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Executive Summary  

 Purpose - The purpose of the study that was contracted by the Governor’s Task Force was to 

determine if a method could be found to provide a valid estimate of the number of female 

victims of sex trafficking in Nebraska.  The results could be used to possibly drive policy and/or 

legislation in order to combat sex trafficking in Nebraska. 

 

 Estimate -  

From our work, we can say that the known number of Nebraska school girls who become victims 

of sex trafficking is at least 47 per year.  We are certain, based on the fact that our methodology, 

in order to avoid any possibility of overestimating, deliberately underestimates the number of 

Nebraska school girl victims, and that the true number is probably double this or greater.  In 

addition, since it was infeasible to try to estimate the number of adults, males, and non-

Nebraskans who are sex trafficking victims, the total number of sex trafficking victims in the 

state is certainly much higher. 

 Method - The method used to determine the feasibility of estimating the number of sex 

trafficking victims in Nebraska was the key informant method. At least seven other methods 

were considered, however, because of the limitations of those methods, and because of the 

success of previous research conducted by the research team discussed in the full report, the 

key informant method was selected.  The researchers used a random-sample survey of key 

informants, young women, aged 18-22, who had been attending a Nebraska high school. A mail 

questionnaire was developed and mailed to 4060 young women in our targeted group on 

February 2, 2015.  Of these, 260 usable questionnaires were returned.  It is important to note 

that the unit of analysis was the cohort of students in a particular Nebraska high school senior 

graduating class, again explained in the full report. 

 

 Feasibility – The method turned out to be a feasible method of estimating the number of 

Nebraska schoolgirls who were victims of sex trafficking while underage.  The estimate is very 

conservative and we believe that pursuing any other valid research technique will come to the 

same conclusion as ours.  
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Purpose 

To determine if a method could be found to provide a valid estimate of the number of victims of sex 

trafficking in Nebraska. 

Methodology 

Possible approaches  

The scientific estimation of the amount of human trafficking in any particular geographical region 

represents quite striking challenges to researchers.  Previous estimates of 27 million slaves of all types 

world-wide1 or 21 million2 are not in the vernacular use of the term, “scientific.”  They rely on 

observations by anti-trafficking workers, police reports, rehabilitation center numbers, and so forth.  All 

observers agree that what they see personally is merely the tip of the iceberg, and make extrapolations 

from their observations to impressionistic estimates of the total amount of slavery.    

From previous work by the authors3: “According to UNESCO (2004)4, there have been wide-ranging 

estimates reported by various organizations over the years.   For example, the 2000 U.S. Trafficking 

Victims Protection Act (U.S. Congress 2000, section 102)5 states that 50,000 people are trafficked into 

the U.S. every year.   This estimate was later reduced to 17,500 annually upon review of the method.  

The Washington Post (Markon 2007)6 noted the early estimate was based on a CIA analysis of foreign 

newspaper clippings.     The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the United 

Nations (UN) stated that four million people were trafficked worldwide in 20037, while the United States 

Department of State asserted that one million people worldwide were trafficked (UNESCO 2004)4.” 

Thus, estimates of the amount of human trafficking of various types in any place – world-wide or local - 

tend to vary extremely widely, and are based on statistically unreliable methods.  This is 

understandable. 

The problems of making reliable estimates of human trafficking numbers based on common approaches 

are these: 

 Expert opinion based on police and other official records: Police records of arrested prostitutes 

are admitted by police to be probably just a small fraction of the number of prostitutes.  In 

addition, often, police agencies will suggest a charge of vagrancy or some other lesser charge in 

order to get a young woman away from a pimp and into some sort of program.  Thus, these 

reports are unreliable indicators of the amount of sex trafficking. 

 Expert opinion based on rehabilitation center records: The great majority of trafficked persons 

probably do not self-identify and ask for help from rehabilitation centers when their ordeals are 



over.  The authors found that, in Ukraine, less than 6% of their estimated number of female 

victims had self-reported to agencies, and virtually none of the male victims had, despite the 

fact that the enslaved male numbers were double those of enslaved women. 

