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Exploitation Myths Identification Scale (THEMIS)
Ricardo Tejeiro a, Alberto Paramiob, and Scarlet Ross-Collinsa

aDepartment of Psychology, Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK; bDepartment of Psychology, Universidad 
de Cádiz, Cádiz, Spain

ABSTRACT
Public understanding of human trafficking is often distorted by persistent 
myths, hindering victim identification and support. This study presents the 
development and validation of the first tool with robust psychometric prop
erties designed to measure acceptance of such myths. A total of 421 adults 
(49.9% female) completed a 25-item questionnaire based on expert consul
tation and literature review, along with other trafficking knowledge mea
sures; confirmatory factor analysis was then run with an additional 208 
participants. The final scale (THEMIS) includes 12 items quantifying myth 
acceptance and 13 items exploring related aspects. Factor analysis, internal 
consistency, and validity checks confirmed strong psychometric properties. 
THEMIS provides a robust, evidence-based tool for research and targeted 
anti-trafficking interventions. This article supports progress toward United 
Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 5.2 (aiming to eliminate 
violence against women and girls, including trafficking and exploitation), 8.7 
(eradicating forced labor, modern slavery, and human trafficking, along with 
the prohibition of all forms of child labor) and 16.2 (ending all forms of 
violence and torture against children, including abuse, exploitation, and 
trafficking).
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Introduction

The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
defines human trafficking (HT) in terms of act, means, and purpose, as:

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force 
or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of 
vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. (Article 3)

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
[UNODC], n.d.) further specifies that HT includes a variety of forms, such as sexual exploitation, 
forced labor, debt bondage, domestic servitude, organ removal, forced begging, the use of child 
soldiers, and forced marriage.

Although the United Nations definition is widely accepted, the term human trafficking is often used 
interchangeably with others, such as modern slavery (e.g., Bales, 2011). Some legal jurisdictions 
introduce distinctions between these terms. For example, in England and Wales, the Modern 
Slavery Act 2015 (Article 1) states that a person commits the offense of slavery, servitude, and forced 
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labor if they hold another person in slavery or servitude, or require another person to perform forced 
or compulsory labor. The interpretation of these terms is guided by Article 4 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights. The Act further defines HT as the specific situation in which someone 
“arranges or facilitates the travel of another person (‘V’) with a view to V being exploited,” regardless 
of whether the travel is international or within a single country (Article 2).

Differences in definitions do little to facilitate the measurement of this multifaceted problem. 
However, recent estimates indicate that, on any given day, 50 million people are in situations of either 
forced labor (including commercial sexual exploitation) or forced marriage (International Labour 
Organization [ILO], 2022). As a recognized global concern, HT is part of both the political and media 
agenda. Nevertheless, various authors have noted that the debate is hindered by the lack of accurate 
representation of the phenomena’s many facets throughout different stages of social communication.

Beyond the potentially strategic use of terminology to support political agendas (Sharapov et al., 
2019), the role of the media in shaping perceptions of HT has been, and continues to be, the subject of 
debate. News stories on HT are often simplified or distorted (Sanford et al., 2016), relying on outdated 
mistakes and misconceptions – such as equating all sex work with human trafficking or using movies 
like Taken (Morel, 2008) as constant reference points – that continue to influence policy, media 
narratives, and public understanding (Brennan, 2017), despite being inconsistent with empirical 
research (Snajdr, 2013).

While false or inaccurate ideas are often referred to as misconceptions (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.) 
the term myth is frequently used in the literature to describe beliefs that are deeply embedded in 
society and persist over time, even in the face of contrary evidence. Accordingly, in this work, we use 
the term myth to refer to the erroneous beliefs surrounding HT that we aim to identify and measure.

Several empirical studies have demonstrated the widespread prevalence of HT myths – not only 
among the general public (Bonilla & Mo, 2018), but also among healthcare providers (Beck et al., 
2015), police officers (Farrell & Pfeffer, 2014), prosecutors and judges (Villacampa & Torres, 2017), 
mandated reporters (Hartinger-Saunders et al., 2017), psychology students (Babu et al., 2024), medical 
students (Wong et al., 2011), criminal justice students (Salami et al., 2022), and staff at non- 
governmental organizations (Atauz et al., 2009), among others. These myths can directly impact 
how society addresses the problem – and how victims experience trafficking and seek help. They often 
hinder the identification of victims, both by authorities and by the victims themselves. Many do not 
self-identify because their experiences do not align with popular misconceptions of HT (Hefner & Hill, 
2023).

