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Women and girls from racial minorities in the U.S. are disproportionately targeted and used by 
sex traffickers operating inside the U.S. Service providers that assist women and girls to escape 
prostitution in cities throughout the U.S. repot that their client population has proportionately 
more racial minorities than their city’s population. 
 
A demographic survey of sex trafficking and commercial sex acts has never been done in the 
U.S. so exact figures and statistics are not known. This short report will present a few known 
statistics that indicate a serious level of victimization of women and girls from racial minorities. 
They also indicate that victims of commercial sex acts are more likely to be arrested than the 
perpetrators – the pimps and traffickers. In addition, statistics collected from cities in the U.S. 
indicate that women and girls are more often arrested for soliciting sex acts than the men 
involved.  
 
This short report will give a quick look at statistics on race and prostitution, testimony by 
survivors from racial minorities, and the culture and media that glamorizes pimping. 
 

Statistics on Race and Prostitution 

One of the difficulties in decoding statistics is that laws and reporting of prostitution-related 
statistics give little or no indication of victimization or perpetrator behavior. From what is known 
from analyses of prostitution-related arrest statistics from several cities, pimps – our domestic 
traffickers who use brutal methods to force young women into prostitution -- make up less than 1 
percent of all prostitution-related arrests. Women and girls who are more likely to be victims of 
pimps or domestic traffickers often make up 70 to 90 percent of the prostitution-related arrests. 
Men who solicit or purchase sex acts often only make up 10 to 30 percent of the prostitution-
related arrests.  
 
According to the FBI, for arrests under the age of 18, black children make up 55 percent of all 

prostitution-related arrests in the U.S. – more than any other racial group. From what is 
known of arrest practices, this figure most likely represents mostly black girls.  
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Under age 18 arrests for prostitution and commercialized vice in the U.S., 2002, FBI

1
 

 Total White Black American Indian 
or Alaskan Native 
 

Asian or Pacific 
Islander 

Number 1,094 479 597 6 12  

Percent 100 43.8 54.6 0.5 1.1 

 
 
Blacks make up 40 percent of adults arrested for prostitution-related offenses.2 
 
Adult arrests for prostitution and commercialized vice in the U.S., 2002, FBI

3
 

 Total White Black American Indian 
or Alaskan Native 
 

Asian or Pacific 
Islander 

Number 57,565 33,171 22,858 358 1,178  

Percent 100 57.6 39.7 0.6 2.0 

 
 
 

Chicago 
More work has been done on the demographics of prostitution in Chicago than any other city. 
 
Black women are arrested more frequently in relation to their proportion of the population than 
other racial minorities in Chicago.  In 1999, the Chicago Police Department arrested 5437 
women and girls for prostitution. Seventy-five percent of them were black women.4 
 
 

Female Prostitution Arrests 

City of Chicago, 1999 by Race
5
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5 
 

.1% 

10 
 

.2% 

4,054 
 

74.6% 

1044 
 

19.2% 

322 
 

5.9% 

2 
 

.04% 
5437 

 

                                                 
1 http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius_02/html/web/arrested/04-table43.html  
2 As a reference points for interpreting the statistics, here are population demographics race: 71% 
White, 13% Black, 12% Hispanic, 5% Other 
 
3 http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius_02/html/web/arrested/04-table43.html  
4 Claudine O’Leary and Olivia Howard, The Prostitution of Women and Girls in Metropolitan Chicago: A 

Preliminary Prevalence Report, Center for Impact Research, May 23, 2001. 
5 Data obtained from the Chicago Police Department’s Research and Analysis Section 
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In District 14 in Chicago, the numbers of Black and Hispanic women arrested because of a 
crackdown on prostitution increased from 2001 to 2002. The arrests represented a 76 percent 
increase for Black women and 17 percent increase for Hispanic women. 
 
 
 

Numbers and Percent of Black, Latina, and White Women Arrested for Prostitution  

in District 14, Chicago by Race 

 
  

2001 

 

Percent  

 

2002 

 

Percent  

Population 

by Race 

Black women 307 39.9% 542 54.6% 28% 

Hispanic women 151 19.6% 178 17.9% 16% 

White women 312 40.5% 273 27.5% 52% 

 
 
During the same time period, in District 14, which had 21 percent (the highest percent) of the 
prostitution related arrests in Chicago, 89 percent of the arrests were females, 9.6 percent 

were male purchasers of commercial sex acts, and only .6 percent were pimps. 
 
