rape myths to be “attitudes and beliefs that are generally false, but are widely and 

persistently held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against 

women” (p. 134). Edwards et al. (2011) found that rape myths are created by patriarchal 

systems. Acts of sexual violence are supported through rape culture, which supports 

violence towards women and girls with male sexual aggression (Sosenski, 2021).  

Rape culture and sex trafficking are two interrelated issues that have significant 

impacts on individuals and communities around the world  (Jackson & Hill, 2018). Both 

are rooted in patriarchal structures and perpetuated by the power imbalances between 

men and women (Kara, 2017). Studies have shown that rape culture and sex trafficking 

are interconnected, as they both stem from patriarchal structures that prioritize the sexual 

pleasure and control of men over the autonomy and safety of women and girls (Jackson 

& Hill, 2017). For example, a study by Farley and Cotton (2005) found that men who buy 

sex are more likely to hold attitudes that support sexual violence and sexual exploitation, 

and to view women as objects for their own sexual pleasure. This is consistent with 
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research by Ditmore (2006) that suggests that the sex industry is built upon the same 

patriarchal norms and attitudes that support rape culture. 

Additionally, research has shown that exposure to rape culture can increase the 

vulnerability of individuals to trafficking. A study by Jackson and Hill (2017) found that 

women and girls who have experienced sexual violence or have been exposed to rape 

culture are more likely to be targeted and exploited by traffickers. The authors argued 

that since these individuals are more likely to be viewed as vulnerable and less likely to 

report exploitation due to shame, guilt, and a lack of trust in the criminal justice system, 

they are at higher risk of being targeted by sex traffickers. 

The literature provides strong evidence of the relationship between rape culture 

and sex trafficking (Jackson & Hill, 2017). Both are perpetuated by patriarchal structures 

that prioritize the sexual pleasure and control of men over the autonomy and safety of 

women and girls (Kara, 2017). Addressing rape culture and sex trafficking requires a 

comprehensive approach that challenges patriarchal norms and attitudes and supports the 

autonomy and safety of all individuals. 

Sex Traffickers and Recruitment 

Sex trafficking is widespread and increasing annually on a global scale. 

According to the U.N., a primary reason for its growth is due to a global failure to 

identify sex traffickers and those who help them (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 

2019). Sex traffickers have a certain stereotype that is not based in fact but based off the 

media, cinema, and printed literature (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Sex 

traffickers are defined as “those who exploit vulnerable persons for the commercial sale 
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of sex” (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019, p. 608). Sex traffickers are predominantly very violent 

men, and violence is as equally important as sex in sex trafficking (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019). 

Sex traffickers will use violence with their victims to make sure the victim follows the 

rules and does not try to escape (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019). Some other tactics that sex 

traffickers use around the world include grooming the victim with lavish gifts and money, 

becoming a “trusted” friend, providing the victims with drugs to make them dependent on 

the sex trafficker, and giving a false sense of love, protection, and a fantasy (Roe-

Sepowitz, 2019). It is reported that sex traffickers prefer minors since they are easier to 

manipulate and earn more money for the trafficker (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019). Approximately 

30% of sex traffickers have a criminal history and are most often men (Roe-Sepowitz, 

2019). 

In other cases of sex trafficking, it has been reported that the traffickers are very 

kind, and the victim feels attached to them and view them as “helpers,” which can be 

explained through the Stockholm Syndrome (Hamid, 2022). This type of trafficker can be 

very confusing to victims (Hamid, 2022). On one hand the victim feels like the trafficker 

is taking care of her and allows some agency over her life. In turn, she feels grateful to 

the trafficker for giving her an opportunity to send money back home. In reality, the 

trafficker is ultimately having her engage in sex work with profit in mind (Hamid, 2022). 

This is another technique of a sex trafficker to manipulate women or girls who are 

victims of globalization, migration policies, low wages in their home country, 

unemployment, patriarchal societies (gender inequality), and poverty (Hamid, 2022).  
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Women and Recruitment 

Although sex trafficking perpetrators are mostly men, women sex traffickers find 

themselves invisible to the public and law enforcement because of the stereotypes found 

in the media (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Female sex traffickers are 

16% less likely to be arrested or convicted for sex trafficking than men although 

extensive literature reviews show that women are involved in all stages of sex trafficking 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). If women are involved with sex trafficking, 

they are considered a victim themselves and thought to be coerced and manipulated by 

the sex trafficker. Another technique used by sex traffickers to recruit another victim is to 

use a woman “who is already in the business” to coerce her into the new lifestyle 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019, Hamid, 2022, Roe-Sepowitz, 2019).  

Women sex traffickers are typically labeled recruiters, supporters, or “bottoms” 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Women recruiters are used to gain trust of 

the new victims and present a facade of “happy trafficking”. Women are sent back home 

to their home country in lavish clothes and accessories to show other women or girls how 

great their life is to obtain new victims (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019).  

Supporters are those women who are subordinate to the top women in the 

trafficking ring voluntarily or involuntarily (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). 

Their role is to manage the sex trafficking victims, guard them, provide them with fake 

documents, bribe law enforcement if needed, and rent the hotel rooms, brothels, or sex 

clubs (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Women who fall into this category 

are usually dependent on the sex trafficker for survival or may have family in the sex 
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trafficking ring, otherwise considered a “family affair” (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & 

Jeglic, 2019).  

“Bottom” is the name given to the highest-ranking female in the sex trafficking 

ring (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). This position is considered a 

promotion and implies that the female has earned the trafficker’s respect and trust. This 

position allows the victim to stop working as a prostitute and maintain the ring 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). The idea of being a “bottom” is often 

dangled to new victims to give them incentive to stay with the trafficker (Veldhuizen-

Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). “Bottoms” oversee training new victims, collecting 

money, finding them clients through advertisements, and transporting them to their 

clients (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Although it is promised to 

“bottoms” that they no longer must engage in sex work, research shows that about 50% 

of the time they still are required to service clients and are still being abused emotionally 

and physically by the trafficker (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). The 

difference between a “supporter” and a “bottom” is that a supporter is usually a female 

family member who does not engage in sex work and a “bottom” is a sex worker 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019).  

“Partners-in-crime” are women who commit acts of sex trafficking voluntarily 

and are equal partners with profit in the sex ring (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 

2019). There are three general ways a woman participates in sex trafficking as a partner-

in-crime. The first way is in the form of equal division of the labor and equal division of 

the profit. A second way is women is the mastermind of the operation and the man is the 
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violent one. Finally, the third way is the woman recruits and supervises the sex victims 

and the man commit the acts of violence towards the victims and is the aggressor 

(Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). In partner-in-crime cases it is made to look 

like the woman has control or equal say, but she is also a victim of violence in their 

relationship which classifies her as a “supporter” (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 

2019).  

Madams 

In the regions of Eastern Europe to Central Africa, “madams” are in control of the 

sex trafficking (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). Madams are considered 

“businesswomen” running a business with no family links to the business (Veldhuizen-

Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). In Ukraine, it is known that the women run at least 60% 

of the sex trafficking rings (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 2019). In Nigeria, sex 

trafficking is run by women, and it is known to be a business of women. As a result, men 

in Nigeria take on more supportive, passive roles (Veldhuizen-Ochodnicanova & Jeglic, 

2019). 

Sex Trafficking Clients  

Without clients, demand for sex trafficking could not exist. It is reported that 1 in 

15 men buy sex (Beegan & Morgan, 2017). While the demand for sex is high, the 

demand for sex with minors is exponentially greater (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019). Fueling these 

high demands are citizens from Western countries who board planes for sex tours in other 

countries where the laws are not as strict (Malarek, 2011). It has been consistently 

demonstrated from previous research that military service members across the globe are 
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commonly involved in sex trafficking as clients while on deployments in Asian countries 

or in war-torn regions (Bolkovac & Lynn, 2011). Soldiers are not only clients but may 

also be sex slave owners in war-torn countries (Bolkovac & Lynn, 2011, Malarek, 2011).  

Why Women Cannot Escape  

There are many reasons that sex trafficking victims cannot escape from their 

trafficker. One such reason is trauma bonding, also known as Stockholm Syndrome, and 

can sometimes occur between sex traffickers and their victims (Casassa, Knight, & 

Mengo, 2022). Trauma bonding can happen when the victim develops strong emotional 

feelings or a strong connection with their trafficker (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). 

The victim becomes dependent on the sex trafficker through cycles of abuse (Casassa, 

Knight, & Mengo, 2022). This dependency includes the imbalance of power between the 

sex trafficker and the victim, in which the sex trafficker is the one who imposes 

punishments and rewards (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). This imbalance of power 

creates confusion and dependence of the victim (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). 

Trauma bonding among the sex trafficker and the victim is recognized as enhanced 

survival by victims (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). Not all victims experience trauma 

bonding with their sex trafficker but many do (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). It is 

more common in victims that are youth and do not have the means to acquire housing, 

health care, income, education, or asylum in the country they have been brought to by 

their sex trafficker (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022).  

Sex traffickers, as part of their tactics to keep victims from running, foster a sense 

of “protector” and “caretaker” to create dependency, loyalty, reliance, and connection 
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(Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). Many times, the victim is already attached to the sex 

trafficker before being trafficked when the trafficker is a parent, a family member, or an 

intimate partner (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo,2022). This can also create an environment 

where the victim feels gratitude to the sex trafficker while also being terrified for their 

life (Casassa, Knight, & Mengo, 2022). Victims are purposefully kept isolated. For 

victims to leave their sex traffickers, many variables need to occur (Casassa, Knight, & 

Mengo, 2022).  

Numerous women who are sex trafficked do not understand what outcome is 

awaiting them. Many women who are sex trafficked come from countries where there is 

no money to be made. These women, looking to keep their families alive, trust ads in 

local newspapers that they are being hired to be waitresses, nannies, house maids or 

working for hotels (Malarek, 2011 & Kara 2014). The ads look legitimate and many 

times the women are convinced to take the job by other women who the pimps are using 

for recruitment (Kara, 2014 & Malarek, 2011). Women who are the most vulnerable to 

being sex trafficked desperate and naïve due to their circumstances. It is paramount to 

understand how women find themselves in these situations and why they cannot escape.  

The definition of sex trafficking includes actions such as force, coercion, and 

fraud (Department of Homeland Security, n.d.). The process of enslavement is a 

calculated design (Talbot & Suzuki, 2021). The enslaved lose their human rights, 

freedom, and basic entitlements such as food, shelter, and healthcare (Talbot & Suzuki, 

2021). The enslaved are often brutally beaten and are required to work as much as 20 

hours per day sometimes serving up to 20 clients a day (Kara, 2017). The traffickers 
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mentally “beat down” the women by physical and sexual abuse if a woman gets “out of 

line” (Kara, 2017). Traffickers often withhold food from the victims or get them addicted 

to drugs, so it keeps the victims dependent on the traffickers (Kara, 2017).  