Research also links belief in these myths to increased victim-blaming (Thomas, 2018). Victims who 
are stereotyped as criminals – such as undocumented immigrants or individuals involved in sex 
work – may face arrest, detention, or deportation (Clawson et al., 2009). This criminalization fosters 
fear of law enforcement, discourages victims from seeking medical care, and erodes trust in social 
services (Gearon, 2019). As a result, only one in 10 HT hotline reports in the UK come directly from 
victims (Cockbain & Tompson, 2024). Even when cases are reported, authorities may downplay them 
if they do not fit stereotypical narratives not only regarding victims but also offenders – some of which 
are more likely than others to be detected and sanctioned (Childress et al., 2024) – resulting in 
inconsistent responses and missed opportunities to prosecute traffickers (Loyens & Paraciani, 2021). 
This failure to hold perpetrators accountable enables traffickers to act with impunity and obstructs 
victim recovery. Survivors are often left to cope with isolation, poor mental health, and the loss of 
livelihood (Kara, 2009).

Given the widespread impact of HT myths, it is surprising how limited academic attention has been 
devoted to their measurement. To date, the only established instrument is Cunningham and Cromer’s 
(2016) Human Trafficking Myths Scale (HTMS), a 17-item questionnaire developed using responses 
from university students. Since its publication, the HTMS has been employed in several studies, with 
reported Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from .70 to .82 (Kenny et al., 2023; Litam et al., 2023; 
Thomas, 2018). However, the HTMS has several limitations that raise concerns about its broader 
applicability. Notably, Cunningham and Cromer (2016) do not describe the procedure used to 
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generate the 17 items. Furthermore, participants were asked to read a vignette depicting a case of child 
sexual trafficking immediately before completing the scale – potentially priming one specific form of 
trafficking and thereby introducing bias. The reliability assessment is limited to Cronbach’s alpha, and 
although the scale has been described as unidimensional (Litam et al., 2023), neither the original 
authors nor subsequent researchers have reported any factorial analysis. This is particularly proble
matic given the scale’s internal inconsistency: 15 items address general myths about HT, while two 
specifically refer to sex trafficking. The scale’s validity is also questionable, as it was assessed solely 
through correlations with participants’ perceptions of the vignette’s believability and victim culpabil
ity. Additionally, the scale references the United States four times, suggesting that some items may lack 
cross-cultural generalizability.

The HTMS is neither the first nor the only attempt to measure myths or knowledge related to HT. 
As part of her academic thesis, Schlegel (2015) developed a 15-item true/false scale to assess HT 
knowledge; however, the instrument demonstrated low internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha 
of .49. Similarly, in a master’s thesis, Van Order (2022) developed the Belief of Human Trafficking 
Myths Scale, a 7-item instrument (e.g., “All HT involves commercial sex”) using a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). She reported that higher scores were associated with 
stronger beliefs in a dangerous world and greater knowledge of the criminal justice system. In 
addition, Fernandes et al. (2020) examined HT myths among students using a 27-item questionnaire; 
Exeni McAmis et al. (2022) administered a custom survey to healthcare providers; and Tanielian and 
Tanielian (2019) used a 10-question instrument to assess attitudes – including knowledge – about HT. 
However, in all these studies, the origin of the items remains unspecified, and none of the authors 
report psychometric properties such as internal reliability or construct validity. Mobasher et al. (2022) 
developed a 25-item questionnaire using HT knowledge items adapted from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security’s Blue Campaign and the National Human Trafficking Hotline. Yet, similar to the 
previous studies, they did not report internal reliability metrics.

Some researchers have focused specifically on beliefs related to sex trafficking as a distinct form of 
HT. Houston-Kolnik et al. (2016) developed the Sex Trafficking Attitudes Scale (STAS), drawing on 
a literature review, input from a community organization working to end HT, and a pilot study with 
undergraduate students. One of the six components of the scale—knowledge about sex trafficking— 
comprises five items and demonstrated good internal consistency (α = .79), capturing the cognitive 
dimension of attitudes. Similarly, Simmons et al. (2014) assessed sex trafficking knowledge among 
nurses using 10 items based on the World Health Organization’s guidance on identifying and assessing 
sexually trafficked victims. Finally, Gonzalez-Pons et al. (2020) adapted the HTMS to specifically 
measure myths about domestic minor sex trafficking.

Present Study

In this study, we introduce the Trafficking and Human Exploitation Myths Identification Scale 
(THEMIS), a tool developed to address the need for a psychometrically robust instrument in this 
field. Drawing on existing literature and input from expert organizations, we developed an initial pool 
of 25 items designed to assess common misconceptions about HT. These items were administered to 
a large sample of adults residing in the United Kingdom, alongside additional measures of trafficking- 
related knowledge.

We proposed four hypotheses. First (H1), we expected a substantial proportion of participants to 
endorse each THEMIS item, reflecting the continued prevalence of trafficking-related myths. Second 
(H2), consistent with previous research (e.g., Cunningham & Cromer, 2016; Houston-Kolnik et al., 
2016), we hypothesized that women would demonstrate greater knowledge of HT than men. Third 
(H3), we predicted that higher THEMIS scores – indicating stronger endorsement of trafficking 
myths – would correlate positively with higher HTMS scores, lower acceptance of a non- 
prototypical trafficking scenario, and greater victim-blaming. Finally (H4), while we did not specify 
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the number of latent dimensions, we hypothesized that exploratory factor analysis would reveal a clear 
factor structure, in line with the criteria outlined by Costello and Osborne (2005), and that this 
structure would be confirmed in an independent sample using confirmatory factor analysis.

