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FFOREWORD 

As the former Acting Executive Associate Director for Homeland 

Security Investigations (HSI), I served as the highest authority within HSI, 

responsible for enforcing 400+ criminal laws and regulations including 

cybercrimes, financial crimes, human trafficking, customs and trade fraud, 

intellectual property theft, immigration and document fraud, weapons smuggling, 

military technology export enforcement, weapons and narcotics smuggling, and 

counterterrorism. 

Among the numerous leadership positions held throughout my career, 

I served as the Special Agent in Charge of the HSI Miami, Florida office, where 

Dr. Katariina Rosenblatt was first introduced to our South Florida Human 

Trafficking Task Force. It is there that our paths first crossed, seeking assistance 

from the task force as a victim of human trafficking.  Years later, as a 

survivor,  she continues her relationship with law enforcement as she provides 

support to others who have experienced the horrors of human trafficking so that 

they, too, can become survivors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Dr. Kat has endured darkness and emerged stronger. Her story of survival is 

surpassed only by her continued dedication to helping others. She has proven her 

strength, endurance, and compassion. Her courage to come forward and work 

with law enforcement has proven invaluable in preventing further victimization 

of herself and countless other victims. 

 

-- Alysa D. Erichs, Retired Acting Executive Associate Director for Homeland 

Security Investigations (HSI). 

 

Alysa D. Erichs retired as the Acting Executive Associate Director for 

Homeland Security Investigations (HSI) in 2020.  As the most significant 

investigative component within the Department of Homeland Security, HSI’s 

investigative and enforcement initiatives and operations target cross-border 

criminal organizations that exploit America's legitimate trade, travel, financial, 

and immigration systems for their illicit purposes.  HSI comprises more than 

8,700 positions, including special agents, criminal analysts, and mission support 

personnel assigned to 30 Special Agent in Charge (SAC) offices in over 235 

cities throughout the United States, and 90 overseas locations in 50 countries. 
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A u t h o r e d  b y :  K a t a r i i n a  R o s e n b l a t t ,  

P h . D .  a n d  S a r a h  H a l l ,  P h . D .  
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�  T h e  H i s t o r y  o f  A n t i - Tr a f f i c k i n g  Wo r k  a n d  
Vi c t i m  S e r v i c e s   

�  O r i g i n s  o f  H u m a n  Tr a f f i c k i n g  L a w s  i n  t h e  U. S .  
a n d  t h e  U. K .  
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A p p r o a c h   

 

“If the Slave Trade be indeed the foulest blot that ever stained our national 

character, you will not deem your representative to have been unworthily 

employed, in having been among the foremost in wiping it away,” William 

Wilberforce, Esq. (1807) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

11 

IIntroduction 
 
Human trafficking has been around for as long as there have been power 
dynamics, inequality, and injustice. It is fueled by greed and exploitative 
practices, and societal push and pull factors, such as poverty and disadvantage. 
Human trafficking is where these dynamics intersect, creating an opportunity for 
exploitation (Brown & Barrett, 2002; Stead, 1885; O’Connell Davidson, 2005; 
Ennew, 1986). 
 

Targeted Individuals + Targeted Opportunity = Exploitation 
When targeted individuals encounter opportunists in society, the 

perfect scenario is created for exploitation (Gillian, Lawrence, & Ragonese, 
2017).  Sadly, the exploitation and trafficking of people is nothing new. Such 
crimes may have had different names and varying understandings historically. 
Still, the perpetrators of these crimes have been consistently present within 
communities, and they continue to victimize and abuse people across the globe 
(Hanson et al., 2019). 

Exploitation exists within the ‘movement’, the anti-trafficking 
movement. When anti-trafficking organizations invite survivors to speak, train, 
or consult without offering just and fair compensation, they are exploiting 
survivors. When survivors run grassroots nonprofit organizations and can barely 
live off the minimum wage, they scrape together to get by, making the most 
significant impact on survivors and the movement. In contrast, organizations 
with million-dollar budgets without lived experiences garner all the resources for 
themselves; those who knowingly allow survivors to struggle without engaging 
them in meaningful leadership opportunities are ‘prostituting the movement’. 
When government funding is tailored to those who maintain the status quo in 
systematic financing, making access to funding inequitable, there is something 
wrong with how things are being done. Though this is something not commonly 
discussed, it needs to be addressed. Survivors of human trafficking contribute to 
this work to help advance its perspectives. However, the survivor’s voice is often 
ignored or unwelcome. It has been made known that survivors are frequently put 
into a box when asked to join national or even international survivor leader 
councils. Then, they are once again oppressed when they raise an opinion against 
the majority (Nagy, 2023). 

It proves that even in the writing of this book, there has been 
exploitation. When the initial publisher made known to key individuals within 
its publishing house that a survivor was writing this book, attempts were made to 
subvert this project and re-exploit the intellectual property of this manuscript 
and its authors. To date, there have been three unsuccessful attempts to exploit 
the intellectual property of the manuscript you are reading now. 

Throughout this book, the survivor's voice will be present. This voice 
will provide insight into ways to avoid exploiting others within the movement 
and helpful practices to assist in moving the movement forward. 
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The History of Anti-Trafficking Work and Victim Services 
 

The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons (Palermo Protocol) provided the internationally 
recognized definition of human trafficking (Office to Monitor and Combat 
Trafficking in Persons, 2022):  

Trafficking in persons shall mean the recruitment, transportation, 
transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, using the threat or use of 
force or other forms of coercion, abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
abuse of power or a position of vulnerability or the giving or receiving 
of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control of another person, for exploitation. Exploitation shall include, 
at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or 
practices similar to slavery, servitude or removal of organs (United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2004). 
The UNODC Global Report on Trafficking in Persons is the 

clearinghouse for global reporting as mandated by the UN General Assembly in 
2009 (Office on Drugs and Crime, 2023). Their most recent report indicates 
that the measure of trafficking is as high as two victims per 100,000 people 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022). Meanwhile, the global 
conviction rate of traffickers in 2022 was just 5,600 (Statista Research 
Department, 2024).  

In 2021, there were only 1,672 persons federally prosecuted for human 
trafficking within the United States and 1,657 who were in state prisons on 
trafficking-related offenses (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2023). Based on the 
Combat Human Trafficking Act of 2015 (CHTA) (34 U.S.C. § 20709(e)), 
federal agencies receiving grants are required to report their findings to the BJA 
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021). Countries listed in the UNODC report 
attribute the lack of prosecutions to inadequate legislation and the need to 
collaborate on harmonious legal definitions, procedures, and cooperation among 
all levels (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022). 

These trends indicate more potential cases than adequate systems to 
handle them. With a lack of collaboration and appropriate mechanisms in place 
to effectively and adequately deal with trafficking, the victims and survivors of 
this crime are falling through the cracks of justice. Because there is an increase in 
knowledge, most victims of human trafficking are now able to self-identify. The 
most recent UNODC report indicates that most victims are “self-rescued” 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022). Therefore, proactive 
education is leading to greater identification, with most global cases being 
brought to law enforcement by victims who have managed to ‘self-extract’ or exit 
exploitation on their own (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022). 
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(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022) 

 
TTerms Defined 
 With the anti-trafficking movement constantly changing and 
improving, terms and definitions can change along with it.  In the early years of 
anti-trafficking work, before the passing of the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Act (TVPA) in 2000 (U.S. Department of State, 2022) (Manoj, 2020), the 
focus was on international victims of human trafficking. Trafficking was initially 
thought to have only occurred outside of the United States, and only to foreign-
born citizens. However, after the passage of the TVPA in 2000 (Office to 
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2021), there were legal protections 
added for all survivors. This new federal law, in turn, provided for greater public 
awareness, which led to many more cases being identified within the United 
States. Most tips to law enforcement came from the public (U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2024). People began to realize that not only was trafficking 
happening in the United States, but that it was also happening to United States 
citizens.  

The problem became harder to solve as the nuances of domestic minor 
sex trafficking in the United States became much harder to quantify.  Foreign-
born trafficking survivors were different from U.S. survivors; they were given 
legal immigration status in return for cooperating with law enforcement in the 
prosecution of their traffickers. This then allowed them to stay within the 
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United States (Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2024). This also allowed service 
providers to quantify the number of potential victims who underwent 
certification. One agency, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
streamlined the certification process. However, even with these added benefits, 
many visas went unused. Since 2000, the U.S. government has made 5,000 T-
Visas available to trafficking survivors. However, fewer than 2,000 of those visas 
have been used annually since the TVPA’s inception in the year 2000 
(Betancourt, 2022). 
 When the issue of U.S. citizens being trafficked and recovered within 
U.S. borders was discovered, that began a new dynamic within the U.S. anti-
trafficking movement. This issue also became known in other countries, 
identifying that trafficking was occurring within their borders and involving their 
citizens. Trafficking within the borders of a person’s country of origin is 
considered domestic trafficking (Greenbaum, Kaplan, & Young, 2023).  

According to The National Center for Missing and Exploited 
Children (NCMEC), the term “child sex trafficking” can be defined 
as: A form of child abuse that occurs when a child under 18 is 
advertised, solicited, or exploited through a commercial sex act. A 
commercial sex act is the exchange of anything of value, such as money, 
drugs, or a place to stay, in exchange for some form of sexual activity 
(National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, 2023). 
The domestic trafficking of children has come to have more definite 

terms. Domestic Minor Sex Trafficking (DMST) is a term used to identify U.S. 
children who are trafficked within U.S. borders. A synonymous term is 
Commercially Sexually Exploited Children (CSEC), which identifies children up 
to the age of 18, and Commercially Sexually Exploited Youth (CSEY) for youth 
who have been exploited between the ages of 18 and 24.   
 As the movement moved forward, service providers worked to help this 
nuanced population of domestic trafficking victims and survivors. Not needing 
to certify domestic survivors to provide services to them, understanding the 
scope of the problem became more complicated. Reporting was no longer 
standardized, nor required to go through the Department of Health and Human 
Services, which had previously certified survivors. Further, cooperation with law 
enforcement was no longer needed to receive services.  
 Most funding initially went to those agencies that could identify 
survivors and quantify the need for services. With many CSEC survivors living in 
foster care placements, quantifiable numbers of survivors were identified. Juvenile 
detention facilities also began accepting the fact that many unidentified survivors 
of human trafficking existed among their populations. Up to the point of 
providing funding, it had been a common practice throughout the U.S. to arrest 
minors on the offense of prostitution, notwithstanding that they were victims 
and nonconsenting to the act or crime of commercial sex. No U.S. state has an 
age of consent for sex below the age of 16. However, the majority of states still 
criminalize children as young as thirteen who are victims of sex trafficking 
(Human Trafficking Search, 2018).  
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At the time of the making of the TVPA, the anti-trafficking movement 
was not as concerned with ‘community kids’ (those who still lived at home), or 
with U.S. adults who might have been trafficked. The focus was on foreign-born 
citizens and slowly shifted to the systems of care, where the number of survivors 
could more easily be identified and quantified, such as in foster care. 
 The focus in the United States between 2005 and 2015 shifted from 
primarily foreign-born citizens who had been trafficked to the United States to 
United States citizens who were being trafficked within U.S. borders. However, 
it became increasingly complex to maintain safety and connection with survivors 
once they were identified. Many survivors ran from their foster care and group 
homes; some ran back to their traffickers. Prosecutions once again became 
increasingly difficult for law enforcement. The need for newer, safer homes in 
foster care emerged, and providing a safe harbor for child survivors of sex 
trafficking as an alternative to arresting them became a focus.  
 As time went on, several states adopted a safe harbor law, but lacked 
funding for therapeutic foster homes, and instead began detaining child victims 
in mental health facilities or charging them with other crimes and then turning 
them back onto the streets with either a criminal record or a mental health 
diagnosis. However, since United States citizens were not required to work with 
law enforcement on their trafficking cases to receive benefits, unlike foreign-born 
survivors, many CSEC and CSEY were given lesser priority in the services that 
were being offered.  
 Victim Services operated this way due to the way it was set up. The 
old way of dealing with crime victim cases centered around the victim. When a 
crime occurred, the police interviewed the victim, cooperatively conveying the 
facts of the case. Then, the victim was asked to testify, which they usually did 
willingly because they wanted to see justice. The perpetrator of the crime was 
then arrested based on corroborating evidence and victim-witness testimony.  

