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Agenda

• Language and definitions

• Survival sex work, commercial sexual 
exploitation, trafficking and SUD
• Limited research but highly prevalent

• Barriers to care

• Unique role of addiction services



Savoia et al., 2024



No shared language, no one sex trade

• A continuum: “choice, circumstance, coercion”

• Commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) and human 
trafficking (HT)

 

• Disputed language and framing within public 
health addiction services undermines collab and 
care

Gerassi, 2015; Judge, 2018; “Language Matters” by Stella, 2013; Moran, 2013; Nichols et al., 2018; Weber, 2023



A prevalent co-occurrence

Burnette et al., 2008; Grella et al., 2000; Iverson et al., 2021; Omar et al., 2020 

83-98%
Rates of lifetime illicit drug use 
among individuals engaged in 
sex work in U.S.

50%
Lifetime history of sex trading 
among women presenting for 
SUD care. 



”Hand in hand”

Substance use and commercial 
sex going hand in hand “is so 
ordinary that the meaning of the 
connection is taken for granted 
and left unexamined.”1

1Sallmann, 2010, p. 132



Research on “intersections of substance use and 
human trafficking is scant”  (p. 1)



Sallmann, 2010



Omar et al.. 2020



SUD-specific pathways

• Controlling access to drugs or MOUD 
• “Dealer,” which could also be partner

• Weaponizing addition

• Exploitation within recovery settings, e.g., 
MMTP, detox, sober homes

• For all: don’t expect identifying circumstances as 
exploitation 

      Koegler et al., 2022a, 2022b

Debt example:  “I had no choice”



U.S. v Jones, 2025 
U.S. Attorney’s Office, District of Massachusetts

Recent MA examples: Weaponization of addiction, 
drugs as coercion



Boston Globe

9/23/25



Clinical 
significance & 
challenges

• Poorer clinical outcomes

• Higher psych sxs - esp CSE/HT

• More chaotic use

• Violence-related mortality

• Disproportionate HIV & blood-
borne infections

• Access challenges

• Competing survival priorities

• “Everyday discrimination”1

• Fear of arrest

• Provider and institutional stigma

• Racism

• Relevance

• Addiction services - opportunity to  
engage

Azim et al., 2015; Dell et al., 2025; Gerassi et al., 2018; Gerassi, 2020; Harris et al., 2023; Jeal et al., 2017, 2018; 
Kiehold et al., 2025;1 Koegler et al., 2022, 2023; Lederer, Chandler & Stinson, 2024; Ottisova et al., 2016; Pierce et 
al., 2009; Price et ak., 2019; Roe Sepowitz et al., 2011



Gerassi, 2020



Screening?

• No “gold standard” for screening 
• Relationship building rather than the perfect tool - disclosure 

happens when ready

• Rapid Appraisal for Trafficking (RAFT) Chisolm-Straker et al., 2021; Vera Inst. Justice, 2014

• Benefits and harms of documentation        Dell et al., 2023

• Gentle curiosity - not voyeurism
• Explain why I’m asking

• Considerations:
• Relevant to the encounter?

• Ways to ask

• Considerations for non-BIPOC provider and BIPOC pt

• Do they want help for this?

• ** Can you provide resources?

Gerassi et al., 2017; Gerassi, 2020



When exploitation and SUD are ongoing

• Plan for an incremental process - 
“safer” rather than safest
• MI and harm reduction support “emerging 

autonomy”   

• Shared decision-making rather than 
coercion and control

• Don’t denigrate exploiter

Gerassi & Esbensen, 2021; Mithani & Judge, 2024



              



Getting more involved

• Educate yourself about the sex trade ecosystem 
in your setting, area, population

• Build capacity through community partnerships
• Who else is doing this work?

• Warm hand-off’s

• Anticipate mistrust, lead with humility

• The power of unlikely collaboration
• Law enforcement and criminal justice 



Thank you!
amjudge@mgb.org

www.bostonheat.org

mailto:amjudge@mgb.org
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