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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

We present a 10-year vision for human trafficking research developed Action; community-based;
through a two-day workshop with 30 human trafficking experts from within human trafficking;
and outside of academia. Led by the Human-centered Action Research to participatory; research
Disrupt Human Trafficking (HART) team, the workshop brought together

researchers from diverse disciplines (social science, computational science,

public policy, and healthcare) alongside lived experience experts, service

providers, policy advocates, and governmental employees. Using a World

Café facilitation approach, the HART team surfaced ideas and synthesized

themes in real-time. Following the workshop, members of the HART team

conducted thematic analysis of all notes, which participants reviewed and

refined. This process yielded a vision for action-focused research to advance

prevention, intervention, and long-term support for survivors. This includes

co-creating research with affected communities, particularly those with lived

experience of trafficking; addressing issues and experiences that co-occur

with human trafficking, restructuring institutional and funding support to

facilitate community partnerships and translation; and prioritizing evalua-

tion, implementation science, and policy research. This vision aims to amplify
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the practical contributions of research to promote safety, wellbeing and
flourishing for individuals, families, and communities affected by human
trafficking in the United States.

Human trafficking - and its attendant violence, exploitation, and harm - is a pernicious problem.
Recent literature reviews and syntheses document the growth of human trafficking research and
highlight the many gaps and knowledge needs (Russell, 2018; Zhang, 2022), including important
topics such as risk factors for exploitation (e.g. Franchino-Olsen, 2021; McCoy, 2019), help-seeking
(e.g. O’Brien et al., 2024), prevalence methods (e.g. Barrick & Pfeffer, 2021), estimates (e.g. Franchino-
Olsen et al.,, 2022), and aspects of recruitment (e.g. Baird & Connolly, 2023; Gezinski & Gonzalez-
Pons, 2024; Martin et al., 2023). Yet, much remains unexplored through rigorous research, particularly
with respect to what works to prevent, intervene and support recovery within the United States (U.S.)
(Bryant & Landman, 2020; Cockbain et al., 2025; Hounmenou & O’Grady, 2019; Macy et al., 2023;
Rizo et al., 2023; Schroeder et al., 2024; Sprang et al., 2022).

This article describes a collective vision for the next 10 years of human trafficking research
developed through a structured two-day, in-person workshop, with 30 human trafficking experts
from within and outside of academia, that was held at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities in
Minneapolis on May 20-21, 2025. All participants are coauthors on this paper reflecting our process of
inclusive knowledge production and recognition of diverse forms of expertise beyond academia. While
many participants in the workshop were steeped in human trafficking research, this article is not
a review of the literature and its gaps. Rather this collaboration process employed participatory
methodology to bring together knowledge from a diverse group of people to spark research directions
related to preventing human trafficking and promoting recovery and wellbeing for victims, families,
and communities. We believe this paper is of interest to the field because of the breadth of perspectives
that we bring together into a unified vision for how to make human trafficking research more
translatable and actionable.

Now is the time for bold visioning. The workshop took place during an unprecedented time of
uncertainty and retrenchment in United States federal government’s support for research, academia,
and the U.S. social safety nets for people experiencing economic hardship as well as victims of crime
and violence (Azoulay et al., 2025; Brint, 2025, Kazlov & Ryan, 2025; Stone, 2025); with specific focus
on women, people of color, transgender and gender diverse people, migrants, non-citizens, and people
with disabilities (Kazlov & Ryan, 2025; Romig & O’Connor, 2025; White House, n.d..;). These cuts and
changes in U.S. government priorities have and will continue to impact human trafficking prevention,
intervention and scholarship (Hudson, 2025; Laboratory to Combat Human Trafficking, 2025;
Lipschutz & Bers, 2025). Now more than ever, we need to maximize the impacts of anti-trafficking
research.

Workshop Participants

The workshop was hosted by transdisciplinary researchers who lead the “Human-centered Action
Research to Disrupt Trafficking” (HART) team. The HART team consists of social and computational
science trained researchers working with a survivor-centered research team (S-CRT) (for more
information see: Human-Centered Action Research to Disrupt Trafficking, n.d.; Martin et al., 2022;
Sharkey, Martin, et al., 2025). In August 2024, the HART team was awarded a center planning grant by
the U.S. National Science Foundation, Centers for Research and Innovation in Science, the
Environment and Society (CRISES) program (National Science Foundation, n.d.-a). We were
informed on March 24, 2025, that the CRISES program was “archived” (National Science
Foundation, n.d.-b) and that we could use unspent funds as intended for the project. We therefore
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proceeded with the workshop to convene experts to co-create a human trafficking research agenda.
The planning was rooted in uncovering what knowledge is needed to drive practice in the United
States.