However, with human trafficking cases, specifically CSEC/CSEY, law 
enforcement efforts became increasingly frustrated by the nuances of dealing 
with child and youth victims of human trafficking. These survivors were not like 
any other survivors of crime. To add fuel to the fire, many CSEC/CSEY victims 
did not see themselves as having been the victims of a crime. Many survivors at 
the time of recovery from human trafficking felt resentment for being arrested 
instead of what they were expected to feel, grateful for being ‘rescued’.  To avoid 
further repudiation by their trafficker upon release, many child victims claimed 
to be there of their own volition. This was a nuance that baffled law enforcement 
and the anti-trafficking community. In addition, many of these minors who were 
being arrested were being charged with adult-related crimes that were part of 
their trafficking experiences. Sadly, this practice carried over to U.S. adult victims 
who were also being accused of the criminal misdeeds of their traffickers.  
 For minors, survivors who were able to remain in safe housing were 
more accessible to law enforcement for follow-up on their cases. However, those 
who were not court-ordered or in the care of the system required much more 
finesse to work with. Because community children were not required to do 
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anything by anyone, once they were identified, many providers who lacked 
understanding gave up on trying to help them. That enabled more significant 
opportunities for traffickers to exploit or re-exploit them because there were no 
mechanisms in place to hold perpetrators accountable or offer tangible services 
to these survivors.  

The U.S. became proficient in identifying the perpetrators; however, 
providers lacked the understanding to gain cooperation among survivors and 
those within the community. As social service providers aimed to serve those 
who were victims of human trafficking, law enforcement still believed that 
trafficking survivors should be called upon to cooperate with the investigation 
and testify in court. Because many of these practices were so outdated and 
ineffective in the anti-trafficking space, agencies began to work in silos. There 
was an unhappy marriage between the two, prosecution and service provision. 
Soon, there was a great divide. All were well-meaning agencies, but with very 
different goals. As a result, there was a lack of information sharing and trust 
among those who should have been partners.  

As law enforcement pushed for cooperation, many in the social services 
space began enforcing a sense of protectiveness over survivors and pushed back 
against cooperation with law enforcement agencies. Some of this may have been 
carried over from the time in the movement when foreign-born survivors had 
been improperly identified as being ‘illegal aliens’ and thus deported, or when 
U.S. victims were being unjustly arrested for crimes committed by their 
perpetrators or for just being caught in ‘prostitution’. This caused many 
providers to lack trust in the collaboration process. The movement continued to 
do what it could to bring greater punishment to perpetrators and buyers who 
fueled the demand.  

Another nuance in anti-trafficking in the U.S. was dealing with extra-
familial trafficking, that is, trafficking that occurred outside of the home. The 
United States had become proficient in dealing with traffickers outside the 
house. With this focus, however, there was a lack of knowledge in identifying or 
working with intra-familial trafficking. 

However, in some states within the United States, child abuse hotlines 
are limited to dealing with abuse calls from within the home and have 
insufficient safeguards in place for protecting children who experience trafficking 
by perpetrators who are outside of the home. No one state has gotten it down 
perfectly, and with the high turnover of staff dealing with abuse and trafficking, 
there is a constant need for training new people who have never even heard of 
human trafficking. 

Sadly, many in the field have ‘burned out’ trying to help CSEC/CSEY 
survivors because it takes a special kind of person to work with this population 
of crime victims. Therefore, a lot more funding needs to be made for proper 
training and identification. Much funding has been made available for what can 
be done, and that is for prevention programs. The push for prevention is an 
essential and effective plan. However, there is more trafficking that has yet to be 
accounted for, such as family trafficking and community kids coming from 
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within the community, and who are still living at home. Many of these young 
people still need help, and their non-offending families are especially in need of 
services. Most of the time, community children do not require safe housing 
because there is no threat of danger within the home. There is a need, however, 
for effective programming in the lives of these children and their families. They 
are oftentimes left to deal with the effects of trafficking on their own. In many of 
these cases, the exploited youth’s parent (s) or caregiver(s) are not involved in the 
trafficking situation. They are left to muddle through systems on their own. 
Very few programs exist to help these families while still supporting the child. 
One agency in the U.S. is very effective, There Is Hope For Me (THFM). 
THFM works to help survivors and their families through a mental health, 
survivor-to-survivor peer support program. The effect of having a peer mentor 
and support person has led to a 95% success rate in survivors of CSEC/CSEY 
exiting the life of trafficking in the United States and staying out. In addition, 
THFM has aided in the successful prosecution of multiple traffickers without 
any survivors ever having to testify. It’s all in the way you build rapport with 
survivors. Having survivor leaders on hand to help bridge that gap is essential to 
good victim services for this population of crime victims. It’s about working 
smarter, not harder. 

 Even with such successes, there is still a great deal to learn about how 
to work with U.S. survivors of human trafficking effectively. There is also a 
much-needed collaboration model to allow both sides, law enforcement and 
social service providers, to work together in this space and provide the best 
possible outcomes for survivors of this crime and their families. 

 
TThe History of Human Trafficking Laws in the U.K. and the U.S. 
 The United Kingdom’s method may give the United States a strong 
example of a successful model for addressing human trafficking. Ivison Trust has 
been doing this type of work with families and parents of trafficked individuals 
for over a quarter of a century. Their work with community children and the 
homes they return to has been identified as a leading model in helping trafficked 
youths and their families stay connected and find supportive ways to deal with 
trafficking. 

The problem of understanding CSEY/CSEC is now a global problem. 
Sexually exploited girls were constructed as needing to make confident 
choices if the [commercial sexual exploitation] was to stop, such as 
recognizing what was happening to them, choosing to meet the social 
worker ‘halfway’ and co-operate with them, and choosing to disclose 
evidence to the police. The social workers understood that the choices 
the sexually exploited girls make determine how she is safeguarded 
(Lloyd, 2019).  
Understanding the issues surrounding youth who have been exploited 

within their own country is vastly different from that of victims who have been 
trafficked and transported into countries other than their own. While the 
experiences may be equally traumatic and similar, the method by which the 
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victims enter their trafficking situation varies dramatically. What many do not 
understand is that the fear of retaliation against their family or siblings is also 
prevalent among domestic survivors of trafficking. However, the functioning and 
mechanisms of the trafficking act may be different. Those who are trafficked 
internally and within borders are sometimes seen as being “unworthy” of services 
or support, because they are running away from those who are trying to help and 
instead are running back to those who hurt them, “voluntarily,” putting 
themselves back into the relationship with the trafficker. 

 
The U.K. Model 

Campaigning against slavery, in all its forms, has a long history within 
the United Kingdom. In the seventeenth century, politician and philanthropist 
William Wilberforce fought tirelessly to end slavery within the British Empire. 
Sadly, his words at the time may still resonate today: 
 “Though the storms have been raging for many years, instead of having 
ceased, it appears to be increasing in fury” (Wilberforce, 1807). 

Wilberforce’s commitment to this cause and abhorrence of slavery 
resulted in the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833. Not long after Wilberforce, 
William T Stead, a British journalist, published a series of articles in the Pall 
Mall Gazette entitled, “The Maiden Tribute to Modern Babylon” (Stead, 1885). 
In these articles, Stead reported that girls as young as 12 and 13 years old were 
being taken from villages and placed in brothels where they were sold to men for 
as little as £5. Men traveled from places such as Belgium to London to procure 
girls for sex. They came to London because the United Kingdom’s safeguarding 
laws at the time were less effective than those in their own countries. The reports 
caused a public outcry and were influential in changing the age of consent to 
sexual activity from 13 to 16 years old in the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 
1885 (U.K. Parliament, 1885). 

 
The U. S. Model 
 When the victim services movement began in the United States in 
1974 (Lee, 2019), it was mainly focused on prosecution; helping the victims of 
crime was a secondary priority. When the Department of Justice began to look at 
why successful prosecutions were not happening, they found that it was due to 
victims and witnesses being unwilling to cooperate because law enforcement did 
not treat them well. (Lee, 2019). This may still be part of the problem today, as 
to why victims are unwilling to cooperate and why there are few prosecutions of 
traffickers. In 2020, the U.S. only had an 89% conviction rate of just 163 
federal prosecutions of traffickers (Ecker, 2021). 
 In the U.S., more forms of trafficking have emerged, which also require 
more specialized training for law enforcement as well as prosecutors. The U.S. 
recognizes forced labor and sex trafficking as the two primary forms of 
trafficking in persons. (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 
2021). 
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FForced Labor: 
Sometimes also referred to as labor trafficking, it encompasses the 
range of activities involved when a person uses force, fraud, or 
coercion to exploit the labor or services of another person. 

Sex Trafficking:  
The range of activities involved when a trafficker uses force, fraud, 
or coercion to compel another person to engage in a commercial 
sex act or causes a child under the age of 18 to engage in a 
commercial sex act (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons, 2021).  

In 2017, the United Kingdom government described trafficking as: 
Human trafficking involves the recruitment or movement of people for 
exploitation by the use of threat, force, fraud, or the abuse of 
vulnerability. Trafficking is a crime that can occur across international 
borders or within a country. It often crosses multiple geographic and 
legal boundaries. (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 
2022). 
 
Child sexual exploitation was first defined in United Kingdom 

legislation in 2009 (Department for Children, Schools, and Families, 2009) and 
redefined by the Department for Education in 2017 (Department for Education, 
2017). It was only in 2015 that the term “child prostitution” was removed from 
all legislation in the U.K. and enacted in 2018 (U.K. Parliament, 2015). Then, 
the identification of CSEY was acknowledged in legislation as part of the 
Modern-Day Slavery Act (2015).  

Despite changes in legislation and numerous policies, inquiries, and 
guidance, the understanding and response to commercial sexual exploitation 
(CSE) and trafficking in the United Kingdom still has a considerable way to go. 
(Department for Education, 2017). 

In the U.K., the scale of child sexual exploitation was exposed in 2013, 
with the Rochdale case (Rochdale Borough Safeguarding Children Board, 2013). 
The public and the media were horrified that child sexual exploitation and 
trafficking of adolescent young people could have gone on for so long, seemingly 
under the noses of safeguarding professionals. The Office for the Children’s 
Commissioner conducted a two-year inquiry into CSE, focusing on CSE in gangs 
and groups. Definitions of CSE were formulated. (Berelowitz, Clifton, Firimin, 
Gulyurtlu, & Edwards, 2013), and the term ”child prostitute” was removed from 
legislation and guidance. Many inquiries, policies, and serious case reviews 
looked at what had gone wrong when responding to CSE.  It was found 
primarily due to a lack of multi-agency collaboration, poor information sharing, 
and young people not being safeguarded as they should have been.  

 
The Modern-Day Slavery Act in the U.K. 

Under section 52 of the Modern-Day Slavery Act (U.K. Parliament, 
2015), public authorities, such as the police and social services, have a “Duty to 
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Notify” relevant authorities of any individual who is suspected to be a victim of 
slavery or trafficking. This aims to improve the identification of victims, help 
build a more comprehensive picture of the nature and scale of modern slavery 
and bring in certain protections for the victims (e.g., repatriation or a “cooling 
off” period and temporary housing).  

