
Human Trafficking at the Super Bowl (U.S.A) 

The US’ anti-prostitution and anti-trafficking policy is indivisible: 

The United States opposes prostitution and any related activities, including pimping, pandering, and/ or maintaining brothels as 

contributing to the phenomenon of trafficking in persons. These activities are inherently harmful and dehumanizing. The United 

States Government’s position is that these activities should not be regulated as a legitimate form of work for any human being. 

(DOJ, Report on Activities to Combat Human Trafficking, Fiscal Years 2001–2005, 2006) 

1.0 WHAT POLITICIANS SAY 

 In advance of 49
th
 Super Bowl (2014) in Arizona, Cindy McCain declared that the Super Bowl is ―the largest human-

trafficking event on the planet.‖  

 Before Super Bowl XLV in Dallas, Greg Abbott—then Texas‘s attorney general and now the state‘s governor—referred to the 

Super Bowl as ―the single largest human trafficking incident in the United States. 

 

1.1 WHAT “EXPERTS” SAY 

1. Mogulescu, 2014. NY TIMES:  

 Prostitution at the Super Bowl is a fallacy, which at the moment lacks any credible evidence. 

 Authorities/Politicians are playing on desires to rescue trafficking victims and appear tough on crime 
 The actual number of traffickers investigated or prosecuted hovers around zero. 

 Author (supervising attorney for Legal Aid Society) says there are ―devastating consequences that aggressive arrest practices 

can have for both trafficked and non-trafficked people engaging in prostitution‖ 

 Turning them into defendants and pushing them through the criminal justice system contradicts any claim of assistance. 

 

2. Wertheim, 2017. Sports Illustrated: 

 Evidence that the arrival of a Super Bowl correlates with an increase in trafficking ranges from fuzzy to nonexistent.  

 Statistics regarding arrests made in and around the game often conflate prostitution and coercive sex trafficking.  

 After the 2014 Super Bowl, New Jersey authorities announced that anti -trafficking efforts ―recovered 16 children 

between the ages of 13 and 17 and arrested more than 45 pimps and their associates in Super Bowl–related activities.‖  

 The release did not mention that this abnormally high figure was culled from a tri-state area and backdated to 

months preceding the kickoff.  
  Statistics rarely account for the targeted increase in enforcement resources. What would the arrest numbers be if 

these sprawling, multiagency sting operations were launched in, say, August (non Super Bowl period), and not in 

January? 

 ―More sex workers and more john (pimps) arrests in one day in October [2016] than during a three-week period 

leading up to the 50
th

  Super Bowl‖ Lieut. Kurtis Stenderup, Santa Clara police department  

 

3. Global Alliance against Traffic in Women report, 2011. “What’s the cost of a rumour? 

 Extensive report examining the record on sex trafficking related to World Cup soccer games, the Olympics and the 

Super Bowl. 

 From their ―executive summary‖:  



 
 Trafficking is not the same thing as sex work. There is a difference between women trafficked into prostitution and sex 

workers who migrate to other countries for work.  

  There is a very wide discrepancy between claims that are made prior to large sporting events and the actual number of 

trafficking cases found. There is no evidence that large sporting events cause an increase in trafficking for prostitution. 

 

 

4. Polaris Project 

 No evidence supports a causal relationship between the Super Bowl and trafficking 

 The National Human Trafficking Hotline sees "slight upticks" in calls and reports during Super Bowl weekend, Polaris 

spokesman Brandon Bouchard said.  

 Polaris attributes the boost to heavier promotion of the hotline, not an increase in the prevalence of human trafficking on 

Super Bowl weekend, he said. If someone calls during the Super Bowl weekend to report being trafficked, "they were very 

likely being trafficked before that too," Bouchard said. 

 Anecdotally, Polaris has heard that more "prostitution" arrests occur over Super Bowl weekend, Bouchard said.  
 

"But that largely has to do with the fact that law enforcement are specifically looking for it then." And the trend in law 

enforcement is to focus on arrests of traffickers and those seeking to buy sex, not sex workers or those who are being 

trafficked, he said 

 

5. Bowersox, 2016. Journal of Human Trafficking 

 There is very little empirical evidence from research that suggests international sporting events and sex trafficking are 

significantly linked (Shelley, 2010,pp.245,256,258; Hayes, 2010, p. 1105; Tavella, 2008) 

 Police harassment of sex workers was up during the 2010 Winter Olympics  period in Vancouver , and also during the 2010 

South Africa WC ( Deering et al.,2012; Richter et al., 2012) 

 Testing whether or not hosts of these events see an increase in human trafficking is rather a complex process due to 

differences in legislation specific to nation-states. 

 If a state can positively address the 3Ps than it would be viewed by the UNODC as meeting its expectations under the 

Palermo Protocol 

 There has been little quantitative evidence to support the theory that these events see increased levels of human trafficking,  

 This article cannot claim to address whether or not trafficking increases as a result of international sporting events.  

 In the end, this article has examined whether those measures that seek to address trafficking are affected by an international 

sport event. 

 

6. Malo, 2018. Reuters:  

 The commercial sex market grows modestly during Super Bowls, but also during other large events, from the Las Vegas 

consumer electronics show to Memorial Day weekend, said Lauren Martin, a trafficking expert at the University of Minnesota. 