The academic members of the HART team, in consultation with the S-CRT, convened a wide range
of human trafficking experts including lived experience experts, governmental and non-governmental
service providers, policy makers, activists, funders, policy advocates, and researchers from many
disciplines and fields (e.g. social sciences, computational sciences, and healthcare). Some had multiple
forms of expertise (see Table 1). The workshop builds on a 2017 NSF funded convening of computa-
tional and social scientists to catalyze new research collaborations (Kammer-Kerwick et al., 2018).

Terms and Framing

We opened the workshop with intention through conversational guides, working definitions, and key
concepts. We affirmed that all workshop participants are expert knowledge holders and emphasized
the importance of community-engaged transdisciplinary research that values the expertise of lived
experience in human trafficking (Martin et al., 2022) as research partners rather than research subjects
(Sharkey, Martin, et al., 2025). We asked everyone to engage in conversation with respect and
curiosity.

The workshop focused specifically on research related to both labor and sex trafficking, while
acknowledging that terminology within this field remains imprecise, challenging, and complex due to
the nuanced spectrum of trafficking experiences that individuals with lived experience may interpret
and describe differently. Given persistent definitional disagreement regarding key terms, such as
trafficking, exploitation, and sex work (Conner, 2025; Godoy et al., 2025; Nichols et al., 2018;
Pfeffer et al., 2024), clear differentiation between trafficking and non-trafficking is often not possible
because these experiences occur along a spectrum. We used Figure 1 to illustrate this. We also used
Figure 2 to orient participants to a trafficking lifecycle framework, including the key points of potential
disruption and support.

Table 1. Expertise of the 30 Workshop Participants.

Expertise Count
Lived experience 8
Practitioner
Government 5
Non-profit 7
Funder 2

Academically trained researcher
Social Sciences
Health Sciences
Computational Sciences
Social Work/Practice 1

Note. Because some participants have more than
one area of expertise, the total does not sum to 30.

N oo

Consensual
Constrained choice

_Exploitation—

Figure 1. Spectrum of experiences (for adults aged 18+). Figure slightly adapted from the original slide deck for clarity.

Force & trafficking
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Figure 2. Phases and stages. Figure adapted from Sharkey, Lopes da Silva, et al. (2025); also adapted slightly from the workshop slide
deck for consistency and font clarity.

Materials and Methods

We provide a condensed overview of how we used the World Café method to facilitate the workshop
and our subsequent thematic analysis. More details, including workshop slides, are available elsewhere
in an open access format (Martin et al., 2026).

The World Café

Developed in the mid-1990s, the World Café model is an organic response to facilitating a meeting for
“new discovery and mutual knowledge sharing” (Steier et al. 2015, p. 212) and has emerged as
a structured approach for qualitative inquiry and co-production of knowledge (Lohr et al., 2020;
Monforte et al., 2023). At its core World Café is an “inclusive and structured” approach to co-creation
(Recchia et al., 2022, p. 222), where all participants enter the space as equals to engage in meaningful
conversation. We selected this approach because it honors all participants as experts, centers co-
creation, and builds iterative opportunities for the group to process and synthesize information in
real-time during the meeting.

As is common with the World Café method, we paid close attention to room configuration,
ambiance, decorations, food and beverage access, and the structure of the workshop program.
These details help build a comfortable and safe space for participants to discuss, challenge
each other, and dream together. The room was organized around tables; each with
a designated “host” who documented discussions and helped facilitate the conversation.
Attending to the participants’ needs and wellbeing is a core part of the World Café method.
As such, we provided hearty meals, snacks and refreshments throughout, being mindful to
a variety of available options (Leedo et al., 2017). We also incorporated breathing exercises
and stretching to open and close each day, as well as activities and time for people to get to
know each other outside of the conversation. Given the topic, we set aside a quiet room in
case anyone needed a break. After the framing described above, we initiated with a starter
question followed by three rounds of questions designed to elicit information relevant for
crafting a research vision, with approximately two and half hours per round. The questions
are provided in Table 2.

