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“But the person who is 
actually perpetrating it 
might think, ‘Hey, I’m 
helping them! Better 
than what they would 

have there!’ ”

Human trafficking has captured the attention of both the media and U.S. policymakers for 
more than a decade and with this attention has come considerable controversy and debate about 
the definition of human trafficking. While researchers have discussed some of the consequences of 
this debate at the national level, very little research has examined the issue at the local level.  
This study, which is part of a larger research initiative, attempts to examine human trafficking in 
Hawai`i from the perspective of local service providers. Hawai`i has drawn national attention 
with several high-profile human trafficking cases. It is likely that the unique history and geography 
of the islands presents special challenges to local efforts to prevent human trafficking and help 
survivors.  In order to understand these challenges, as well as how the controversy over the 
definition of human trafficking impacts local anti-trafficking efforts, data were collected through 
semi-structured qualitative interviews with service providers who work with trafficked persons on 
the islands of Oahu, Hawai`i, and Maui. An initial exploratory content analysis was conducted and 
results are discussed. 

Abstract

From the early years of discussion and policy 
implementation the issue of trafficking has 
been plagued by controversy.  This controversy 
has played out in national and international 
policy and politics, in the media, and in 
academia.  At the heart of the controversy is 
the definition of human trafficking.  Implicit to 
each definition offered and argued about is the 
theoretical framework that lay behind it.  For 
example, many view human trafficking through 
a labor rights framework (Bales & Soodalter, 
2009; Brennan, 2010) and/or an immigration 
framework (Bales & Soodalter, 2009), or more

Introduction

1. Challenges unique to Hawai`i:
Geographic challenges related to being an island chain were identified by service providers as 

presenting particular difficulties for trafficked and formerly trafficked persons.  Living on an island 
makes escape from traffickers more challenging as it is “not an easy place to get away.”  

Ethnic diversity of potential victims: The ethnic make-up of Hawai`i’s migrant labor force is more 
diverse than the typical mainland state.  Agricultural laborers in Hawai`i are as likely to come from 
Mexico, Southeast Asia, East Asia, Micronesia, or other Pacific Islands.  Micronesian workers alone could 
speak any of a dozen languages.  This diversity makes it difficult for service providers to access 
appropriate translation services, as well as implement effective  outreach  programs using public service 
announcements to target victims of trafficking in an effort to inform them of their rights.

The unsuccessful fate of high profile cases: Finally, it is worth mentioning that several participants 
thought that the recent high-profile Hawai`i trafficking cases that were dropped posed a significant 
barrier to anti-trafficking efforts.  They thought that the highly-publicized failure of these cases to be 
prosecuted might send a message that these cases were not human trafficking or that traffickers might 
be more likely to think they can get away with exploiting workers.

Results

Participants included local service providers who work 
with formerly trafficked persons in providing legal or social 
services. In order to provide a range of potentially different 
characterizations of trafficking, 3-4 participants were  
interviewed on each island and included those with 
knowledge of or experience working in the areas of both sex 
trafficking and labor trafficking. Participants’ thoughts about 
human trafficking were solicited using semi-structured 
qualitative interviews. 

Methods

CONCLUSIONS

Everyone I spoke with agreed 
that human trafficking is a problem 
in Hawai`i that needs to be 
addressed.  However, they also 
spoke about some significant 
challenges related to addressing the 
issue in the context of a multi-island 
state.  Since most of the knowledge 
base and resources related to anti-
human trafficking efforts are 
located on Oahu, neighbor island 
service providers in particular 
seemed to feel less equipped to 
address human trafficking on their 
islands.  
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generally, a human rights framework (Caraway, 2005).  Others also view human trafficking as a gender 
issue (Raymond, Hughes, & Gomez, 2001).  That there are various and multiple lenses through which 
people view human trafficking has direct implications for attempts to address the problem.  While some 
authors have attempted to look at the human trafficking debate on a national and international level, 
little attention has been paid to how the arguments that occur in national policy debates and academic 
writing are combined and reproduced on the local level.  This study seeks to explore how the 
difficulties of defining human trafficking impact the work of local service providers.  

Too often in national debates on human trafficking is local context minimized of overlooked.  
Given Hawai`i’s unique geographical and historical context, it is important to understand how factors 
related to those contexts impact efforts to address human trafficking in the state.  Unlike the other 49 
states, Hawai`i is a collection of several separate islands.  For this reason, the present study includes 
data gathered on three different islands in order to determine if neighbor islands experience human 
trafficking issues that are different from those that receive the most attention on the main island of 
Oahu.