Gang Affiliations 

Gang affiliation can sometimes be the culprit to sex trafficking (Roe-Sepowitz, 

2019). In recent studies, gang affiliation was identified in sex trafficking with minors in 

one out of every five cases (Roe-Sepowitz, 2019). It is shown that when gang affiliation 

is associated with a sex trafficking case it will most likely include victims who are 

runaways, have a drug/alcohol addiction, are homeless, or from foster care (Roe-

Sepowitz, 2019). There are many types of gangs throughout the world, however, it is a 

well-known fact that the Outlaw motorcycle gangs (OMG’s) in the United States, 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand and western Europe such as Hells Angels, the Bandidos, 

and the Outlaws are involved in a variety of crimes including human and sex trafficking 

(Piano, 2017). Each group has claimed a region of the United States that they have 

domain over and similar patterns are being seen in other countries (Piano, 2017). Today 

law enforcement claims there are 20,000 members of the Outlaws who are involved in 

sex trafficking, human trafficking, drug cartels, street gangs, and prison gangs (Piano, 

2017). The typical make-up of these bike members are white men, who have had some 

military experience and have return home with patriarchal ideas about women. These 

men typically are unable to fit into society, and as a result, join the biker gang (Piano, 

2017). A biker’s lifestyle revolves around the ideas of hyper-masculinity, independence 

from the government and social norms, brotherhood, and mechanical skills (Piano, 2017). 
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Power is the upmost goal, and they live by the idea that women are second class citizens 

and brotherhood is the upmost importance (Piano, 2017). Women who are victims in sex 

trafficking with the biker gangs would have little chance to escape with the 

“brotherhood” watching the women’s every move (Piano, 2017). 

Medical Professionals  

Many times, a medical professional might be the only person who can help, and 

they are lacking in skills to recognize sex trafficking victims (Pederson & Gerassi, 2022). 

Medical professionals most times are the only people, besides clients, who encounter sex 

trafficking victims (Pederson & Gerassi, 2022). There are missed opportunities to 

identify victims if the medical professional is not trained or falls into the belief of sex 

trafficking stereotypes that don’t accurately represent the red flags of victims (Pederson 

& Gerassi, 2022).  

Since medical professionals are usually the first or only people to encounter 

victims, it is crucial, they are trained on what the red flags look like on sex trafficking 

victims (Pederson & Gerassi, 2022). Some of the red flags include reoccurring abortions 

or sexually transmitted diseases, an older man accompanying a young female to the 

appointment and not allowing the woman to speak for herself, signs of torture or abuse, 

tattoos or branding that states that the women belong to a man, and the woman being shy, 

timid and cannot answer questions (Pederson & Gerassi, 2022).  

There are many times that sex trafficking victims are not allowed to seek medical 

attention, or they are taken to a medical professional, who knows that sex trafficking is 

occurring, but they are being bribed by the pimp. In this case, a medical professional 
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would be no help to the victim. When sex trafficking victims are brought across borders 

the victim usually does not understand the language of the country she is in and would 

not be able to communicate with a medical professional that she needs help. If the victim 

is in a country that has no reporting system by medical professionals, then the medical 

professional may be no help to escaping.  

Impact of Religious Culture 

Religion and culture have a significant impact on the phenomenon of sex 

trafficking and the experiences of its victims (Routledge, Jin & Kim, 2018). Studies have 

shown that religious beliefs and cultural norms can both perpetuate and mitigate the risk 

of sex trafficking (Chirinos, 2017). On one hand, cultural beliefs and religious practices 

that support gender inequality and male dominance can increase the vulnerability of 

women and girls to trafficking. For example, a study by Routledge et al. (2018) found 

that patriarchal family structures, in which women are expected to prioritize the needs of 

their husbands and families over their own, increase the risk of trafficking in certain 

cultural groups. 

Navarro and Tewksbury (2018) found that people who live with increases in 

religiosity are associated with increased rape acceptance. This may be explained because 

religious people may be exposed to higher levels of patriarchal teachings (Owens et al. 

2021). People who are involved in religion may hear accounts or descriptions of 

acquaintance rape, marital rape, and date rape that are explained by the patriarchy stating 

inadequate self-defense, a woman not understanding her role in marriage, or a woman’s 

poor choice or decision making (Owen et al., 2021). Not all religions support these ideas, 
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but it has been shown that the more sexist or fundamental a religion is, the more likely 

that the group will have negative attitudes towards rape and sex trafficking and will 

blame the victim (Owens et al., 2021).  

Conversely, religious, and cultural practices can also provide support and 

resources for victims of trafficking, as well as encourage societal attitudes that reject 

trafficking and promote the rights of survivors (Chirions, 2017). For example, a study by 

Chirinos (2017) found that indigenous communities in Latin America that adhere to 

traditional cultural practices and beliefs have been effective in organizing against 

trafficking and promoting the rights of trafficking survivors. 

It is important to note that the relationship between religion and culture and sex 

trafficking is complex and influenced by various factors, including the specific religious 

or cultural group in question, the region or country in which it is practiced, and  the 

specific beliefs and practices of individual members (Chirions, 2017). Additionally, the 

relationship between religion and culture and trafficking may vary for different groups of 

individuals, including those who are at higher risk for trafficking, such as migrant 

workers or refugees. 

Recent research suggests that religion and culture may have both positive and 

negative impacts on sex trafficking (Chirinos, 2017). While cultural beliefs and religious 

practices that support gender inequality and male dominance can increase the 

vulnerability of women and girls to trafficking, religious and cultural practices can also 

provide support and resources for trafficking survivors and help to organize resistance 

against trafficking(Chirinos, 2017). The relationship between religion, culture, and 



35 

 

trafficking is complex and influenced by various factors, and further research is needed to 

fully understand the impact of these factors on trafficking and its victims. 

Similarities and Difference of Sex trafficking Across Cultures 

Sex trafficking is a global issue, but the cultural differences between Western and 

Eastern societies may lead to variations in the prevalence and characteristics of sex 

trafficking (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], n.d.). In the Global 

Report on Trafficking in Persons, investigated by the United Nations, it stated the one 

factor that is the same between all countries is that seventy percent of human trafficking 

is sex trafficking. The report also states that the investigation gave a “big picture” but 

shows clearly that the world lacks depth in really understanding the problem of sex 

trafficking (UNODC, n.d.). It is feared that the problem is getting worse around the world 

(UNODC, n.d.).  

Western cultures, such as those in North America and Europe, have been reported 

to have high rates of sex trafficking (Javdani, et al., 2019). One possible reason for this is 

the demand for commercial sex in these countries, which attracts traffickers and creates 

opportunities for exploitation (Danna & Graham, 2017). Victims of sex trafficking in the 

West are often young women and girls and are frequently trafficked for sexual purposes 

within their own country (Berman & McCloskey, 2017). The trafficking is often 

facilitated through force, fraud, or coercion, and victims are typically recruited through 

false promises of work or education (UNODC, 2018). 

In Eastern cultures, sex trafficking may be more covert and difficult to identify 

versus the west. One study conducted in India found that victims of sex trafficking in 
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rural areas were often trafficked by family members or close acquaintances, which may 

explain why many cases go unreported (Budhathoki, et al., 2019). In some cases, victims 

of sex trafficking in Eastern cultures are also transported across borders for sexual 

exploitation, often under the guise of employment opportunities (UNODC, 2018). 

The cultural differences between Western and Eastern societies also influence the 

types of interventions that are effective in combating sex trafficking. In Western cultures, 

legal and law enforcement interventions are often used to target sex trafficking (Danna & 

Graham, 2017). In contrast, interventions in Eastern cultures may focus more on 

addressing the root causes of trafficking, such as poverty, lack of education, and social 

norms that devalue women (Budhathoki, et al., 2019). 

In conclusion, while sex trafficking is a global problem, there are significant 

cultural differences between Western and Eastern societies that may impact the 

prevalence, characteristics, and interventions related to this issue. The demand for 

commercial sex in Western cultures may make them more vulnerable to trafficking, while 

the covert nature of trafficking in Eastern cultures makes it difficult to identify and 

address. Understanding these cultural differences is crucial in developing effective 

strategies for combating sex trafficking. 

Saudi Arabian Culture and Women 

In the Saudi Arabian culture, women are held to beliefs that biology and nature 

are the cause of difference between men and women and their rights (Malik, 2019). This 

is not as far-fetched compared to the rest of the world. Women all over the world are 

continually fighting for equal footing in legislation and bodily autonomy and Saudi 
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Arabian females are no different (Malik, 2019). Extreme gender roles plague the 

kingdom in denial of basic human rights for women (Malik, 2019). The current Saudi 

Arabian government has made some notable recent changes, but it has a far way to go 

(Winkel, Strachan & Aamir, 2021).  

In the past five years, the Saudi Arabia government has made great strides in 

equalizing men and women in the Kingdom. Women have been given long overdue rights 

such a obtaining a driver’s license, being able to work outside the home, and be in public 

with men (Malik, 2022). Women in Saudi Arabia are now seeing their education 

opportunities flourish due to the government allowing women to apply for the same 

scholarships as men for overseas education, which increases their participation in social 

society and allows for independence if desired (Al Bakr, Bruce, Davidson, Schlaffer & 

Kropiunigg, 2021). The government has also allowed women to join the ranks of 

leadership for the Kingdom representing 20% of the total leadership (Ministry of Interior, 

2023). The Saudi Arabian government is on a fast paced time line to industrialized their 

country and to be seen as a top market in the western world (Ministry of Interior, 2023).  

Although there are some extreme, yet welcomed, changes for women in the 

Kingdom by the government, women will have to wait for their families’ views to change 

and modernize to fully optimize their rights and opportunities. Saudi Arabian families are 

patriarchal meaning the father and male relatives dictate how the family operates. When a 

woman is married, she typically moves in with the husband’s family is now under the 

husband’s families ruling (Human Rights Watch, 2019). Women are still bound to men 
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by requiring approval to get married, leave prison or a shelter (Human Rights Watch, 

2019).  

Education for Women in Saudi Arabia 

The first girls’ school in Saudi Arabia opened its doors in 1960 (Malik, 2019). 

According to the Ministry of Education by 2015 they had a total of 551,000 enrolled in 

university compared to the male counterparts of 513,000 enrolled (Malik, 2019). Fifty 

years ago, most Saudi Arabian females were illiterate and carried the taboo to be 

educated (Malik, 2019). With statistics such as these, one would think this was a raving 

success, but there needs to be a deeper dive into the roles of women in the Kingdom that 

keep the women of Saudi Arabia a second-class citizen.  