For each round, the tables began by discussing the question amongst themselves. Then they
determined what they wanted to “harvest” to bring to the full group through large wall-sized sticky
notes that were verbally presented to the whole group (Steier et al., 2015). After each round,
participants moved to a new table. Sometimes the World Café, with more formalized procedures, is
used as a qualitative research method (Lohr et al., 2020; Recchia et al., 2022). Because we invited all
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Table 2. Workshop Discussion Questions.

Question Timing Further prompts

What group norms and ground rules will help you participate?? Morning of Day 1
What are the most critical things we need to know to help better ~ Afternoon of Day 1 What topics do we need to know

prevent trafficking, intervene in trafficking, and support survivors? about? What areas do we already
know enough about to act?
How do we gain this knowledge? Afternoon of Day 1 Ethics to consider? Data needs and

from whom? What methods do we
need? What do we already know
that could be better translated to

practice?
How do we ensure human trafficking research is useful to practice Morning of Day 2~ What practices and policies do we
and policy? need to tackle? How do we measure

the impact? How do we unearth
unintended and potential negative
consequences?

9The first question was not part of the content analyzed for the manuscript. It was used to invite the group to co-create the space and how
we will work together.

participants as co-creators of the final research agenda, our use of the World Café was as a meeting
facilitation tool, not a data collection method.

Table Assignments: An Integer Program (IP) Model

To facilitate conversations across boundaries, the computational modelers on the HART team
created and implemented an integer program (IP) model to assign participants to tables across
all three rounds. An IP is a mathematical model that seeks to maximize some “goal” subject to
a series of constraints (Conforti et al., 2014). Our goal was to maximize the number of pairs of
people that got to work together at least once across the workshop and we imposed constraints
that ensured that no field (e.g., computational modelers, social scientists, practitioners, lived
experience experts) was over-represented at a particular table. In other words, the IP ensured
a diverse mix of expertise existed at each table and that each person was able to converse with as
many people as possible throughout the workshop. This intentional approach worked well to
build balanced tables and allowed us to show all participants how computational models can be
used for decision-making.

Analysis

We approached the development of the research agenda as akin to thematic analysis. The “data”
we used to develop the research agenda consisted of notes taken during the workshop by table
hosts, participants, and facilitators. The process of table review allowed participants to review
their conversation notes for sharing and served as a form of group synthesis (Steier et al., 2015).
Also, at the end of the workshop, participants were invited to review all notes and share their
main take-aways for another opportunity for group synthesis. After the workshop, three mem-
bers of the HART research team conducted a thematic analysis of the notes and harvests using
a six-step process described by Nowell et al. (2017), to maximize rigor and trustworthiness in
theme development. We used analytic memos to summarize, synthesize and configure the results
provided below. All participants in the workshop were invited to review this manuscript and the
results as a form of member checking (and co-authorship responsibilities).
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Results

This section describes the findings from the workshop. Our synthesis of documented discussions
yielded a concise aim for a 10-year research agenda, organized into three categories: approach to
research, conceptual shifts, and research directions.

Aim of Research Agenda

The collective vision for the next 10 years of human trafficking research that emerged was to co-create
research that directly translates to policy and practice to improve the lives of community, families and
people most impacted by trafficking. In this, participants extended the framework provided by the
HART team. Figure 3 summarizes the aim of this vision.

Approach to Research

Workshop participants identified the need to move away from conventional academic research
paradigms — particularly those characterized as top-down, research investigator driven, and discon-
nected from the realities of those most affected — and toward collaborative, inclusive, and nuanced
approaches grounded in lived experience. Advancing anti-human trafficking research over the next
decade will require more than refining what we study - it will demand a fundamental shift in how
research is conceptualized, conducted, used, and shared.

Co-creating research with community members, including individuals with lived experience of
trafficking, family members, and service providers, emerged as particularly salient for participants.
Participants described co-creation as an approach in which community members are involved as equal
partners in every phase of the research process — not just as sources of data, but also as co-designers,
co-decision-makers, and co-implementers. Instead of researchers determining the focus of a study in
isolation, workshop participants said that the process should begin with conversations that surface
what matters most to communities outside of academia. Community members should help define
research questions, goals, and priorities, as well as help translate research impacts to practice.
Workshop participants also consistently affirmed, through conversations and notes, the value of
rigorous, well-designed, and independent research when deeply connected to practice.