 After reviewing 55 academic papers and more than 100 media stories about prostitution and the Super Bowl, Martin says 

research points to a likely spike in sex trafficking because 5 to 20 percent of sex workers are trafficking victims.  

 Once the event is over, the levels of activity in the commercial sex market will go back to what they were.  

 



1.2 CRITICAL ISSUES 

 Often described as a modern form of slavery, human trafficking occurs across borders or domestically. The United Nations estimates 

that 700,000 to 4 million women and children are trafficked around the world for purposes of forced prostitution, labor and other 

forms of exploitation every year.  

 Trafficking is estimated to be a $15.5 billion annual business in the United States alone, according to the United Nations Global 

Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking. 

 However, the focus on sex trafficking during the Super Bowl runs the risk of concentrating resources on just one weekend 

(Polaris Project)  

 When the discussion is dominated by fear-mongering, we fail to meaningfully address the actual causes of human trafficking 

 The annual oversimplification of the issue, in which we conflate all prostitution with trafficking, and then imply that arrest 

equals solution 

 Overemphasis on a total lack of physical freedom may make it harder for many individuals to see themselves in anti-

trafficking campaigns. This type of campaign imagery suggests that only certain types of victims are worthy of help, 

oversimplifying "the social, economic and other pressures involved in the commercial sex industry 

 In the 8 countries studied, trafficked women were denied assistance unless they agreed to cooperate with law enforcement. 

Women were locked up in shelters or detention centres, in the name of ‗protecting‘ them (Dottridge, 2007) 

 A multiyear, multipronged strategy to address the issue is needed (Minal Davis, special advisor to the mayor of 

Atlanta on human trafficking) 

 

 

 

1.3 HEALTH RISKS 

In a study on prostitution (Kuzma, 2011), it was noted that during an adult’s time in prostitution: 

 82% of participants had been physically assaulted 

 83% had been threatened with a weapon 

 68% had been raped, and 84% reported current or past homelessness. 

  Commercial sex is risky for those involved. In fact, the average age of death for prostitutes is 34, a "'workplace homicide rate' 

51 times higher than that of the next most dangerous occupation, working in a liquor store." 

 A minor sex trafficking victim has an estimated lifespan of 7-10 years after entry. 

Statistics on boys and girls who were recruited into commercial sex (Kuzma, 2011) show that: 

 57% had been victims of child sexual abuse  

 49% had been physically assaulted as children.  

 85% of prostitution survivors were victims of incest 

 90% had been physically abused 

 61.5% of prostitutes were frequently hit, slapped, pushed, grabbed, or had objects thrown at them by a member of their 

household 

 40% of those had been kicked, hit, beaten, raped, or threatened, and/or attacked with a weapon by a member of their 

household 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1.4 SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

Based on the current state of research and evidence discussed, 

 

I. Human trafficking is an understudied aspect of both the human rights and international political economy 

subfields. Especially when no state is entirely immune from this activity. 

II. Empirical evidence to prove a causal link between rise in human trafficking and the Super Bowl is weak, if 

not non-existent. One must take into account the vested-interests (prostitution-abolitionists, liberal 

humanists groups etc.) that seek to argue either side of this issue. 

III. The anti-trafficking rhetoric that has been used most frequently around international sporting events has too 

often focused on criminalising groups affected by trafficking (e.g. by justifying crackdowns against sex 

workers) and victimising them (e.g. media representations of migrant women as helpless victims). 

IV. In the past, prostitution crackdowns have sometimes doubly victimized trafficked girls, imprisoning them 

instead of finding them help.  

 

V. Despite this, the Super Bowl is still a huge opportunity to bring together all stakeholders to create much-

needed responses and prevention approaches to sex trafficking. 

VI. Without over-sensationalizing the issue, it is vital that anti-trafficking advocates use the excitement and 

anticipation about Super Bowl XLVI as an opportunity to increase public awareness, provide needed 

assistance to law enforcement and advocacy groups, and make critical legislative changes to protect the 

rights of sex workers and provide assistance to victims of forced-prostitution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Key organizations/policies: 

1. International Human Trafficking Institute partnered the 2019 Atlanta Super Bowl Host Committee and 

trained volunteers for an anti-human trafficking campaign during the Super Bowl 2019 

2. S.O.A.P (Save our Adolescents from Prostitution) is a nine-year-old non-profit that aims to raised 

awareness about trafficking. 

3. In Our Backyard is an Oregon-based anti-trafficking group set up shop in Atlanta for 10 days to hold public 

information sessions on signs of human trafficking and what to expect during the Super Bowl. 

4. Demand Abolition is committed to eradicating the illegal commercial sex industry in the US—and, by 

extension, the world—by combating the demand for purchased sex. 

5. Palermo Protocol: A 1–5 index on a state’s compliance with the Palermo Protocol, based on the 3P’s 

which are trafficking prosecutions, the prevention of trafficking, and protections from trafficking 

6. Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, and Child Pornography: A protocol to the 

1989 Convention that requires parties to prohibit the sale of children, child prostitution and child 

pornography 
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