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Do Prostitution Advertisements Reduce Violence Against Women? A
Methodological Examination of Cunningham, DeAngelo, and Tripp
Findings

Abstract

A recent study by Cunningham, DeAngelo, and Tripp (unpublished 2017, 2019) found that advertising
prostitution online led to a lower rate of homicide of women in the United States. These findings have
circulated widely in the mainstream media as proof that advertising prostitution online increases the safety of
prostituted women. The study’s findings were used to argue against the 2018 passage of a federal anti-
trafficking bill: Allow States and Victims to Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (FOSTA) and Stop Enabling Sex
Traffickers Act (SESTA), known collectively as FOSTA-SESTA. This new law holds websites that knowingly
facilitate sex trafficking accountable for the harms they cause. Passage of the legislation led to the shutdown of
sites that profited from prostitution advertising. Backpage.com, a major site for prostitution advertising, was
shut down by the U.S. Department of Justice just days following Congress’ passage of the legislation, but prior
to FOSTA-SESTA being signed into law. Within days of the passage of the legislation, operators of other
prostitution advertising sites shuttered their sites. Our critique of the article is based on the assumptions and
methodology employed by Cunningham et al. We find the study is methodologically flawed. First, the study
fails to demonstrate a link between the decline in the female homicide rate and online prostitution advertising.
Second, the study does not measure the murder rate within the population of women in prostitution to show
that online prostitution advertising keeps prostituted women safe. Third, the authors attempt to explain the
reasons for a decline in the murder rate of women via speculation. Fourth, the study defines “safety” as not
being murdered, ignoring other forms of violence inherent in the sex trade. Fifth, Cunningham et al. wrongly
extrapolate findings from 2002 to the present by speculating about the impact of FOSTA-SESTA on
prostituted women’s safety, without accounting for shifts in Internet culture and usage. The findings and
conclusions from this study could lead people to believe falsely that using and expanding online prostitution
advertising sites will reduce violence against all women, as well as prostituted women. The safety of people in
prostitution is a serious concern. Consequently, other measures should be examined to protect them.
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ABSTRACT

A recent study by Cunningham, DeAngelo, and Tripp (unpublished 2017, 2019) found that
advertising prostitution online led to a lower rate of homicide of women in the United
States. These findings have circulated widely in the mainstream media as proof that
advertising prostitution online increases the safety of prostituted women. The study’s
findings were used to argue against the 2018 passage of a federal anti-trafficking bill: Allow
States and Victims to Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (FOSTA) and Stop Enabling Sex
Traffickers Act (SESTA), known collectively as FOSTA-SESTA. This new law holds websites
that knowingly facilitate sex trafficking accountable for the harms they cause. Passage of
the legislation led to the shutdown of sites that profited from prostitution advertising.
Backpage.com, a major site for prostitution advertising, was shut down by the U.S.
Department of Justice just days following Congress’ passage of the legislation, but prior to
FOSTA-SESTA being signed into law. Within days of the passage of the legislation,
operators of other prostitution advertising sites shuttered their sites. Our critique of the
article is based on the assumptions and methodology employed by Cunningham et al. We
find the study is methodologically flawed. First, the study fails to demonstrate a link
between the decline in the female homicide rate and online prostitution advertising.
Second, the study does not measure the murder rate within the population of women in
prostitution to show that online prostitution advertising keeps prostituted women safe.
Third, the authors attempt to explain the reasons for a decline in the murder rate of women
via speculation. Fourth, the study defines “safety” as not being murdered, ignoring other
forms of violence inherent in the sex trade. Fifth, Cunningham et al. wrongly extrapolate
findings from 2002 to the present by speculating about the impact of FOSTA-SESTA on
prostituted women’s safety, without accounting for shifts in Internet culture and usage.
The findings and conclusions from this study could lead people to believe falsely that using
and expanding online prostitution advertising sites will reduce violence against all women,
as well as prostituted women. The safety of people in prostitution is a serious concern.
Consequently, other measures should be examined to protect them.
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Virginia Universities (Cunningham, De Angelo, & Tripp, unpublished 2017,

2019), has become a key piece of evidence in an ongoing battle over whether
websites that advertise prostitution do more good than harm. The debate came to
a head during the passage of the federal bill Allow States and Victims to Fight
Online Sex Trafficking Act (FOSTA) and Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act
(SESTA), known collectively as FOSTA-SESTA in April 2018. FOSTA-SESTA
amended section 230 of the Communications Decency Act to hold websites ac-
countable that knowingly facilitate sex trafficking. Prior to its passage, websites
like Craigslist and Backpage.com were immune from prosecution for any content
posted by their customers, including for the facilitation of prostitution and sex traf-
ficking (Halverson, 2018).