Materials and Methods

Initial Scale Construction

The conceptual domain of the THEMIS concerns the extent to which individuals’ shared beliefs about 
HT deviate from the definitions and characteristics outlined in the United Nations Protocol to 
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children. Item genera
tion followed a combined deductive and inductive approach, as recommended by Boateng et al. 
(2018). Using the deductive method (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011), the research team generated an 
initial pool of candidate items based on a review of the academic literature and a targeted, non- 
systematic search of myths presented by established anti-slavery organizations and agencies. These 
included: Anti-Slavery International (n.d.), International Justice Mission (n.d.), International 
Organization for Migration (n.d.), National Human Trafficking Hotline (n.d.), Save the Children 
(n.d.), The SAFE Alliance (n.d.), United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (n.d.), United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (n.d.), and Unseen UK (n.d.). We ceased adding sources when 
thematic redundancy was observed, suggesting saturation had been reached.

In parallel, the inductive approach was informed by individual interviews conducted by members 
of our research team with representatives of non-governmental organizations possessing extensive 
experience in anti-slavery efforts (Paramio et al., 2024). These interviews provided further insight into 
prevalent misconceptions encountered in practice and contributed to the refinement and contextual 
relevance of the item pool.

The combined deductive and inductive approaches resulted in a pool of 25 candidate items, 
presented as statements. In line with Kline’s (1993) recommendation, this item pool was approxi
mately twice the length of the intended final scale, which was set at 12–13 items to ensure a balance 
between psychometric reliability, construct coverage, and practical usability. Following DeVellis’s 
(2003) guidelines, the items were refined through expert consultation to ensure content validity, 
clarity, grammatical accuracy, and overall comprehensibility. Four experts provided detailed feedback 
on each item. These experts had at least five years of experience offering voluntary professional 
support (social, psychological, or legal) to victims of human trafficking through non-governmental 
organizations.

To further assess content relevance and response clarity under realistic conditions, a pilot study was 
conducted with 40 undergraduate psychology students, selected as a convenience sample. All parti
cipants were first-year students who had not yet taken any coursework related to human trafficking 
and were therefore not expected to have prior familiarity with the topic. Participants completed the 
scale online and were invited to provide qualitative feedback in the form of free-text comments 
alongside their responses. While no items were removed as a result of the expert review or pilot testing, 
minor revisions were made to improve wording and readability (“all prostitution” was replaced with 
“all commercial sex”; “underdeveloped countries” was replaced with “developing countries”; and 
“communities which are poor and uneducated” was replaced with “poor uneducated communities”). 
The final set of items is presented in Table 1.

Scale Refinement and Validation

Participants
Participants were recruited between March 10 and March 12, 2025, from two sources through 
convenience sampling. The primary sample was obtained through Prolific, a web-based recruitment 
platform with multiple safeguards to ensure data quality and minimize the presence of bots or 
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malicious respondents. Prolific has been demonstrated to be a reliable tool for remote behavioral 
research (Palan & Schitter, 2018). Of the 557 individuals who initially participated, six were excluded- 
two for sharing the same IP address, one for failing an attention check, and three for incomplete 
responses – resulting in a final sample of 551 participants. A secondary sample was collected via an 
online survey distributed through QuestionPro. Of the 89 individuals who participated, 11 were 
excluded due to excessive missing data, yielding a final sample of 78 participants.

Table 1. Initial Pool of Items, Including Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD), Percentage of False and True Responses, and 
Discrimination Index (DI).

Item M SD False n (%)
True 

n (%) DI

1 A person receiving payment for commercial sex or labor cannot be a victim of 
traffic

2.00 1.00 398 
(94.5%)

23 (5.5%) .13

2 If the trafficked person consented to their initial situation, it is not HT 2.49 1.43 350 
(83.1%)

71 (16.9%) .08

3 Forced marriage is different from HT 3.72 1.33 174 
(41.3%)

247 
(58.7%)

.36

4 Forced begging is different from HT 2.99 1.19 309 
(73.4%)

112 
(26.6%)

.22

5 HT is another term for smuggling or paying someone to cross the border illegally 3.02 1.37 263 
(62.5%)

158 
(37.5%)

.24

6 All HT situations involve commercial enterprises, companies, or businesses 2.88 1.23 305 
(72.4%)

116 
(27.6%)

.33

7 Victims of HT will seek help as soon as they have the opportunity 2.79 1.19 317 
(75.3%)

104 
(24.7%)

.38

8 All HT situations involve organized crime 3.96 1.24 143 
(34.0%)

278 
(66.0%)