Many noted that conventional research often fails to address the most pressing or relevant issues
because it is developed apart from those most directly affected. Co-designed action-focused research,
they argued, leads to work that is more grounded in real-world concerns and designed to bring
meaningful benefit to those it seeks to serve. For example, human trafficking is dynamic and changes
over time. Social forces, policies, and politics can affect how and where people are exploited. There is
a time lag before researchers recognize changing dynamics in human trafficking. People with direct

Research =—

\

Figure 3. Research vision aim.
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human trafficking victimization experiences and others in their social networks can help research
reflect emerging patterns and realities.

Knowledge production should not constitute an end goal; rather, it should be directed toward
informing change, shifting systems, and influencing policy. Simultaneously, participants emphasized
the importance of identifying and mitigating unintentional harm that may result from the research
process, its findings, or how those findings are translated into practice or policy.

The value of shared decision-making was also a recurring theme. Participants described the
importance of ensuring that community members have a meaningful role in decisions about methods,
timelines, data collection, analysis, and dissemination. This means community stakeholders must hold
power — not just a voice — throughout the research process. Participants noted that such an approach
requires a broader, more inclusive understanding of what counts as knowledge and who is recognized
as a knowledge-holder. Academic expertise alone is insufficient to fully understand the complex,
intersecting systems enabling human trafficking. Participants stressed valuing multiple ways of
knowing - including insights gained through lived experience, members and leadership of commu-
nities facing exploitation, and professional practice. This, in turn, calls for a transdisciplinary orienta-
tion that bridges traditional academic silos and supports collaborative, cross-sector inquiry (Martin
et al,, 2022).

Sustained engagement over time emerged as another essential element of meaningful research
partnerships. Rather than one-time consultations or tokenistic involvement, participants advocated
for continuous, long-term collaboration that extends throughout, and, in some cases, beyond, the life
of a project. While co-creation with community members was seen as foundational, participants also
underscored the importance of researchers adopting culturally responsive, trauma-informed and
healing-centered research practices before engaging in these partnerships. Given the sensitivity and
personal impact of trafficking-related experiences, participants emphasized that researchers must first
promote safety, agency, and care. This extends not only to the design and implementation of research
but also to the way findings are communicated - ensuring that language is clear, respectful, and
accessible to a wide range of audiences.

Collectively, these insights reflect participants’ conviction that the impact of anti-trafficking
research depends not only on what is studied, but also on how researchers engage communities,
interpret and share knowledge, and connect research and practice. Participants acknowledged that
embracing this shift will require intentional changes in research training, culture, funding, and
institutional incentives within academia — but emphasized that these changes are necessary to build
research practices that are more just, grounded, and responsive to the communities most affected.

Conceptual Shifts

Workshop participants identified three key entrenched perspectives within human trafficking research
that they believe need to shift in order to facilitate the type of research that will drive prevention and
intervention efforts. Table 3 displays these and provides a brief explanation.

The conceptual shifts identified in Table 3 were specifically identified by participants across
multiple tables and they emerged in different ways across all three rounds of questions during the
workshop. Further, they were also amplified in the harvesting process of sharing table discussions with
the whole group. For example, binary thinking was identified both explicitly, as a stated problem, and
implicitly, through content discussing the limitations of specific terms. Similarly, in discussions about
research topics, research we should stop doing, and research on prevention and intervention efforts,
participants expressed concern that research on justice and accountability has disproportionately
emphasized law enforcement responses.
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Table 3. Conceptual Shifts Needed to Propel Research.

Needed shift Explanation from workshop notes
Static binary to trajectory and Entrenched, static, binary thinking was identified as an obstacle for human trafficking
spectrum-based thinking research being actionable (e.g. static labels like victim v. offender, choice v. force, labor

v. sex trafficking). Such static and binary thinking inhibits exploration of complexity,
nuance, and context that more closely reflects trafficking in the real world where
behaviors shift over time.

Individualism to collectivism: Participants identified a priority and preference for considering people as part of
(a) social connections, and interconnected webs of family, community and society, rather than only individualistic
(b) contexts and conditions approaches. (a) Research rooted in social connections could offer new pathways for

prevention and recovery, including by identifying modes of facilitating trafficking and
exploitation (e.g. familial or social network). (b) Over-focus on individuals misses the
specific contexts and conditions that shape trafficking experiences, prevention and exit.
This includes clearly articulating specific contexts in which research is conducted and
applicable, and those in which it is not.
Criminal legal system to broader view Justice tends to be narrowly conceptualized as public safety (police, prosecution,

of justice punishment). Participants called for a more expansive frame and application of justice
principles from public health, human rights, community, and survivors (e.g. restorative,
redistributive, or transformative justice).