Backpage.com, a major publisher of prostitution advertising, was shut down by
the U.S. Department of Justice just days following Congress’ passage of the legis-
lation but prior to FOSTA-SESTA being signed into law. Within days of the passage
of the legislation, operators of prostitution advertising sites like CityVibe and Es-
corts in College also shuttered their sites. One of the key arguments against
FOSTA-SESTA made by pro-prostitution advocates and some representatives of
Internet technology companies is that advertising prostitution online makes the
lives of prostituted people safer since they can screen clients online and meet them
indoors. They contend that the shutdown of Backpage.com and other sites force
prostituted people outdoors and into the streets to procure customers, which they
claim is inherently more dangerous than indoor/online solicitation. The Cunning-
ham et al. study findings regarding the impact of Craigslist Erotic Services (ERS)
online prostitution advertising are used to support their claim. One of its key con-
clusions:

gl HIGHLY PUBLICIZED STUDY by economics professors at Baylor and West

Our estimate of a 17.4 percent reduction in female homicides does suggest,
though, that ERS created an overwhelmingly safe environment for female
prostitutes perhaps the safest in history (Cunningham et al., 2017, p.17).

The Cunningham research study has become a regular feature of articles in
mainstream news, journals, blogs, and organizations’ websites criticizing FOSTA-
SESTA. For example, “Female Homicide Rate Dropped After Craigslist Launched
Its Erotic Services Platform” was the headline of an article on the website of the
Center for American Progress. It continued, “Sex workers have long argued that
online erotic services platforms make their jobs safer. A new study proves it” (Ber-
latsky, 2017).

In 2018 media outlets such as CNN (Nedelman 2018), The New Yorker
(Witt, 2018), Time (Jenkins, 2018), and The Daily Beast ( Zimmerman, 2018),
among others, ran articles about the study to buttress the claims of some women
in prostitution (“sex worker” groups) that lack of Internet advertising platforms
would reduce their safety. Common to all these articles were statements like the
following from Time magazine:

https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss3/7
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According to one recent study conducted by economists at Baylor Univer-
sity, escort ads on Craigslist reduced the female homicide rate by up to
17.4% from 2002 to 2009. Allowing sex workers to advertise their services
online kept them off the streets, and also gave them the opportunity to
better screen potential clientele (Jenkins, 2018).

The 2017 Cunningham research findings conclude that Craigslist Erotic Ser-
vices ads (ERS) reduced the female homicide rate by up to 17.4% in the cities in the
United States where those ads ran between 2002 and 2009. They present several
hypotheses to explain the correlation.

» First, they posit that the Internet had allowed individuals in prostitution to move
indoors, increasing their safety from street predators.

» Second, they speculate that the Internet might have increased the number of cus-
tomers, of whom violent individuals played a smaller part.

» Third, they hypothesize that being online might have allowed sellers the oppor-
tunity to better screen buyers.

In February 2019 Cunningham et al. issued an updated version of their un-
published paper. In it, they claim that their research demonstrated there would be
adverse safety consequences to prostituted women as a result of the new federal
law. Their updated 2019 article revised some of the 2017 findings. A few of the re-
visions are noteworthy.

» Cunningham et al. changed the finding of a 17.4% reduction in female homicides to
10%.

» The authors deleted the sections of the 2017 report that alleged that there was a
“modest” decline in the number of rapes of U.S. women as a result of Craigslist
Erotic Services ads.

» Cunningham et al. changed the title of the article to emphasize the study’s conclu-
sion that online advertising reduced violence against women. The original study
was titled “Craigslist’s Effect on Violence Against Women.” The updated study
title is “Craigslist Reduced Violence Against Women.”

However, the analysis itself along with the conclusions that advertising prosti-
tution on Craigslist Erotic Services led to a reduced homicide rate among all
women and provided a safe environment for prostituted women remained un-
changed between the 2017 and 2019 versions of the article.

To the best of our knowledge, neither the 2017 nor the 2019 Cunningham paper
has appeared in a peer-reviewed publication. Publication following peer review, an
important principle of social science research, provides the reader with a guarantee
that qualified professional peers have read and evaluated the study’s methods and
findings. This type of review provides a starting point for the scientific discussion
of an important topic. The lack of peer review indicates caution should be used in
citing the paper’s conclusions.