Currently, in 2022, women and men are still segregated in classrooms from 

Kindergarten to University (Malik, 2019). The reason for this decision is based on gender 

division and different curriculums taught to instill cultural norms (El-Sanabary, 1994). 

Saudi Arabia is the fastest growing market for foreign students in the USA due to an 

agreement with President George Bush and the King of Saudi Arabia (Winkel et al., 

2021).  

The Saudi Arabia government offers an exclusive scholarship program to its 

citizens to study abroad in places such as the USA, Canada, and the UK (Ministry of 

Education, 2021). The government pays for all tuition, plus living expenses if studying 

business management, medical sciences, or engineering (Ministry of Education, 2020). 

The only caveat is that the Saudi national must return to the Kingdom and work in the 

Kingdom. Out of the all the Saudi nationals that use this scholarship only a quarter of 
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them are female (Winkel et al., 2021). If the Saudi females takes the scholarship, then a 

guardian must accompany her to the west, whereas the male counterpart does not need a 

guardian (Malik, 2019).  

Although the Saudi Arabian government is providing education opportunities to 

women it is not equal education (Malik, 2019). The main goal is to keep girls and women 

compliant believers in the system and not disruptors (Malik, 2019). Although education is 

allowing women educational opportunities, within traditional boundaries, it does not 

increase gender and power relations (Malik, 2019 & El-Sanabary, 1994).  

Male and Female Responsibilities in the Saudi Arabian Culture  

There are many roles that women and men play in the Arab culture. They are not 

unlike patriarchal roles found in the west, but the difference being that they are being 

taught in education in every school across the kingdom (Malik, 2019). The curriculum 

used in education is focused on teaching girls and women that their upmost goal is the 

subordination to men (Malik, 2019). They are a taught they cannot handle certain 

situations on their own, such as travel, and have been taught that men are needed for 

protection (Malik, 2019). Every Saudi female has a guardian no matter the age or 

education level (Malik, 2019). Physical education classes are banned for girls and girls 

from ages 12 to 16 years old to take mandatory home economics and sewing classes 

focusing on how to have a proper home and how to focus on the family (Malik, 2019). 

Women are taught, unless necessary, that woman should stay home (Malik, 2019). 

Mandatory religion classes teach that a woman should never raise her voice in earshot of 

a man or yell directly at a man (Malik, 2019). Woman are taught their clothing and how 
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the dress is a reflection on the good standing of the family’s reputation (Winkel et al, 

2021). Men oversee taking care of the family, providing for all the needs of the family 

and if the husband cannot do it then the father’s family does it which then leads to the 

patriarchy making all the decisions (Malik, 2019).  

Sexuality and Saudi Females  

Purity is the upmost goal of a Saudi female on her wedding day (Malik, 2019). 

Some might argue that Saudi females are not taught their own body autonomy and are 

left confused to figure it out.  

The males in the Saudi Arabian culture oversee the women (Malik, 2019). A 

woman could be a highly educated university professor but still needs her father, husband  

or even more illogical her little brother sign permission for her to allow her to travel 

(Malik, 2019). Women may not obtain passports without permission from the patriarchal 

family (Malik, 2019).  

Saudi Arabia Law and Sex Trafficking  

Human trafficking, including sexual exploitation, is a significant issue worldwide, 

and Saudi Arabia is no exception. In response to the problem, the Saudi Arabian 

government enacted anti-trafficking legislation and taken steps to address the issue. Due 

to limited research on this topic within the Kingdom, the following literature review 

contains several references prior to 2017. 

The Anti-Trafficking Law in Saudi Arabia 

In 2012, Saudi Arabia enacted its anti-trafficking law, which provides for the 

prosecution of traffickers and penalties for those convicted of trafficking, including 
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trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation (Alharbi, 2016). The law defines human 

trafficking as the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons by 

means of threat, or the use of force. Additionally, this law prohibits other forms of 

coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability, or 

the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person for the purpose of exploitation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2012). 

The penalties for trafficking under the law range from seven to 15 years in prison 

and fines of up to 500,000 Saudi riyals (approximately $133,000 USD) (Alharbi, 2016). 

The law also provides for the protection of victims, including foreign national victims, 

and allows for their removal from the country if necessary (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2012). 

Efforts to Address Sex Trafficking in Saudi Arabia 

In addition to the anti-trafficking law, Saudi Arabia has taken steps to address sex 

trafficking through the implementation of various programs and initiatives. For example, 

the government has established a national committee to combat trafficking, which is 

responsible for coordinating the country’s efforts to address the issue (Alharbi, 2016). 

The government has worked with international organizations, such as the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM), to raise awareness about human 

trafficking and provide support to victims (Alharbi, 2016). The IOM has also provided 

training to law enforcement officials in Saudi Arabia on how to identify and respond to 

cases of human trafficking (International Organization for Migration, n.d.). 
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Challenges in Addressing Sex Trafficking in Saudi Arabia 

Despite the efforts of the government and international organizations, sex 

trafficking remains a significant issue in Saudi Arabia. The country has faced criticism 

for its human rights record, including the treatment of migrant workers, and the system of 

male guardianship, which restricts the freedom of women and can make them vulnerable 

to trafficking and exploitation (Human Rights Watch, 2016). 

In addition, the lack of data and information on the issue of human trafficking in 

Saudi Arabia makes it difficult to assess the effectiveness of the government’s efforts to 

address the issue (Alharbi, 2016). There have also been reports of victims being punished 

for crimes committed as a result of their trafficking, such as immigration violations, 

rather than being provided with support and protection (Human Rights Watch, 2016). 

Saudi Arabia has taken steps to address the issue of sex trafficking through its 

anti-trafficking law and various programs and initiatives. However, the country continues 

to face significant challenges in effectively addressing the issue, including a lack of data 

and information, the treatment of migrant workers, and the system of male guardianship. 

Further research is needed to assess the effectiveness of the government’s efforts to 

address sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia and to identify areas for improvement. 

Summary 

Sex trafficking affects every country in the world. Millions of women and 

children are sold into sex slavery each year for a multitude of reasons. Sex trafficking is a 

global issue that affects numerous countries, including Saudi Arabia. Despite being 
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illegal under Saudi Arabian law, sex trafficking continues to persist, with women and 

children being the primary victims.  

This chapter provides a summary of the current literature relating to sex 

trafficking around the world. Additionally, this research will address a significant gap 

with respect to understanding perceptions of sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia. 

Unfortunately, the area related to sex trafficking is almost nonexistent for Saudi Arabia 

and relatively unexplored and because of this, other countries were used to make 

inferences about Saudi Arabia. Almotairi (2019) conducted a critical review of literature 

on sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia. The study highlights the lack of empirical research on 

sex trafficking in the country and identifies key challenges in addressing the issue, 

including the stigmatization of victims and the need for better collaboration between 

government agencies. 

In conclusion, recent studies highlight the persistence of sex trafficking in Saudi 

Arabia, with women and children being the primary victims. The research underscores 

the need for better collaboration between government agencies and increased efforts to 

combat the stigmatization of victims. Additionally, there is a need for more empirical 

research to better understand the factors that contribute to sex trafficking in the country. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The qualitative study was to understand the knowledge and perceptions of sex 

trafficking for native Saudi Arabian females who currently live in Saudi Arabia. Saudi 

Arabian women’s perceptions were explored through one-on-one interviews and 

reflective journaling. In this chapter, I describe the research design for this study, as well 

as the instrumentation, criteria for participant selection, and the rationale for using a 

qualitative approach to understand the perceptions of Saudi Arabian females about sex 

trafficking. Specifically, this chapter will outline the sampling approach, analytical plan, 

and the data analysis and reporting. Lastly, the role of the researcher, confidentiality 

issues, and how to minimize personal bias will be appropriately addressed.  

Research Question 

The research questions are concerned with understanding and documenting Saudi 

Arabia women’s perceptions about sex trafficking.  

• RQ 1: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking? 

• RQ 2: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking 

occurring in Saudi Arabia?  

Research Design Rationale 

A qualitative research design with a semistructured interview approach was 

appropriate for this research study because of the in-depth, rich, detailed answers it 

provided the research study (Bryman, 2016). When exploring people’s lived experiences 

and perceptions about the world they live in, the participant must not be boxed into 

previous assumptions (Bryman, 2016). A semistructured interview approach allows the 
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participants to show the researcher new insights about a particular phenomenon 

(Stutterheim & Ratcliffe, 2021). 

Qualitative interviewing tends to be more flexible and allows the researcher to 

identify significant themes when participants are allowed to explain themselves fully 

(Stutterheim & Ratcliffe, 2021). This strategy allows the participants to “ramble or go 

off-topic” to give new insights that might have been overlooked if it were a rigid 

interview (Bryman, 2016). In this study, the goal was to understand Saudi Arabian 

women’s perceptions of sex trafficking. Qualitative interviewing focuses more on the 

participant’s thoughts, feelings, and perceptions about the living world  (Stutterheim & 

Ratcliffe, 2021).  

Saudi Arabian women are often silenced by the culture and the traditions within 

the culture. Their personal perceptions are required to gain a better understanding of these 

research questions, particularly in the context of more comprehensive literature that 

addresses global perceptions of sex trafficking (Stutterheim & Ratcliffe, 2021). 

Methodology 

Setting and Sample 

The target population was from the Eastern Province in Saudi Arabia. The Eastern 

Province was chosen because it is where most women who are Saudi Arabian speak 

English. The large oil company located in the Eastern Province that requires English to 

conduct business is heavily influential in the area. Most of the women in the sample have 

most likely been educated in the Western culture and speak English. The aim of the study 

was to recruit between eight and 10 participants to achieve saturation. 
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Participants 

This qualitative research study used purposeful sampling to recruit English-

speaking Saudi Arabian women between the ages of 18 and 50 years old. Due to the 

sensitivity of this research, participants’ willingness to share their perceptions of sex 

trafficking was hard to find. Ads could not be placed in common areas or on social 

media. Participants were recruited by my asking women who seemed to be willing to 

participate in the study or by word of mouth through previous participants. Using 

nonprobability sampling was the best choice for this study because the goal was 

homogenous sampling. A limited number of participants fit the criteria to participate in 

this study, thus also showing that a purposeful sample was appropriate. Eight Saudi 

Arabian women were interviewed.  

Instruments 

Demographic information was collected during the interview. Information in this 

part of the interview included the date of the interview, age, nationality, highest level of 

education (and location), marital status, and number of children. Due to the highly 

sensitive nature of this research, no identifying information was included. I developed a 

list of interview questions for Saudi Arabian women that focused on obtaining their 

insights on sex trafficking. 