 Hidden population: the victims are often hidden away in places almost impossible to find.  This 

is less true of sex trafficking victims than of other forced labor victims.  By the nature of their 

forced labor, sex trafficking victims must be accessible to the public, and be advertised as to 

their availability. However, many are still hidden away in brothels. 

 Identification as a victim: Even if one can find a victim, often out of shame, fear of a beating by a 

pimp, or simply not understanding that they are, in fact, enslaved, a victim may deny 

enslavement.  A researcher may not be able to determine that a victim is, in fact, a victim, by 

observation or conversation. 

 Ethical considerations: Researchers for universities and some other institutions must pass their 

research plans through an Institutional Review Board (IRB) if the subjects of their research are 

human beings.  Finding a victim and asking him/her questions in view of his/her enslaver 

(usually a pimp) could easily prompt the pimp to enquire forcefully about what was being said, 

and prompt a beating or even killing of the victim (and possibly the researcher).  Also, we are 

specifically seeking underage prostitutes, who by law are defined as trafficking victims.  All 

research on underage persons requires parental permission.  Thus, IRB approval would not be 

given. 

 Cost considerations: to attempt to find enough victims to speak to personally would require a 

small army of investigators to travel to diverse (and often unsavory) places and potentially pay 

for the services of prostitutes in order to appear to be a “regular customer.”  To complete 

enough such interviews to be confident that something close to a complete enumeration had 

been obtained would very likely be cost prohibitive. 

 Capture-Recapture technique: This technique originated in population biology, and has been 

suggested as a technique for estimating the extent of sex trafficking.  A random sample survey 

of an area is done, the characteristics of those found are noted, then another random sample 

survey is done, and the number of those who were counted in the original survey is noted.  

Based on certain assumptions (such as the notion that a random sample of the population can 

be found, and that the population can freely move about the area) an estimate of the 

population size can be obtained.  These assumptions are obviously heavily violated in sex 

trafficking, and along with the other problems noted above, render the capture-recapture 

method unsuitable. 

 Surveys of returned victims: Generally, this would be done by taking a random sample from the 

entire population in an area, and asking each survey individual if he or she had been a victim 

(after a clear definition of “victim.”)  Since victims are so rare in most cases, enormously large 

surveys of tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people in the general 

population would be required to count a sufficient number of victims to make a statistically 

reliable estimate of the total number of victims in the population.  This would not only be cost 

prohibitive for most funders, but given that former victims may not admit to victim status, or 

may not have returned from the site of their victimization, is likely to produce a biased estimate. 

 

  



Approach chosen – Key Informant - and justification 

The authors of this report have reported3 on the use of random-sample survey research methods using 

key informants to estimate the amount of cross-border human trafficking in Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, 

Bulgaria, and Romania.  In a key informant survey, a type of person in the population is chosen who 

would, in fact, know if someone in their “circle” is a victim.  The “circles” can be, for example, family 

members (defined as “parents, brothers, sisters, and children, but not in-laws”), household members 

(defined as “anyone who has made his/her primary abode in this home for more than 6 months of the 

preceding 12 months”), patients of a primary care doctor (defined as “any one seen by this physician 

personally at least twice in the past 6 months”), etc. 

In this study, the authors chose the close school friend circles of Nebraska young women (aged 18-22 

inclusive) who had attended Nebraska high schools, and would have been in the senior class of a 

Nebraska high school (whether they left school any time before graduation or not).  As one can see from 

the questionnaire in Appendix 1, these young women were asked to  

 confirm that they went to high school in Nebraska (whether finished or not), or to throw away 

the questionnaire, 

 to name the Nebraska city or town and  

 the particular high school in that city or town attended the longest,  

 give their graduating class year (whether they graduated or not – the years 2009-2013 were on 

the questionnaire, with a sixth option to write in a graduating year. Almost no one answered 

“2009,” whereas 23 answered “2014” for “Some other year.” So, the years 2010-2014 were 

used for the analysis), 

 to define the number of fellow female students in their circle of friends in the graduating class 

of that high school (whether they graduated or not, and whether the respondent had known 

them in middle school or high school or both) who were close enough that the friends would 

have told them things they might not have told their parents, and 

 how many of that close circle had admitted to being victims of sex trafficking (sex trafficking was 

carefully defined according to Nebraska state law twice in the questionnaire). 