Despite the intense scrutiny safeguarding services have been under 
when it comes to their response to CSE and trafficking, these crimes continue. 
Child protection systems that were not designed to respond to extra-familial 
harms, such as child sexual exploitation and criminal exploitation perpetrated by 
offenders outside the home, resulted in low conviction rates and a perpetual 
struggle for professionals working with exploited youth. Moreover, engaging 
such children can be challenging because of grooming and the distorted 
perspective it creates in the child’s thinking. Simultaneously, social constructions 
of sexually exploited and trafficked children and the fear many children live 
under mean that responding to CSE can be arduous work.  

In the United States, there are varying responses to children who have 
been trafficked. Many states were arresting minor victims of sex trafficking until 
states adopted the Safe Harbor law. However, many states still do not have this 
legislation and protection available to minor victims of sex trafficking.  

The problem stated by many in law enforcement is that they do not 
want to leave a minor in the hands of a trafficker and argue to have the discretion 
to use detention to remove them. Better solutions, such as a 72-hour detox at a 
non-locked-down facility, must be offered. Better laws that empower law 
enforcement with better solutions while protecting children from being locked 
up or charged with a crime when they have been victims.  
 In 2022, out of 25,000 children who were reported as runaways to 
NCMEC, 19,000 of them were victims of child exploitation. Out of those, 18% 
reportedly came through foster care. (National Center for Missing and Exploited 
Children, 2023). That leaves many children who are not in the foster care system 
but who are being exploited.  
 
The Acts, the Means, and the Purpose 

According to the 2022 TIP Report, the role of the TVPA can best be 
summed up as follows: 

The global community relies on the U.N. TIP Protocol for similarly 
defining parameters. Both laws surround the issue based upon the act 
of the culprit and not that of the victim. The United States TVPA and 
the U.N. TIP Protocol contain similar definitions of human 
trafficking. The elements of both definitions can be described using a 
three-element framework focused on the trafficker’s 1) acts; 2) means; 
and 3) purpose. All three elements are essential to form a human 
trafficking violation (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in 
Persons, 2022). 
In previous years, the definition of trafficking focused on people being 

moved across international borders. This understanding has evolved, and more 
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recently, it has become apparent that exploited young people are being trafficked 
internally. That is, they are being trafficked locally and within domestic borders. 
This can happen within neighborhoods, from street to street, town to town, or 
even house to house. There is no longer a requirement for there to be movement 
or transportation of a victim for that to qualify as trafficking. 
 The trafficking legislation in the United Kingdom concentrates on tthe 
Act, the Means, and the Purpose: 

 
(Ivison Trust, 2023) 

 
—The Act: What the offender has done or will do. This could include, for 
example, recruitment or the person's initial targeting, the person's harboring, 
waiting, or receiving a person in transit, and assisting with the person's 
movement. The offender(s) target young people and groom or recruit them for 
nefarious purposes.  
—The Means: The method of control. This could be through force, fear, 
manipulation, deception, or anything else that the offender has found to work 
with that person.  
—The Purpose: The reason for trafficking. It can be for any form of 
exploitation: sexual, forced labor or servitude, human organ harvesting, or 
criminal exploitation. The victim does not need to have been moved or to be in 
transit for trafficking to have taken place. All the factors of trafficking can be 
accomplished before the movement begins. It is one of the few crimes in the 
United Kingdom that can be prosecuted even if the actions were conducted 
outside of the territorial boundary. 
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Solutions and Collaboration 
Human trafficking is an issue that affects everybody, whether people 

know it or not. Once society begins to understand a problem, the public can 
engage. By providing education and awareness to the public, people will take 
personal responsibility for their community. That sense of responsibility will 
employ them to engage with everyone around them: waiters or waitresses, bus 
station workers, counter attendants, and hotel employees. The need is great, but 
the collective voice is even greater. Everyone has a part to play. It is time for 
everyone to get educated, spread awareness, engage in the fight, and do their part. 
That is how we begin to end modern-day slavery. 

 
The National Referral Mechanism 
 In the United Kingdom, there is a new solution that is aimed at giving 
agencies a mechanism in which to work together. In 2015, the National Referral 
Mechanism (NRM) (Gov.UK, 2024) was introduced, and this was extended to 
include all victims of modern slavery in England and Wales. Children do not 
have to consent to the NRM. The NRM, on one level, is a counting exercise, so 
the government can see how many children are being trafficked. Still, more so, it 
is a way of trying to protect young people who are being trafficked either 
internally within the United Kingdom or across international borders. The 
NRM provides investigative opportunities for the police. It also ensures that an 
exploited young person, who may have committed offenses, can use their NRM 
status as a defense in court. That they are part of the NRM process proves that 
there are concerns that the child has been trafficked and therefore committed 
crimes in the context of exploitation. 

The NRM is a process by which potential victims of trafficking are 
formally identified and offered temporary government funding in the 
UK. After receiving support, a person who has no other rights to live 
in the UK or wants to leave the UK will be supported to return to 
their country of origin. If a referred person is determined not to be a 
victim of trafficking and there are no other circumstances that would 
give them a right to live in the UK, they will be supported to return to 
their country of origin. (Office for Health Improvement and 
Disparities, 2022). 
 

Slavery and Trafficking Risk Order (STRO), and Slavery and Trafficking 
Protection Order (STPO)  
 These orders are designed to protect people who are believed to be at 
risk of trafficking and to put measures in place for offenders who are convicted 
of trafficking. To obtain an STRO, there must be a strong intelligence picture 
that evidences that the offender is planning to traffic a person. If there has been a 
conviction for trafficking already, then no further evidence is needed; it is just 
that this person poses a threat. Both orders create restrictions on the offender’s 
behavior. Failure to comply with those restrictions can result in further police 
and court action. 
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The act contains various proactive orders to prevent the offender from 
committing further offenses. Part Two of the Modern Slavery Act of 2015 
introduced two new civil orders designed to prevent the harm caused by slavery 
and human trafficking offenses: Slavery and Trafficking Prevention Orders 
(STPOs) and Slavery and Trafficking Risk Orders (STOs) (U.K. Parliament, 
2015). 
 The police, the National Crime Agency, immigration officers, and 
labor abuse prevention officers from the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse 
Authority can apply to a court for these orders, which allow the courts to place a 
range of restrictions on the behaviors and activities of a person who poses a risk 
of committing slavery or trafficking offenses. 
 
SSlavery and Trafficking Prevention Order 
 This order requires a qualifying offense; therefore, for it to be served, 
the offender must have already been found guilty of a trafficking offense. 
(Department for Education, 2021). To effectively combat human trafficking, 
collaboration among social service agencies and law enforcement must exist. As 
this crime grows, so must the efforts to expand knowledge sharing. “Combating 
human trafficking requires ongoing international communication and 
cooperation among law enforcement leaders” (Pittaro & Normore, 2016). 
 
Collaboration 
 By changing how we do things in the victim services profession, we can 
begin to understand that victims of this crime are allies. By understanding that 
victims of this crime are not to blame, space can be opened for survivors to have 
a voice, to aid in creating effective legislation, and to train in trauma-informed 
responses. By sharing information across agencies, service providers can begin to 
build a bridge to bring more outstanding victim services and support to other 
agencies.  
 When someone first learns about human trafficking, they become 
excited and want to make a difference. They then begin to take ownership of 
what they have become so passionate about. Ownership is good, learning 
something new is good; however, not sharing is not good. When people feel like 
they are the only ones in the world who are privy to their newfound knowledge, 
they begin to believe that they are the only ones in the world who can stop 
trafficking; that is how silos are formed.  
 However, something must be shared, cultivated, watered, nurtured, and 
spread for something to grow. If we keep the knowledge and enthusiasm to 
ourselves, we no longer work toward the greater good; we have become stagnant. 
“As law enforcement agencies and non-profit organizations tackle the widespread 
issue of human trafficking together, they also need to turn their focus from single 
crimes to crime syndicates.” (Parker & Gambill, 2021). Collaborating and 
building bridges together can accomplish the greater good for all.  
 
Conclusion 
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 A cultural shift of seismic proportions is necessary to adapt to this new 
way of dealing with trafficking. The amount of human trafficking existing in our 
world today is estimated to be 1 in every 185 persons alive, who are involved in 
some form of slavery. (Finance Against Slavery & Trafficking: Liechtenstein 
Initiative Financial Sector Commission on Modern Slavery and Human 
Trafficking, 2019). As a global community and as victim-serving professionals, 
we must do better.  

Case Study -Florida 
 Before the passage of the Florida Safe Harbor Act, (The Florida 
Senate, 2013), domestic minors in Florida were criminalized and penalized for 
being lured into sex trafficking. Before the passage of that bill, there was a 14-
year-old girl who was recruited into sex trafficking while walking home from her 
middle school. She was subsequently sold on the streets in West Palm Beach (a 
place where prostitution and trafficking occur). During a “prostitution sting,” 
she was arrested.  Because her pimp had told her what to say if she was arrested, 
and he dressed her up to appear older, she was booked on charges of 
prostitution. These charges followed her even after she was out of the life, and 
because of these charges, she could not obtain regular employment. That is, until 
she began her mentoring relationship with the non-profit, There Is Hope For 
Me. Her criminal record was expunged through the new laws in Florida 
protecting minors, and with the help of referral partners and pro bono attorneys. 
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IIntroduction 

This chapter discusses the various methods of recruitment into human 
trafficking. The grooming tactics used by traffickers to lure potential victims, 
and how traffickers falsely obtain trust and then use exploitative practices to take 
advantage of targeted people. The constant advances in online technology are 
paralleled by the new and increasing uses of technology that are fraught with the 
dangers of recruitment and the existence of exploitation on the World Wide 
Web. Traffickers will exploit every human being in any possible way they can. 
 The anti-trafficking community has previously focused on research 
that asked why someone was victimized by human trafficking. However, this 
focus keeps retraumatizing victims of human trafficking by constantly creating a 
separation between those who have been victimized (us) versus those who have 
not (them); the Us vs. Them mentality. 
 
Us vs. Them: The “Othering” of Survivors 
 A considerable amount of research focuses on the vulnerability factors 
that may cause someone to be targeted by traffickers. However, this focus caused 
an ‘othering’ effect on victims and survivors of this crime. Instead of an 
empowering perspective, the continuation of the ‘Us vs. Them’ phenomenon 
created an ‘othering’ perspective. The ‘othering’ happens even when a survivor 
leader shares their experience with an audience, or when a new survivor decides 
to share their expertise about trafficking for the very first time. Suddenly, the 
trafficking survivor is seen as someone out of the ordinary, as if what has 
happened is a rare occurrence. The trafficking survivor is often met with a look 
of shock at the details of their survival story. The general response comes as if 
those in public have never heard of such a thing or have ever gone through 
anything remotely close or similar.  
 The “othering” in anti-trafficking and professional settings implies 
that something must have gone wrong with this person, their family, or their 
environment for this to have happened to them. This faulty reasoning has led to 
the erroneous thinking: ‘That would never happen to my child!’ or ‘That could 
never happen to me!’  
 This kind of ‘US vs. THEM’ thinking is a disservice to the individuals 
who have been and who could potentially be exploited, as well as to their parents. 
As a result of this biased thinking, some parents may ignore the possibility of 
exploitation happening to their very own child, even by people in their very own 
inner circle, by people who are in their very own communities, or to their child 
when they are online. They carry on with life with an ‘Us vs. Them’ thinking 
that trafficking could never happen to them or in their own family, causing them 
to discount the warning signs that could be staring them in the face, at their 
dinner table.  
 All of this draws on the Just World Hypothesis (Lerner & Simmons, 
1966), which suggests that for society to stay sane and operate, it must believe 
that the world is a just and safe enough place. Of course, this is a delusion, but it 
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makes people feel protected. However, when something traumatic happens to a 
person, the world is suddenly not a just or safe place. To continue operating in 
the world and try to restore our delusion of a ‘Just World’, we place blame and 
internalize self-guilt. In other words, we blame ourselves by saying:  
 “If she/I had done something differently, this would not have 
happened to her/me”. 
 This thinking is extreme within rape narratives. For example, “If she 
(or I) hadn’t worn that short skirt, she (or I) would not have been raped”. This 
causes those who subscribe either consciously or subconsciously to the Just 
World Theory to victim blame and, for victims, to internalize self-blame. Either 
way, the focus is primarily on the victim’s actions, and the offenders are often 
absent because of this (Lamb & Malkin, 1986). 
 All people have the potential to be trafficked, which is why society 
needs to be more distinct in its language and understanding. Trafficking is not an 
‘Us vs. Them’ problem. It is not about some people, not just those who are 
vulnerable, marginalized, disadvantaged, or outcasts. Society needs to shift the 
narrative and its thinking into understanding that everybody and anybody has the 
potential to be taken advantage of and exploited. If given the chance, traffickers 
will exploit you!  
 Those who have been exploited are not just some poor, downcast 
people in our society. By continuing this fault-finding approach, society 
continues to ostracize survivors. By shifting the focus onto the trafficker and the 
tactics that they use to exploit people, we become proactive, making sure the 
needs of the victims are met. As a result of this shift, we will become a more just 
society that is victim-serving, not victim-blaming. This is how we, as a society, 
change the dialogue. That is what we hope for in this chapter and this book. 
 