The interview questions were designed to elicit participants’ thoughts on their experiences 
working on human trafficking and on developments or changes over the course of their work.  
Interviews were audio record and transcribed verbatim.  Data collection for this project is still ongoing.  
Preliminary results from a content analysis of the interviews with service providers on the islands of 
Maui and Hawai`i are presented here.

Research Questions
1. Do service providers in Hawai`i 

experience unique challenges?

2. Do the neighbor islands 
experience unique challenges?

3. Are issues related to the 
controversy over how to define 
human trafficking salient at the 
local level?

2. Challenges unique to the neighbor islands (Maui and 
Hawai`i)
Resources and infrastructure:  The neighbor islands 

of Hawai`i state are different from Oahu in that they 
are relatively isolated rural communities.  Much of the 
expertise, funding, service programs, and other 
infrastructure to address human trafficking are located 
on Oahu.  Almost all of the participants from the 
neighbor islands cited lack of resources as a big 
challenge facing those who would like to address human

“So some of our most, you know, high 
end of authority officials go to these 
bars and so its really‐that’s why we 
don’t talk on Maui about human 

trafficking.”

“I think it’s probably prevalent here 
but it’s difficult for it to be visible 
because of an interest in keeping it 
undercover….prosecutors, police, 

police commissions, I mean, that’s the 
opposition that we face trying to 

bring the issue forward.

trafficking on those islands. In addition, travel to Oahu to coordinate with the anti-human trafficking 
coalition  there can be time-consuming, tedious, and costly for neighbor island service providers.

Rural communities:  A number of neighbor islands participants cited challenges related to the rural 
nature of those islands.  These included the burden of trying to provide translation services within 
small communities, the challenge potential victims might have in securing transportation, and the fact 
that trafficking can go unnoticed in the more isolated regions of those islands.  In large rural areas 
with limited public transportation options potential victims have very little hope of traveling to town 
to escape their traffickers or receive help.

“The thing too, though, for us, ‘cause 
we’re such a big island and where we 
have lots of rural areas…that’s why I 

think there’s trafficking because its so big 
that people can go unnoticed for a very 
long time before something happens.”

The myth of “it doesn’t happen here”:  Nearly all the 
neighbor island participants mentioned in some form this 
idea that there have not been as many or any official 
cases of human trafficking on their islands, which leads 
some to conclude that human trafficking problems are 
isolated to Oahu.  Most of these participants thought that 
trafficking occurred on their islands but was difficult to 
find and prosecute.  Some attributed the lack of cases to 
the fact that on the neighbor islands there is less open 
prostitution and suggested that they were more likely to 
be source communities for Oahu’s sex trade.  Still others 
identified a failure on the part of those in power to 
acknowledge the presence of human trafficking as 
significantly contributing to the dearth of cases.  This 
concern was shared by service providers working in both 
the areas of labor and sex trafficking indicating that this 
problem is not limited to one type. 

3. Are issues related to the controversy over how to define human trafficking salient at the local level 
in Hawai`i?

Several participants discussed their experience with human trafficking in terms of not knowing what 
human trafficking was or misunderstanding what it was until they first contacted it.  In one case, an 
agency that was recommended to the researcher as having experience in trafficking, in fact, was unclear 
of the definition and discussed this openly during the interview.  

Other participants discussed the challenge of working with others 
in the community who might be operating with different definitions 
of trafficking.  For example, one participant thought that the police 
might be mislabeling some sex workers as prostitutes rather than 
human trafficking victims.  Those identified as operating under 
alternative trafficking definitions included police, the general public, 
traffickers, parents of underage victims, and potential victims 
themselves.  With regards to labor trafficking, one participant 
mentioned the need to create awareness among land owners who 
might not know that their labor practices are illegal. 

Several service providers spoke about wanting to coordinate efforts to address human trafficking 
better but feeling that obstacles included lack of thorough understanding of where to begin, lack of 
adequate resources, lack of awareness, and in some cases significant opposition from local authorities 
on their islands.

Together these results highlight the usefulness of examining human trafficking at the local level.  The 
context in which human trafficking occurs in Hawai`i is not the same as the context in which it occurs 
on the mainland.  It is important to understand the local challenges so that they can be better 
addressed.  Additionally, despite the existence of several highly publicized cases of human trafficking in 
Hawai`i, according to these service providers, there still appears to be wide-spread misunderstanding 
about exactly what “counts” as human trafficking.  This confusion seems to extend to both sex 
trafficking and labor trafficking.  Its is likely that a lack of human trafficking cases on neighbor islands 
could be partially due to a failure to properly identify certain labor abuses or sex industry-related 
offenses as trafficking.  It is also very likely that this labeling problem is not limited to Hawai`i.


