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Human	Trafficking	Articles	in	the	New	York	Times	in	2015	

	 The	media	influences	public	discourse	in	all	matters	–	specifically,	human	sex	

trafficking.	With	fictitious	movies	like	Taken	about	sex	traffickers	abducting	a	girl	on	

vacation,	whistle-blowing	news	stories	covering	the	UN’s	involvement	in	sex	

trafficking	in	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	and	coverage	of	the	sex	trafficking	epidemic	

following	the	Super	Bowl,	the	media	has	a	way	of	curving	the	discussion	on	human	

trafficking	to	the	sex	trade.	This	study	focuses	on	what	area	of	coverage	–	human	sex	

trafficking,	other	types	of	human	trafficking,	and	human	trafficking	stated	broadly	–	

is	covered	the	most	in	The	New	York	Times	in	2015.		

	 Anne	Johnston,	Barbara	Friedman,	and	Autumn	Shafer	conducted	a	study,	

where	they	researched	sex	trafficking-related	articles	in	140	U.S.	print	news	sources	

in	2009	(423).	The	study	included	988	articles	and	followed	these	coding	categories:	

type	of	article,	issues	covered	in	story,	placement	of	story,	and	gender	of	author	

(Johnston,	Friedman,	Shafer	424).	I	wanted	to	base	my	research	off	of	this	study,	but	

update	the	research	with	showing	the	results	from	2015.	Because	of	the	limitation	

of	time,	I	decided	to	focus	only	on	a	single	news	source	and	cut	out	a	couple	coding	

categories.	The	questions	I	addressed	were:	How	many	times	are	human	sex	

trafficking	articles	versus	other	human	trafficking	articles	published	in	The	New	

York	Times	in	2015?	How	many	of	those	articles	–	human	sex	trafficking	and	other	
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human	trafficking	articles	–	are	the	primary	or	secondary	focus	of	the	story?	How	

many	times	is	the	author	of	a	human	trafficking	article	a	female,	a	male,	or	both?	

With	my	research,	I	found	126	total	articles	regarding	human	trafficking	online.	The	

types	of	human	sex	trafficking	I	included	under	this	category	are	prostitution,	sex	

slavery,	child	sex	trafficking,	and	brothels.	Under	human	trafficking,	the	types	

included	forced	labor,	debt	bondage,	domestic	servitude,	and	organ	harvesting.	In	

the	category	of	“human	trafficking	stated	broadly”	was	any	article	that	addressed	

human	trafficking,	but	did	not	clarify	the	specifics	of	the	trafficking.		

Findings	

One	hundred	and	twenty-six	articles	in	The	New	York	Times	carried	stories	

about	human	trafficking	during	2015.	To	put	this	in	perspective,	of	all	the	stories	

published	in	2015,	only	

a	minute	number	

included	human	

trafficking	(Figure	1).	Of	

all	the	articles	published	

in	2015,	0.429%	related	

to	human	trafficking.	In	

Figure	1	
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Figure	1,	the	“other”	category	

represents	all	the	articles	not	

pertaining	to	human	trafficking	

that	were	published	in	The	New	

York	Times.	Out	of	the	126	articles,	

human	trafficking	stated	broadly	

was	the	topic	most	published	on	

(Figure	2).	However,	in	terms	of	

looking	at	whether	human	sex	trafficking	is	reported	on	more	than	other	types,	in	

2015	it	looked	to	be	true.	In	Figure	2,	the	graph	shows	that	25	more	human	sex	

trafficking	articles	were	published	in	2015	than	other	types	of	human	trafficking	

articles.		

	 According	to	the	

International	Labour	Association	

and	in	Figure	3,	18.7	million	

people	are	exploited	by	some	

private	industry.	Of	these	18.7	

million	people,	4.5	million	(22%)	

Figure	2	

Figure	3	
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are	victims	of	sexual	trafficking,	and	14.2	million	(68%)	are	victims	of	forced	labor	

(of	agriculture,	construction,	etc.).	Those	in	state-imposed	forced	labor	(i.e.	prisons,	

military)	make	up	2.2	million	people	(Figure	3).	These	statistics	are	the	cases	that	

have	been	reported,	while	there	may	be	others	that	are	not	known.	To	give	some	

context,	there	are	46%	more	people	involved	in	forced	labor	exploitation	than	those	

in	sex	trafficking	(ilo.org).	Sex	trafficking	is	a	problem,	however,	it’s	being	reported	

on	more	than	other	types	of	trafficking,	even	though	there	are	more	victims	of	

forced	labor.	