Understanding the Grooming Process 
 Traffickers are and always should be the focus of blame for their 
actions. Victims are not to be blamed. Traffickers target their victims. They 
scope them out and look for those they believe they can manipulate. Once they 
send a hook, they use it as a fishing line, for any information they can get to 
enter the victim’s lives and psyche. Once inside, they’ll lie to their victim, 
including complimenting them. Testing the waters to see what bait works. One 
of these common lies could be that they are an agent for a modeling company 
that wants to recruit the victim to be a model. The trafficker may offer their 
victim a false promise of employment or a ‘reward.’ This reward could include 
the needs that may be lacking in the victim’s life. For example, it may be a need 
for income or a place to stay. The trafficker will dangle that very need in front of 
their intended victim most enticingly until their victim is hooked.  
 Sometimes traffickers will create artificial needs that do not exist. For 
example, they may find a way into their victim’s life by buying expensive items or 
getting their victim addicted to a substance. If a person is already addicted to 
some substance or if the trafficker can get them hooked on a substance, then they 
will lure their prey in that way by offering them free drugs. Traffickers may also 
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look to see if their target is lacking social support (have they lost someone close 
to them, have they had a breakup, or has there been a recent suicide of a friend? 
Is there evidence of a conflict or some tension in the home?).  If there is, they 
will try to get into their targeted victim’s life by displaying a family-like or 
romantic relationship.  
 By examining: What does their target need? Their perpetrator will tap 
into that need. Once they find the opening, they’ll send in their bait. Once 
they’ve gotten them hooked, the trafficker goes on to isolate them. Then they 
create a social and emotional dependency on the trafficker to gain control over 
the victim. Once dependent, now, the intended victim is helpless against the 
traffickers and their schemes. The trafficker is too good at their game and knows 
all too well what it takes to entrap someone. These are con artists, con men, and 
con women who practice their craft of deception 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week. 
 In the U.K., the Sexual Offences Act, (UK Parliament, 2003) states 
that child grooming is only possible for a sexual purpose, i.e., commercial sexual 
exploitation. Of course, children can be groomed for criminal exploitation too, 
such as drug dealing and storing weapons. There is pressure in the U.K. to 
recognize these additional offenses in the legislation. The law states that: 
((1) A person aged 18 or over commits an offense if they have met or 
communicated with another person (aa minor) [[on one or more occasions]] and 
subsequently— 

(i) A person intentionally meets a minor, 
(ii) A person travels with the intention of meeting a minor in any part 
of the world  
(iii) A minor travels (arranged by the adult) with the intention of 

meeting an adult in any part of the world (UK Parliament, 2003).  
 

A Successful U.K. Example of Supporting Parents and Families 
 Ivison Trust is a national charity that works across England and Wales, 
supporting parents who have a child who is being exploited and trafficked by 
offenders, internal and external to the family. Various grooming models emerged 
over the past few decades to explain the process that offenders utilize to groom 
and exploit a child. In 2023, Ivison Trust designed a description of the 
grooming process to denote that grooming is not a linear process, but 
continuous. The following illustrates how offenders change their tactics to 
achieve their desired outcome: 
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(Ivison Trust, 2023) 

 
 Ivison Trust officially describes grooming as a process that "involves 
the offender building a relationship with a child, and sometimes with their wider 
family, gaining their trust and a position of power over the child, in preparation 
for abuse". Grooming can happen online, in organizations, or public places 
(known as street grooming). Ivison Trust explains how offenders identify or 
target children; this is important as it places the blame unequivocally on the 
offender, not on any perceived actions of the child.  
 Initially, the offender is nice to the child to get close to them. Once 
they gain the child’s trust, they set the context of the relationship. For example, 
they may ask the child for indecent images, but without sexual contact. The 
offender then starts to control the child by isolating the child from safe adults, so 
that they can exert maximum control.  
 Offenders want to have control over the child by introducing them to 
‘secrets’. Otherwise, the child might ‘tell’ on them, which the offender does not 
want to happen. A central element of the grooming process is manipulation, 
during which the offender fundamentally distorts the perspective of the child, 
making the child believe that they are essential and that they have a voice, and 
that everyone else does not want the child and the groomer to be in a 
relationship together. Essentially, the offender constructs the parents and 
safeguarding agencies as tthe enemy. The offender uses whatever methods 
necessary to control the child: fear, affection, threats, deceit, or coercion.  

 The groomer may change the context of the offending behavior, for 
example, using indecent images of the child and threatening to send their pictures 
to their parents if the child does not comply with the offender.  They confuse 
the child with love and affection mixed with abuse, control, and power, so much 
so that the child no longer relies on their instincts but rather on the offender for 
direction. The child may feel that there is no way out of the situation, which 
gives the offender a firm hold on the child. The child is then repeatedly abused, 
and the abuse gets worse.  
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 The initial method of control keeps changing; it can go from non-
contact to sexual contact offending. However, the offender aims to remain in 
power, manipulating their tactics to whatever works best for them. 

GGrooming Based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943): 

• Love & Belonging: Telling the targeted victim kind words and all the 
things they may not have heard at home. For example, telling them 
they are loved, have a place or someone to belong to, and are special. 
These legitimate needs are not the fault of anyone. However, how the 
trafficker expresses love and belonging is illegitimate. Legitimate words 
of affirmation and a sense of acceptance are not easily manipulated 
when they are given  (Chapman, 2009)..  By making the targeted victim 
feel like they belong to someone, the trafficker mirrors a family-like 
dynamic that may have been missing or longing for in the victim’s life. 
However, under no illusion, this tactic can also be effective for a child 
from a loving home.  
• Physiological Needs: Traffickers may initially meet the physiological 
needs of their victims in hopes of gaining their trust. Offering the 
targeted victim food (Rosenblatt K. , Trafficking in America , 2014), 
taking them to buy something to eat, offering them rest or a warm 
place to sleep, or shopping for clothes. These tactics often confuse the 
targeted victim because their tangible needs are being met. They may 
question how this person could be bad when they are actually ‘taking 
care of them’ or meeting their real and tangible needs.   
• Safety: Traffickers may offer the targeted victim emotional security 
or somebody to talk to. Initially, this gives them a false sense of safety 
and protection and a false belief that the trafficker will always be there 
for them. 
• Esteem: By using words of affirmation, they build up the targeted 
victim with a false sense of self, making the targeted victim increasingly 
dependent upon the trafficker for feelings of self-worth and self-
esteem. Initially, making the intended victim feel that they are seen and 
heard. Being in contact with their targeted victim 24 hours a day, 
traffickers create a dependency upon them. Doing things that meet the 
survivor’s emotional and self-esteem needs makes the victim feel 
valued. 
• Self-Actualization: Once the trafficker gains the potential victim’s 
trust, they give the targeted victim a job or some sense of importance 
or independence in life. The traffickers may even buy them expensive 
gifts or cell phones; things they may never have had before. They may 
also take them to places they may never have been exposed to. 
Additionally, they may pay for their victim’s grooming, such as hair 
and nails, to enhance the potential victim’s appearance, under pretenses, 
only later to be used in trafficking  (Chapman, 2009).. Traffickers may 
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also lure their victims in through false employment, false modeling, or 
earning some money from their perpetrators. Making the victim utterly 
dependent upon the trafficker to feel a sense of purpose or financial 
security in their life. Sometimes, this feeling is euphoric, to the point 
that victims see a betrayal by the trafficker as a betrayal against 
themselves.  

 Please remember it is not a crime to have these basic needs, and crime 
occurs when these basic needs are exploited. These needs may not have been met 
in a person’s life and are easily manipulated or artificially created by the trafficker 
as a way of controlling the victim. The goal of the trafficker is to have the victim 
become dependent on them. When all of this takes place, the trafficker’s work is 
done. Then, all the trafficker has to do is ‘ring the bell’ or tell the intended 
victim what to do, and the victim responds to the trafficker’s command. This 
conditioning process that traffickers use can be understood by examining 
Pavlov’s conditioning of dogs (Pavlov, 2013). 
 Young people are vulnerable mainly because of their age. Minors are 
still growing and developing, with little life experience or opportunity to mature. 
The offenders use these factors to their advantage. Understanding the tactics a 
trafficker uses and how a person gets recruited can help safeguard and protect 
vulnerable young people from the world of exploitation.  
 
Prevention 
 Prevention can start at home and in school. If a child or young person 
is brought up with strong social and emotional support and has been shown the 
differences between healthy and unhealthy love, it may afford them more 
protection. Unfortunately, even these positive factors in a child or young 
person’s life do not guarantee they are guaranteed to be immune from traffickers 
or that the trafficker’s tactics won’t work.  
 When a parent is struggling through domestic violence, addictions, 
mental health crises, poverty, or homelessness of their own, these parents will 
have a much harder time seeing a potential trafficking crisis that is in front of 
them, until it is too late. The average citizen going through such challenges needs 
all the support they can get because their life could change in the blink of an eye.  
 Please make no mistake about it, though, it is not the victim’s fault or 
the parent's fault when their child gets recruited. There have been young people 
who were recruited into sex trafficking as minors who came from very loving 
families with both parents in the home, living in affluent neighborhoods. In one 
case, both parents were in law enforcement, and their child still got exploited. 
How did their child get recruited? By their child having access to social media. 
What hook was used to enter this well-loved and well-taken care of child? The 
child wanted money and freedom from their strict parents. Traffickers will target 
those they can, and they will get away with whatever amount of exploitation they 
can get away with. Therefore, turning the blame onto the victim or their families 
won’t solve anything.  
 Attention must be turned to catching the traffickers and not to making 
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victims the central theme of the investigation. Indeed, it is not about victim 
blaming and shaming the victim. Putting the needs of victims equally, if not 
higher, than the need for an arrest. It’s time to work smarter, not harder. 
 
BBlame & Shame; Culture vs. Agency 
 Today, there is a surprising amount of victim blaming and shaming. 
Women and children are not believed, or they are blamed for being 
‘problematic’, or overly sexual. A young person’s sexual behavior is called into 
question once they become a victim of human trafficking or once they are 
recruited into sex trafficking.   
 We do not need to deny a young person’s agency – their ability to 
make choices, act, and think on their own behalf, while also addressing their 
recruitment. They can demonstrate agency, but that does not mean they are to 
blame for what happens. Their agency is being exerted in a manipulated and 
constrained context. Therefore, it is essential to separate agency from blame 
(Lloyd, 2019). 
 Because young people are seen acting with their conscience and agency, 
they are held accountable and responsible for what happens to them. However, 
children will forever be vulnerable, not only because they lack life experiences by 
which to gauge the choices, they make but also because their brains are still 
developing. For most young people, this means a limited ability to emotionally 
regulate, difficulty thinking long-term, and a desire for autonomy. All these 
factors create a ‘perfect storm’ that the trafficker will exploit.  
 Even talking to children about healthy versus unhealthy relationships 
may enable young people to avoid being tricked into unhealthy relationships. 
However, focusing only on the child or young person, their behavior, and the 
family does not stop other young people from being exploited. And it does not 
prevent the perpetrator from perpetrating this crime on some other young and 
unsuspecting individual. Educating them can prevent innocent children and 
young people from being lured into a false romantic relationship. Still, it may not 
safeguard and protect them from other unscrupulous tactics that traffickers use. 
 