In 2002, the Center for Impact Research released a study of prostitution in Chicago.6 The 
researchers estimated that there were about 16,000 women and girls in the Chicago metropolitan 
area are engaged regularly in the prostitution industry. Although the findings were not analyzed 
by race, below is a listing of the findings of the study. The harmful impact of prostitution on the 
lives of individuals, families and the community is apparent. 
 

Age of Entry 
The age at which respondents first exchanged sex for money ranged from four to 50 years. About one-third 
of the women entered prostitution before the age of 15, and 62% of the sample started in prostitution before 
their 18th birthdays. Those women who began between the ages of 12 and 15, were more disadvantaged in 
a number of ways: 

• Seventy-two percent ran away from home. 

• They were more likely to have used drugs or alcohol growing up. 

• Only one-fourth had completed a high school education or GED. 

• They engaged in a greater number of different prostitution activities. 

• Over half grew up in a household with prostitution. 

• Eighty-seven percent had someone suggest that they engage in prostitution while they were 
growing up. 

• They reported a greater number of health problems at the time of the interview. 
 

Family of Origin 
Many women in this sample had run away and grew up in households with loss of life, separation from 
caretakers, domestic violence, substance abuse, and prostitution.  

• One-fourth of respondents grew up without a mother in the household and 59% without a father. 

• Close to one-fourth of the women had been separated from their primary caretaker for a year or 

                                                 
6 Jody Raphael & Deborah L. Shapiro, “Sisters Speak Out: The Lives and Needs of Prostituted Women in Chicago,” 

Center for Impact Research, August 2002. 
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more. 

• Over 60% of respondents reported domestic violence in the household. 

• Eighty-three percent of the women reported substance use by others in the household while 
growing up, with 86% themselves using drugs or alcohol. 

• Over half of the women ran away from home at least once. 

• One-third of respondents indicated that someone in the household (other than themselves) 
regularly exchanged sex for money while they were growing up. 

• Seventy-one percent of respondents stated they knew someone in the neighborhood who regularly 
exchanged sex for money. 

• Over 70% of women reported that, while growing up, someone suggest they engage in 
prostitution. 

 

Violence 
Regardless of the type of prostitution activity, high percentages of women had experienced violence while 
engaged in prostitution from customers, pimps, intimate partners, managers, police officers, and neighbors. 

• Women on the streets, in drug houses, and in hotels reported high rates of forced sex and physical 
violence, with almost one-fourth of women in drug houses being raped more than 10 times. 

• Women in escort services and exotic dancing were also subjected to high rates of sexual and 
physical violence, with 21.4% of women in escort services being raped more than 10 times. 

• Customers were most frequently identified as the perpetrators of violence, across all venues, 
followed by intimate partners, pimps, police officers, and neighborhood residents. 

 

Pimping 
Large numbers of women gave the money they made in prostitution to someone else. 

• Half of those women in escort services gave a “cut” to someone else; three-fourths of these 
women believed they would be harmed if they stopped. 

• Forty-one percent of women on the street and 44% of women in drug houses gave money to 
someone else; most believed they would be harmed if they stopped (75% and 80%, respectively). 

• Those respondents who gave a cut to someone, particularly if they feared being harmed, were less 
likely to feel able to leave prostitution if they wished. 

 

Homelessness 
Substantial percentages of women in street prostitution, drug houses, and survival sex were homeless while 
engaged in these activities. Many women in other activities did not have their own homes and frequently 
moved from one place to another. 

• Over half of the women on the street and in drug houses said they were homeless. 

• Many women stayed with friends and parents, or at motels and shelters, while engaged in 
prostitution. 

 

Substance Abuse 
Less than 5% of women in each prostitution activity said they never used alcohol or drugs. Many women 
reported an increase in their use of substances during prostitution. 

• Over 90% of women in both street and off-street activities increased their drug or alcohol usage 
during those activities. 

• Exotic dancing was the only activity in which a substantial proportion of respondents reported 
decreased substance abuse. 

 

Trajectories 
The majority of women participated in more than one type of prostitution activity, either simultaneously or 
sequentially. 

• Over half of the women who began on the streets moved on to other activities, both “indoor” and 
“outdoor.” 

• Women who began as exotic or private dancers often moved to other activities, both indoor and 
outdoor. 
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• No clear patterns emerged to predict which activities would follow others. 