Role of the Researcher 

Qualitative research is often criticized as being too subjective and limited by a 

researcher’s unintentional bias (Bryman, 2016). Critics claim that findings in a qualitative 

study rely too much on the lived experiences of the researcher and the unsystematic 
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views about what the researcher finds important or not necessary in the data (Bryman, 

2016). It is of the upmost importance for researchers to remain objective so that they are 

reporting back on the true, lived experiences of the participants. During the research 

process, an awareness of potential bias needs to be at the forefront of the study to ensure 

the approach remains as objective as possible and does not influence the data in any way. 

I used self-evaluation to reduce researcher bias in this study.  

Data Collection Plan 

The data collection plan involved snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is a 

technique where the researcher starts with a small group of participants relevant to the 

research question and then relies on those participants to suggest other participants who 

might be willing to be interviewed and meet the criteria for study participation (Bryman, 

2016). Probability sampling was not possible in this case due to the sensitive nature of the 

research. No information could be written, posted, or advertised about the research for it 

would cause great harm to both the participants and me.  

Due to the highly sensitive matter that was being researched, oral consent was 

required in lieu of paper consent. This was appropriate due to the possibility that I and the 

participants could be put at risk by the existence of a paper trail. A recording device to 

record the consent of the participant was used. Each participant was not known by name, 

but rather by a number (e.g., participant #1). During the oral informed consent meeting, I 

reviewed confidentially and ensured that each participant understood their rights, the 

potential risk of the study, and the benefits of participating in the study. The participant 

was told repeatedly throughout the process that she could stop the interview at any time 
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without coercion or fear of penalty for not completing the interview. The participant was 

told in the same meeting that the interview would take approximately 30 to 45 minutes. 

There was no compensation to participate in the study.  

Each participant was interviewed separately to ensure confidentiality. All 

interviews were recorded for absolute accuracy. To build rapport with the participants, I 

informed them of their complete confidentiality and that I was not affiliated with anyone 

in Saudi Arabia. The participants were encouraged to be as honest and open as possible, 

but if at any time a question made them feel uncomfortable, they did not have to answer. 

I reminded them that there were no correct answers, just their perspective on the subject 

matter.  

Open-ended questions were used in the interview, so the answers were not guided 

or led by me. Furthermore, open-ended questions encouraged participants to answer 

according to their lived experiences. I took notes during the interview, not to transcribe, 

but rather, to make notes about observations from the participant.  

Since the interviews was audio recorded, I was able to go back and analyze the 

interview as many times as needed. The interviews were also transcribed and placed into 

a qualitative data analysis software program. In order to verify the validity of my 

findings, I used the triangulation method.  

Data Analysis Plan 

Once the data were collected, I reviewed all the interviews to ensure a whole, full 

picture was present. After analysis of the data, I began identifying codes, categories, and 

themes that emerge. To ensure that all themes in the data were accurately identified, I 
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used a qualitative data analysis software tool to discover key themes that may have been 

missed using hand coding. Additionally, the use of this software tool allowed me to 

validate findings and minimize data interpretation errors.  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

The issue of trustworthiness is important in research, especially in qualitative 

studies. According to Lincoln and Guba (1994), qualitative studies should not be held to 

the same judgment or evaluation as a quantitative study. To provide reliability and 

validity in a qualitative study, trustworthiness is the criterion used for assessment. 

Trustworthiness is made up of four criteria, including creditability, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability, each with a counterpart in quantitative research 

(Bryman, 2016). Researchers can achieve creditability by adhering to the principals of 

good practice and submitting their findings to the research participants to confirm that the 

researcher correctly understood what was being reported. To attain transferability in a 

qualitative research study, the researcher must use thick descriptions when accounting 

details of a specific culture (Bryman, 2016), which allows others to create a base for 

judgements about the findings of the study. To show dependability in a qualitative 

research study, researchers should use an “auditing” approach (Bryman, 2016). The 

suggestion is to use an audit trail by ensuring that all records of the entire research 

process are kept. Peers then can act as auditors during the course of the research to make 

sure correct procedures have been followed (Bryman, 2016). Confirmability shows that 

the researcher has shown good faith throughout the study. Although it is impossible to be 
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completely objective, confirmability is the act of showing the researcher has kept their 

personal values and bias out of the research (Bryman, 2016).  

In the current research study, my committee members, and Walden’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) will serve as judges to ensure that my study has met the four criteria 

set out by Guba and Lincoln (1994). I also employed the triangulation method to ensure 

my study reaches the same conclusion with multiple overseers.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical issues can arise at any stage of the research process (Bryman, 2016). 

Moreover, ethical issues cannot be ignored, and there must be a plan in place to try to 

prevent them from occurring to safeguard participants and the integrity of the research 

(Bryman, 2016). Participant protection, namely how the researcher will treat participants 

and avoid detrimental activities in the study, is imperative for conducting ethical research 

(Bryman, 2016). It is the researcher’s upmost priority to be aware of the implications of 

the choices made in the research. According to Diener and Crandall (1978), there are four 

main areas that need great consideration when conducting research: harm to the 

participant, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy, and deception.  

In the current study, before the interviews commenced, participants gave me 

informed oral consent to proceed. I did not ask for any identifying documents or create a 

paper trail because of the sensitivity of the topic in a country that finds sex trafficking 

taboo. All participants was given the label “participant”, plus a number (“participant 1”, 

“participant 2”, etc.), and no names were used. Each participant received the researcher’s 
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contact number on WhatsApp (https://www.whatsapp.com), a private messaging app that 

uses a VPN and is encrypted.  

All data collected from participants were stored on password-protected 

computers. No other individuals have access to the laptop or desktop where the research 

data were collected or analyzed. The recorder, with the taped interviews, is stored in a 

fire-proof safe when not in use. All data have been stored on an external hard drive which 

will also be kept in the safe. Data will be kept for 5 years and then destroyed after that.  

Summary 

This chapter outlined the method of research used in the study. The research 

design allowed me to explore the perceptions of Saudi Arabian women around sex 

trafficking generally and then specifically in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In this 

chapter, there was a preliminary plan outlined for data collection, analysis, and 

instrumentation, along with a detailed approach how I recruited my targeted population. 

Ethical considerations are the upmost concern for the researcher and were reviewed 

continuously throughout the research process, along with ways to mitigate any negative 

effects from the study. The findings of the study will be presented in Chapter 4.  

  

https://www.whatsapp.com/
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the perceptions of Saudi 

Arabian women regarding sex trafficking. I used one-on-one interviews with 

purposefully selected participants to gather data about Saudi women’s experiences about 

sex trafficking to answer the following research questions:  

• RQ 1: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex 

trafficking? 

• RQ 2: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex 

trafficking occurring in Saudi Arabia?  

This study was designed to understand the perceptions of Saudi Arabian women and sex 

trafficking and to gain insight about what typical women in Saudi Arabia understood 

about sex trafficking.  

Settings 

The settings for the interviews for the research study where chosen by the 

participants. The participants could either meet with me in person per their trusted 

location or over the phone to further mask their identity if they felt that was needed. My 

highest priority as a researcher was confidentially and privacy since the topic is taboo in 

Saudi Arabia. Flexibility was provided, and I worked around the participants’ schedules. 

At the start of the interviews, in order to make the participants comfortable, I  started with 

small talk to ease into such a heavy topic. I informed each participant that their 

participation was confidential and I took no identifying factors. Before the interviews 

began I read the consent statement. Since I did not want a paper trail for this research 
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study, I took their verbal consent on the audio I was recording. I informed the participants 

that they could stop the interview at any time or if they felt uncomfortable answering a 

certain question they could reply with “pass.” The one telephone interview I conducted 

was in my home office, with the door closed, and conversations could not be overheard. I 

was alone and uninterrupted while conducting the interview. For the interviews that were 

in person, the participant selected the location, and I met her there at the specified time. 

The locations were private with no other people around.  

Demographics 

The criteria required for this study were that the participant had to be a female 

Saudi national between the ages of 18 years old and 50 years old. The participant also 

needed to speak English without a translator to help maintain confidentiality and to make 

sure meaning of the information did not get lost in translation. Eight to 10 participants 

were recruited for this study. Recruitment for this study was halted once saturation was 

reached (Ellis, 2020), so the study concluded with eight interviews. In Saudi Arabia, 

talking about sex and criticizing the government in any way can be a taboo topic, so 

recruits for the study were found by word of mouth. As a result, I experienced a difficult 

time getting recruits.  

Data Collection 

One-time interviews were conducted with each participant. The participant chose 

the location where she felt the most comfortable to keep confidentiality. One woman 

chose the telephone due to time constraints with work and child care. Each interview 

lasted between 30 and 45 minutes to give each participant ample time to give in depth 



54 

 

answers. Each woman was read the informed consent and responded orally if she wanted 

to participate or not. There was no written informed consent in order to keep the 

participants safe in their communities and workforce, and for me, due to the sensitive 

nature of the research topic. There were no participants who declined nor asked to stop 

the interview.  

Participants were advised that their confidentiality was paramount for the 

research. There were no identifying factors used such as name, city the participant lives 

in, or place of work. Although there are quotes from the participants’ interviews, it is 

believed that the reader could not identify a participant from this research. It was also 

shared with the participants that electronic data and written records would be stored 

securely for a period of 5 years as required by Walden University and as read on the 

informed consent form; at that time, they will be destroyed in accordance with best 

practices and legal standards. 

The semistructured interviews contained 10 open-ended questions in accordance 

with the interview guide (see Appendix). The questions were divided into three 

categories: (a) generalizations about sex trafficking, (b) sex trafficking specifically in 

Saudi Arabia, and (c) what they felt the Saudi Arabian government should do regarding 

victims and social education. The semistructured nature of the interviews and the ease of 

conversation enabled participants to elaborate on their answers and provide additional 

insights that the researcher had not planned on. In accordance with the interview guide, I 

used several “conversation continuers” (Knight, 2013), motivational probes, and other 

interviewing techniques. This approach resulted in participants expanding on their 
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answers and providing much additional useful information that was unexpected about the 

Saudi Arabian culture. 

The interviews were recorded on a handheld audio recorder. After each interview, 

the file was immediately transferred to a Mac computer that is password protected. I am 

the only one in possession of the password to this Mac. The recorder was then erased and 

ready for the next interview. The files were then uploaded to a software program called 

NVivo for qualitative research and transcription. Once the transcription was available 

from all eight interviews, the program identified themes from the data. The NVivo 

software was also password protected with a different password than the one used for the 

MAC computer.  