Shifting the Focus 
 The constant focus on the vulnerability traits of people ignores the 
exploitative nature of the trafficker. Providers may blame promiscuity or family 
upbringing, which leaves people and families feeling ashamed. The victim-
blaming narratives that keep asking repeatedly why ‘she went back to the 
trafficker,’ assume the victim is to blame for the trafficking without examining 
the manipulative and coercive factors of the trafficker. All of these are incorrect 
assumptions and bad excuses for not being proactive and providing survivors and 
their families with the help they need. There needs to be greater education and 
greater compassion for survivors of this crime.  

When survivors are found recruiting other survivors, the judgment and 
misunderstanding continue. Many times, survivors who recruit others are put 
into a challenging position by the trafficker. Some traffickers may threaten or 
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entice victims; however, fear is a much more motivating factor than reward. More 
often than not, the traffickers will use force or threats of harm to the victim’s 
family or friends if they do not recruit others into trafficking for them. 
 
The Issue of Consent 
 In the U.K., much of our understanding of consent and young people 
stems from a medical model (Pearce, 2013). In the U.S., when looking at 
whether a child has a choice in consenting to trafficking, state laws usually look 
towards the federal anti-trafficking law, the Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
(The White House, 2021). This law states that trafficking occurs “When a 
person younger than 18 is used to perform a commercial sex act, it is a crime 
regardless of whether there is any force, fraud or coercion involved” (Office to 
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2022). 
 
Consent Model 
 A new social model of consent is needed when trying to better 
understand consent in the context of exploitation (Pearce, 2013). 

� Abused Consent –– When consent is no longer consensual.  
� Coerced Consent – When a survivor is groomed and manipulated into 

performing sex acts.  
� Normalized Consent – When society's norms and habits about sexual 

behavior contribute to the abuse and exploitation of others.  
� Survival Consent – When a survivor is in desperate need to sustain 

their life,  i.e., exchanging sex for a place to stay. 
� Condoned Consent – When practitioners willfully justify or fail to 

accurately recognize the presence of exploitation (Pearce, 2013).  
 The reason why many blame the victims of this crime is that they feel 
the victim may have received something of value from the commercial sexual 
exchange. The faulty thinking is that ‘if you got drugs in exchange for sex, then 
you got something out of it’. That faulty thinking is what many believe when 
they hear of an exchange of money for a sexual favor. However, this thinking is 
flawed because the issue is not black and white. The problem of consent is not 
discussed, the age of consent for sex is not considered, and the circumstances 
surrounding the exchange are not evaluated. The issue of consent and how it is 
derived can be a primary issue when understanding that there is exploitation. 
Also, there are different levels of exploitation as there are various levels of 
consent. 
 Much of society focuses on whom they can communicate with and 
control, the victim or the survivor. This has negated the responsibility of the 
trafficker and keeps reinforcing the victim-blaming culture. Trafficking survivors 
are not to blame for their involvement in the trafficking scheme. It is essential to 
examine what factors cause this debate over who is responsible and how to hold 
them accountable. It is critical to remember, however, that victims and survivors 
of any crime are never to blame and are never at fault. 
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TTargeted for Exploitation 
 People are targeted for trafficking, for various reasons, but primarily 
because a profiteer or a trafficker sees an opening in their lives through no fault 
of their own and chooses to exploit it. Traffickers only need one shot to enter 
the life of their victim. The trafficker may identify some basic needs like food, 
clothing, housing, a need for a job, or if they are experiencing poverty. They may 
also notice signs of low self-esteem, shame, prior abuse, or substance use.  
 Another enabling mechanism for trafficking is our social and media 
culture. An over-sexualized culture, therefore, minimizes the seriousness of 
commercial sex. With movies and music glamorizing the ‘pimp culture’, through 
such examples as ‘pimp my ride’, ‘pimp my house’, etc.; our society has become 
immune to and is a breeding ground for exploitation. 
 
Factors that enable trafficking to occur: 

1. Targets: Some similarities that exist among survivors that have 
been identified include - Prior abuse, poverty, lack of social 
support, lack of knowledge and education, age of innocence, being 
too trusting of others, lack of social skills, growing up in a 
sheltered environment *not all vulnerable people are abused or 
exploited. Sometimes targeted individuals just lack education 
about the issue or are naïve to it. They may also be lacking in self-
awareness or situational awareness. Lack of knowledge can be 
equated to innocence, which is what they seek. Innocence is what 
they target, and innocence is what there is a market for in the 
world of child sex trafficking.  
The term vulnerability  can be misleading, as vulnerability is an 
opaque term. It can mean anybody. When describing why 
someone gets trafficked, it negates the perpetrator’s fault in the 
trafficking, creating a problem for the victim. Describing 
trafficking only in terms of a person’s vulnerability creates an 
‘othering’ of people. It’s also the view that something about them 
causes this to happen to them. In essence, vulnerability is not 
necessarily a prerequisite to being exploited. However, it is a 
byproduct of being exploited. Once you are exploited, you are 
often vulnerable to being re-trafficked because of the exposure to 
the life of sex trafficking and exploitation. This is likened to the 
issue of abuse within the home and prior exposure to domestic 
violence growing up. These exposures then create the vulnerability 
to getting into abusive relationships in adulthood. This is because 
of the familiarity that these types of relationships bring. As soon 
as an abuser or exploiter has entered a young person’s life, the 
vulnerability to experience that again carries on into other 
exploitative and abusive situations, even into adulthood.  

2. Dynamics of Adolescence:  The frontal lobe is not fully developed 
until the age of 24 in some females and the age of 29 in some 
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males (Lord, 2011). The global laws about victims must line up 
with biological realities. Young people need to be educated about 
relational dangers. Those who are overly friendly and trusting will 
often be surrounded by those who can perpetrate a crime against 
them. Training them to be cynical but pragmatic and even 
skeptical is not necessary. QQuestioning – Why? Why is this 
person giving them something for nothing? Why is this person 
being overly lovely and caring, so fast? It is essential to train young 
people to be wise. In this generation, wisdom is required. 
Educating and empowering anyone and everyone about how to 
stay safe is the most promising practice for ending recruitment 
into human trafficking.  

3. The Intent of the Perpetrator: Perpetrators of human trafficking 
have several motivating factors: Greed or Financial Gain, Sexual 
Gratification, and Power Dynamics. It is also important to 
remember that just because someone is in a particular role does 
not make them safe. Sometimes people choose professions of 
power because they are predators that can hide in plain sight more 
easily in those roles. Predators are convincing and manipulative; 
they are practiced in their trade. Their environment enables them 
to deceive even themselves as well as other people. People around 
them can unwittingly accommodate their abuses. *Survivors who 
are still struggling to leave may even placate their abusers because 
they are so accustomed to it. It is essential to place the blame 
where it belongs, and that is onto the perpetrator. By internalizing 
and blaming ourselves for the guilt and shame we as survivors feel, 
we can displace and minimize the crime that has been perpetrated 
against us.  

4. Opportunity: Opportunists only need one shot to enter someone’s 
life. Let’s not give it to them! Close any loopholes that 
perpetrators can use to gain entry. 

5. Environments that Breed Exploitation: Society's role in the 
objectification of women, patriarchy, and male dominance all 
enable exploitation. Music and movies perpetuate the continuance 
of abuse and exploitation of women, empowering the thinking 
that making money is more important than having values. The 
oversexualized media and portrayal of pimping gives a whole new 
meaning to the term ‘Pimp Culture’. Our culture has normalized 
acceptance of pimping and prostitution as a way of life. 
*However, where something is constructed, it can also be 
deconstructed. Legitimate businesses are being used as a cover by 
exploiters to recruit for criminal activity, including trafficking. 
Anywhere young people hang out and their parents are not 
present can be exploited. Some places where opportunists and 
exploiters have delegitimized a setting and made it into a place of 
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recruitment include malls, schools, restaurants, pubs/bars, and 
even fast-food places such as McDonald's. These are all places 
frequented by the public. However, these are all places that have 
been known to be hotspots that traffickers frequently use for 
recruitment into sex trafficking. 

66. Internet Apps – Social media is a recruitment tool for trafficking. 
Every social media app out there is an opportunity for a trafficker 
to recruit a young person. Here are a few known places that 
traffickers have been found to use for recruitment into trafficking: 
Discord, Snapchat, Instagram, Chat.me.com, Facebook, TikTok, 
all dating app sites, chatrooms, and gaming systems; any online 
space that invites children to engage in communication and 
connection with strangers is a place for recruitment into 
trafficking. Recruitment even happens on school computers, 
through online learning platforms with access to outside 
influences.   

 

Emerging Tactics Always Need Immediate Legislation 

 Traffickers will use victims to the full extent that they can: for 
commercial sex, labor, credit card fraud, cybersecurity scams, identity theft, and 
criminal activity. All human trafficking is criminal by nature, and the players who 
perpetrate this evil are committing criminal acts. The main goal is for money or 
financial gain, as human trafficking now exceeds drug trafficking. That means 
they will use tactics to exploit their victim fully. 

 The use of children to commit crimes is another form of labor 
trafficking. Criminals, including drug dealers, use children to avoid arrest. 
Criminal enterprises continuously exploit the needs of many people in our 
societies by inducing young people to do their dirty work for them. In the U.S., 
this type of criminal activity will get minors charged with offenses without 
looking at the perpetrators who have caused them to commit the crime (Pittaro 
& Normore, 2016). 

 In recent years, a type of child criminal exploitation (CCE), namely, 
‘county lines’, has received much attention in the U.K.  The term ‘county lines’ is 
a police term that refers to the telephone line drug dealers use to communicate 
with their dealers and users. The use of children to traffic drugs, as part of these 
‘lines’, is relatively U.K. centric within the European context (Coomber & Moyle, 
2017). However, the U.K. does not yet have a statutory definition of CCE. 
However, in the non-statutory definition of CCE, from the U.K. government's 
Home Office (Home Office, 2020) ‘County lines’ is the focus of their 
definition: 

Child criminal exploitation is common in county lines. It occurs when 
an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to 
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coerce, control, manipulate, or deceive a child or young person under 
18. The victim may have been criminally exploited even if the activity 
appears consensual. Child criminal exploitation does not always involve 
physical contact; it can also occur through the use of technology” 
(Home Office, 2020). 

 In the U.S., the issue of child criminal exploitation has not yet been 
given proper consideration. There is a need for federal legislation, a national 
strategy, and collaboration from law enforcement on this issue. Law enforcement 
needs to be empowered to make the necessary arrests; however, it needs to be 
done from a trauma-informed lens and perspective so that children are not held 
accountable for the illegal work of major trafficking or organized crime rings. 
Young people can get traumatized and fear law enforcement due to the 
traffickers and sometimes due to those in the field who are not working from a 
trauma-informed lens. All systems must learn to work together for the greater 
good of everyone. 
 
Conclusion 
 The overuse of the term vulnerability caused victims and survivors of 
trafficking to be the focus of blame for their trafficking experiences. This causes 
the absence of perpetrators of the crime. Because there has been such an 
overwhelming focus on the victim and not on the perpetrator of the crime, there 
has not been enough study done on why traffickers perpetrate.  
 It does not take complex formulas to create change. It simply takes 
compassion and understanding of the victim’s individual needs. Make no 
mistake: survivors are not to be pitied; they are to be celebrated for the bravery 
and resilience they displayed in overcoming something that could have easily 
taken others out; not everyone would have survived it. 