Research Directions

Workshop participants generated diverse research priorities and questions, which we organized into
four research directions. Through thematic analysis, we synthesized workshop-generated research
ideas into four primary directions: (1) anti-trafficking practice; (2) power, exploitation, and injustice;
(3) prevention of perpetration; and (4) social norms and culture. Workshop participants did not
intend these to be exhaustive, rather they were offered as prompts and suggestions. Below, we present
a table for each direction containing overarching research question(s) and sub-questions proposed
during the workshop (Table 4).

The first direction emphasizes research on what stakeholders are currently doing, the impact of
those activities, and the things that are needed but missing. Participants noted that research docu-
menting and evaluating all that is currently happening in the anti-trafficking field, including law
enforcement activities, programs, healthcare, screening, mental health support, culturally and com-
munity specific approaches, social safety net provision, housing, and more is lacking. They also called

Table 4. Research Direction 1: Anti-Trafficking Practice.

Overarching question Sub-questions/topics proposed in the workshop

What is being done to prevent and intervene in human What is needed to prevent, intervene and support recovery?
trafficking and to support long-term healing for human How can current efforts be improved and expanded?
trafficking victims? What is missing from current efforts?

How can prevention, intervention and long-term post trafficking
support be measured?

What is effective and successful? Who should determine this?

What is the role of technology in fostering or building resilience
against human trafficking?

How can trafficking prevention, intervention and support to
promote whole person, family and community wellness be
transformed?

What are the life course trajectories of human trafficking
incidence and long-term healing and recovery (including
longitudinal research to be compared with non-trafficking
victims)?

How can data across multiple systems be gathered, un-siloed,
and combined to work around the data challenges inherent in
human trafficking research and to answer other questions
across research directions?

Note: includes inherent questions about whether these efforts are “working” as desired and for whom; and who gets to decide.
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for more research to hone and expand on current practice, including ideas such as more generational
approaches or viewing community as a source of prevention and healing.

The second research direction encompasses participant ideas related to issues of power, exploita-
tion and (in)justice in shaping human trafficking, and also how this could (or can) be shifted through
policy, practice, and narrative change (Table 5). Participants identified that previous research has
employed terms such as push/pull factors, vulnerabilities, susceptibilities, causes and correlates.
Through thematic analysis we identified a move amongst participants away from viewing these as
individual characteristics or flaws. Rather, the conversation pushed toward a more systems-level view,
structural analysis, and consideration of power relations.

The third research direction builds upon the second, by seeking to uncover opportunities to
prevent perpetration of human trafficking (Table 6). Participants’ ideas related to perpetration
suggested the need to encompass and explore the wide range of contexts, modes and market segments
where trafficking happens; and to incorporate differences in geographical context and community.
Conversations revealed complexity and nuances inherent in the notion of “perpetration.” We delib-
erately used the term “perpetration” (verb form), to move away from a binary view of offender vs.
victim identity categories. For example, workshop participants discussed questions around overlap-
ping experiences of some traffickers and victims (e.g. experiences of violence, family disruption, or
poverty) or the ways that victims of trafficking can also cause harm.

Table 5. Research Direction 2: Power, Exploitation and (In)justice.

Overarching question Sub-questions/topics proposed in the workshop
How does power, exploitation, racism, and injustice shape What and how do other challenges, problems, issues and harms
human trafficking? How can policy, practice and narrative co-occur with human trafficking?

change shift these structural drivers of human trafficking? How can trafficking prevention and intervention happen in
collaboration with “sister fields” that share common roots
with human trafficking (e.g. housing, child welfare, food
insecurity, labor violations)?

How can strengths and assets among individuals, families, and
communities impacted by human trafficking support
prevention, disruption and intervention?

What are the social systems, institutions and policies that
promote and enable trafficking to occur and how can these
be shifted to prevent, intervene, and provide long-term
support for survivors?

How can researchers and organizations that monitor pre-cursors
to trafficking or other co-occurring issues (e.g. labor
violations or sexual exploitation) collaborate to share wisdom
and map out potential points of early intervention?

How can (should) trafficking and exploitation be differentiated
as we seek opportunities to disrupt and prevent trafficking
and promote thriving among survivors?

How do systems of racism, injustice and exploitation intersect in
relation to trafficking?