Data Analysis 

The research outcomes in this chapter are based solely on my analysis of the data 

obtained from interviews of the research participants. The themes described below are the 

findings and my interpretation of the data. Other researchers examining my data may or 

may not corroborate my interpretations or may find other themes. The interviews 

consisted of a semistructured format that allowed me to hear in-depth answers and 

allowed the participant to share the information the way they felt best. When the 

interviews were complete, the transcripts were imported into NVivo, a data analysis 

computer software program used for qualitative research. NVivo assisted me in 

identifying themes and patterns using the participants transcripts and their own words. 

The program uses common words, key terms, phrases, where themes were developed 

from the thoughts and experiences of the participants. This program allowed me to see 
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the common perspectives and differing perspectives. The data collected from the in-

depth, semistructured interviews revealed four themes: (a) lack of education, (b) 

conservative family culture, (c) confidentiality of reporting, and (d) victim blaming.  

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

The best data collection method was selected to ensure credibility to address the 

research question in this study. The interview method was used to understand whether 

commonalities existed between participants’ responses to identify themes or categories. 

The interviews were recorded on an audio recorder and carefully transcribed. Each 

transcription ranged from 10 to 16 pages long and was reviewed numerous times to check 

for accuracy. Each interview took several hours of review.  

I reviewed each interview document several times to ensure that (a) each 

interview was accurately and completed transcribed; (b) the interview addressed the 

interview questions that were asked; (c) the questions asked were those that were 

approved by the IRB following the interview guide; and (d) the questions asked were 

general enough to stay on topic of the research questions as well as evoke a personal 

response from the participant.  

Dependability and confirmability are paramount elements of a study’s 

trustworthiness to establish consistency (Van Manen & Van Manen, 2021). Consistency 

is demonstrated when another researcher, not involved with the original study, arrives at 

the same conclusion using the data provided in this study (Van Manen & Van Manen, 

2021). Furthermore, consistency was ensured by using an interview guide that contained 

10 interview questions that provided a structure to the semistructured interview while 
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allowing the researcher and participant to stay on theme. Not only did the interview guide 

contain the basic interview questions asked to each participant, it also included possible 

follow-up questions depending on the participants answers. These follow-up questions 

allowed for the conversation to continue as additional discussions and topics emerged 

during the interview. The interview guide is easily replicated if another researcher would 

like to replicate the study. Lastly, to check for confirmability, I assessed my own biases 

by reflecting on my own preconceptions, before and after the interviews, including 

assumptions, beliefs, and values and how they may impact my interpretation of the data.  

Results 

The eight participants in the study were all female, English-speaking, Saudi 

nationals between the ages of 18 and 60 years old. The participants in this study 

described their knowledge of sex trafficking and their perceptions of the occurrence of 

sex trafficking in the Kingdom. The one-on-one interviews provided insights to the 

researcher regarding Saudi women and their understanding of what sex trafficking is, 

who the victims of sex trafficking are, and the perceived occurrence of sex trafficking in 

the Kingdom. Opinions of the Saudi women were also given about how the Saudi 

government handles sex trafficking situations, reporting, and confidentiality of those who 

do report. A repeated issue with the participants was that after the first question of the 

interview, “What is the definition of sex trafficking?”, several of the initial participants 

did not know what sex trafficking was. Although the interviews required English 

speakers, I did translate the phrase “sex trafficking” into Arabic, but the participants still 

did not know the term. Since I was looking for in-depth answers for my study, I decided 
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not to continue the interview in those six cases. In the end, I had eight study participants 

who were able to complete the interviews. There were four primary themes resulting 

from the interviews: (a) lack of education, (b) conservative family culture, (c) victim 

blaming, and (d) reporting and confidentiality.  

Theme 1: Lack of Education 

The first identified theme, lack of education, was based on questions (a) “How do 

you define sex trafficking?” and (b) “What do you feel the psychological impacts of sex 

trafficking is on victims?” Eight out of eight participants talked about the lack of 

education in regard to sex trafficking in the Kingdom. As stated above, I had women who 

were interested in being a part of the study, but could not make it through the first 

question, “How do you define sex trafficking?” Participant 1 stated the reason she knows 

about sex trafficking is “through movies and social media accounts.” Participant 2 stated 

that she knew about sex trafficking due to “attending university in the West and seeing 

the public advertisements at the university, radio stations, and airports.” Participant 4 

talked about being married off when she was 14 years old  and “being raped so badly by 

her husband that she ended up in the hospital for 3 weeks on her wedding night.” She had 

no education about sex or her body so she concluded that if a women found herself in sex 

trafficking in the kingdom “how would they even know what is happening to them?” if 

there is no education about these topics. Participants 6, 7, and 8 all knew about sex 

trafficking through watching movies.  

When asked the question “Do you think there is sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia?” 

Participant 3 answered, “without a doubt, I have seen it.” Participant 1 answered, “there 
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has to be, right?” Participant 2 answered, “of course, but we wouldn’t know now would 

we?” When urged to continue what she meant by that she stated,  

The government only shares the good things with us and puts fear into us to keep 

that bad stuff quiet. I can remember my grandma always whispering “they are 

listening to us.” I don’t know if she was paranoid or if she was on to something.  

All the participants agreed that there was sex trafficking in the Kingdom.  

I then asked what they thought the occurrence of sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia 

was (Question 6): more than in other countries, less than in other countries, or the same 

as in other countries. All participants thought it was occurring less than in other countries 

except Participants 3 and 5, who thought it was occurring more in Saudi Arabia than 

other countries. When asked to explain why the participants thought the occurrence was 

lower in Saudi Arabia than in other countries Participant 2 said, “I don’t know why I feel 

that way,” whereas Participant 1 said, “we never hear about it,” and Participant 8 said she 

“never hears anyone ever talk about this, how would we know?”  

When asked the question, “How do victims become sex trafficked?” many 

answers arose. Participants 1, 2, 5 all stated, “poverty, desperation, and lack of 

education”. Participant 3 said, “force and not having any idea what is happening to 

them.” Participant 7 said, “you get trafficked if you come from a bad family,” and 

Participant 8 said, “I have no idea.” Participant 4 said, “if you get into the wrong hands of 

someone who is bad.” Participant 6 said “no education of the topic, not a secure family 

and desperation.”  



60 

 

Theme 2: Conservative Family Culture 

All participants spoke about the conservative family culture. All reported that 

their families’ reputation could not be soiled by reports of being sex trafficked or sexually 

assaulted. When asked, “What would happen if you told your father about being sex 

trafficked?” Participant 7 stated that she “would be taken to the desert by her father, 

killed and buried.” I then asked, “what if someone went to the police and said you were 

missing?” and she stated, “the father will just tell them you ran away and they will 

believe the father. End of story.”  

Participant 2 talked about what a close family she had and that her parents would 

protect her and take care of her if she was a victim of sex trafficking, but “no one would 

ever know what happened to me.” Participant 8 stated that “family is everything here 

whether you want it to be or not. You cannot ruin your family. The pressure to be perfect 

and do everything right is always in the forefront of my mind.”  

Participant 7 talked about the conservative family culture, not the government, as 

being the reason that “progression cannot happen” in terms of reporting sex assault. She 

said, “the families are so worried what everyone will think that it clouds their judgement 

about doing the right thing.” Participant 3 talked about how “men can do no wrong” and 

“mothers and fathers will go to great lengths to cover up misdeeds done by their sons.” 

Participant 3 stated that “even after I told my mother I was being harassed by my brothers 

sexually she still did nothing to protect me. Can you even imagine if I told her I was sex 

trafficked?” She also stated, “Things are changing. My generation will not put up with 
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this. If my daughter were to tell me about these things then I would do everything to 

protect her.”  

Participant 1 stated to me,  

Look, you are from America. I was educated in America. I know how it works 

over there. It is not the same here. You have freedom from your family in 

America. You can do what you want and if your parents are disappointed in you 

then, oh well! Here is Saudi every weekend you are with your family even if you 

are a grown woman with your own family. You do what you are told and that is to 

be with the family all the time. You must be the perfect daughter. The perfect 

wife. And to not only make your family proud but also your husband’s family 

proud. So you want to tell them that you have been sex trafficked or want to talk 

about that? No way! Family is everything in this culture. And the men run the 

family.  

Theme 3: Victim Blaming  

During the interviews, questions surrounding victim blaming were asked. The 

questions that were asked were “Who do you think the victims are in sex trafficking?”, 

“Who do you think the perpetrators are in sex trafficking?” and “How do you think 

women find themselves in this situation?”. Another question that was asked, but was off 

script, was “How would your family react if you were a victim of sex trafficking?”. All 

the participants spoke of the responsibility that the woman bear, women being at fault, in 

the Saudi culture when it comes to sex trafficking or sexual assault. All the participants 
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believed that the victims of sex trafficking were women and that bad men wanting money 

were the perpetrators.  

The question “How would your family react if you were a victim of sex 

trafficking?” provided many different responses. Not one participant noted that her 

family would fight for justice for her in public or in court. Participant 1 stated that if she 

were sex trafficked that “her family would protect her and love her, but they would also 

think that she did something to cause it. We are taught that the man cannot help 

themselves, so it is our job not to give them temptation. If this happened to me then it 

must be because I showed my hands or too much of my ankle. It is ridiculous. Men have 

no responsibility.” Participant 2 stated that her “family is very open. They would take 

care of me if something happened. They would not blame me, but the culture would or 

other people would if they heard about it. My family would never tell anyone, but they 

would believe me.” Participant 3 stated that “women are never believed. My brother was 

sexually doing things to me and my mother did not believe me. So I would never tell her 

again. What is the point? Men are never wrong.”  

Participant 4 stated that “women are partially to blame as well. If a woman finds 

herself in that situation then she must have done something, even without knowing, to 

cause herself to be involved in sex trafficking.” I then followed up with the question “Is 

there ever a time that a women is never to blame?” and she responded “yes, when they 

are under 14 years old. Then they are never to blame.”  

Participant 7 said “I would be killed.”  Participant 8 said “I would never tell 

anyone.” Participant 5 said “my family would believe me but it is because my mom was 
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raised in America (although Saudi) so she knows. My dad would listen to my mom.” 

Participant 6 said “My husband would divorce me and my family would never talk to me 

again.”   

Theme 4: Reporting and Confidentiality  

When participants were asked the questions “If a victim of sex trafficking is 

found by the police, how do you think the Saudi Arabian government/police would treat 

the victim?” and “How do you think the Saudi Arabian government/police should 

improve to handle victims of sex trafficking?”. All participants agreed that the 

government should be doing more. No participants were satisfied by the current state.  