METHODS

We investigated the Cunningham et al. paper in order to determine whether or
not there are any incorrect assumptions or methodological or conceptual errors
that would render their findings and conclusions invalid. We focused on three ar-
eas: 1) the authors’ use of total female homicide data as their outcome variable and
the causal link they assert between online prostitution advertising and the “safety”

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2019



Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence, Vol. 4, Iss. 3 [2019], Art. 7

of prostituted women; 2) their use of The Erotic Review (TER) to speculate as to
reasons why Craigslist prostitution advertising would result in a lower female hom-
icide rate; and 3) the extrapolation of 2000-2009 Craigslist usage and Internet be-
havior to Internet behavior in 2019.

An examination of the outcome variable utilized — female homicide — and the
assumptions and methodology Cunningham et al. employ to analyze the data is
essential to determining whether the key finding the authors report — that adver-
tising prostitution on Craigslist creates an “overwhelmingly safe environment” for
prostituted women — is valid. We examined the FBI Supplemental Homicide Re-
ports (SHR) female homicide data for the study period and information about its
limitations (Maltz, 1999). We examined the prevalence of prostituted women
within the data (Brewer, Dudek, Potterat, Muth, Roberts, Woodhouse, 2006). Be-
yond examining the dataset and its limitations, we analyzed the methods Cunning-
ham et al. utilized to determine causality between online advertising of prostitu-
tion and a declining female homicide rate, including the use of control factors to
account for other reasons for the decline in female homicide rates. A review of re-
search documenting reasons for the decline in the female homicide rate informed
this area of analysis. In particular, we examined data from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention on factors contributing to the female homicide rate in the
U.S. during the study period

We explored the authors’ assumption that female homicide is a proxy for pros-
tituted women’s “safety” by conducting a review of recent research on the preva-
lence and frequency of violence against prostituted women to ascertain what, if
any, violence short of murder this population is subjected to that might call their
safety into question.

The second area we explored was Cunningham et al.’s use of The Erotic Review
(TER) to explain reasons why advertising prostitution online would result in fewer
homicides of women in the U.S. Here, too, a literature review was employed. Re-
search about the reliability and validity of TER from Janson, 2013 and the Human
Trafficking Initiative, 2018 was particularly helpful.

The third area we explored was whether or not Internet usage and behavior in
2019 is significantly different from that in the time period of the study (2000-
2009). Cunningham et al.’s conclusions about the impact of FOSTA-SESTA on the
safety of prostituted women depends on there being no significant differences in
how people use the Internet in the decade after the study period. Data from the
Pew Research Center informed this aspect of our analysis.

Cunningham et al. employed statistical analysis of homicide data, ERS data,
and TER data to arrive at their conclusion that online prostitution advertising re-
sults in a lower homicide rate for women in the U.S., and an “overwhelmingly safe”
environment for prostituted women. We did not investigate their math, because
our analysis of the assumptions they made and the limitations of their data sources
showed fundamental flaws that no statistical analysis can correct. We detail the
five flaws we uncovered in our findings below.

https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss3/7
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FINDINGS

Based on our analysis, we identify five significant flaws in the Cunningham et
al. article that render the findings invalid. The five flaws are summarized below,
along with the key issue with each. We then describe each flaw in detail.

» Cunningham et al. fail to prove a link between advertising prostitution online and a
lower homicide rate for all women. That is because they do not account for other
factors that impacted the declining female homicide rate during the time period
of the study.

» The study offers no evidence that murders of women in prostitution decreased
when online prostitution advertising occurred. This is because there are no relia-
ble data on homicides of women in prostitution.

» Though Cunningham et al. explore mechanisms that they hypothesize might explain
the declining homicide rate of all women when prostitution advertising occurs
online, they fail to provide any evidence that links these mechanisms to lower
homicide rates.

» The primary conclusion of the Cunningham et al. study is false. The study’s findings
do not show that online advertising of prostitution reduces violence against
women or keeps prostituted women safe. The flaw is that Cunningham et al. use
murder as a proxy for violence against all women and prostituted women. Claim-
ing that a lower murder rate means less violence and greater safety for all women,
and prostituted women in particular, ignores the many kinds of serious violence
to which women fall victim.

* Cunningham et al. cannot make the speculative conclusions they do on how FOSTA-
SESTA might impact the safety of prostituted women. That is because they fail to
account for the impact of the significant differences in Internet users and behav-
ior that have occurred in the 10 years since their study period ended.