 
Case Study 

 When a survivor of human trafficking was working in the field as a 
researcher and student, she did not feel safe enough to disclose her trafficking 
experiences. When the time came to open up and share her experience, she was 
immediately ostracized by professionals in the anti-trafficking field. She had had 
a previously mutually beneficial relationship with many of these professionals in 
the field. As long as she remained quiet about her story, she experienced 
acceptance by colleagues. However, when she shared her lived experience, she was 
placed on the other side of the issue. She felt the ‘Us vs. Them’ dynamic; this 
affected her employment opportunities, professional relationships, and 
reputation. 
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IIntroduction 

 
A generation ago, parents were advised to teach their young children about 
“stranger danger.” The prohibitions were simple, straightforward, and easy to 
implement:             
                             Don’t talk to strangers. 
                             Don’t walk alone at night. 
                             Don’t get into a car with a stranger. 
 Today, however, with social media and global interconnectedness, 
sexual predators can stalk, threaten, extort, and bully their young victims from 
across the country and the world. Today's threat is less about the criminals in the 
schoolyard, and more about the cybercriminals online. Most teens are on social 
media daily, if not continually. Pew research has shown that 93% of teens use 
YouTube, 63% use TikTok, 60% use Snapchat, 59% use Instagram, and 33% 
use Facebook (Pew Research, 2016). Most teenagers have social media profiles 
and may spend four to six hours daily online. 
 Sextortion, a hybrid of sex and extortion, is an online crime that occurs 
when an adult convinces another person, often a minor, to send sexually explicit 
pictures and/or perform sexual acts on a webcam. At times, the perpetrator 
obtains the initial images through computer hacking. The offender then coerces 
and blackmails the victim to continue to send intimate pictures or videos. The 
criminal threatens to distribute photos to parents, friends, classmates, and the 
public through social media websites. Sometimes, threats of violence or demands 
for money also occur. The young victim is caught in a downward spiral of 
manipulation, loss of control, domination, and shame. 
Incidence of Sextortion 
 The first major review of sextortion was undertaken by Wittes et al for 
the Brookings Institution (Wittes, 2016).  At that time, they found that 71% of 
cases involved victims under the age of 18, 14% involved both minors and 
adults, and 12% of cases were only adult victims. Of the cases they reviewed, 
social media manipulation and false representation of identity were used in 91% 
of cases, while computer hacking to obtain images was used 43% of the time. 
The vast majority of victims were female, but 17% of cases involved males and 
10% of cases involved both female and male victims (Wittes, 2016). The age 
range for children was 8-17 years old, with an average age of 15. In a study by 
Patchin and Hinduja (Patchun, 2020), they found that approximately 5% of 
students reported that they had been the victim of image-based sexual abuse. 
 From October 2021 to March 2023, the FBI and Homeland Security 
Investigations received over 13,000 reports of online sextortion, representing a 
20% increase in reporting (FBI Littlerock, 2023). In 2023, the Cyber Tipline of 
the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) received 
186,819 reports of online enticement of minors. This category includes child 
pornography and sextortion, which represented a 323% increase in complaints 
since 2021 (Missingkids.org, 2023).  
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 Sextortion and other cybersex crimes are dramatically increasing, and 
many of the statistics may underreport their frequency due to victim hesitancy in 
reporting these crimes to authorities. 
Other Types of Image-Based Sexual Abuse 
 While this chapter focuses on sextortion, there are other types of 
cybersex crimes. Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM), which is formerly known 
as child pornography (includes the production, manufacture, distribution, and 
possession) of sexually inappropriate images of children, was reported to the 
NCMEC Cyber Tipline nearly 36 million times in 2023 (Missingkids.org, 
2023). Other less common offenses include romance fraud, revenge porn, and 
non-consensual sexting.  
 Romance fraud occurs when a criminal adopts a false identity to gain a 
victim’s affection and trust. In some cases, it may take months to establish this 
fraudulent relationship. The scammers may propose marriage or claim that they 
want to travel to meet the victim. They often pretend to be involved in work in a 
foreign country so they cannot meet in person. Eventually, they ask for money 
for travel, car repairs, or to cover medical expenses. The lonely victim can often 
be cajoled into sending many thousands of dollars or sharing bank information 
with the criminal. Linda Mbimadong and Richard Broni targeted elderly victims 
on social media and by email, tricking their many victims into mailing them 
cashier checks, wired funds, and Apple products. Ultimately, they defrauded 
their victims of over $660,000 (US Attorney, 2021). They were both convicted 
and are serving prison terms. 
 Revenge porn is the visual disclosure of an intimate picture utilizing a 
photo or video without the consent of the person depicted. In most cases, the 
images were obtained with the victim’s consent as part of a relationship, although 
in some cases they are obtained through hacking. It is known as revenge porn 
because in most cases it is perpetrated by a man wishing to take revenge on a 
woman for a failed relationship. As opposed to sextortion, these cases are related 
to in-person relationships. In revenge porn, the crime is in the threat of 
dissemination of the images, whereas in sextortion, the initial crime is the 
acquisition of the images. Some studies have shown that over 10 percent of adult 
users of social media have been threatened with or have become victims of 
revenge porn (Rosenberg, 2021). 
 Non-consensual sexting (texting sexually explicit dialogue, requests, 
suggestions, or sexually explicit photos) is considered online sexual harassment. It 
has been present for many years but increased dramatically during the social 
isolation of COVID-19. The two forms of sexual harassment are sending 
unsolicited sexts or unwanted requests for sexts. Most cases involve male 
perpetrators and female victims, and most people involved are in their teens or 
twenties. Most of the offenders were peer friends, friends of friends, and 
strangers. Repeated requests are a form of cyber abuse and cyberbullying. During 
the COVID-19 lockdown in the United Kingdom, 25% of young teens on 
social media experienced unwanted sexting (Mishna, 2021). The social and 
psychological effects of this type of online sexual harassment can be devastating. 
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Perpetrators of Sextortion 
 In Wittes's (2016) study, all the perpetrators were male and included 
college students, government employees, and victims' fathers and stepfathers. The 
criminals were prolific in their targeting. Of the 78 cases in their study, 25 
perpetrators were involved with at least ten victims, 13 had more than 20 
victims, and another 13 had more than 100 victims. 
 The teenage victims whose images were not hacked were lured into 
sending intimate images by one of four methods: a) predators pretended to be 
romantically interested in the victims and nurtured an online relationship, b) they 
offered money, gift cards, or cryptocurrency, c) they offered the promise of 
modeling contracts or d) they offered video game credits or codes. Liggett-
O’Malley and Holt (2020) organized the predators into four types: 
 

1. Minor-focused sextortion offenders target minor victims through 
slowly progressive grooming strategies. They demanded their victims 
comply with continued images, and videos of sexual acts, or involving 
other minors, including siblings. The perpetrators in this category 
exhibited higher levels of sexual deviancy, including involvement in 
child pornography. This group was also more pernicious in their 
propensity to coerce their victims to involve others in supplying images 
and performing sexual acts. 

2. Cybercrime sextortion offenders do not specifically target minors or 
utilize prolonged online grooming tactics. Many of these perpetrators 
use theft and hacking techniques to procure images of their victims. 
They research victims’ social media profiles to guess passwords and use 
advanced computer skills to hack into photo files and webcams. Both 
adults and minors are victims of this group of predators. 

3. Intimate partner cyber sextortion offenders target current or former 
romantic partners using images they obtained during their relationship. 
Often their demands are related to non-sexual behavior. Their goal 
may be money or controlling their victim’s behavior—demands for 
frequent communication, termination of other relationships, changing 
jobs, or moving to a new location. This is similar to revenge porn but 
emphasizes control, rather than revenge. 

4. Transnational cyber sextortion offenders target strangers and have no 
preference in terms of victims’ age or sex. They mainly utilize scams to 
trick victims into producing explicit images or videos. This group of 
sextortionists is unique in that they use sexual images to lure and 
capture victims; their demands are almost always purely financial. 
Many of these predators are part of large, organized crime rings. In 
addition, due to the international location of the offenders, 
identification and arrests are very challenging. 

While there may be variations in the targeting techniques and perpetrator goals, 
all forms of sextortion use power and control over the victim through the threat 
of distribution of explicit images. The motivation ranges from individual sexual 
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deviancy to organized foreign crime rings whose primary goal is financial 
blackmail. In all cases, the victim is coerced into behavior, be it sexual, 
behavioral, or economic, by threats to disseminate images. 
 

The Tie Between Pornography and Trafficking 
(Authored by Survivor Leader – Katariina Rosenblatt, Ph.D.) 

 
The adult entertainment industry is a hotbed for fueling sex 

trafficking. Without enough mechanisms in place to govern the distribution of 
online pornography, consumers are unaware of the truth behind the images they 
are viewing.  
 
What creates acceptance of modern slavery in our modern world?  

An oversexualized society where living with blinders on and hiding the 
truth will somehow set the captives free. The idea that women will be free if they 
are empowered to legalize prostitution and other misconceptions like these fuels 
the power imbalances that exist in the adult entertainment world. In many parts 
of the world, such as Australia, most of Europe, and Las Vegas, prostitution is 
legal. 
 
The Porn Industry and Human Trafficking 

 
The porn industry accounts for several cases of sex trafficking. Sex 

trafficking through porn can look like this:  
� Victims unknowingly videotaped during a rape or sexual encounter 

with a John or sex buyer. Sold onto such sites as: *Periscope, 
Modelhub, Snapchat, or Pornhub (Cheong, 2020). 

� Victims knowingly recorded but were powerless to stop it. 
� Victims recorded via Webcam either knowingly or unknowingly in the 

nude, or in sexually compromising situations. 
� Nude or sexual images/videotapes distributed without the consent of 

the minor or the targeted victim (s). 
� Live streams of sexual content, either knowingly or unknowingly. 
� Engaged in the porn industry using false IDs while still a minor. 
� Images or videos of sexually compromising situations of minors or 

adults produced through force, fraud, or coercion. 
�  “Meets the legal definition of trafficking if the pornographer recruits, 

entices, or obtains women to photograph live commercial sex acts” 
(Dines, 2021). 

For porn to be considered trafficking, there is a blatant violation if the age 
of the victim is under 18 years of age. However, if the victim is over 18, and they 
are nonconsensual. For example, if they were nonconsensual in the production or 
distribution of their nude or sexually explicit personal images, then they would 
be considered victims because those images were fraudulently used or taken as 
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well, because those images were produced, developed, or distributed by way of 
force (evident rape), fraud (without consent or knowledge), or coercion (tricked 
or manipulated into consenting or abused consent).  Much of the adult 
entertainment industry is a breeding ground for these types of exploitative 
practices.  
CConsent vs. Image-Based Abuse and Revenge Porn 
 

Sexual consent generally refers to a communicated, informed, mutual 
agreement to engage in sexual activity that can be revoked at any time. 
Meaningful sexual consent cannot be given by anyone underage, 
intoxicated, coerced, tricked, forced, or otherwise incapacitated. These 
same principles apply when it comes to sharing sexually intimate 
content. Image-based abuse and nonconsensual pornography 
(sometimes called “revenge porn”) largely refer to incidents where 
intimate images are taken or shared—or threatened to be shared—
without consent. Nonconsensual pornography can also include 
incidents of individuals being COERCED into producing explicit 
content… approximately 1 in 5 girls and 1 in 10 boys aged 13-17 
report sharing their nudes (Fight the New Drug, 2023). 
 