.33

9 HT only involves females 1.56 0.84 412 
(97.9%)

9 (2.1%) .07

10 Normal-appearing, well-educated, middle-class people are not trafficked 2.38 1.12 371 
(88.1%)

50 (11.9%) .16

11 HT does not include domestic servitude cases 2.41 1.04 382 
(90.7%)

39 (9.3%) .08

12 Traffickers only target people they do not know 2.42 1.10 367 
(87.2%)

54 (12.8%) .31

13 The situation of child soldiers cannot be described as HT 2.65 1.16 338 
(80.3%)

83 (19.7%) .40

14 People are never trafficked in their own country 1.85 0.99 398 
(94.5%)

23 (5.5%) .19

15 HT always involves sex or prostitution 2.87 1.33 295 
(70.1%)

126 
(29.9%)

.51

16 HT involves only children 1.43 0.86 410 
(97.4%)

11 (2.6%) .07

17 HT only happens in illegal or underground industries 2.74 1.36 315 
(74.8%)

106 
(25.2%)

.36

18 All commercial sex is HT 2.55 1.17 353 
(83.8%)

68 (16.2%) .11

19 HT always involves the movement or transportation of people across borders 3.30 1.37 238 
(56.5%)

183 
(43.5%)

.57

20 HT always involves physical force, kidnapping, or restraining 3.27 1.30 246 
(58.4%)

175 
(41.6%)

.46

21 HT only happens in poor uneducated communities 2.16 1.20 361 
(85.7%)

60 (14.3%) .40

22 Debt bondage is different from HT 3.51 1.02 201 
(47.7%)

220 
(52.3%)

.24

23 HT does not happen in this country 1.87 1.16 396 
(94.1%)

25 (5.9%) .14

24 All HT victims are undocumented migrants 2.34 1.25 353 
(83.8%)

68 (16.2%) .42

25 HT only happens in developing countries 1.84 0.99 398 
(94.5%)

23 (5.5%) .18

All items min 1 max 6.
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Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted using a subsample comprising about three fourths 
of Prolific participants (n = 421, 76.4%). The remaining Prolific participants (n = 130), along with all 
participants recruited via QuestionPro (n = 78), were reserved for confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). 
For the EFA subsample, the median age was 39 years (interquartile range = 22). In terms of gender 
distribution, 210 participants (49.9%) identified as female, 208 (49.4%) as male, two as “other,” and 
one preferred not to disclose their gender. A coding error prevented the collection of gender and age 
data from the QuestionPro participants (aside from confirmation that all were 18 years of age or 
older). Ethnicity, profession, and education were also not collected.

All participants in both groups reported residing in the United Kingdom (UK) – the Prolific 
sample included participants from 164 areas across all UK regions and countries, with the 
distribution approximating regional distribution, as all deviations were below 6.06%, and the 
average deviation across regions was 2.69%. In this sample, males were slightly overrepresented 
(+0.7%) and females were slightly underrepresented (−1.5%) compared to the national UK 
population proportions; also, this sample closely matched the UK population across age groups, 
with only small deviations, notably a higher proportion of younger participants and a lower 
representation of those aged 70 and above.

Both subsample sizes exceeded commonly accepted guidelines for factor analysis, which recommend 
a minimum of 200 participants (Comrey, 1973). Given that the initial item pool consisted of 25 items 
and the final scale retained 12 items (see below), the participant-to-item ratio in each subsample was 
approximately 17:1—well above the recommended 10:1 ratio for robust factor analysis (Gorsuch, 1983).

Materials
The 25-item scale developed in the previous stage employed a 6-point Likert-type response format, 
capturing the full continuum of agreement with each statement, ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 6 
(definitely true). To enhance data quality and reduce acquiescence bias, several items were reverse- 
coded (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021). Additionally, item order was randomized for each participant to 
minimize response bias (Jackson & Greene, 2016). To assess convergent validity during the EFA phase, 
participants also completed one related scale and responded to a vignette-based scenario.

Human Trafficking Myths Scale (HTMS; Cunningham & Cromer, 2016). The HTMS consists of 17 
items—15 addressing general myths about HT and two specifically focused on sex trafficking – rated 
on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (definitely false) to 6 (definitely true). An example item is: “People from 
other countries who are trafficked in the United States are always illegal immigrants.” In the original 
validation study with 409 university students, the scale demonstrated good internal consistency (α  
= .81). In the present study, internal reliability was similarly strong (α = .88; ω = .88).

Vignette. The written vignette (see Appendix 1) was created by our team, drawing inspiration from 
Muhammad’s (2020) TED talk. It describes a fictitious labor trafficking case that intentionally 
challenges several of the 25 myths identified in the first questionnaire of this study. The vignette 
was presented to participants after they had completed the 25-item scale as well as the HTMS. After 
reading the vignette, participants responded to two questions, originally used by Cunningham and 
Cromer (2016), rated on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (definitely false) to 6 (definitely true): “This 
situation is believable” and “Jack is responsible for the situation.”