Attributing Reduction in Total Female Homicide to Online Advertising of
Prostitution

Cunningham et al. use data on homicides of all women as their dependent var-
iable. Doing so, they conclude that advertising prostitution on Craigslist results in
alower homicide rate for all women. Statistically, this is a generalization error. The
characteristics of the subsample population — prostituted women — do not repre-
sent the characteristics of the much broader population — all women — about whom
Cunningham et al. are forming conclusions. Cunningham et al. provide no evi-
dence that the conditions and behavior impacting violence against all women is
representative of the sub-sample of prostituted women. Further, positing that ad-
vertising prostitution online results in a lower murder rate for women, in general,
makes no logical sense unless the overwhelming majority of women killed in this
country are prostituted women. And that is simply not the case. In fact, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention have determined that over half of all women
murdered in this country in recent years (overlapping those of the Cunningham
study) are killed by a current or former intimate partner (Petrosky, Blair, Betz,
Fowler, Jack, & Lyons, 2017).

Cunningham et al. themselves write that their findings are not entirely plausi-
ble. They say:

We can calculate the number of saved female lives using a back-of-the-
envelope calculation. Using the year prior to the introduction of ERS
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(2001) as our base year, we compute the number of total homicides at
1,754 total female homicides in our sample of cities. We then shrink this
number by 10 percent which gives us 175 fewer murders as a result of ERS.
Multiplying 175 fewer murders by eight years, we estimate approximately
1,400 fewer murders resulting from the introduction of ERS. Are these
magnitudes plausible? It is difficult to answer this question given that the
true incidence of prostitution homicides is unknown (Emphasis added.)
(Cunningham et al., 2019, p. 16).

The period of time Cunningham et al. analyze coincides with a significant de-
cline in the murder rate in the U.S. for both men and women in virtually all cities
reporting data to the FBI’s Supplemental Homicide Reports (SHR). SHR is the
source of the researchers’ dependent variable data. The Cunningham et al. research
fails adequately to address factors independent of Craigslist Erotic Services ads
that impact the falling homicide rate.

Overall homicide rates have decreased in the U.S. in recent years. Homicide
rates declined sharply from 9.3 homicides per 100,000 in 1992 to 4.8 homicides
per 100,000 in 2010, according to Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statis-
tics. Another source also shows that homicide rates of women have declined over
time, including over the Cunningham researchers’ study period (Figure 1).

RATE OF HOMICIDE, BY YEAR

144
Men 46 139 142 141 143

138

Women 2 39 .
37 2 31 29 31
35 -
3432 31 29 I 29

1999 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2017

*1999 to 2017

Note: Age-adjusted death rates per 100,000 for the total population are based Created by Security.org
on the 2000 U.S. standard population.

Source: CDC Wonder

Figure 1. Source: Rate of homicides in the U.S., by year and gender, 1999-
2017, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, retrieved June 1, 2019
from https://www.security.org/resources/american-homicides/

As the rate of homicide of women has declined over time, any analysis relying
upon homicide of women must ascertain the reasons for this overall decline, which
began occurring before the advent of Craigslist’s Erotic Services advertising. Yet

https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss3/7
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Cunningham et al. do not adequately control for other variables that might have
been responsible for, or highly correlated with, the decline in female homicide. A
summary explanation of how the researchers conducted their analysis will help il-
luminate the issue.

In order to conduct their analysis, Cunningham et al. first establish a study pe-
riod between 2002 and 2009, in which Craigslist expanded its Erotic Services sec-
tion. (Craigslist shut down the section in 2010.) As a control, Cunningham et al.
compare homicide rates during the study period to those in the same cities between
1995 and the time when Craigslist ERS started in that city.

Next, Cunningham et al. review homicide rates of women for the period using
the FBI's Supplemental Homicide Reports, including data reported from 402 cit-
ies. The researchers compare homicide rate data in selected cities in which
Craigslist operated over time. Cunningham et al. conclude that in the cities in
which Craigslist ERS operated, there was a reduction in the homicide rates of
women by 10% (Cunningham et al. 2019).

To check the robustness of their findings, Cunningham et al. conduct addi-
tional analyses. They compare test and control cities’ rates of female homicide
prior to the introduction of Craigslist Erotic Services in the test cities. In so doing,
they find that “both sets of cities had been traveling the same time path prior to
treatment, on average, with regards to female homicides” (Cunningham, et al,
2019, p.4). They also check to see whether the introduction of Craigslist Erotic Ser-
vices advertising into a market had an impact on other killings: murders of men,
murders of women by intimate partners, and manslaughter. They hypothesize that
since there was not a statistically significant decrease in those murder rates when
Craigslist Erotic Services entered a market, then the decrease in homicides of all
women would have to come from the introduction of prostitution advertising on
Craigslist.