	 Male	

reporters/authors	wrote	

almost	half	of	the	126	articles	

(45.2%),	women	wrote	a	

little	less	than	a	third	of	the	

articles	(30.9%),	and	both	

males	and	females	wrote	a	

little	less	than	a	quarter	of	

the	articles	(23.8%)(Figure	4).	I	wanted	to	include	the	number	of	male	and	female	

reporters	working	at	The	New	York	Times.	However,	regardless	of	how	hard	I	

Figure	4	
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searched,	I	could	not	find	a	

list	of	reporters/authors	

(except	on	Wikipedia,	but	

that’s	not	a	trustworthy	

source).	In	this	modern	age,	

as	well,	it	should	be	assumed	

that	some	of	those	whose	

articles	are	on	The	New	York	

Times	website	are	freelance	reporters.	

	Two-thirds	of	the	126	articles	were	news	stories	(66.6%),	followed	by	

opinion	editorials	(22.2%),	news	briefs	(8.7%),	and	features	(2.3%)(Figure	5).	In	

terms	of	the	article’s	focus,	

more	of	the	articles	had	a	

secondary	focus	on	human	

trafficking	(50.7%)	(Figure	

6).	There	were	only	two	

additional	articles	that	

mentioned	human	trafficking	

Figure	5	

Figure	6	



Finn	

Shannon	Finn	

Professor	Sheila	Webb	

JOUR	351:	Ethics	Audit	

March	8,	2016	

6	

in	a	secondary	sense	than	as	the	main	focus.	Even	though	the	difference	of	two	

articles	was	quite	small,	I	still	found	it	quite	surprising	that	more	articles	had	a	

secondary	focus.		

One	of	my	findings	surprised	me	and	did	not	surprise	at	the	same	time.	I	was	

surprised	that	in	the	category	of	“other	types	of	human	trafficking,”	only	five	articles	

had	that	topic	as	the	primary	focus.	However,	it	did	not	surprise	when	I	looked	at	

how	most	of	the	human	sex	trafficking	articles	had	sex	trafficking	as	the	primary	

focus.	In	Dina	Francesca	Haynes’	study,	The	Celebritization	of	Human	Trafficking,	

Haynes	notes	that	when	a	human	trafficking	issue	is	framed	in	having	to	do	with	

migrant	laborers	or	other	non-sex	issues,	it	receives	little	attention	from	media	(29).	

But	when	an	issue	is	framed	as	sex	trafficking,	it	gains	more	media	attention	

(Haynes	29).	With	Haynes’	study,	she	understands	why	human	trafficking	articles	

are	centered	mainly	on	sex	trafficking	than	other	topics.	It’s	fitting	that	other	types	

of	trafficking	are	not	the	primary	focus,	because	the	media	is	not	fascinated	with	

that	subject.		

	 My	aim	was	to	follow	Johnston’s,	Friedman’s,	and	Shafer’s	report	as	closely	as	

I	could.	In	their	coding,	they	researched	the	placement	of	the	story,	so	I	wanted	to	do	

the	same.	However,	I	ran	into	a	road	bump.	I	searched	online	for	a	long	time	to	find	

front	pages	of	The	New	York	Times,	but	the	only	pages	available	were	ones	
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pertaining	to	important	news	(i.e.	Paris	bombings,	blizzard	in	the	east,	etc.).	There	

are	front-page	archives	on	The	New	York	Times’	website,	but	only	for	the	years	

1851-1922.		

Ethical	Issues	

When	referencing	the	SPJ	code,	the	audit	aligns	with	the	code	pretty	closely.		