The participants did not express fear from the government if they were victims, 

but the consensus was that they would not tell the police because they would inform their 

parents even though they are above the age of 18 years old. Participant 7 stated that “the 

police should have to stay confidential. My parents do not need to be told by them unless 

I want to tell them.” Participant 8 said that “I would experience more harm from being 

treated like an outsider from my family than the harm of being sex trafficked so I would 

not tell the police.” Participant 3 said “I would not tell the police because what are they 

going to do? They are just going to believe the man anyway or maybe the man who did 

the sex trafficking or rape would just pay them off.”  

All the women said they would not inform or report to the police because it would 

not be in their best benefit. The participants did state that they thought the government 

should be open and transparent to the community about these issue such as sex 

trafficking, rape and sexual assault. Participant 2 said “the government needs to educate 
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women on these issues. It is 2023 and there is no reason with social media that there is 

not a campaign for women to know their rights and not feel shame if this should happen 

to them.” Participant 1 stated that “we see it in movies and it is not hidden in our daily 

lives. We just have to know that we will be believed and that there is help available.” 

Participant 3 said “men need to stop getting away with these kinds of actions through the 

police and government, but it is everywhere is this country. It happens in this country 

more than your realize. It is happening in lots of families and they just keep covering it 

up. Think about all the maids that come over to serve in Saudi families and end up being 

a sex slave for all the men in that huge Saudi family. This is everywhere.”  

Participant 5 talked about not knowing if sex trafficking was occurring or not. 

“We would never know, it is not like it is reported on the news or in social media 

accounts. In Saudi, we do not know anything about what is really happening in our 

country.” Participant 8 stated “it would be nice to know that the police and or government 

was on our side but we have a long way to go in this country.”  

Summary 

This qualitative research study aimed to understand the perceptions of Saudi 

Arabian females and sex trafficking. Two  research question guided this study: 

(1) What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking? and  

( 2): What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking 

occurring in Saudi Arabia?  
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Participant responses to the interview questions were analyzed by the researcher 

and four themes were identified: (a) lack of education, (b) conservative family culture, (c) 

victim blaming, and (d) confidentiality and reporting.  

Results indicated that the lack of education in the Kingdom is detrimental to 

women who may not be able to put language to their experience if they ever find 

themselves in sex trafficking. Social education is a preventive measure to protect 

women’s lives and help them feel safe in their country. At the moment, in Saudi Arabia, 

there is no social education revolving around sex trafficking. All of the women knew 

about sex trafficking from a Hollywood movie or an a social media account.  

Additionally, results of the study indicated that the conservative family culture 

prohibits real change for Saudi Arabian females. Even if the government makes changes 

to their laws the participants report that their families views on such matters do not. 

Families are more concerned about their familial reputation that they are about sex 

assault or sex trafficking.  

Participants also made the point about victim blaming being a factor of why 

women do not report. Participants noted that they would not be believed and if they 

happened to be believed they would still bear some responsibility to the crime. It was 

reported in the interviews that participants would rather keep their assault to themselves 

versus telling/reporting and not being believed or worse, being blamed.  

Lastly, participants discussed that confidentiality is a must when it comes to 

victims of sex trafficking or sex assault. Currently, there is no confidentially if one 

reports sex trafficking to the police. The police will tell the family even if they are over 
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18 years old. All the participants felt the police needed to do a better job helping victims 

of sex trafficking. Some of the suggestions included: victim support instead of victim 

blaming, confidentiality with reporting, and prosecution in courts against perpetrators.  

Chapter 5 is discussion of the results of the study, its limitations and 

recommendations for future research. It also discusses the implications of this research 

for social change.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the perceptions of Saudi 

Arabian women about sex trafficking. The problem that this study examined was that 

little is known about how Saudi women perceived sex trafficking( e.g., what is the 

definition, how often it occurs, who are the victims, is sex trafficking happening in Saudi 

Arabia and how victims should be helped). There was a shortage of research about sex 

trafficking in Saudi Arabia specifically and little to no research where lived experiences 

by Saudi females have been published. Due to this lack of research, it was crucial that it 

be investigated to understand the lived experiences of these women to put the pieces 

together on what sex trafficking looks like in the Kingdom. This research study closes 

that gap and helps increase the knowledge about sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia.  

For this research, I used two frameworks to understand sex trafficking. The first 

framework I used was radical feminist theory to understand how victims become victims 

and the second framework used was displacement theory to understand why the 

perpetrators continually get away with this type of crime. A semistructured interview was 

completed with eight participants in this study. The following research questions guided 

the research:  

• RQ  1: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking? 

• RQ 2: What are Saudi Arabian women’s perceptions about sex trafficking 

occurring in Saudi Arabia?  

The participant interviews, and their responses, guided the development of four 

themes from the data collected: (a) lack of education, (b) conservative family 
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culture, (c) victim blaming, and (d) confidentiality and reporting. In addition to 

the four themes, there were six subthemes identified.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

Participants in this study shared their experiences and perceptions about sex 

trafficking in general, how they perceive sex trafficking in the Kingdom, and how they 

feel that victims should be handled. The findings in this study provide an in-depth look at 

how Saudi women feel about sex trafficking, what they have experienced, and also share 

what they believe would happen to victims. The overall results were generally consistent, 

with only one female participant blaming the victim if she were to find herself in a sex 

trafficking situation.  

Theme 1: Lack of Education  

The results from the first theme, lack of education, generated two subthemes: 

limited knowledge and lack of transparency.  

Limited Knowledge 

In this study, a mix of participants truly understood the universal definition of sex 

trafficking. The women who had a firm understanding of sex trafficking attended 

university in the United States. Other participants, who had not been educated in the 

West, understood a basic definition of sex trafficking through social medica accounts and 

Hollywood movies. Participant 3 perceived sex trafficking as sexual assault against 

women or “molestation.” She had a lot to say about the sexual assault that happens to 

women in Saudi Arabia through lived experience. She did not have a universal definition 

of sex trafficking, but understood the concepts and had experiences that added to the 
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research. Half of the participants understood sex trafficking, but had never been taught 

explicitly what is means. Some received knowledge through means other than the 

government or through parents. Participant 1, a very educated women with advanced 

degrees, but educated in Saudi Arabia, knew about sex trafficking through movies but not 

through any of her higher level education.  

Lack of Transparency 

All participants agreed there is no transparency from any government agency 

warning women or teaching women about sex trafficking. The schools the participants 

attended through 12th grade never broached the subject of sex trafficking, sexual assault, 

or how they could protect themselves or what to do in these situations. All participants 

agreed that the government should take an active role in educating the society about these 

issues that affect the entire world. Participant 2 stated, “it is the government’s job to 

educate its people and protect people about these topics so women do not find themselves 

in these situations.” Participant 8 said, “the government wants the rest of the world to 

think we are all happy and shiny and that bad things don’t happen in Saudi Arabia, but 

we know they do. We need to know so it does not happen to us.” Participant 4 pointed 

out that  

it is not just the government that holds back this information, it is also the 

families. Families in Saudi Arabia are so conservative that these sort of topics 

would never be spoken about. I think sometimes the government wants to be more 

open, but they get push back from the culture.  
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The participants unanimously agreed that there should be social education in 

classrooms, billboards, in airports, shelters for victims to go to, and laws that protect 

women and to do no harm if they do report. The participants want the government to be 

clear to the Kingdom that the victims in sex crimes hold no responsibility in being a 

victim.  

Theme 2: Conservative Family Culture 

The results from the theme of conservative family culture generated a deep 

understanding on the Saudi Arabian culture and how it differs from family culture in the 

West. It was suggested by almost all participants that the families carried more 

conservative values than the government and they feared the family’s reaction over the 

government (police) reaction if they were a victim of sex trafficking. Participant 3 was 

the only one who said the fear was equal. The participants talked about the conservative 

family culture holding back the progress of women and reporting of sexual assault versus 

the government. Two of the participants (2 and 4) talked about families protecting and 

still loving them if they were ever a victim but would never tell anyone to save face in the 

culture and to save their daughter’s reputation. Participant 5 stated, “reputation and 

saving face is everything in this culture. You have to appear perfect and following all the 

rules to be from a good family.” Participant 3 said,  

The men run the families. If the father cannot do it then the brothers will. Most 

times the brothers will think they own you too and will influence the father about 

the sister. Women have no say. Women have no worth and women cannot decide 

how they want to live their life.  
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Theme 3: Victim Blaming  

The results from the theme victim blaming generated two subthemes: women’s 

responsibility and lack of responsibility for men.  

Women’s Responsibility 

All the participants stated that women shoulder all the responsibility when it 

comes to sex trafficking or any kind of sexual assault. Half of the participants stated that 

their families would disown them or not believe them, and the other half said that their 

families would still love them and take care of them, but would think they caused it 

somehow even if they did not mean to. Two participants stated that their husbands would 

divorce them. Participant 1 claimed that “it will always be your fault if you are a woman. 

You must have done something. Showed too much ankle, laughed in a flirtatious way, 

walked a certain way. No matter what, you did something that caused it.” Participant 3 

stated, 

[My husband] would divorce me. He would not believe me and that I must have 

done something to cause it. If I were in sex trafficking there would be no way out. 

The family does not see it any different than prostitution.  

Participant 8 said “I would killed in the desert so I would never tell. I don’t know what I 

would do.” Participant 4 agrees with some of the patriarchy thinking “that women must 

have caused it somehow, maybe unintentionally, but did something.” Participant 2 said,  

Women in Saudi Arabia are taught from an early age that the responsibility is 

placed on them to preserve their purity for marriage. Their entire life is prepared 

for the moment of purity on the wedding night. The men even check the sheets to 
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make sure there is blood after sex. If there is no blood on the wedding night, then 

he can ask for a divorce that night and it will be granted. We women don’t ride 

bikes, wear tampons, ride horses because we have been told this will take our 

purity away. Everything we do, or don’t do, is to save our purity. Some women 

even believe it. They think it is right. But men don’t have any responsibility. They 

can do whatever they want, when they want. We know they are having sex before 

marriage. But with who? If all the women are saving themselves for marriage who 

is having sex with them? It is all up to the women to make things right.  

Lack of Responsibility for Men 

Participant 7 stated that  

Men do not have to think about anything and if they do something, they do not 

have a consequence. If a women has sex before marriage she is taken to the doctor 

to sew her hymn up again so she can present herself as a virgin. But what happens 

to the man who had sex with her? Nothing. What happens to men that cause so 

much pain to victims who are sex trafficked? Nothing. They don’t go to jail and 

they make lots of money. Men can pay off the police. Women cannot. Woman are 

banished from society and are no longer worth anything and have to deal with the 

effects of being sex trafficked.  

Similarly, Participant 2 claimed, “in Saudi Arabia it is a man’s world.”  