Table 6. Research Direction 3: Prevention of Perpetration.

Overarching question Sub-questions/topics proposed in the workshop
What are the causes, motivations, and opportunities to Who are the people engaging in trafficking (labor and sex) and what
prevent perpetration of human trafficking? motivates them?
How can we prevent traffickers from exploiting others and prevent
reoffence?
Who supports traffickers, gains and profits from trafficking, or turns
a blind eye?
Who purchases or consumes labor, sex or products that result from
trafficking?

What policies and practices would decrease purchasing sex/sexual
activity and/or labor and products that result from trafficking?
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Of interest, while themes related to perpetration permeated workshop discussions, our thematic
analysis yielded limited detailed and nuanced research questions for this direction. Participants
identified the need to first answer very basic questions about perpetration. Participants also
discussed a potential dilemma in framing between labor and sex trafficking. Most workshop
discussion regarding perpetration was about sex trafficking, specifically traffickers and sex buyers.
Yet, the overarching questions about prevention of perpetration are equally relevant to labor
trafficking, and questions about purchasing could reflect the need to understand how trafficked
labor is implicated in supply chains and broad consumption of goods produced through trafficked
labor.

Finally, the fourth research direction centers on social norms, culture, beliefs, and narratives in
trafficking and the societal response to prevention, intervention and recovery (Table 7). Like research
direction three, previous research in this area remains nascent; we suspect that additional research
related to the overarching question would likely help identify more focused research agendas related to
social norms and culture.

Results Conclusion

The sections above share the results from our thematic analysis and synthesized ideas presented by
participants in the workshop. What emerged is a vision and direction for research that participants
believe will make anti-trafficking research more usable and actionable to support prevention, inter-
vention and long-term support for victims/survivors. Because the content was developed over the
course of a two-day workshop, there are aspects that are under-developed, that we describe below. Yet,
participants expressed the value of coming together to discuss the future of human trafficking research
in order spur a vision for the next 10 years.

Discussion

Human trafficking is frequently conceptualized as a wicked problem because it emerges from the
interlocking dynamics of poverty, migration, gender-based violence, demand for cheap labor and
commercial sex, criminal justice responses, and entrenched systemic inequities (Rittel & Webber,
1973). Efforts to intervene through a single approach - such as law enforcement — without concur-
rently addressing structural drivers, like housing insecurity, immigration policy, or economic inequal-
ity, risk exacerbating existing harms and reinforcing cycles of exploitation (e.g. Martin et al., 2024;

Table 7. Research Direction 4: Social Norms and Culture.

Overarching question Sub-questions/topics proposed in the workshop

How can social norms and culture(s) that promote trafficking ~ What are the narrative frames of those involved in and impacted
and inhibit prevention and intervention be identified, by trafficking (including victims, survivors, their families, their
challenged and shifted? friends) and those that perpetrate it?

How do societal norms and values (e.g. about sex, victimhood,
labor, poverty, or race) shape trafficking experiences and the
social response to trafficking victimization?

How does the narrative of a “good victim” impact prevention,
intervention, and long-term support?

How do narratives, social norms and culture shape anti-
trafficking policy?

In what ways do efforts to disrupt trafficking both shape and
respond to the spectrum of experiences victims face,
including choice, constrained choice, exploitation, and force?

What is needed to change harmful societal narratives and norms
that impact trafficking?

How can anti-trafficking research break out of binary thinking to
embrace spectrum thinking (e.g. blurry boundaries between
different experiences)?
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Peters, 2025). Our results indicate that research needs to be conducted from this same cross-sectional
viewpoint. Further, and more important, our results indicate that conducting research through
a single lens — such as the academic viewpoint — does not capture nuance needed to maximize practical
impacts.

This article describes the research vision that emerged from a two-day facilitated workshop
explicitly and intentionally designed to co-create a research agenda among diverse perspectives. The
results were derived from thematic analysis of workshop notes, including real-time synthesis during
the workshop itself. The result is an urgent call for collaborative research - including lived experience
expertise, practitioners in the field, and the full range of academic disciplines - to design and conduct
research to improve the lives of community, families and people most impacted by trafficking.
Participants described community-engaged, participatory, transdisciplinary, and action-oriented
research approaches as what is needed now.