The first survivors of internet sex trafficking through fraud via 

pornography due to the unauthorized use of their sexual images were Tommy 
Lee and Pamela Anderson (Horton, 2022). Although these two individuals were 
never properly vindicated for the injustices done to them, they are rightfully 
identified as survivors of sex trafficking. This is because their private images were 
fraudulently obtained and nonconsensually used in the production of a 
commercial sexual video for mass distribution, resulting in the commercial gain 
by another. Their story is no different from that of a minor who unknowingly 
had their pictures or images stolen from their phone, social media account, or 
other personal storehouse (not for commercial consumption). The intended use 
of the couple’s images was clearly described as not being intended for commercial 
use or distribution. Thereby making them the first known victims of internet sex 
trafficking by way of fraud.  

Understanding that the exploitative practices that exist in the adult 
entertainment industry find their way into mainstream media, as the desire to 
have what is hidden and forbidden becomes exploitative. The adult 
entertainment industry has exploited numerous individuals within itself. 

 
Victimology 
 The tragedy of any sexual abuse crime centers on the effects it has on 
the victims. According to the data from the Cyber Tipline of NCMEC, 
sextortion in teens involves female victims in 78% of cases and male victims in 
15% of cases. The age range was between 8 and 17, with an average age of 15 
(Missingkids.org, 2023).  From the same data, the most common reporters of 
sextortion were internet companies (33% of the time), followed by child victims 
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(24%), and parents or guardians (22%). However, nearly one-half of the 
internet reporting was instigated by the teen victims themselves. 
 The effects of sextortion on the young victims are immeasurable. 
Almost half of the victims felt embarrassed, ashamed, and fearful that reporting 
the crime would further anger the perpetrator or be greeted with scorn by parents 
or friends (Patchum, 2020).  Often, the victims, after reporting their ordeal, were 
subjected to a “second victimization”. Police were, according to some victims, 
hostile and dismissive and laid the blame on the victim (Wolak, 2018). 
Callousness, indifference, victim blaming, or lack of sympathy made the victims 
feel a “second victimization” (Patchum, 2020).  This has led to the fear and 
reluctance of many victims to report the crime to the police, or even their 
families. This has resulted in the likely underestimation of the actual frequency 
of sextortion. 
 Wang (2024) has postulated that the victims of sextortion go through 
five stages in dealing with their situation: 
Stage 1: The Initial Victim-Perpetrator Encounter  

This stage is often predicated on social media manipulation or hacking 
private files. Most of the time, the criminal employs some form of 
online grooming to establish trust and then promises a romantic 
relationship. 

Stage 2. The Ransom SStage  
This stage is where the criminal uses the previously acquired photos or 
videos to employ threatening tactics to coerce the victim to provide 
more images or perform sexual acts on video. At times, the perpetrator 
bullies and threatens the victim to enlist friends and even siblings to 
submit images as well. The threat of releasing part or all of the images 
unless the ransom demands are met leads to fear, hopelessness, 
isolation, and shame. 

Stage 3. Coping Strategies  
This stage initially has two types of strategies: Emotion-focused or 
problem-focused. Initially, most victims respond emotionally. The 
anxiety, stress, and panic often lead victims to remain silent and 
comply with the perpetrators' demands. Thoughts of self-harm and 
suicide are not uncommon in this stage. For a smaller number of 
victims, they immediately pursue a problem-focused strategy. These 
victims decide not to comply with the extortion and use techniques 
such as deactivating accounts, blocking the criminal, changing online 
names and passwords, or reporting their situation to their parents or 
the authorities. 

Stage 4. The Revisit Stage  
This stage is when victims who initially complied with the extortion 
demands revisited their strategy when it became clear the demands on 
them were continuing and escalating. Some victims at this stage convert 
from compliance to active disengagement from the predator. This 
would include reporting to their parents, friends, or the police. 
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SStage 5. The Reappraisal Stage  
This stage involves the psychological reflection of the victim on the 
entire scenario. This leads to an objective reevaluation of the events 
that led to the victimization. During this stage, victims can start 
psychological healing by dealing with the shame, fear, and anxiety that 
they have experienced. This stage often involves a therapist, counselor, 
and clergy in conjunction with parental discussions. Unfortunately, 
many sextortion victims are never able to complete this healing stage 
satisfactorily. 
The consequences of sextortion for the victim are often emotionally 

devastating. The effect on teens is especially traumatic. They are socially 
vulnerable and too frightened to seek help. It is not uncommon that the 
emotional effects of sextortion persist even after the perpetrator has been 
captured and imprisoned. In some cases, a post-traumatic stress disorder ensues 
that is heightened whenever they use a computer. This is a crime from which its 
victims may never totally escape—long-term anxiety and distrust may persist in 
its wake. Unfortunately, for a small number of victims, self-harm and suicide 
become their escape. 
 
Sextortion and the Law 

There is a significant variation in the way the criminal justice system 
deals with sextortion cases. The major problem is that there is no distinct 
federal sextortion law. The result of this is that the perpetrators are 
prosecuted under different statutes, none of which consider the great 
psychological stress that sextortion creates in its victims. The current laws 
under which sextortionists are prosecuted include:  

 
18 U.S.C. 875 (a), which relates to interstate extortion and usually is 
related to finances, not sexual, or extortion.  
18 U.S.C. 2242 is the coercion of a minor to engage in illegal sexual 
acts but has mainly been applied to person-to-person encounters. 
18 U.S.C. 2252 is the statute used to prosecute the receipt, 
distribution, and possession of child sexual abuse material (CSAM). 
 
In addition, criminals have been prosecuted for general illegal behavior 

such as extortion, stalking, and computer hacking. Cases prosecuted in 
federal courts receive more severe prison sentences than those adjudicated in 
state courts. On a state level, a dozen states have criminalized sextortion, 
and several other states are in the process of considering such provisions in 
their criminal codes (Sextortion, 2015). 

Wittes (2016a) describes four elements that should be included in any 
proposed federal sextortion statute: 
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� Its jurisdictional reach must include all material transmitted 
in interstate or foreign commerce by any means, including 
computers. 

� It must criminalize the transmission of a threat to harm 
reputation, including coerced sexual activity. 

� It must criminalize causing someone to engage in sexual 
activity, including coerced nudity and sexual contact, to 
include remote acts, such as occurs in sextortion. 

� It should carry sentences that reflect the severe psychological 
trauma for the victims, even without direct physical harm. 

The passage of such a bill would treat the threat of disseminating an 
image as a crime, whether the victim complies with the demands. In addition, the 
sentencing for these crimes should not be at the level of lesser offenses, such as 
stalking, but should treat sextortion as a sex crime. Unfortunately, it will take the 
development of a federal statute with such associated punishment provisions to 
make a profound impact in reducing sextortion. 
Manipulation Techniques Used by Sextortion Offenders Mirror Trafficking 
 Offenders use many different social media manipulations, and often a 
combination of several strategies is employed. Tactics used by the offender to 
obtain illicit images and then to extort the victims into compliance with their 
wishes include: 

� Initially offering something to the target, such as money or drugs, in 
exchange for sexual favors. This is equivalent to trafficking, when 
providing something of value in exchange for sexual favors, 
sextortionists cross over into the federal offense of sex trafficking. 

� Pretending to work for a modeling agency to entice the victim to 
produce sexually explicit photos.  

� Promising reciprocation, where the criminal coerced the victim into 
producing sexual content by promising to reciprocate with their images 
(which of course never comes). 

� Developing a bond by establishing a false “friendship” or feigning a 
romantic relationship. 

� Physically threatening to hurt or sexually assault the target or family 
members. 

� Accessing the victim’s online account and stealing private images. 
� Threatening to create sexual content depicting the victim using digital 

editing tools by merging the face of the victim with another person’s 
body. 

� Creating a fake profile pretending to be the victim and posting sexual 
content. 

Of all these techniques, the most common is social media manipulation, 
where the criminal tricks the victim into sending compromising images by 
pretending to be a friend or romantic interest. Often, the offender uses 
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information he has gleaned about the victim through computer hacking or social 
media profiles to allow his “grooming” of the target to be more successful 
(Missingkids.org/the issues, 2018). 
RRecognizing the Signs and Symptoms of  A Victim of Sextortion 
 Anyone can be a victim of sextortion if they use the internet on any 
device—cell phone, iPad, or computer. Most victims are in their teens, but older 
adults of both sexes can be victimized. Victims come from every socioeconomic 
and demographic class. In younger victims, specific behavioral changes might 
alert a parent or guardian to suspect their teens are a sextortion victim: 
 

� Withdrawal from friends and family. 
� Deterioration in school performance. 
� Cessation of usual social activities. 
� Increased anxiety, fear, or unexplained anger. 
� A sudden sense of urgency to change geographic location. 
� Decreased interaction with family and diminished communication. 
� Self-harming ideations or actions. 
Of course, many issues can create these signs in a teenager, but awareness 

that sextortion may be the etiology is vital. If no other causes can be found, the 
adults involved should broach the possibility of computer-related problems with 
the teenager. 

 
FBI Advice to Children and Teens to Prevent Victimization 
(https://www.FBI.gov/how-we-can-help-you, 2024):  

1. Use extreme care in what you post online. 
2. Block or ignore strangers. 
3. Be wary of new people you meet online. 
4. Remember that people can pretend to be anyone online, and images 

can be altered or stolen. 
5. Any content put online can be made public. 
6. Nothing online is permanently deleted. 
7. Never have your phone or any devices with cameras pointed at you 

when undressing. 
8. Cover your webcams when not in use. 
9. Ask for help in a difficult situation—parents, clergy, or law 

enforcement. 
10. Remember you ARE a victim and not a criminal!!! 

FBI Guidelines for Parents and Caregivers (https://www.FBI.gov/how-we-can-
help-you, 2024): 

1. Have open discussions about the dangers of the internet and 
communicating with people you have not met. 

2. Warn against risky behavior—once an image or video is on the 
internet, it can be there forever. 
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3. Educate yourself on computer applications and websites that your 
children use. 

4. Keep computer software up to date to minimize hacking. 
5. Use strong passwords and do not share passwords with others. 
6. Turn off computers and webcams when not in use. 
7. Do not open attachments from unknown senders. 
8. Remember that baby monitors and nanny cams can be hacked and 

activated remotely. 
9. Criminals who sextort are skilled and ruthless. 
10. Whenever a child or teen uses a device with a chat function, they can 

become victims of online sexual predators. 
11. The psychological effects of image-based sexual abuse can be as 

profound as actual in-person attacks. 
Resources for Victims of Sextortion 
 The FBI is the major law enforcement organization dealing with 
sextortion. The FBI’s division, “Violent Crimes Against Children,” specializes in 
child abductions, child sexual abuse material (CSAM), and sextortion. The FBI 
website (www.fbi.gov) hosts a National Sex Offenders page where known sex 
offenders are pictured. In addition, the FBI offers a program entitled NetSmartz, 
which hosts workshops for parents and children. The FBI assigns agents to work 
with the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children to investigate 
reported tips. In 2019, the FBI launched a Sextortion Awareness Program that 
offers guides for parents, caregivers, and teachers, in addition to children and 
teens. Pertinent case studies and videos are also available on the website 
www.FBI.gov/stopsextortion. 
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(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2019) 

To report a case of sextortion to the FBI: 
� PPhone:   1-800-Call-FBI 
� Online:     www.tips.fbi.gov 

  www.ic3.gov 
 The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) 
is a private, non-profit organization established in 1984 by the United States 
Congress and funded by the federal government. Its mission is to help find 
missing children, reduce child exploitation, and prevent sex crimes aimed at 
children. It works with law enforcement agencies, families, victims, and the 
public to prevent child abductions, recover missing children, and combat child 
sexual exploitation (www.missingkids.org). One of its priorities is image-based 
sexual abuse, and it has numerous educational programs online for victims and 
families. It also hosts a website that will assist minor victims of sextortion in 
removing the online images: 

� Take It Down (ncmec.org)) 
Another NCMEC website that will help victims to remove content directly from 
websites, monitor the takedown of nonconsensual images, and will continue to 
send additional notices to social media on behalf of the victim:    

� www.missingkids.org/gethelpnow/isyourexplicitcontentoutthere 
While NCMEC has no law enforcement authority, it has the nation's largest 
repository for data, educational materials, and victim support. 
To report on a case of sextortion to NCMEC: 

� Phone:  1-800-The-Lost 
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� Online: www.cybertipline.org 
Project iGuardian, a U.S. Department of Homeland Security project, is 

another outreach effort focused on keeping children and teens safe from online 
predators. This program offers presentations at schools, community groups, 
corporations, and non-profit organizations. They offer education, victim 
support, and a reporting hotline to investigate reports made. This is an excellent 
source of educational information, including videos, as well as teaching young 
people about the risks of online sexual exploitation. 
 