Theme 4: Confidentiality and Reporting  

The results from the theme of confidentiality and reporting generated two 

subthemes: confidentiality with reporting and prosecution of perpetrators. 
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Confidentiality 

Most of the participants thought that the police should protect the confidentiality 

of the report if a woman reports sex trafficking. Participant 5 said if she were to report 

that she was a victim of sex trafficking “her father would be told because he is head of 

the family.” When I questioned her further, asking, “what if the victim was older than 18 

years old?” Participant 5 answered, “the father would be notified unless she was married, 

then her husband would be notified. There is no privacy or confidentiality.” Participant 8 

stated that “if my father ever found out it would be the end of me.” Participant 2 said, 

“most women do not report because of the consequences of reporting. You are not going 

to get help from anyone by reporting, you are just going to ruin your relationships with 

your family so why would you do that?”.  

Prosecution of Perpetrators 

The majority of the participants stated that they would like the government to do 

more in terms of educating the society about sex trafficking, but also prosecuting the 

perpetrators of sex trafficking. Participant 5 said, “men are not animals. They can control 

themselves. They should be held to high consequences if they make women participate in 

sex trafficking. They should be put away forever.”  

The participants who did not state that they wanted perpetrators to be prosecuted 

did not discuss this issue in their interview. They were asked how the government could 

do better and they discussed more education and more transparency but did not state what 

they thought should happen to the people who inflict sex trafficking onto victims.  
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Limitations of the Study  

My study was an exploration of the perceptions of Saudi Arabian women about 

sex trafficking. Data were collected by the way of one-to-one interviews consisting of 10 

questions (see Appendix) that could easily be led to more in-depth answers. The study 

consisted of eight interviews with Saudi women between the ages of 18 and 50 years old 

and who spoke English. The use of an interpreter was deemed too risky in terms of 

confidentiality and confirmation bias from the interpreter.  

One of the limitations of this study was using participants who spoke English. The 

women who tend to speak English in Saudi Arabia are most likely very educated women 

who have been educated in the West. The more educated you are, the more likely you 

would have been educated in some way about sex trafficking. If these participants had 

been educated in the West, the chances of them being socially educated about sex 

trafficking is much higher compared to women who have never left the Kingdom for 

education purposes. Speaking English and being educated in the West is not 

representative of the typical Saudi Arabian woman, so generalizing these results across 

the country for all women may not be accurate.  

Another limitation of this study because of the fear to talk negatively about the 

government was the possibility that participants were not giving the full picture. One 

participant asked after her interview, “have we done something wrong?” We talked 

through her options about deleting her interview and not using her information for this 

research. Although she was afraid, she wanted to use her interview in the research. This 

interaction illustrates how brave these women were to participate in this study, but also 
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shows that perhaps they were not entirely forthcoming to protect themselves and their 

families.  

Despite these limitations, this study does provide an in-depth look at how Saudi 

women perceive sex trafficking and all the issues that arise in this very patriarchal 

society. 

Recommendations 

There is a need to understand the patterns of sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia. The 

way we begin to understand the anatomy of this disease is to understand its causes and 

understand how we can dismantle it piece by piece (Kara, 2017). Sex trafficking around 

the world is a monumental issue that will take a great deal of effort of researchers and 

advocates to take down the system. Although the research may seem basic at times, it is 

imperative that researchers understand the foundation of this crime and to understand 

how people in the countries perceive what is happening. Perceptions are often accurate 

especially when there is no transparency within the Kingdom.  

Implications for Social Change 

One of the most significant positive social change implications that can come 

from this study is building the foundation of understanding that can be used as a platform 

for Kingdom-wide education. A study like this could serve as a starting point for 

launching a comprehensive education program. This study shows that Saudi women who 

were not educated in the West know very little about sex trafficking. The information that 

they do know is coming from social media and movies, which may not be accurate.  
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Another significant positive social change implication that can come from this 

study is continuing to empower women, which aligns with Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030. 

Vision 2030 is a national initiative that promotes business development and positive 

social change in the Kingdom in many areas, including empowerment for women and 

their rights. Saudi Arabia has made significant strides in the last 5 years toward women’s 

rights including women being able to drive, to travel without a guardian, and to obtain 

passports without permission from a guardian.  

Lastly, another significant positive social change to come from this study is 

giving women a voice in a patriarchal society to issues such as sex trafficking that affect 

mostly women. Publishing research that is focused on women allows for a more holistic 

perspective about what is occurring in the Kingdom about sex trafficking in Saudi 

Arabia, where there is very little research.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, sex trafficking is a global phenomenon that is not any closer to 

being eradicated than it was a decade ago. Although many governments are trying to 

make changes to laws and prosecution of traffickers, much more still needs to be 

accomplished before a real change is made. Sex trafficking is the world’s third most 

profitable crime. This crime is easy to hide and the trafficker has only a one-time 

investment (buying the slave) and reaps the profit over and over. Sex trafficking is caused 

by patriarchal values and societies and corrupt governments. This issue will go away 

once the anatomy of the problem is understood and women are valued (Kara, 2017).  
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The purpose of the study was to shed light on the perceptions of Saudi Arabian 

women and their perceptions about sex trafficking and what they feel is occurring in 

Saudi Arabia in regards to sex trafficking. Eight participants, who were Saudi Arabian 

women, gave in-depth, one-on-one interviews about sex trafficking and the Saudi 

Arabian culture. The participants provided in-depth information about the society, their 

knowledge, their culture and how they wish to vision the future in regard to sex 

trafficking.  

This study has potential for great social change in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

Women are becoming freer and gaining more equality through Saudi Arabia’s Vision 

2030. This study could be used as a platform to start a social education campaign 

throughout the Kingdom teaching citizens about the dangers of sex trafficking and how to 

identify it so women can protect themselves. If no language is given to women about 

potential harmful experiences, then if they do find themselves victim of a crime, they will 

not know how to report and recover from such trauma. More extensive research is clearly 

needed in this area in Saudi Arabia to replicate the findings in this research.  

  



78 

 

References 

Al-Bakr, F., Bruce, E. R., Davidson, P. M., Schlaffer, E., & Kropiunigg, U. (2017). 

Empowered but not equal: Challenging the traditional gender roles as seen by 

university students in Saudi Arabia. FIRE: Forum for International Research in 

Education, 4(1), 52-66. https://doi.org/10.18275/fire201704011083  

Aliverdinia, A., & Eini, N. (2020). An experimental application of the theory of radical 

feminism in explaining students’ attitudes towards wife beating. Strategic 

Research on Social Problems in Iran, 9(1), 53–78. 

https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2020.121754.1514 

Almotairi, A. (2019). Sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia: A critical review of the Literature. 

Journal of International Women’s Studies, 20(1), 135-148. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=shib&db=sih&A

N=45411020&site=eds-live&scope=site. 

Baird, K., & Connolly, J. (2021). Recruitment and entrapment pathways of minors into 

sex trafficking in Canada and United States.: A systematic review. Trauma, 

Violence & Abuse, 24(1), 189-202. https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380211025241  

Beegan, R., & Moran, J. (2017). Prostitution and sex work: Situating Ireland’s new law 

on prostitution in the radical and liberal feminist paradigms. Irish Journal of 

Applied Social Studies, 17(1), 59–74. https://doi.org/10.21427/D7BQ6T 

Berman, H., & McCloskey, K. A. (2017). Understanding sex trafficking in the United 

States. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 18(2), 207-216. 

Bolkovac, K., & Lynn, C. (2011). The whistleblower: Sex trafficking, military 

https://doi.org/10.18275/fire201704011083
https://doi.org/10.22108/srspi.2020.121754.1514
https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380211025241
https://doi.org/10.21427/D7BQ6T


79 

 

contractors, and one woman’s fight for justice. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Bowen, A. (2021). What radical feminism means. Journal of International Women’s 

Studies, 22(8), 1–8. https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol22/iss8/61 

Brender, J. (2006). Framework for meta-assessment of assessment studies. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4258/hir.2011.17.4.276 pISSN 2093-3681 

Budhathoki, S. S., Bhadra, M., & Chakraborty, R. (2019). Trafficking of women in India: 

A critical review of existing literature. Asian Journal of Women’s Studies, 25(3), 

340-360. 

Casassa, K., Knight, L., & Mengo, C. (2022). Trauma bonding perspectives from service 

providers and survivors of sex trafficking: A scoping review. Trauma, Violence & 

Abuse, 23(3), 969–984. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838020985542 

Chirinos, J. (2017). Cultural resilience against sex trafficking in indigenous communities 

in Latin America. In Culture, power and resistance in trafficking and human 

smuggling (pp. 17-38). 

Danna, D., & Graham, M. L. (2017). Sex trafficking: Trends, challenges, and the 

limitations of international law. Global Security Studies, 8(2), 56-69. 

Ditmore, M. H. (2006). The trafficking of women for sexual exploitation in the Americas. 

In the commercial sexual exploitation of children in the U.S., Canada, and Mexico 

(pp. 43-60). Temple University Press. 

Ellis, P. (2020). Sampling in qualitative research (2). Wounds UK, 16(4), 78–79. 

El-Sanabary, N. (1994). Female education in Saudi Arabia and the reproduction. Gender 

& Education, 6(2), 141. https://doi.org/10.1080/0954025940060204 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838020985542
https://doi.org/10.1080/0954025940060204


80 

 

Emmanuel, N. O., Suleiman, H. M., & Gever, C. V. (2023). Media and ‘abhorrent’ 

profession: Portrayal of sex workers in a patriarchal Nigerian society. Journalism 

Practice, 17(1), 85-107. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2022.2065336 

Farley, M., & Cotton, A. (2005). Prostitution and trafficking in nine countries: An update 

on violence and posttraumatic stress disorder. Journal of Trauma Practice, 3(1-2), 

33-74. 

https://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdf/Prostitutionin9Countries.pdfextension:/

/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdf/Pr

ostitutionin9Countries.pdf 

Franchino-Olsen, H. (2021). Frameworks and theories relevant for organizing 

commercial sexual exploitation of children/domestic minor sex trafficking risk 

factors: A systematic review of proposed frameworks to conceptualize 

vulnerabilities. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 22(2), 306–317. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838019849575 

Franchino-Olsen, H., Chesworth, B. R., Boyle, C., Rizo, C. F. Martin, S. L., Jordan, B., 

Macy, R. J., & Stevens, L. (2022). The prevalence of sex trafficking of children 

and adolescents in the United States: A scoping review. Trauma, Violence & 

Abuse, 23(1), 182-195. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838020933873  

Gebreslassie, K., & Mehari, Z. (2022). A human security perspective to human 

trafficking from Ethiopia to Saudi Arabia: the case of Atsbi Wenberta woreda in 

Tigray region. Migration and Development, 11(3), 560-579, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21632324.2020.1806600 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2022.2065336
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838019849575
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838020933873
https://doi.org/10.1080/21632324.2020.1806600


81 

 

Grosser, K., & Tyler, M. (2022). Sexual harassment, sexual violence and CSR: Radical 

feminist theory and a human rights perspective. Journal of Business Ethics, 

177(2), 217–232. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04724-w 

Hamid, H. (2022). Sex traffickers: Friend or foe? Anti-Trafficking Review, 18, 87–102. 

https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201222186 

Huda, M. N., Hossain, S. Z., Dune, T. M., Amanullah, A. S. M., & Renzaho, A. M. N. 