 

Health Problems 
The respondents suffered from numerous health problems. 

• Of the 39 different health problems listed, women reported experiencing a mean of 9.85 problems. 

• Over half of the respondents said they suffered from headaches or migraines. 

• About half of the women reported having sexually transmitted infections. 

• Close to 22% of respondents reported being HIV positive. 

 

Substance Abuse Treatment 
The women had frequently participated in drug treatment programs. 

• Sixty percent of respondents stated they had tried drug treatment, a mean of 7.64 times. 

• Treatment included detox, outpatient programs, and residential programs. 

 

Criminal Justice System 
Many women had prior arrests, many at very young ages. 

• Almost three-fourths of the sample said they were arrested at least once. 

• Close to half of those who had been arrested said it was prior to age 18, frequently for a 
prostitution-related offense. 

 

Minnesota 

Based on intake interviews at Breaking Free (an agency that assists women to leave prostitution) 
and street outreach, there are between 6,000 and 8,000 women in prostitution in Minnesota. A 
profile of the women in street prostitution was developed from data for Breaking Free's Annual 
Report (2000): “Women used in street prostitution are between 14 and 45 years old; two-thirds 

are women of color (primarily Black and Latina), and have been in prostitution for an average 
of six years. ...."7 
 
 

New York City 

In 2001, Black and Hispanic women made up 85 percent of all women arrested in New York 
City.8 From 1995 to 2001, the percentage of Black, Hispanic and White women, aged 16 to 24, 
incarcerated for prostitution rose dramatically, particularly for Black and Hispanic women.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 Vednita Carter, “Providing Services to African American Prostituted Women,” Journal of Trauma Practice, Vol. 
2, No. 3/4, 2003, pp. 213-221. 
8 Marieme Daff, “Women of Color Now a Majority in New York City,” Wenews  
9 Women of Color in New York City: Still Invisible in Policy, WOCPN, Spring 2003 
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Distribution of incarcerated women by race aged 16-24  

for prostitution in New York City, 1995 & 2001  

 
 Black Hispanic White Other Total 

1995 28.6% 17.2% 30.3% 26.7% 25.2% 

2001 46.3% 34.7% 39.4% 21.4% 41.8% 

 
 

Excerpts from Reports on African American Women in Prostitution  

 
Once a Black woman enters prostitution, it becomes harder for her to get out than for a white 
woman. Black women often pay higher fines and do more jail time than white women.10  
 

"In 1988, the average fine for an African-American woman for engaging [in prostitution] 
was $212.50 and the average number of days served is 43, while the average fine for 
whites is ... $150.00. The average number of days served for white women is 20 days .... 
For gross misdemeanor engaging in the same year, the average fine for African-American 
women was $125.00 while most served time with an average stay of 96 days. For white 
women the corresponding figures are $200.00 and 18 days." (Laura Lambert, WHISPER, 
Summary of St. Paul Prostitution Related Arrests 24 (1990), unpublished study, on file 
with author). Also, an unpublished study conducted by WHISPER on prostitution arrests 
in Minneapolis (Hennepin County, Minn.) during the period of January 1 through June 
30, 1991, revealed that African-American women comprised 52% of those arrested and 
convicted of prostitution, while African-Americans (men and women) only represent 
13% of the population. (WHISPER, Prostitution: The Criminal Justice Response in 
Minneapolis (1991), unpublished study, on file with author). Nationally, while Blacks 
constitute between 12% and 13% of the overall population, they accounted for a 
disproportionate 38.9% of the 1990 arrests for prostitution. 11 

 

Description of conditions for African American Women in Prostitution 
in Minnesota12 

 
Prostituted women and girls live lives of unlimited exposure. They are exposed to the 
constant harassment and degradation of verbal assault, to conditions of the weather, to 
malnutrition, homelessness, disease, incarceration, sleep deprivation, mental illness, 

                                                 
10 Vednita Carter, “Prostitution: Where Racism and Sexism Intersect,” Michigan Journal of Gender & Law, 1993, 
Volume 1: 81-89. 
11 Vednita Carter, “Prostitution: Where Racism and Sexism Intersect,” Michigan Journal of Gender & Law, 1993, 
Volume 1: 81-89. 
12 “Breaking Free” by Vednita Carter in Making the Harm Visible: Global Sexual Exploitation of 

Women and Children (Editor Donna M. Hughes), The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women, 
2000. 
 