The	reporters/authors	for	The	New	York	Times	may	have	done	everything	right	in	

reporting	the	story/content	–	being	accountable,	avoiding	conflict	of	interest,	

minimizing	harm,	and	being	accurate	and	fair.	However,	my	research	was	not	

centered	on	how	they	reported	the	story,	but	how	many	articles	were	human	sex	

trafficking	related	versus	other	types	of	human	trafficking.	I	do	think,	though,	that	

there	was	an	inaccuracy	or	misrepresentation	of	the	problem	in	the	amount	of	

reporting.	If	you	look	at	the	amount	of	human	sex	trafficking	articles	versus	other	

types,	it’s	clear	that	reporters	focused	on	the	sex	trade	more.	Because	sex	trafficking	

is	covered	more	in	the	media,	other	types	of	human	trafficking,	such	as	forced	labor,	

are	not	seen	as	big	a	problem.	If	the	public	does	not	see	an	issue	being	brought	up	

with	more	regularity,	the	public	will	not	be	made	aware	that	it’s	a	big	issue.	Also,	if	

it’s	not	covered	enough,	people	will	not	know	the	warning	signs	and	may	be	more	

vulnerable	to	becoming	a	victim.	The	public	has	a	right	to	receive	the	information	on	

not	just	human	sex	trafficking,	but	other	types	as	well.	However,	both	human	sex	
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trafficking	and	other	types	are	not	even	covered	as	much	as	they	should	be	in	

addressing	the	overall	issue	of	human	trafficking.			

	 By	covering	and	raising	awareness	on	these	issues,	media	coverage	may	

“help	to	foster	justice	on	behalf	of	the	individuals”	(Wilkins,	Christians	207).	By	not	

covering	other	types	of	human	trafficking	as	much	as	sex	trafficking,	news	media	is	

not	allowing	the	victims	of	other	types	of	trafficking	justice.	In	my	findings,	I	found	

that	in	the	category	of	“other	types	of	human	trafficking,”	only	five	articles	had	that	

topic	as	the	primary	focus	–	the	other	eight	had	a	secondary	focus.	By	not	focusing	

entirely	on	the	other	types	of	trafficking,	the	reporter	is	not	fairly	fostering	justice	to	

the	victims	–	the	victims	have	been	marginalized	amongst	trafficked	humans.	

When	dealing	with	criminals	in	the	human	trafficking	business,	

reporters/authors	might	be	afraid	of	the	potential	harm	to	themselves	in	covering	

the	issue	and	harm	to	those	involved	(i.e.	victims,	victim’s	families,	etc.).	For	

example,	The	Whistleblower,	a	book	written	by	Kathryn	Bolkovac,	who	formerly	

worked	for	a	private	military	contractor	of	the	UN	in	Bosnia,	was	assigned	as	a	

human	rights	investigator	and	discovered	the	UN’s	involvement	in	sex	trafficking	

and	forced	prostitution	(MacFarquhar).	She	was	the	whistleblower	of	the	whole	

operation	and	was	fired.	She	wrote	a	book	about	her	experience	and	in	doing	so,	

was	potentially	bringing	harm	to	herself	and	her	loved	ones	by	exposing	the	
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undercover	business	of	sex	trafficking.	A	reason	that	human	trafficking	might	be	

covered	less,	as	a	whole	(in	both	sex	trafficking	and	other	types),	is	because	of	the	

potential	for	harm	–	exposing	criminals	could	be	risky.	

	 Entertainment	events,	such	as	the	World	Cup	or	the	Super	Bowl,	are	linked	to	

trafficking.	However,	not	much	is	heard	about	this	issue.	A	concern	could	be	the	

economic	impact	to	these	events	when	covering	how	criminal	activity	increases	

around	when	the	events	are	held.”	Coverage	could	potentially	negatively	impact	the	

city,	the	newspaper,	and	associated	businesses	or	hotels,	in	revenue.	If	people	hear	

that	human	trafficking	occurs	more	around	an	event	or	in	a	certain	city,	people	may	

not	want	to	travel	near	that	area	because	of	a	higher	criminal	element.	Therefore,	a	

newspaper,	like	The	New	York	Times,	may	not	want	to	write	articles	covering	human	

trafficking	(all	areas),	because	revenue	may	decrease.		