Thus, and this is an important point, the unit of analysis was the cohort of students in a particular 

Nebraska high school senior graduating class, whether those students left school before graduating or 

not.  For example, our survey enumerates the number of young Nebraska women in the cohort of, say, 

Lincoln Southwest High School senior class of 2011 that we know to have been victims of sex trafficking 

by our method (assuming truthfulness on the part of our respondents).  The “cohort” is the young 

women who were, at some point, in that particular “graduating class” of that particular high school, 

whether they left school before, during, or after their senior year or not.   

A key feature of using the “particular graduating class cohort of a particular high school” as the unit of 

analysis is that we assure a certain kind of statistical validity.  In order to estimate the size of a 

population, one must randomly sample from that population.  We took a random sample of young 

Nebraska women aged 18-22 who had attended high school in Nebraska, and thus a random sample of 

the 2010-2014 high school senior class cohorts at Nebraska high schools.   

Using the class cohort as the unit of analysis avoids one particular very strong source of upward bias in a 

survey of this type: non-response bias.  That is, the people who respond to the survey, which was clearly 



labeled as a sex trafficking survey, are probably much more likely to know a victim than the population 

of former Nebraska schoolgirls to which we wish to generalize.  We obtained an approximately 6% 

response rate to the survey. Thus, 94% of the people who were sent the survey did not respond.  In all 

probability, the 6% who did respond were much more likely to know a victim than the 94% who did not 

respond.  If we were to make an estimate based on the respondents, it would almost certainly be a 

serious over-estimate of the number of Nebraska school girls who are victims of sex trafficking.  We 

have learned from our previous work that if a method of estimation appears to have a built-in upward 

bias, it loses all credibility and will be ignored.  Thus, instead of using the individual respondent as the 

unit of analysis, we use her high school graduating class cohort. 

However, this unit of analysis introduces a source of downward bias: a randomly-selected subject could 

only tell us about victims from her close circle of female friends in her particular class cohort.  Circles of 

close friends vary in size, but even at small high schools with only a dozen females in a class cohort, not 

all of them will be close friends of our particular respondent.  Thus, whether our particular respondent 

counted 50% or 2% of her class cohort as close friends, and she was the only respondent from that class 

cohort, we know nothing about the other half or 98%.  Most of our respondents (218 out of 260) knew 

of no one in their close circle of friends from their class cohort who was a victim of sex trafficking.  If 

there were multiple respondents from a particular class, we only counted the largest number of victims 

from that cohort mentioned by a respondent.  For example, if we had three respondents from the 

Bellevue West High School graduating class cohort of 2013, and one of them knew no victims, one of 

them knew 1 victim, and one of them knew 2 victims, we counted that class cohort as having 2 victims.  

Why not three victims?  Because we can’t be certain that the two respondents who knew at least one 

victim did not know the same one.  So, we introduce another form of downward bias into our results: no 

possibility of double-counting victims. 

So, to recapitulate our sources of bias: 

We have avoided these sources of upward bias (over-estimation of victim numbers): 

 non-response bias (people who don’t know victims disproportionately not returning the 

questionnaire), and 

 double-counting victims known to more than one respondent. 

 

By using key informants from a female Nebraska high school graduating class cohort of a particular high 

school as the unit of analysis, we have introduced these forms of downward bias (underestimation of 

victim numbers): 

 We have incomplete coverage of a graduating class cohort (our respondent or respondents from 

a particular class cohort didn’t know every female student in the cohort sufficiently well to 

completely enumerate all the victims in that class cohort), 

 Nebraska 6th- to -12th grade girls who had no close friends or would not have told close friends 

about being a victim would not be counted, 

 Nebraska 6th- to -12th grade girls who were trafficked and never returned to school to tell 

someone about it would not be counted, 

 Underage victims who were not in 6th- to -12th grade in Nebraska schools (i.e., they were 

brought into the state while underage) would not be counted,  



 Women who were trafficked after exceeding the age of 18, whether they were Nebraska 

residents or were brought into Nebraska, would not be counted, and 

 Males of any age who are sex-trafficked are not counted at all, and may constitute an 

appreciable portion of trafficked minors8. 