Race and Prostitution  Dec 2005 

 
Donna M. Hughes        

http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hughes      Page 7 of 10 

physical and sexual abuse, torture, and murder. There is no safety or comfort in sleeping 
or waking hours. Drug and alcohol abuses provide fleeting moments of escape, only to 
become addictions that magnify the horror in which they are trapped. The women and 
girls who suffer unspeakable violence as a matter of daily life, who suffer distortions of 
mind and spirit beyond comprehension, are our friends, sisters, mothers, daughters, 
ourselves. 
 
Women in the Twin Cities and greater Minnesota are used, trafficked, and recycled in 
various systems of prostitution and the sex industry. Our state supports many street 
tracks, brothels, strip joints, peep shows, and pornography studios. The conditions of the 
sex industry take devastating physical, mental, and emotional tolls on women and girls. 
Mental health professionals working with prostituted women and girls in our area report 
that women suffer complex post traumatic stress syndrome as well as severe and 
persistent mental illnesses diagnosed as major depression, bi-polar disorder or manic 
depression, paranoid schizophrenia, and personality disorders, especially borderline 
personality disorder.  
 
We know that drug addiction is a serious problem for prostituted women and girls. Sex-
for-crack is definitely a trend in the population we serve. Crack is cited by many as a 
factor in recruitment into prostitution. The ravaging effects of crack cocaine on 
prostituted women have been well documented by researchers … In the Twin Cities, we 
are aware of an increase in heroin injection and are anticipating the arrival of crank. 
Drugs and alcohol are used before, during, and after turning a trick. Likewise, women in 
stripping use drugs or alcohol before, during, and after their shifts. 
 
A study of St. Paul prostitution related arrests from 1990 revealed that the average 

fine and sentence for an African-American woman was much more than for a white 

woman with the same charges. A study done one year later in Minneapolis 

complemented the former by confirming that African-American women comprised 

the majority of those arrested and convicted for prostitution. Although our state has 

a public housing plan where residents pay 30 percent of their gross income, even if a 

prostituted woman can maintain a low-skilled job to pay rent, she may be denied 

any type of housing because of her criminal record. Landlords have embraced state 
laws that allow them to refuse to rent to persons with criminal records or an eviction in 
their rental history. These laws enforce and serve racist housing practices. If a woman is 
allowed housing, she now needs to learn independent living skills after a lifetime of being 
controlled by and dependent on abusers and being confined to the streets, motels, 
brothels, and prisons. She has to get all this together in one year before the state moves 
her children from temporary foster care into permanent foster care, which means that she 
loses custody of her children.  
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Testimony from Survivors 

 
Dai is a Korean-American. Although an American citizen, the traffickers/pimps forced her to 
pretend she was a foreign Asian woman that couldn’t speak English. Men paid more money for 
foreign women. Las Vegas was the hub from which she was trafficked. 
 

Most of the women were actually young girls. Ages ranged from 12 to 16. There were 
few adult women involved as well, but most were children. This is what went on in 
trafficking in Nevada. … In the American Sex Industry, you were priced by the 
geographical area you were in and by your race, looks, and what class status the industry 
you worked for. … Most of us were hid underneath a basement sort of building, the 
casinos or abandoned warehouse, depending on where they wanted to put you. While 
tourists roam the streets of Nevada, admiring the authentic beauty of the development and 
the night-lights, the women and I were in constant fear that our lives would soon end. 
…We were transported through a warehouse truck, these men that drove these trucks 
weren't naive and they were well aware who we were and what we were used for.  I 
remember seeing $100’s of dollars being exchanged from one hand to another.  Money 
seduced the people that kept us in silence and our existence empty.  There were times I 
remember the truck would stop and we would see the door open.  They would count 2 to 
3 women to come out for every stop we went on, they handed us some shoes and clothes 
for us to change into so that we wouldn't look “homeless” or traveling fugitives, then we 
had to walk about a block away to the nearest gas station to bath ourselves.  We were 
given 15 minutes to get done and to come right back to the truck.  There were times I saw 
a cop that walked around the convenient store and I wanted so much to cry out, but was 
in fear that I would only jeopardize my life and the other women that were with me.  If 
we had to get showered and changed it meant we were about to meet the men that 
requested for us.  They couldn't let us all go at once cause then it would look suspicious.  
We were constantly watched and we weren't allowed to make eye contact with anyone.  
When we made our final destination, we were all separated into a hotel rooms that were 
located in a very rural part of Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Texas, California, 
and New York.  The women and I were never paid directly, if we needed any toiletries or 
other personal items we had to ask.  Most of the returning trips were constantly in 
Nevada.” … Even though I couldn't speak the same language with these women, but we 
definitely had one thing in common, “fear and hope.” I remember holding each one of 
them in my arms; I let them cry all over me and I'd feel the same pain. 