Scholarly	Research	v.	My	Research	

	 When	comparing	my	findings	to	Johnston’s,	Friedman’s,	and	Shafer’s	

findings,	we	have	similarities	in	that	male	reporters	wrote	most	of	the	articles	and	

most	of	the	articles	we	found	were	news	stories.	In	2009,	The	New	York	Times	wrote	

a	total	of	10	sex	trafficking	articles	(Figure	7).	Thankfully,	the	amount	of	articles	

published	in	2015	is	28	more	than	what	was	published	in	2009.	However,	that’s	still	

a	pretty	small	number.	Johnston’s,	Friedman’s,	and	Shafer’s	research	did	not	include	
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all	the	other	types	of	human	

trafficking	articles.	Most	of	

what	their	research	

findings	talked	about	was	a	

coding	category	that	I	did	

not	research,	so	what	is	

said	above	is	as	much	as	I	

can	compare	from	our	two	

reports.		

Ethical	Theories	

	 Under	Kant’s	categorical	imperative,	Kant	states	that	a	reporter	has	a	duty	to	

the	truth,	not	to	their	profession.	With	this	definition	of	this	theory	in	mind,	the	

reporters	of	The	New	York	Times	have	a	duty	to	report	news	stories	on	human	

trafficking.	If	there	are	14.2	million	people	who	are	victims	of	forced	labor,	why	are	

there	only	13	articles	published	in	a	year	about	other	types	of	trafficking	(ilo.org)?	

Again,	in	referencing	not	just	the	other	types	of	trafficking,	but	sex	trafficking	as	

well,	there	are	so	many	people	who	are	victims	of	trafficking	–	millions	in	statistics	

and	probably	more	unknown.	Why	is	not	their	truth	being	told	as	often?		
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The	greatest	good	for	the	greatest	number,	or	otherwise	known	as	

utilitarianism,	would	be	to	publish	as	many	articles	about	human	trafficking	(sex	

trafficking	and	other	types),	so	people	would	know	the	warning	signs	and	how	to	

prevent	from	being	trafficked.	It’s	common	knowledge	that	when	people	learn	more	

about	an	issue,	they	become	more	informed,	know	how	to	prevent	the	issue,	and	

how	to	act	if	it	comes	to	pass.	If	human	trafficking	articles	are	covered	more	in	the	

news,	someone	could	know,	for	example,	if	they	were	being	scammed	on	a	job	

listing	(as	that	is	how	many	are	trafficked).		

I	do	not	think	there	is	a	Golden	Mean	in	this	case	–	either	you	publish	more	

articles	on	human	trafficking	(sex	trafficking	and	other	types)	or	you	do	not.	

Reporters	can	either	primarily	focus	their	news	stories	on	forced	labor	or	the	sex	

trade,	or	they	can	continue	on	with	what	they’re	doing	and	publish	0.429%	of	

human	trafficking	articles	in	a	year.		

	 The	veil	of	ignorance	was	not	used	because	victims	of	human	trafficking,	who	

are	 in	 a	 weak	 position,	 were	 not	 accurately	 reported	 enough	 on.	 The	 veil	

discourages	 practices	 that	 take	 unfair	 advantages	 of	 those	 who	 are	 in	 weaker	

positions;	 so	 therefore,	 victims	 of	 human	 trafficking	 should	 have	 been	 protected	

against	 those	 unfair	 advantages.	 However,	 0.429%	of	 all	 articles	 of	The	New	York	
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Times	were	about	human	trafficking.	That	does	not	sound	like	being	protected	from	

unfair	advantages	to	me.		

Conclusion	

	 The	purpose	of	this	audit	was	to	see	if	there	is	a	parallel	between	news	media	

coverage	of	human	trafficking	and	the	public’s	association	of	human	trafficking	as	

sex	trafficking.	My	findings	proved	that	to	be	true.	There	were	25	more	articles	on	

human	sex	trafficking	than	other	types,	even	though	there	are	more	victims	of	

forced	labor	(an	other	type	of	human	trafficking),	according	to	the	International	

Labour	Organization	(ilo.org).	There	was	not	much	in	this	audit	that	surprised	me;	

all	my	thoughts	were	just	reinforced	by	the	findings.	In	order	to	bring	justice	to	the	

victims	involved	in	trafficking,	news	media	needs	to	cover	this	topic	more,	not	just	

shedding	light	on	the	problem,	but	bringing	it	to	the	forefront,	and	accurately	

presenting	the	problem	in	terms	of	all	types	of	trafficking.	
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