This vision builds on growing calls in the anti-human trafficking field for more community-based
participatory research and inclusion of lived experience expertise in research leadership (e.g. Alejano-
Steele et al., 2024; Fatherazi et al., 2025; Godoy et al., 2025; Martin et al., 2022; Sharkey, Martin, et al.,
2025), as well as implementation science (Sprang et al., 2022); and the exciting possibilities of seeding
greater collaboration among social sciences, health sciences, public health, and computational sciences
(Dimas et al., 2025; Kammer-Kerwick et al., 2023; Konrad et al., 2023; Sprang et al., 2022). The
workshop extends previous efforts to bridge the social and computational sciences to collaborate on
human trafficking research (Caulkins et al., 2019; Kammer-Kerwick et al., 2018), with a special focus
on the field of community operations research (Johnson et al., 2018), which is one type of computa-
tional approach that has potential to support decision-making in the field (e.g. Mayorga et al., 2019).
While the ideas here are not entirely new, we believe the unified framework that emerged from this in-
person convening is novel and surfaced unique insights that are of value to the field as we think about
the future of research in a moment of extreme resource constriction.

One clear workshop message emerged: more participatory, action-focused, transdisciplinary research
is essential for research to make meaningful change in relation to human trafficking, as well as research
on other complex social challenges (e.g. health and violence) (Cohn et al., 2025). Workshop findings also
underscored the need for more research teams to authentically engage people with lived experience in
trafficking (e.g. Ash & Otiende, 2023; Balch & Kiconco, 2023; Fatherazi et al., 2025; Kennedy et al., 2022;
Martin et al., 2022). Academically trained researchers (even experienced ones) in any one discipline or
even across multiple disciplines do not have the full knowledge base, on their own, to design practice-
ready and actionable research. Multiple perspectives and diverse people with lived experience expertise
and professional expertise are needed to guide research questions toward actionable outcomes, develop
respectful and effective research processes, and make meaning out of data to propel action and policy.
This is not just to be nice or inclusive. Participants saw this as critical for getting research “right” and
attuning it to practice-oriented questions. Workshop participants acknowledged and stressed that doing
this kind of research will require large-scale changes in how research is currently conducted, including
funding priorities (such as more funding for partnership building) and university incentive structures
(such as valuing long-term partnerships in promotion cases).

Participants said the wide variation in human trafficking experiences, and how people understand
their experiences, combined with the porous boundaries between trafficking and other forms of
exploitation requires close attention to context and nuance - what we called spectrum, as opposed
to binary, framing. What happens in one place or with one population, may not be immediately
applicable to others. What works to prevent or intervene for some, may not work for all. Workshop
participants called for research that is clearly situated and defined so that it can be moved into practice.
Many scholars have flagged the serious measurement problems associated with imprecision and
conflation of terms, lack of standardization of terms across studies, overgeneralization of findings,
and either/or thinking in the field (e.g. Pfeffer et al., 2024).

Participants advocated for expanding beyond studying individual risk-factors, vulnerabilities, and
effects of human trafficking. As Schroeder et al. (2024) note, “the sequela of trafficking affects the
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larger community and society” (p. 2013). To advance the field, research must more fully acknowledge
that trafficking and recovery are not solely individual experiences but are fundamentally shaped by
interactions within families (Edwards et al., 2024; Voller et al., 2024), communities (Bhimani et al.,
2025; Gardner et al.,, 2021; Torres, 2015), and social networks (de Vries et al., 2025). Notably,
participants identified the need to move beyond current U.S. policy and practice approaches that
have tended to favor criminal justice approaches over efforts to address root causes. Bouché et al.
(2025) documented that policy over the last 20 years has favored prosecution over protection and
prevention (a model called the 3Ps).

There is no shortage of pressing research questions that need to be explored to better support
prevention, intervention and long-term support for survivors of trafficking (Schroeder et al., 2024).
For example, the workshop highlighted well-known gaps in labor trafficking research and the
victimization of transgender people and cisgender boys and men (Burns et al., 2021; Russell, 2018).
Participants identified many research topics and gaps that we organized under four research direc-
tions: (1) anti-trafficking practice; (2) power, exploitation, and (in)justice; (3) prevention of perpetra-
tion; and (4) social norms and culture. These research directions are certainly not exhaustive of all
potentially important lines of human trafficking research that can and should be explored. But they
provide a place to start.