 
Tina Frundt is African American. She is the Street Outreach Coordinator for the Polaris Project 
 

I was 14 years old when I was forced into prostitution. Like many teens at that age, 
finding my own identity and defying my parents were top on my list. So when a man 
came into my life and showered me with attention and listened to me when I complained 
about my parents, I did not think twice that he was ten years my senior. After all, he said 
I was mature for my age and told me I understood him better than anyone his own age. 
Little did I know, he was laying down the seeds of manipulation. It did not matter what 
my parents said, to me they did not understand me and he was the only one that "got me". 
After six months, I thought I loved him, at least that is what he told me, so I did what I 
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thought my heart was telling me and ran away to be with him. We ended up in Cleveland, 
Ohio. He told me we were going to meet the rest of the family. … I had no idea the 
"family" meant myself and three other girls. After I was introduced to the "family," I was 
told what my role would be. I would go out to "work" that night and bring him back the 
money. How else would we build our dream home? He assured me he would always love 
me no matter what, but he needed to know how much I loved him by making sure I 
would do anything for him.  … Later that evening, his friends came by the motel. At first, 
he told me to have sex with someone. I did not want to so his friends raped me. 
Afterwards, he said "that wouldn't have happened if I would have just listened to him at 
first." I blamed myself instead of being angry at him for being raped. I was angry at 
myself for not listening to him in the first place. After that, he picked my clothes out, told 
me what to wear, what to say, how to walk, what to say to "Johns" and how much money 
I was to bring back to him. He then forced me to go out into the streets.  … When I first 
went out into the streets, when I met my first John, I felt like this was something I did not 
want to do. I walked around the streets back and forth for hours. Finally, I got into a car 
because we were always being watched and I knew I had to get into a car sooner or later. 
Our quota was $500 and I had only made $50 that night to give back to the pimp. As a 
result, he beat me in front of the other girls to make an example out of me and then he 
made me go back out until I had made the money. This is the same man that took me out 
to eat, listened to me when I wanted to complain about my parents, gave me words of 
advice. I was now seeing a side of him that I never saw before - a brutal side where he 
repeatedly hit me in front of the other girls to teach us all a lesson.  

 

Media Glamorization of Pimping 

The media is playing a leading role in normalizing a prostitution lifestyle, particularly in the 
black community. Pimps and pimping are glamorized by black youth music and video. The 
following is an excerpt from a story in Newsweek. 
 

The new song by superstar rapper 50 Cent P.I.M.P. is about as subtle as the title suggests. 
Sample lyric: Bitch choose with me, I'll have you stripping in the street/Put my other hoes 
down, you get your ass beat. Rapper Jay-Z s hit song Big Pimpin goes like this: I thug em, f - 
em, love em, leave em/Cause I don't f in need em/Take em out the hood, keep em lookin 
good/But I don't f -in feed em.13  

 
The following interview described the impact of pimp culture on the community.14 

"It's normal for young girls in the city," she said. "They're not embarrassed to tell their 
friends they've worked as a prostitute. To them it is part of normal culture. It is so 
rampant. The models are everywhere." The girls see family members, friends and 

relatives of friends working as prostitutes, she said. Brantley said rap culture in 

conjunction with the larger popular culture promote the image of women as 

                                                 
13 Suzanne Smalley, Newsweek, 2003. 
14 “Underage prostitution reaching crisis level on streets of Oakland,” The Oakland Tribune, June 7, 2005 
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prostitutes. "One of the most popular songs has the line, 'I use my b like an ATM card.' I 
asked the young girls if they understood what that meant. They said, 'to get money.' But 
they're singing along, shaking their butts to the song. They think it's cool." She called on 
music artists to accept responsibility for the influence they have on young people. "They 
need to be brought full circle and realize they are normalizing something for young ladies 
that is destroying their lives," she said. "The videos make you think (prostitution) is OK. 
The whole society makes you think that it's the right and easiest thing for women to do. 
The girls get it from the larger society all the way down to their auntie."  

 