Procedure

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the ethics board of the first author’s university 
prior to data collection (reference 24/PSY/034). Participants completed an online survey in 
English, which included an information sheet, consent form, and questions regarding biographic 
data (age, gender) before proceeding with the survey. Data analysis was conducted using IBM 
SPSS Statistics and Amos v.29.0.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the mean and standard deviation for each item. Ceiling and floor effects were 
observed in 17 of the 25 items, with more than 15% of the sample scoring at the minimum value of 
the scale (Klapproth et al., 2023). When responses were dichotomized into “false/true” categories 
(grouping “definitely,” “mostly,” and “probably true” or false into single yes/no responses), only nine 
participants (2.1%) did not endorse any HT myths. In contrast, 109 participants (25.9%) endorsed one 
to three myths, 158 participants (37.6%) endorsed four to six, 82 (19.5%) endorsed seven to nine, 44 
(10.5%) endorsed 10 to 12, 12 (2.9%) endorsed 13 to 15, and seven participants (1.7%) endorsed 15 to 
18 myths. The most frequently endorsed myths were: “All HT situations involve organized crime” 
(66%) and “Forced marriage is different from HT” (58.7%). The least endorsed myths were: “HT only 
involves females” (2.1%) and “HT only involves children” (2.6%) – see Table 1. The item discrimina
tion index (DI) was calculated by comparing the dichotomized responses of the top 27% of partici
pants (with the highest scores) to those in the bottom 27% (Wiersma & Jurs, 1990). As shown in 
Table 1, the DI for nine of the items fell below the .19 threshold recommended for rejection (Ebel, 
1972), and these items were subsequently excluded from the provisional scale.

Males and females only differed in their non-dichotomized responses to items 2 (U = 19234, p = .029, 
r = .11) and 18 (U = 18540.5, p = .005, r = .14). Age showed a positive correlation with endorsement of the 
following items: 1 (rs = .11, p = .028), 10 (rs = .28, p < .001), 12 (rs = .18, p = .011), 14 (rs = .26, p < .001), 16 
(rs = .10, p = .035), 17 (rs = .10, p = .033), 21 (rs = .12, p = .011), 24 (rs = .17, p < .001), and 25 (rs = .13, 
p = .010). Conversely, there was a negative correlation between age and endorsement of items 7 (rs = −.12, 
p = .012), 11 (rs = −.19, p < .001), and 22 (rs = −.12, p = .018).

Exploratory Factor Analysis

EFA was conducted on the remaining 16 items to identify underlying factors and refine the scale 
structure. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sample adequacy was .81, which is generally 
considered a “good” indication that latent factors are likely present and that EFA is appropriate 
(Howard, 2016). Additionally, Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p < .001) confirmed the factorability of the 
correlation matrix (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Common-factor analysis (FA) with principal-axis 
factoring was chosen, as it is more suited to identifying latent factors that account for shared variance 
among items, which aligns with the goals of developing new scales, as opposed to principal- 
component analysis (Worthington & Whittaker, 2006). We applied promax rotation, anticipating 
that the factors would be correlated. No pairs of items had correlations exceeding .80, and all 
individual measures of sampling adequacy were above the .70 threshold.

Successive iterations of EFA were conducted by removing items with communalities below 0.20 
(Child, 2006), loadings of .32 or higher on two or more factors (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001), or 
loadings below 0.30 on any factor (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Five factors with eigenvalues greater 
than one were identified as candidates for retention. To refine the factor structure, multiple factor 
solutions were tested by varying the number of factors extracted (e.g., two, three, or four) based on 
criteria such as eigenvalues greater than one and the scree plot. The stability of the factor loadings 
across these different configurations was examined to avoid solutions where any factor had fewer than 
three items (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Ultimately, the final three-factor solution, which accounted 
for 38.1% of the total variance (F1: 24.3%, F2: 7.7%, F3: 6.2%), was retained. It is important to note that 
the percentage of variance explained by the first factor did not meet the 40% threshold for supporting 
one-dimensionality as suggested by Carmines and Zeller (1979).

The factor loadings are displayed in Table 2. Factor 3 (F3) included three items related to less 
well-known forms of HT, such as forced marriage, debt bondage, and child soldiers. Labeling the 
other two factors is more challenging, but most of the five items in Factor 1 (F1) addressed who 
can be a victim or where trafficking can occur, while the four items in Factor 2 (F2) primarily 
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concerned the methods traffickers use. All three factors demonstrated significantly positive 
correlations with each other (F1–F2: rs = .38, p < .001; F2–F3: rs = .16, p = .001; F1–F3: rs = .22, 
p < .001).

Internal Consistency

Internal consistency was assessed using McDonald’s omega coefficient, which is a more flexible and 
general measure of reliability compared to Cronbach’s alpha, especially for multidimensional scales 
with unequal factor loadings (Watkins, 2017). The omega value for the total scale was .75. This value 
increased slightly to .76 when items referring to forced marriage and debt bondage were deleted. 
However, both items were retained, as the increase was minimal and they contributed to a three-item 
factor. Omega values for the three factors or subscales were .77, .70, and .53, respectively; for reference, 
please note that alpha values were .76 for the scale, and .77, .69, and .51 for the three factors. Although 
there are no universally accepted benchmarks for interpreting omega, Reise et al. (2013) suggest that 
a value greater than .50 is acceptable, with values closer to .75 being preferred. Additionally, the mean 
inter-item correlation coefficients for the total scale (rs = .21) and each factor (rs = .44 for F1, rs = .34 
for F2, rs = .26 for F3) fell within the .15 to .50 range recommended by Clark and Watson (1995). 
Item – total correlations were examined to ensure that only parsimonious, functional, and internally 
consistent items were retained (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). All corrected item – total correlations 
for F1 and F2 exceeded the .30 threshold commonly used for potential item deletion (Boateng et al., 
2018), while two items in F3 had values below .30.