So, our sources of upward bias, to our knowledge, are non-existent, while our sources of downward bias 

are quite significant.  That means that we know we are producing an estimate of the total amount of sex 

trafficking in Nebraska that is almost certainly many times too low.  We are doing this because: 1) 

obvious over-estimates are not credible, 2) there are serious constraints of resources, ethics, and 

statistical validity on all other methods (see “problems of making reliable estimates…” above), and 3) 

the population we have chosen to generalize to are the daughters of Nebraska, a population of most 

serious interest to the people of the state.  We hasten to add that all victims represent tragedies and are 

of serious interest, but these particular victims can be most effectively reached by preventive programs, 

and the knowledge that there are enough of them that need to be reached is likely to be persuasive to 

public policy.  

A random sample of 4060 Nebraska women living in Nebraska who were between the ages of 18 and 22 

inclusive was selected by Infogroup, a prominent consumer and business data supplier headquartered in 

Omaha.  Each was mailed a questionnaire and a letter of introduction (see Appendix 1) on February 2 of 

2015.  The questionnaire was in English, except for 947 of them were sent in both English and Spanish, 

where Infogroup records indicated a possible Spanish language preference.  A reminder postcard was 

sent one week later in both English and Spanish. Respondents could mail in the questionnaire or go to a 

web site given in the letter of introduction to complete it.  

 

Analysis and Results 

Returned questionnaires 

Out of the 4060 questionnaires sent, 83 of the addresses were not good, because either the 

questionnaire or the reminder postcard was returned undelivered.  A total of 276 completed 

questionnaires were collected, 1 in Spanish, the rest in English.  Forty-three responses were on-line, and 

the rest were by mail.  Sixteen questionnaires were discarded due to out-of-range responses to the year 

of high school graduation cohort, giving us 260 valid questionnaires from respondents.  This is a 6.4% 

response, not unusual for mailed questionnaires in the present day.  However, relative to our unit of 

analysis, the individual high school senior cohort, the response rate is far better.   

Making the estimate 

Of the 260 valid respondents, 42 knew of at least one of their close friends who had shared with them 

that they had been a victim of sex trafficking.  Of those 42, twenty of them knew of more than one 

victim in their circle of friends, and three of them knew of 5 or more trafficked friends (which were 

counted as 5).  A total of 78 victims were identified, but 8 of these were from the same high school 

graduating class cohort as another identified victim.   

The results were sorted by city/town and high school, and within those by graduating class cohort year, 

to identify duplicate responses from a graduating year cohort.  Duplicate responses from the same high 



school class cohort were examined, and if more than one student from a cohort identified victims, only 

the response with the highest number of identified victims was retained.  Of the 260 respondents, 71 

duplicated a high school graduating class cohort of another respondent, so 189 respondents were left.  

This means that the number of units of analysis in our results is 189 high school senior class cohorts.  Of 

those, a total of 70 victims were identified, and in no case was there a graduating class cohort with more 

than one respondent identifying victims. 

To put these 70 identified victims in context, what does that mean for the total number of trafficked 

schoolgirls in Nebraska?  We now needed to determine how many girls were in the 5 senior class 

cohorts in Nebraska in the years 2010-2014.  Using data kindly supplied by the Nebraska State 

Department of Education, we estimated the total number in the cohort.  For all years but 2010, data was 

available on the number of senior girls registered in a particular high school class, as well as the number 

who had registered for the 9th grade class 4 years before.  These two measures of the size of the cohort 

were normally very close.  To assess the size of the cohort more conservatively, we took the larger of 

those two numbers.  For 2010, only the number of girls registered for the senior class was available. 

Approximately 9% of Nebraska high school graduates are from private high schools9 (making the ratio of 

private high school students to public students 8.26%), so the total number of high school students in 

the graduating class cohorts is estimated below. 