However, as stated by Cunningham et al., the methodology they utilize assumes
that the only change over time was the advent of the Craigslist Erotic Services ad-
vertising. Although Cunningham et al. attempt to control for city, month, and pop-
ulation-level effects, and to conduct robustness checks described above, they fail
to control for other important reasons for the decline in homicide rates. Some po-
tential reasons for the decline in homicide rates include the impact of general vio-
lence reduction efforts, economic factors, and so on.

In fact, one often-cited reason for the decline in the rate of homicide of women
is the diminution in the prevalence of fatal intimate partner violence (IPV) in the
U.S. Homicide of women is less common than for men, and most victims know
their perpetrator: For example, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention re-
port that nearly half of all women murdered in 2015 were killed by a current or
former male intimate partner (Petrosky et al., 2017). Rates of intimate partner vi-
olence (IPV) in general have decreased significantly between 1993 and 2015, falling
79.3% (Catalano, 2015). Given that at least half of women murdered in this country
are killed by intimate partners, the decline in fatal IPV might have had a more sig-
nificant effect on the decline in female homicide rate in the Craigslist Erotic Ser-
vices advertising cities.

The results described in the Cunningham study show changes over time for
selected cities in the sample. What happened in the cities where Craigslist Erotic
Services ads were not present but female homicide rates were declining? Was there
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any statistical difference between those two sets of cities? Knowing the results of
this comparison would not have solved the logical challenge of explaining how ad-
vertising prostitution online reduces the rate of homicide for all women but would
have been a potentially more interesting test.

The bottom line is that Cunningham et al. fail to demonstrate a link between
advertising prostitution online and a lower homicide rate for women in total. That
is because they do not account for other factors that impacted the declining female
homicide rate during the time period they analyzed.

Equating Rates of Female Homicide to Safety of Prostituted Women

Cunningham et al. state that their analysis shows that Craigslist Erotic Services
ads keep prostituted women safe. They claim:

Our estimate of a 10 percent reduction in female homicides does suggest,
though, that ERS created an overwhelmingly safe environment for female
sex workers — perhaps the safest in history (Cunningham et al., 2019, p.
17).

The analysis that leads to this finding contains the second major methodologi-
cal flaw we identify. Cunningham et al. do not analyze the impact of Craigslist
Erotic Services advertising on the homicide rate of prostituted women, nor utilize
any other variable to measure “safety” of prostituted women. They could not do so
because the homicide rate for prostituted women has not and cannot be measured
reliably.

There are no reliable data on homicides of prostituted women in the U.S. Cun-
ningham et al. use the FBI Supplemental Homicide Reports (SHR) for their meas-
ure of homicides of women. However, it was only in 2002 that federal homicide
data began to include a code for prostitution as a possible circumstance for homi-
cide. These data have shortcomings. First, not all jurisdictions report homicides on
their SHR form, so much data are simply missing. Second, information on of-
fender-victim relationships are often incomplete, and sometimes wrong (Maltz,
1999). And even when a homicide is coded as a prostitution circumstance, there
are considerable inconsistencies in the use of this category. For example, was the
homicide prostitution-related or was a prostituted woman killed for reasons unre-
lated to prostitution (Brewer, Dudek, Potterat, Muth, Roberts, Woodhouse, 2006)?
Using these data, along with an in-depth look at research with smaller, local data
sets, Brewer et al. claim that 2.7% of all female homicide victims in the U.S. are
likely involved in the sex trade. And that is only an estimate based on limited in-
formation. Cunningham et al. acknowledge this in their article. They write:

Most datasets do not record whether a female victim of a homicide was a
sex worker, and those that do suffer from severe under ascertainment bi-
ases built into the data collection methods... (Cunningham et al., 2019. p.
17).

Indeed, Cunningham et al. do not have a large enough sample of murdered
prostituted women in their database to analyze the impact of Craigslist Erotic Ser-
vices advertising on homicides of prostituted women specifically. One of Cunning-
ham’s footnotes notes this fact. "For instance, there are only 49 such instances of
a murder offense named as a prostitution death out of 31,250 observations"
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(Cunningham et al., 2019, p.11). Dividing 49 known prostituted women homicides
by 31,250 total female homicides, we find that just .01% of all female homicides in
the Cunningham study’s database were known to have been prostituted women
murdered by a buyer or pimp.

Additionally, the number of women murdered in the total U.S. is between
3,000 and 3,600. According to the Department of Justice (Smith & Cooper, 2013),
using the FBI's Supplemental Homicide Reports, the total number of women hom-
icide victims between 2002-2011 (close to Cunningham et al.’s own study period)
has fallen (Table 1). When applying Brewer et al.’s estimate of 2.7% of all women
homicide victims being in the sex trade, the actual number of homicides of prosti-
tuted women is likely under 100 in any given year (2.7% of 3,500 = 94.5).