Multidimensionality alone does not guarantee that subscales provide meaningful, reliable informa
tion about distinct subdomains that differ from the general construct (Reise et al., 2013). In fact, the 
aggregate total test score might be a better predictor of an individual’s true score on a subscale than the 
observed subscale score itself. To assess the appropriateness of reporting subscale scores, we followed 
Haberman’s (2008) procedure, calculating the proportional reduction in mean squared error based on 
total scores (PRMSETOT = .42, .32, and .26 for F1, F2, and F3, respectively) and comparing these with 
the proportional reduction in mean squared error based on subscale scores (PRMSES = .77, .70, and .55 
for F1, F2, and F3, respectively). The higher PRMSES values for each factor compared to PRMSETOT 
suggest that subscale scores provide a more accurate estimate of an individual’s true score on each 
subscale (Reise et al., 2013).

Convergent Validity

The total score on the THEMIS demonstrated strong, statistically significant correlations with the 
HTMS (rs = .67), the vignette credibility question (rs = −.28), and the vignette responsibility question 
(rs = .31), all with p-values < .001.

Table 2. Item Loadings from the Exploratory Factor 
Analysis of the THEMIS.

Item F1 F2 F3

Q14 .76
Q21 .74
Q24 .57
Q12 .55
Q17 .53
Q20 .82
Q15 .62
Q6 .46
Q19 .45
Q3 .74
Q22 .45
Q13 .32
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The three-correlated-factor model was evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis with maximum 
likelihood estimation. Model fit was assessed using absolute fit indices (normed Chi-square [χ2/df], 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual [SRMR]), parsimony-adjusted indices (Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation [RMSEA]), and incremental fit indices (Tucker-Lewis Index [TLI] and 
Bentler Comparative Fit Index [CFI]). Good model fit was indicated by χ2/df < 2 (Carmines & 
McIver, 1981); SRMR < .08, RMSEA ≤ .06, and TLI and CFI > .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). All fit indices 
in our CFA met these criteria: χ2/df = 1.38, SRMR = .04, RMSEA = .04 [CL90 .01 to .07], TLI = .98, and 
CFI = .98.

Discussion

Despite the ubiquity and impact of human trafficking, no scale with appropriately reported psycho
metric properties has, to date, been available to measure erroneous beliefs about the phenomenon. The 
present study aimed to address this gap through the development and preliminary validation of the 
THEMIS. Unlike previous attempts, the THEMIS is grounded in a review of myths identified by 
individuals and organizations with exceptional expertise in the field. Their involvement was crucial in 
the proposal and refinement of the initial 25 items, ensuring content validity – the extent to which 
a measure adequately captures the domain of interest (Hinkin, 1995).

Our Hypothesis 1 posited that a substantial portion of our sample would endorse each of the 25 
items. This was only partly true, as seven items – particularly those restricting HT to certain countries 
or to women and children – were endorsed by fewer than one in ten respondents. This may reflect the 
impact of recent awareness campaigns, such as the #EndItMovement (End It Movement, n.d.) in 2012, 
Hidden in Plain Sight (Polaris, n.d.) in 2016 in the United States, or Look Closer (The Children’s 
Society, n.d.) in 2017 in the United Kingdom, to name a few.

Contrary to our Hypothesis 2, females in the sample did not exhibit lower endorsement of HT 
myths compared to males. However, our point of reference was studies in which sex trafficking 
featured prominently – and given that females constitute the overwhelming majority of victims in that 
domain (Allan et al., 2023), gender differences in interest and knowledge may be more pronounced in 
contexts where sex trafficking is the focus than in other domains of HT where the distribution across 
genders is more balanced.

Convergent validity was assessed by comparing THEMIS scores with existing measures related to 
beliefs about HT. Supporting our Hypothesis 3, participants with higher scores on the THEMIS also 
demonstrated higher scores on the HTMS. Notably, individuals with stronger endorsement of HT 
myths were more likely to perceive the atypical vignette as lacking credibility as a case of HT and to 
attribute at least partial responsibility to the victim – replicating Cunningham and Cromer’s (2016) 
findings.