                    TABLE: Female senior class cohort sizes, 2010-2014 

Year Senior class 
female members, 
public high 
schools 

Estimated # 
females in 
senior class of 
private high 
schools (8.26% 
of previous 
column) 

TOTAL estimated 
senior class females 
in Nebraska 

    

2010 10,705 884 11,589 

2011 10,745 888 11,633 

2012 10,721 886 11,607 

2013 11,028 911 11,939 

2014 11,074 915 11,989 

    

TOTAL   58,756 

 

Estimate 

So, at this point, from examining the data from the Nebraska DoE on public high schools, and adding 9% 

for private high schools, we can calculate that in our 189 senior class high school cohorts, we have 

17,610 total cohort members.  Thus, we have observations from high school cohorts approximating 1/3 

of all of the members of the cohorts in Nebraska during those 5 years.  Thus, we can scale up our 70 

known victims proportionately to approximately 234 victims if we were to have received responses from 

every senior class cohort.  Another way to express the same result is to note that approximately 3.975 



Nebraska high school women are thus known to be victims of sex trafficking out of every 1000 in a 

yearly cohort.  Since the yearly cohorts average 11,751 women, we can estimate that we know that at 

least 47 Nebraska school girls are known to be victims of sex trafficking every year.   

Yet, for all of the reasons enumerated above, this is also known to be a substantial underestimate.  The 

actual number of Nebraska school girls trafficked is likely to be several times higher, and the total 

number of sex trafficking victims, Nebraskans or not, female or not, adult or not, is certainly even much 

higher than that. 

The 95% confidence interval around this figure of 47 schoolgirls per year is plus or minus 10 (calculations 

in the appendix).  The fact that the confidence interval is not very large gives us confidence that a repeat 

of this research would yield much the same results. 

Ninety percent of the victims come from high schools in towns located within 10 miles of Interstate 80. 

 

Conclusions regarding Feasibility  

This method is both feasible and sufficient for the purpose used, which was to estimate the number of 

sex-trafficked Nebraska schoolgirls.  This was narrower than our hoped-for purpose, to estimate the 

entire amount of sex trafficking in Nebraska, for reasons detailed above.  However, within its limitations, 

it is a very solid estimate with a known conservatism that should be informative to public policy. 

 

Policy implications 

We believe this research provides a justification for a program to educate Nebraska middle school and 

high school students and their parents on what sex trafficking is, and how to avoid becoming a victim.   

In addition, future research is needed to estimate older and out-of-state victims, as well as victims of 

labor trafficking (male and female).  
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Appendices 
 

1. Informed consent and Questionnaire in English 

2. Informed consent and Questionnaire in Spanish 

3. Reminder Postcard in English and Spanish 

4. Calculations of the confidence interval around the estimate of 

47 trafficked schoolgirls per year. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1 

Informed Consent form and  

Questionnaire in English 



 



  



 

 

  



 



  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 

Informed consent form and  

Questionnaire in Spanish 

  



 



  



 



 



  



  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3 

Reminder Postcard 

(in both English and Spanish) 

  



 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 4 

Calculations for the confidence interval around the estimate 

of the number of schoolgirls trafficked per year 

  



The point estimate of the proportion of trafficked schoolgirls in Nebraska is 0.003975, or 

3.975 girls out of every 1000. 

 

The usual 95% confidence interval around a proportion is calculated using the proportion, its 

complement, and the sample size on which it is based: 

 

   0.003975  +  1.95 * SQRT( (0.003975*.996025) / 17610) 

= 0.003975  +  .000925 

 

However, since our observations include such a large fraction of the population of interest 

(17,610 out of 58,756), we can usefully apply the finite population correction to the 

confidence interval: 

 .000926 * SQRT ( (58756 * 17610) / 58756)  = .000774 

 

So, the confidence interval is now: 

    .003975 + .000774, 

 

Which, when multiplied by the average number of female students in an annual Nebraska 

high school cohort (11,751) becomes: 

    47 + 10 

 