In sum: there are roughly 3,000 - 3,600 women murdered in the U.S. each year.
The estimate of the percentage of female homicide victims who are murdered while
being prostituted is very low. Cunningham et al. have an insignificant number of
prostituted women’s homicides in their database.

Thus, Cunningham et al. do not show any evidence that Craigslist Erotic Ser-
vices advertising increases prostituted women’s safety when they define “safety” as
not being murdered. That is because they have no measure of homicides of prosti-
tuted women.
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Table 1. Number of homicides in the U.S., by victim demographic characteristics, 2002-2011,
U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics

Sex Race Age
Black/African 11or 65 or
Year Allvictims Male Female  White American Other*  younger 12-17 18-24 25-34 35-49 50-64  older
Number of homicides
2002 16,230 12475 3,755 7,805 7,990 435 790 825 4345 4305 3,875 1,365 720
2003 16,530 12,835 3,690 7,985 8,080 465 790 785 4510 4375 3,890 1,425 750
2004 16,150 12,600 3,550 7,980 7,755 415 765 860 4,165 4,295 3,800 1,510 755
2005 16,740 13,180 3,560 8,050 8,255 435 745 925 4405 4480 3,880 1,560 740
2006 17,310 13,655 3,655 8,135 8,710 460 780 1,035 4615 4545 3920 1,755 660
2007 17,130 13,460 3,665 8,110 8,610 405 800 1,035 4485 4570 3,875 1,680 675
2008 16,465 12,900 3,565 8,020 8,070 375 810 955 4065 4445 3,745 1,705 745
2009 15,400 11,880 3,520 7,485 7,495 425 730 840 3,840 3975 3,590 1,685 745
2010 14,720 11,410 3,315 6,885 7,450 385 710 770 3,655 4,025 3,200 1,700 665
2011 14,610 11,370 3,240 6,830 7,380 400 740 665 3680 3,850 3,260 1,710 700
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Explaining Why Online Prostitution Advertising Results in Fewer Homicides

Cunningham et al. attempt to explain the counter-intuitive finding that adver-
tising prostitution online can lead to a 10% reduction in homicides of the whole
population of women. They summarize their explanation thusly: “...we estimate
that ERS reduced the female homicide rate by 10-17 percent, with the reduction
driven by street prostitution moving indoors and by helping sex workers to screen
out the most dangerous clients” (Cunningham et al. 2019, p1).

The researchers explore three “mechanisms” to explain why advertising pros-
titution on Craiglist Erotic Services results in a lower homicide rate among women,
the vast majority of whom are not prostituted women. The data for this part of their
study comes from The Erotic Review (TER). The Erotic Review is a “Yelp”—like
site where buyers post reviews about prostituted women.

We propose three mechanisms that link ERS to declining violence. Our
[sic] possible mechanism is that ERS leads to greater market efficiency
which leads to more repeat business (or both). We call this the “efficiency
effect”. [sic] The second possible mechanism is that the sex worker’s work
environment is becoming safer due to sex workers moving solicitation it-
self from outdoor street work to indoor work. We call this the “composition
effect”.[sic] The composition effect speaks to changes in entry, while the
efficiency effect speaks to changes in the matching technology linking sex
workers with clients. The final mechanism is that the Internet allows for
the sex worker to increase screening, which we call the “screening
effect”.[sic] We can evaluate both of these, albeit somewhat indirectly
(Cunningham et al., 2019, p. 20).

We find that Cunningham et al.’s analyses are based on questionable data from
The Erotic Review (TER), and in some cases, are inconsistent with other research.

Mechanism 1: Transition from “dangerous” street prostitution to “safe” indoor
prostitution

First, the researchers posit that a decrease in homicides of all women is a result
of a transition from dangerous street prostitution to indoor prostitution. And they
presume that the transition to indoor prostitution occurred largely as a result of
the Internet. It is likely that street prostitution has declined somewhat over time,
especially as the Internet has grown and sites like Backpage.com became an easy
way for buyers to solicit prostitution. And it is undoubtedly true that many prosti-
tuted women would prefer to solicit clients online versus on “the track” outdoors.
However, the “transition” theory ignores two facts. The first fact is that indoor
prostitution long predates the Internet. Brothels, massage parlors, strip clubs, es-
cort services, bars, and lingerie establishments have existed for hundreds of years
as indoor prostitution venues. Given the illegal and clandestine nature of prostitu-
tion, it is not surprising that there are no known studies confirming the numbers
of prostituted women working outdoor and indoors and whether there have been
any transitions between them over time.