Hypothesis 4, which suggested a clean factor structure would emerge through EFA and be validated 
with CFA, was also supported. Our exploration of construct validity through EFA revealed three 
potential factors. Factor 1 comprises five items related to contexts in which individuals may become 
victims (e.g., own country, uneducated communities, undocumented migrants, people unknown to 
traffickers). The fifth item, “illegal industries,” is more open to interpretation. Factor 2 includes four 
items relating to elements in the UN definition of HT: act (transportation across borders), means 
(physical force), and purpose (sex or prostitution; commercial enterprises). Finally, Factor 3 contains 
three items reflecting atypical HT scenarios (e.g., forced marriage, debt bondage, and child soldiers). 
Statistical analyses demonstrated that each subscale provided more accurate information about its 
respective subdomain than the total scale. Reliability of the overall scale was appropriate, as measured 
with McDonald’s omega, as was the reliability of Factors 1 and 2. However, the reliability of Factor 3 
was low, which challenges its applicability as a stand-alone subscale until further development – even 
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though the small number of items in this factor is known to affect reliability statistics (Cortina, 1993). 
Confirmatory factor analysis supported the three-factor model with correlated factors.

In balancing statistical rigor with theoretical and practical relevance, we carefully considered 
whether items that did not meet psychometric inclusion criteria should be entirely excluded from 
future research. For example, the item “Forced begging is different from human trafficking” did not 
meet the statistical thresholds for inclusion – such as low communalities or cross-loadings – yet was 
endorsed as true by nearly 25% of respondents and has been recognized by several anti-trafficking 
organizations as a prevalent myth. Excluding such items solely on statistical grounds risks overlooking 
content that may be highly relevant in applied settings, particularly for public education and awareness 
campaigns. Therefore, we propose a two-tiered structure for the THEMIS scale. The first tier 
comprises 12 items that meet robust psychometric standards and together provide a quantitative 
measure of belief in human trafficking myths. The second tier includes an additional set of items that, 
while not contributing to the overall score, may still offer valuable qualitative or exploratory insights 
and can be used optionally in contexts where capturing a broader range of misconceptions is desirable. 
The final version of the tool, including reversed items, is provided in Appendix 2.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although our sample approximated the regional and age distribution of the general adult population in 
the United Kingdom, it represents a snapshot of beliefs that may be influenced by social and legal 
changes over time. Indeed, it might be expected that younger and older respondents would exhibit 
differing levels of social sensitivity or political views on the issue, although the few significant age- 
related differences we observed do not provide a clear pattern. Future studies should explore the 
development and evolution of misconceptions about HT to gain a deeper understanding of the factors 
involved. Similarly, due to practical considerations, our study did not collect data on the participants’ 
ethnicity, profession or education. Given the relevance of myths about human trafficking in certain 
fields, studies focused on specific populations such as healthcare, law enforcement, or social services 
professionals – as well as people from different ethnic backgrounds – could provide valuable insights.

The language of the THEMIS items was considered clear and understandable by the experts 
consulted and the participants in the pilot study. However, their personal experiences and academic 
backgrounds may have enabled them to better understand terms that might not be as clear to a portion 
of the general population. Additionally, the use of categorical expressions like “all” or “only” may 
encourage cautious responses, despite the broad range of answer options available.

In the introduction, we referenced the legal language used in different jurisdictions, which may 
have influenced participants’ responses. Different results might have emerged had our items used the 
term modern slavery instead of human trafficking, as the laws in the jurisdiction where our participants 
reside specifically link the latter term to the movement of people. This issue warrants further 
exploration, and any application of the THEMIS outside of England and Wales should consider 
whether adapting the terminology (beyond simple linguistic translation) is necessary.

We would like to highlight the limited availability of instruments with which to compare the results 
of the THEMIS. As mentioned in the introduction, the HTMS presents significant methodological 
issues that limit its applicability, while the STAS focuses on a specific aspect of HT – in fact, four of the 
five items in the knowledge subscale include the term “sex industry.” The use of a vignette allowed us 
to provide additional evidence of validity, but future studies could employ alternative approaches, 
including qualitative data collection. Also, the pattern of ceiling and floor effects suggests the scale may 
be less sensitive in groups with higher baseline knowledge, and future revisions could look at revising 
these items or using item response theory to improve discrimination.

We believe it is particularly interesting to explore the parallels between HT myths and studies 
on the effects of rape myths (e.g., Li et al., 2025), child sexual abuse myths (e.g., Capaldi et al., 
2024), and prostitution myths (e.g., Strathdee et al., 2015). For instance, White et al. (2024) 
demonstrated a negative relationship between the endorsement of rape myths and perceptions 
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of social movements advocating for female survivors of sexual assault, while Denne et al. (2023) 
provided evidence that adherence to child sexual abuse myths can influence the outcome of 
criminal cases. In this context, results from Aosved and Long (2006) are noteworthy, as they 
demonstrated the existence of interrelations between various “oppressive belief systems” (p. 481), 
such as rape myth acceptance, sexism, racism, homophobia, classism, ageism, and religious 
intolerance.