The results of the workshop yielded a vision broader than any single research question, team or
project could accomplish. Participants expressed how good it felt to join together to dream big about
where human trafficking research should go over the next 10 years. Some aspects of the vision call for
expansion in areas where research is already happening, such as research on perpetration of trafficking
or purchasing sex, rigorous evaluation, or generational and familial trafficking. Other research
directions suggested by participants appear more novel: prevention of perpetration, social norms
that promote trafficking, or digging further into the messy spectrum of choice, exploitation and
coercion. The workshop pushed us to think deeper about complexity in ways that more accurately
mirror real life experiences of trafficking, healing, and long-term recovery.

While research directions and generative questions are helpful, we collectively believe that the most
pressing result of the workshop is a call from participants (from us as authors of this article) to the
anti-trafficking research community to focus on action, translation, and evaluation. To achieve this
shift, we call on the research community to:

e Embrace more community engaged and co-led forms of research.

e Recognize and include multiple forms of expertise (particularly lived experience expertise) in the
research design and process; keeping in mind that academic research training and lived or
professional expertise are not mutually exclusive.

e Align funding priorities (federal, state and private) and academic incentive structures to support
partnership building, dissemination, and translation of research.

e Embrace spectrum-thinking (both/and rather than either/or) to more closely approximate the
nuances of real life.

e Conceptualize justice more broadly than the criminal legal system.

e Recognize that individuals exist as socially connected (e.g. families, social networks, commu-
nities) and that these connections shape healing as well as exploitation.

e Focus on contexts, conditions, and communities that shape trafficking as well as trafficking
prevention, intervention, and the journey of long-term healing and recovery.

e Identify and work on cross-cutting issues at the root of trafficking, exploitation, and other harms
(e.g. poverty, abuse, racism, exclusion, marginalization).

e Document what the field is currently doing to prevent and intervene in human trafficking, seek
to measure how and if it is working, and push for it to do better.
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Limitations

We used a World Café facilitation technique to support a wide range of participants in surfacing
wisdom toward a collective vision for the future of human trafficking research. We then used thematic
analysis techniques to analyze workshop notes. The participants in the workshop were co-creators of
the content; thus, we do not view them as research participants. However, we feel it is important to
note several limitations of our work that it is important for the reader to bear in mind. First, while we
invited experts in labor trafficking and framed the event to include both labor and sex trafficking, the
majority of the content pertained to sex trafficking. This could be because most of the participants,
including the survivor-leaders, had more experience related to sex trafficking. This was unfortunate,
but not surprising given the imbalance between labor and sex trafficking emphasis in the field (Burns
et al., 2021; Russell, 2018). Content on research specifically needed for labor trafficking is, therefore,
underdeveloped here.

Second, some aspects of this vision for research were embedded in workshop goals and framework,
including valuing lived experience expertise, transdisciplinarity, action and participatory approaches.
This aligns with the goals laid out in our funding award from the National Science Foundation. Our
goal was to bring together a diverse group who were already committed to these goals and ask them to
build a shared vision. We acknowledge that because of who we invited to participate, our workshop
pre-supposed this type of research for a future research agenda. As described in the results section,
participants from across a wide and varied set of expertise affirmed and extended the framing and
sketched out how such a research agenda might work.

Third, content was shaped by the participants who were invited to the workshop by the academi-
cally trained research members of the HART team. This workshop was not meant to be
a representative sample of experts, and we acknowledge some forms of expertise were not included,
such as those in public safety. Limited funding necessitated choices among many potential national
experts. We selected academic research experts who complimented and extended the HART team’s
expertise as a transdisciplinary team, yet who also had experience working with communities and
across academic disciplines. Several scholars had intended to join but were unable. Likewise, this effort
may have benefited from additional content expertise, but more people could have made the process
unwieldy. We invited practitioners mostly from Minnesota, since that was the location of the work-
shop and our funding was limited. We were very careful, too, to make sure that invitees would be able
to work together and with participants who identified as survivors respectfully.

Conclusion

The research vision we share here was co-created among diverse academic and community partici-
pants. Participants unanimously called for anti-trafficking research to embrace community engaged
and action-focused approaches to research to help fuel and support much-needed prevention, inter-
vention and long-term support for victims and survivors of trafficking. They clearly articulated the
need for researchers to expand who counts as an “expert” to include people with lived experience
expertise. The research envisioned here will be hard, messy and complex, requiring big changes to
current research practices. But ultimately, the loud and clear message was that rigorous, grounded and
accurate research, focused on usability and applicability, is essential. We hope that the wisdom of
workshop participants provides substance and depth about how research could move closer to action.
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