The second fact, even more important, is that the sex trade is inherently vio-
lent. Several studies have shown that violence suffered by prostituted women oc-
curs with alarming frequency in both indoor and outdoor venues (Raphael and
Shapiro, 2004). We are not aware of any reliable data showing that violence
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decreases and “safety” increases for prostituted women when they solicit buyers
indoors or online.

Mechanism 2: Advertising online increases the number of buyers

The second mechanism Cunningham et al. claim explains their finding of re-
duced homicides from Craigslist Erotic Services ads is that the Internet as an ad-
vertising vehicle might have increased the number of buyers, of whom violent in-
dividuals may be a smaller share. This assumption supposes that prostituted
women engage more with “repeat buyers” in this scenario. This is a hard-to-test
assumption. The data on violent buyers and reliable data about whether prosti-
tuted people increase the number of “repeat buyers” only when advertising online
do not exist.

Mechanism 3: Increased “screening” of customers

Cunningham et al. assert that prostituted individuals are now able to post ad-
vertisements themselves, and screen customers. They claim that increased “inde-
pendence” by prostituted women is a likely reason for the lower likelihood of all
women being murdered. We know that The Erotic Review is a questionable data
source: the comments and posts are quite unreliable. Buyers tend to brag and lie
about their experiences (Janson, 2013). Even so, reviews of buyers’ Internet com-
ments reveal the extent to which they understand that pimps are posting ads in
ways to give the illusion of independence. This artifice occurs because dealing with
sometimes dangerous pimps is not to the liking of sex buyers. And recent research
has confirmed a variety of Internet subterfuges used by pimps and traffickers to
make it seem that a prostituted woman is not under pimp/trafficker control. In a
recent study involving an analysis of scores of Backpage.com ads of Nevada’s
online sex market (Human Trafficking Initiative, 2018), researchers conclude that
only 28% of sex providers in Nevada’s online market appear to be adults working
independently with no risk of trafficking.

In addition, researchers in Arizona (Roe-Sepowitz, Hogan, Bray, & Lul, 2018)
recently identified online posts advertising girls 18-26 years of age. Law enforce-
ment officials ascertained the girls’ real ages, which ranged from 14-18, with the
average age of 16.47 years. It is highly likely that traffickers posted the ads of these
very young girls, or compelled them to post those ads.

Cunningham et al. admit that they do not find a significant impact of Craigslist
Erotic Services ads on the number of buyer reviews of prostituted women on The
Erotic Review that mention screening.

Cunningham et al.’s findings that an increased number of repeat buyers and an
increase in prostitution moving indoors leads to fewer women being murdered are
highly speculative. Further, Cunningham et al. fail to demonstrate an actual link
between any data on these speculations to homicides of women.

Female Homicide as a Proxy for Women’s Safety

The fourth methodological flaw in Cunningham et al.’s study is the decision to
use female homicide as a proxy for women’s safety. The authors state “Our proxy
for female safety is the number of female victim homicides per 100,000 popula-
tion” (2019, p.11). Women in this country suffer violence on a daily basis that falls
short of being murdered. Nearly half of women experience sexual violence other
than rape. One in five women become victims of rape. One in three women has
experienced physical violence at the hands of an intimate partner (National
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Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, 2011). Additionally, women in pros-
titution suffer significant violence at the hands of buyers and pimps, short of mur-
der. Much research has documented that prostituted women experience multiple
forms of violence including physical assault, strangulation, being threatened with
a weapon, and rape. Studies have shown that post-traumatic stress disorder is
commonplace among prostituted women (Valera, Sawyer & Schiraldi, 2001).

Indeed, research done in Chicago found that moving prostitution indoors does
not make prostitution “safe.” The study found that 50% of those in escort services
reported being subjected to forced sex. Fifty-one percent of exotic dancers reported
being threatened with a weapon. Examining the frequency of violence, 21% of
women in escort services stated they had been subjected to forced sex more than
ten times. This was the same percentage experienced by women in street prostitu-
tion (Raphael & Shapiro, 2004). On its face, then, Cunningham et al.’s conclusion
that “ERS created an overwhelmingly safe environment for female prostitutes —
perhaps the safest in history” (Cunningham et al., 2017) is incorrect.

The primary conclusion of the Cunningham et al. study is false. Online adver-
tising of prostitution does not reduce violence against women nor keep prostituted
women safe. Cunningham et al. use murder as a proxy for violence against all
women and prostituted women. Claiming that a lower murder rate means less vi-
olence against women and greater safety for prostituted women ignores the many
kinds of serious violence that women, and prostituted women especially, fall victim
to.