The THEMIS scale was developed based on the UN definition of human trafficking, which 
encompasses various forms of exploitation, including both sex and labor trafficking. Measuring knowl
edge and beliefs about these forms within a single instrument is justified by the fact that many widely 
held myths – such as those concerning movement, coercion, or victim characteristics – are common to 
multiple types of trafficking and reflect general misconceptions about the phenomenon as a whole. 
A unified approach also aligns with the way public discourse and awareness campaigns typically address 
trafficking, and helps identify overarching knowledge gaps. At the same time, we acknowledge that sex 
and labor trafficking often involve distinct dynamics, offenders, and social narratives (Efrat, 2015), and 
that measuring them separately may be necessary in certain contexts – particularly when examining 
specific stereotypes, informing targeted interventions, or evaluating specialized training programs.

The availability of psychometrically robust measurement tools is crucial for the credibility of research 
and for garnering support for initiatives aimed at addressing key issues. In this context, THEMIS 
provides a solid foundation for both future research and practical interventions. A priority, initially, is to 
assess the presence of trafficking myths among professionals most likely to interact with victims – such 
as law enforcement, healthcare personnel, and social workers – and to examine how these beliefs may 
affect victim identification and support. However, the assessment of trafficking myths should also 
extend to the general population, which plays a critical role in shaping public discourse, supporting 
evidence-based policies, and contributing to the early identification of victims. A public understanding 
grounded in evidence, rather than driven by sensationalism or vested interests, may contribute to 
a public health approach that goes beyond interventions designed to alter the behaviors and outcomes 
of at-risk individuals, shifting attention toward broader structural drivers such as financial hardship, 
limited access to economic opportunity, unequal gender dynamics, marginalization, and exploitative 
market pressures (Such et al., 2020). THEMIS can help establish baseline data, guide the development of 
targeted professional training and public education campaigns, and evaluate their effectiveness. 
Furthermore, future studies can explore the relationship between HT myths and the oppressive belief 
systems identified by Aosved and Long (2006) and others – and how these systems may be shaped by 
modern forms of communication, such as social media (Thulin et al., 2024). Understanding these 
aspects is crucial for informing awareness campaigns and interventions aimed at facilitating the 
identification of human trafficking and providing better support to victims.
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Appendix 1. Vignette Used in The Study

Jack, a 10-year-old boy from England, was forced by his parents to work in a warehouse about 40 miles from 
his home, run by a self-proclaimed religious organization they fervently supported. Framed as a service to the 
faith, this arrangement required Jack to leave home and live in the warehouse alongside other children, all of 
whom endured similar conditions. Jack’s days were consumed by 16-hour shifts packaging goods and preparing 
shipments under unsafe and unhygienic conditions. Meals were sparse and of poor quality, and the living 
quarters—cramped and cold—offered little privacy or respite. There were no opportunities for education or 
recreation, and medical care was unavailable despite frequent injuries and illnesses among the children. For 
seven years, Jack remained in this environment. He did not attempt to escape, even though there were no 
physical restrictions on his movements. During the final two years, he was paid £20 a week to act as 
a supervisor for the other children. Jack’s work at the warehouse ended when an investigation by HM 
Revenue and Customs (HMRC) uncovered the organization’s activities, leading to the dismantling of its 
operations.

Appendix 2. Trafficking and Human Exploitation Myths Identification Scale (THEMIS)

Part 1

(1) People are never trafficked in their own country (F1)
(2) Human trafficking always involves physical force, kidnapping, or restraining (F2)
(3) Human trafficking only happens in poor uneducated communities (F1)
(4) Forced marriage is different from human trafficking (F3)
(5) Human trafficking does not always involve sex or prostitution * (F2)
(6) All human trafficking victims are undocumented migrants (F1)
(7) Some human trafficking situations do not involve commercial enterprises, companies, or businesses * (F2)
(8) Debt bondage is a form of human trafficking * (F3)
(9) Traffickers only target people they do not know (F1)

(10) Human trafficking always involves the movement or transportation of people across borders (F2)
(11) The situation of child soldiers cannot be described as human trafficking (F3)
(12) Human trafficking only happens in illegal or underground industries (F1)

Part 2

(1) Victims of human trafficking will seek help as soon as they have the opportunity
(2) All human trafficking situations involve organized crime
(3) Normal-appearing, well-educated, middle-class people are not trafficked
(4) A person receiving payment for commercial sex or labor cannot be a victim of traffic
(5) If the trafficked person consented to their initial situation, it is not human trafficking
(6) Forced begging is different from human trafficking
(7) Human trafficking is another term for smuggling or paying someone to cross the border illegally
(8) Human trafficking only involves females
(9) Human trafficking does not include domestic servitude cases

(10) Human trafficking involves only children
(11) All commercial sex is human trafficking
(12) Human trafficking does not happen in this country
(13) Human trafficking only happens in developing countries

NOTES:
(*) reversed items
F1: factor 1; F2: factor 2; F3: factor 3
Scoring: 1 = definitely false; 2 = mostly false; 3 = probably false; 4 = probably true; 5 = mostly true; 6 = definitely 

true.
Total score in THEMIS is the sum of scores in the 12 Part 1 items.
Greater total score reflects greater acceptance of human trafficking myths.
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