(2022). The involvement of Bangladeshi girls and women in sex work: Sex 

trafficking, victimhood, and agency. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 19(12). https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19127458 

Human Rights Watch. (2019). Saudi Arabia: Important advances for Saudi women. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/02/saudi-arabia-important-advances-saudi-

women 

Jackson, S., & Hill, R. (2017). The relationship between exposure to sexual violence and 

vulnerability to sex trafficking. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 32(16), 2266-

2284. 

Javdani, S., Craig, S. L., & Jennings, T. (2019). Cultural differences in human 

trafficking: Comparing the United States and Canada to the rest of the world. 

Journal of Human Trafficking, 5(3), 205-221. 
https://doi.org:10.19184/jseahr.v3i1.9544 

 Kara, S. (2017). Modern slavery: A global perspective. Colombia University Press. 

https://carrcenter.hks.harvard.edu/publications/modern-slavery-global-perspective 

 Kara, S. (2017) Sex Trafficking: Inside the Business of Modern Slavery. Columbia 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04724-w
https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201222186
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19127458
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/02/saudi-arabia-important-advances-saudi-women
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/02/saudi-arabia-important-advances-saudi-women
https://carrcenter.hks.harvard.edu/publications/modern-slavery-global-perspective
https://carrcenter.hks.harvard.edu/publications/modern-slavery-global-perspective


82 

 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.7312/kara18033 

Klement, K. R., Sagarin, B. J., & Skowronski, J. J. (2022). The one ring model: Rape 

culture beliefs are linked to purity culture beliefs. Sexuality & Culture, 26(6), 

2070–2106. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-022-09986-2 

Koggel, C. M., Harbin, A., & Llewellyn, J. J. (2022). Feminist relational theory. Journal 

of Global Ethics, 18(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2022.2073702 

Links, A. (2018). The rights of others in Namibian patriarchy: If you’re a woman, a child, 

a gay woman or man, disabled, or transgender living in Namibia, accept as a fact 

that you were born into a patriarchal society and that you were and will be 

socialized (or ‘groomed’) to uphold and support patriarchy. Sister Namibia, 30(2), 

8. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A550517960/AONE?u=anon~5f0217d1&sid=goog

leScholar&xid=952a0869 

Malik, N. (2019). We need new stories: Challenging the toxic myths behind our age of 

discontent. Weidenfeld & Nicolson.  

Mehdi, M., Ali, A., & Hashmi, M. (2021). Intra family violence against women in 

patriarchal societies: A thematic analysis of sexual exploitation in Elif Shafak’s 

novel 10 minutes 38 seconds in this strange world. Ilkogretim Online, 20(5), 

4080–4087. https://doi.org/10.17051/ilkonline.2021.05.447 

Motseki & Mofokeng (2022). An analysis of the causes and contributing factors to 

human trafficking: A South African perspective. Cogent Social Sciences, 8(1), 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2022.2047259 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-022-09986-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2022.2073702
https://doi.org/10.17051/ilkonline.2021.05.447


83 

 

Mwita, K. (2022). Factors influencing data saturation in qualitative studies. International 

Journal of Research In Business and Social Science, 11(4), 414-420. 

https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v11i4.1776 

Nikjoo, A., Markwell, K., Nikbin, M., & Hernández-Lara, A. B. (2021). The flag-bearers 

of change in a patriarchal Muslim society: Narratives of Iranian solo female 

travelers on Instagram. Tourism Management Perspectives, 38. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100817 

Owens, B. C., Hall, M. E. L., & Anderson, T. L. (2021). The relationship between purity 

culture and rape myth acceptance. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 49(4), 

405–418. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091647120974992 

Pederson, A. C., & Gerassi, L. B. (2022). Healthcare providers’ perspectives on the 

relevance and utility of recommended sex trafficking indicators: A qualitative 

study. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 78(2), 458–470. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15019 

Piano, E. E. (2018). Outlaw and economics: Biker gangs and club goods. Rationality & 

Society, 30(3), 350–376. https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463117743242 

Roe-Sepowitz, D. (2019). A six-year analysis of sex traffickers of minors: Exploring 

characteristics and sex trafficking patterns. Journal of Human Behavior in the 

Social Environment, 29(5), 608–629. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2019.1575315 

Ruiz, G. C., Roman, P., Benayas, P. N., Rodriguez, A. M., Ropero, P. C., Ruiz, G. D., & 

Sanchez, L. N. (2022). Midwives’ experiences and perceptions in treating victims 

https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v11i4.1776
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2021.100817
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091647120974992
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15019
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463117743242
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2019.1575315


84 

 

of sex trafficking: A qualitative study. Journal of Advanced Nursing (John Wiley 

& Sons, Inc.), 78(7), 2139–2149. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15165 

Selim, A., Omar, A., Almubayi, N., Alayed, A., AlQahtani, J., & Almutairi, A. (2022). 

What are the Saudi community attitudes towards domestic violence against 

women? A cross-sectional study from Riyadh. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 

33(4), 475–483. https://doi.org/10.1177/10436596211057896 

Sosenski, S. (2021). Sexual abuse of girls in post-revolutionary Mexico: Between 

legitimation and punishment. Girlhood Studies, 14(1), 36-51. 

https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2021.140105 

Stabile, L. da M. (2020). Sex work abolitionism and hegemonic feminisms: Implications 

for gender-diverse sex workers and migrants from Brazil. The Sociological 

Review, 68(4), 852–869. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120934710 

Stutterheim, S. E., & Ratcliffe, S. E. (2021). Understanding and addressing stigma 

through qualitative research: Four reasons why we need qualitative studies. 

Stigma and Health, 6(1), 8–19. https://doi.org/10.1037/sah0000283 

Syeda Sadia Mehjabin. (2020). Analyzing the position of female Muslims in patriarchal 

society and their choice of donning hijab amidst socio-political context. Malala, 

8(11). https://doi.org/ 10.11606/issn.2446-5240.malala.2020.155901 

Talbot, E. P., & Suzuki, Y. E. (2021). Human Trafficking: First Responders in Health 

Care. Social Work & Christianity, 48(4), 349–367. 

https://doi.org/10.34043/swc.v48i4.209 

Thusi, I. I. (2018). Radical feminist harms on sex workers. Lewis & Clark Law Review, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15165
https://doi.org/10.1177/10436596211057896
https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2021.140105
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120934710
https://doi.org/10.1037/sah0000283
https://doi.org/10.34043/swc.v48i4.209


85 

 

22(1), 185–229. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2856647 

Trafficking in America Task Force. (n.d.). What is sexual slavery? 

https://www.traffickinginamericataskforce.org/sexual-slavery/ 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. (n.d.). Global report on trafficking in 

persons. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/global-report-on-

trafficking-in-persons.html 

U.S. Department of Justice. (2023). Human trafficking. https://www.justice.gov 

U.S. Department of State. (2021). 2021 Trafficking in persons report: Saudi Arabia. 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-trafficking-in-persons-report/saudi-arabia/ 

Van Manen, M., & Van Manen, M. (2021). Doing Phenomenological Research and 

Writing. Qualitative Health Research, 31(6), 1069–1082. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10497323211003058 

Veldhuizen-Ochodničanová, E., & Jeglic, E. L. (2021). Of madams, mentors, and 

mistresses: Conceptualizing the female sex trafficker in the United States. 

International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice, 64. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijlcj.2020.100455 

Winkel, C., Strachan, L., & Aamir, S. (2021). From east to west and back again: the 

effects of reverse culture shock on female Saudi Arabian university students 

studying abroad. Journal for Multicultural Education, 16(2), 108–120. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JME-06-2021-0069 

https://www.traffickinginamericataskforce.org/sexual-slavery/
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/global-report-on-trafficking-in-persons.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/global-report-on-trafficking-in-persons.html
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-trafficking-in-persons-report/saudi-arabia/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijlcj.2020.100455
https://doi.org/10.1108/JME-06-2021-0069


86 

 

Appendix A: Questions for Interviews  

1. How do you define sex trafficking?  

2. Who do you think the victims of sex trafficking are?  

3. Who are the perpetrators in sex trafficking? 

4. What do you think the causes of sex trafficking are? 

5. How do victims become sex trafficked? 

6. Do you think there is sex trafficking in Saudi Arabia? 

7. If a victim of sex trafficking is found by police how do you feel it should be 

handled? 

8. How do you think the Saudi Arabian government would treat a victim of sex 

trafficking?  

9. How do you think the government could improve helping victims of sex 

trafficking?  

10. What do you feel the psychological impacts of sex trafficking are on the victims? 
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Appendix B: Oral Informed Consent  

 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study, which will take place from May to 
June 2023. This form details the purpose of this study, a description of the involvement 

required and your rights as a participant.  
 

The purpose of this study is: to understand the perceptions of Saudi Arabian females and 
sex trafficking. You are being asked to participate because you are a Saudi national, a 
female and between the ages of 18 years old and 50 years old.  

 
The benefits of the research will be: To better understand the voices of females in Saudi 

Arabia about sex trafficking.  
 
 The methods that will be used to meet this purpose include: One-on-one interviews and 

the interview will be recorded without any identifying information. This interview is 
confidential. The interview will last between 20 and 45 minutes.  

 
You are encouraged to ask questions or raise concerns at any time about the nature of the 
study or the methods I am using.  

 
Please contact me at any time over what’s app. Our discussion will be audio taped to help 

me accurately capture your insights in your own words. The tapes will only be heard by 
me for the purpose of this study. If you feel uncomfortable with the recorder, you may 
ask that it be turned off at any time. You also have the right to withdraw from the study at 

any time. In the event you choose to withdraw from the study all information you provide 
(including tapes) will be destroyed and omitted from the final paper. Insights gathered by 

you and other participants will be used in writing a qualitative research dissertation for 
my PhD. Though direct quotes from you may be used in the paper, your name and other 
identifying information will be kept anonymous. 

 
Do you agree to participate in this study?  
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