Unwarranted Extrapolation of Findings

Lastly, in their 2019 update, Cunningham et al. use the results of their study
from the period of 2002-2009 to speculate on the impact of federal law (FOSTA-
SESTA) signed in 2018:

Insofar as FOSTA represents a major disruption in the matching markets
linking safe clients to sex workers, then we might anticipate two effects.
First, the marginal sex worker will leave the market if FOSTA causes her
profits to become negative. Exiting may also be sub-optimal if the next best
alternative is considerably worse from the worker’s perspective. Thus we
expect some exit under FOSTA, though how much depends on the elastic-
ity of supply. Exiting sex workers following FOSTA are by definition the
most elastic group of workers in part because they have alternatives which
they find relatively acceptable. The women who do not or cannot exit are
inelastic to FOSTA because they lack such outside options, and we expect
that for these inframarginal sex workers, hardships under FOSTA will be
considerable, which may include choosing to work with pimps, falling into
predatory relationships with traffickers, and facing heightened risk of
death and physical violence at the hands of unsafe clients who may have
gained the upper hand without adequate screening (Cunningham et al.
2019).

The authors present Backpage.com as the successor to Craigslist (Cunningham
et al., 2019, p.28). They do not, however, re-evaluate the homicide rates in the new
era (2010-2018). Neither do the authors take into account the fact that use of the
Internet changed significantly from the early 2000s when Craigslist advertised
prostitution to the present (Pew Research Center, 2019). Cunningham et al. do not
address the fact that website users are likely significantly different in both attitudes
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and behaviors than Craigslist users a decade earlier. The speculative conclusions
about FOSTA-SESTA’s impact on prostituted women and their safety are built on
speculative findings and conclusions about the mechanisms by which advertising
prostitution online could impact the murder rate for women. They provide no evi-
dence for how such advertising actually might impact the murder rate — or other
measures of safety or reduced violence — of prostituted women.

Cunningham et al. cannot make the speculative conclusions they do on how
FOSTA-SESTA might impact the safety of prostituted women since they fail to ac-
count for the impact of the significant differences in Internet users and behavior
in the 10 years since their study period ended.

CONCLUSION

This critique has demonstrated that the findings and conclusions of the Cun-
ningham et al. study “Craigslist’s Effect on Violence Against Women”/”Craigslist
Reduced Violence Against Women” are unsound. They are based on flawed meth-
odology and unsupported assumptions. We conclude that it would be a mistake for
journalists, policymakers, and the general public to rely on the findings.

Cunningham et al.’s conclusion that online advertising of prostitution “cre-
ate(s) an overwhelmingly safe environment for female sex workers” is unsupported
by the data.

Cunningham et al. begin with a false assumption that safety, for women in gen-
eral and for prostituted women specifically, is measured by not being murdered.
In reality, women experience a great deal of violence that renders them harmed
and traumatized, short of murder. Research shows that there is much violence in
the sex trade, wherever it occurs, that renders its victims profoundly unsafe. The
number of prostitution-related homicides is likely relatively low. The number of
deaths of prostituted women from factors related to prostitution such as substance
abuse, depression, and PTSD is likely higher and occurs independently of where
the prostituted woman solicits buyers. The sex trade is inherently unsafe and mur-
der rates are not a fair measure of safety for prostituted persons.

Cunningham et al. also ask us to make an unsupported logical leap: that when
prostituted women advertise online, fewer women across the U.S. will be mur-
dered. The methodology employed by Cunningham et al. fails to address important
reasons for the decrease in homicides over time. The authors looked only at
Craigslist Erotic Services ads for prostitution as a potential cause for declining
homicide rates. In so doing, they ignore factors that likely may have played a
greater role in the decreasing homicide rate for women.

Finally, even if the methodology employed by Cunningham et al. was sound
and their basic assumptions valid, it would be a stretch to apply findings from data
relying on Internet usage collected from 2002-2009 to 2019. The Internet and its
users’ behavior have evolved significantly. Unlike in some other categories, it
would be unwise to apply 10-year-old findings to today’s environment, even for
speculative purposes.

The safety of prostituted women and the safety of all women in this country is
a serious concern. Measures to protect them from all forms of violence, and not
just murder, should be implemented. It is critical, though, that any such measures
taken to protect women from violence should be shown to be effective. We do not
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see evidence from the Cunningham et al. research, that allowing online advertising
of prostitution will actually reduce men’s violence against women.
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