Their investigations unit and Project iGuardian can be found at:     

� www.dhs.gov/hsi/iGuardian       
� www.dhs.gov/know2protect   

To submit a report of sextortion to the Department of Homeland Security: 
� Phone:   1-833-591-Know 
� Online: www.dhs.gov/know2protect 

 
Conclusion 
 Sextortion is a form of sexual exploitation. It is a crime that involves 
coercing a victim, often a minor, to supply or to continue to supply sexually 
explicit images for the perpetrator. The essential element is that the images 
threaten victims and force their compliance. The uncertainty of whether the 
criminal will disseminate the pictures provides him with power and control. The 
possibility of exposure creates fear and desperation in the victim. In sextortion 
crimes, the victim and offender may never be in the exact location or interact 
offline (Liggett, 2020).  Sextortion can be initiated by hacking the victim’s 
computer or by misleading the victim into believing the perpetrator is a genuine 
friend or romantic interest. Besides the shame and fear that their images will be 
distributed online to friends, family, or the public, victims often experience 
threats of harm to themselves or their family members or loved ones. These 
threats can be used to ensure victims’ compliance. Another dimension added to 
the crime is when perpetrators threaten to digitally place the victim’s face on 
another individual’s body—known as “collaging”. Almost all perpetrators are 
male, but victims can be male or female. The goal of the crime is to obtain 
increasingly more sexually explicit material from the victim. There has been a 
global increase in cases where young boys are targeted for sexually explicit images 
or videos (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2023). In most cases, the perpetrator 
poses as a young girl with fake accounts, pretending to have a romantic interest. 
These cases are usually orchestrated by transnational criminal organizations, 
where financial extortion is the primary goal. The threat of exposure often causes 
victims to resort to self-harm or maybe forced criminality. The traditional form 
of sextortion for sexually explicit material is becoming less lucrative to organized 
criminals than financial sextortion (Department of Homeland Security, 2023).  
 Because of this rapidly increasing crime, what can be done? Wittes et al 
(2016) offer several recommendations for lawmakers: 
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� An adoption of a federal sextortion statute to effectively prosecute 
these criminals. 

� State lawmakers should adopt strong state statutes with penalties 
commensurate with the harm done to these victims. 

� US Attorneys and FBI Special Agents in Charge should be aware of 
this problem and actively pursue and prosecute these criminals. 

� Since federal authorities are often better staffed and funded, and many 
of these crimes are interstate or transnational, federal law enforcement 
should be the primary investigative and prosecutorial arm for these 
offenses. 
Wang (2024) makes suggestions to help victims of sextortion: 

� The creation of special support centers for victims of sextortion. 
� Institute a 24-hour hotline for victims that offers counseling and 

referrals to the FBI, NCMEC, and DHS. 
� Public service announcements on television, radio, and social media to 

educate on safe online practices, awareness of the crime of sextortion, 
and the types of resources available to victims. 

� In-school presentations about image-based sexual abuse and how to 
avoid becoming a victim. 

However, the first line of defense is at home. Because this 
crime usually occurs at home, the parent-child relationship is the most critical 
aspect of prevention and intervention. Having frank and open discussions with 
children about safe online protocols, the risks inherent in chatroom relationships 
with strangers, and creating a trusting and supportive relationship with your 
child will encourage communication if victimization does occur. Parents and 
families truly are the best defense against sextortion. 

Although sextortion does not involve direct in-person 
confrontation or direct physical harm, its effects on victims are both profound 
and widespread. In the NCMEC database, 13% of victims had a sustained 
adverse impact from this crime, and of these 13%, 31% had engaged in either 
self-harm, threatened suicide, or attempted suicide (Missingkids.org/theissues, 
2023). Despite the profound psychological effects of the crime, adolescent 
victims confided in friends or family less than 50% of the time. This is related to 
the shame and embarrassment that almost all victims feel, along with the fear of 
“revictimization” if they admit to their situation (Wolak, 2018).  With the 
burgeoning use of online chat activities across all devices, all forms of image-
based sexual abuse, especially sextortion, can be expected to rise. This represents 
a significant challenge for law enforcement and a threat to children. Today's 
Resources to combat this crime and assist victims are more important than ever. 
However, good intrafamily communication, awareness, vigilance, victim support, 
and accurate case reporting remain our greatest allies in the fight against 
sextortion.            

CCase Study - A Victim of Sextortion 
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A 15-year-old British Columbian teenager named Amanda Todd had 
been convinced by an online stranger to send semi-nude pictures via Webcam. 
The perpetrator then threatened to send those images to her classmates if she did 
not send more lewd pictures. Ultimately, the pictures were sent to her friends 
and family on her online network. Despite changing schools and friends, the 
offender continued to release her photos. After years of online stalking, 
humiliation, and online cyberbullying, Amanda took her own life (Neess,2016). 
 

Case Study - A Perpetrator of Sextortion 
                     

Luis Mijangos was a 32-year-old sextortion criminal who hacked into 
his victims’ computers, watched them through their webcams, listened to them 
through their computers, and used intimate images to extort his victims. When 
arrested by the FBI, he was found to have 15,000 webcam videos, 13,000 
screenshots, and possessed files from 129 computers and approximately 230 
people. He was sentenced to only six years in prison despite prosecutors’ 
demanding a longer sentence (U.S. Attorney, 2010). 
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IIntroduction 

One in five girls is married during childhood (UNICEF, 2025). According to 
the U.S. Department of State, approximately 15 million children are married 
each year globally, and 700 million women alive today were married as children 
(U.S. Department of State, 2016). 

To combat this, the United Nations has committed to ending child 
marriage in the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 
2022). Despite this commitment, many cultures around the globe still support 
this practice, including the United States.  

 Non-consensual marriage not only affects children, but 
forced marriage involving adults is a global problem as well. Forced marriage is 
any marriage whereby one or both partners enter the marriage without free and 
informed consent. Forced and child marriages happen every day in America and 
throughout the world.  

Globally, there is an estimated 22 million women and children who are 
enslaved in forced and child marriages (International Labour Organization 
(ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022).  

Child Marriage 

 Child marriage is any union or formal marriage whereby one or both 
parties have not yet reached 18 years of age (UNICEF, 2025). Child marriage 
places children (disproportionately higher levels of female children than male 
children) (UNICEF, 2025) under the coercive control of an abusive spouse or 
family members. These children are often unable to move freely, voice their 
opinions, make choices for themselves, or have any say in their lives, including 
whether or not they will pursue an education. This level of child abuse leaves the 
child vulnerable to further abuse and exploitation. They are often left 
undereducated and economically disadvantaged.  

Victims of child marriage experience the effects of being pushed into 
adulthood while they are still children, robbing them of their right to a normal 
and healthy childhood. They may also experience health complications from 
childbirth in childhood; mental health concerns due to experiencing isolation 
from family and friends; and a higher prevalence of domestic violence 
(UNICEF, 2025).  

 Most child and forced marriages in the United States involve 
disproportionately higher amounts of female children marrying older men. Out 
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of 240,000 child marriages that took place in the U.S. between 2000 and 2018 
(NBC News, 2021), 86% were female children. Studies have shown that the 
majority of victims of child marriages are girls.  Studies have also shown that 
80% of child marriages end in divorce, where many girls have dropped out of 
high school and are left without an education, career, or any means of financial 
sustainability (Tahirih Justice Center, 2020).   

Child bride survivors may also experience a long list of adverse health 
conditions due to the adverse childhood experiences that child marriage brings. 
These adverse health conditions can be experienced by adults whose ACEs 
(Adverse Childhood Experiences) score indicates  trauma during childhood: 

Anxiety, asthma, arthritis, cardiovascular disease, cancer, chronic pain, 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, depression, diabetes, 
fibromyalgia, headaches, kidney disease, memory impairment, obesity, 
physical disability requiring assistive equipment, panic and anxiety, 
PTSD, sleep disturbance, STI’s, SUD (substance use 
disorder)/alcohol use, stroke, suicidal ideation, tachycardia, teen 
pregnancy, violence victimization, violence perpetration, among many 
others (Aces Aware, 2025);  

Most of these statistics lack the comprehensive child abuse and child 
neglect reports that come from child marriages, including accurate numbers of 
marriages that occur through other less conventional methods, such as in rural 
areas and marriages through religious institutions. Making it difficult to grasp 
the total number of child abuse and child neglect cases that are the result of child 
marriages, as well as the total number of forced marriage cases that exist in the 
U.S. and around the globe.  

Forced Marriage 

(16) FORCED MARRIAGE.—The term ‘forced marriage’ means a 
marriage to which one or both parties do not or cannot consent, and in 
which one or more elements of force, fraud, or coercion are present. 
Forced marriage can be both a cause and a consequence of domestic 
violence, dating violence, sexual assault, or stalking (United States 
Congress, 2022). 

Forced marriages may include levels of domestic violence, sexual assault 
including marital rape, domestic servitude, withholding of basic needs, loss of 
freedom, threats of immigration or deportation, restriction of movement, 
punishment, threats of parental alienation, isolation from support systems such 
as family or friends, emotional and verbal abuse, forced pregnancy or forced 
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abortion, forms of commercial sexual exploitation such as sexually explicit 
material or forced prostitution, exploitation for labor, forced criminality, visa 
fraud, begging, or female genital mutilation (FGM) (United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, 2020).  

Family involvement plays a significant role in forced marriages. If bboth 
parties to the marriage have the right to refuse the bride or groom that family or 
friends suggest, then they are not forced into marriage. However, if that right of 
refusal does not exist, then marriage is forced. Giving both parties the right to 
choose marriage alleviates the force element. When the choice (Tahirih Justice 
Center, 2024) to do something or the right of refusal not to do something is 
absent, then it is a forced marriage situation and non-consensual.  

 

 

(Scottish Government, 2014) 
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Effects of Forced and Child Marriage 

When a victim of forced or child marriage has freed themselves from 
their marital captivity, they may be left with emotional vulnerabilities such as 
naivety to relationships.  Education and support in understanding healthy versus 
unhealthy relationships can help to avoid being taken advantage of, and guard 
against engaging in further abusive or exploitative relationships.   

Breaking free from the mental and emotional state of dependency can 
be a challenging mind shift for women who come from a male dominant culture. 
Survivors of this type of trauma may also live in a constant state of flight, fight, 
fear, or fawn in how they respond to the perceived power and control that they 
believe others might have over them.  

When a person experiences trauma associated with forced or child 
marriage, they could also have the effect of stunted emotional growth, also 
known as emotional arrested development (Aura Institute: Integrative 
Therapeutics, 2025). This occurs when a person gets ‘stuck’ at the emotional age 
of their trauma, or when their emotional intelligence stops progressing compared 
to that of their chronological age. Signs of emotional arrested development 
(Aura Institute: Integrative Therapeutics, 2025): 

1. Inability to handle stress healthily. 
2. Difficulty forming or maintaining relationships. 
3. Poor emotional regulation, leading to emotional outbursts. 
4. Trouble empathizing with others. 
5. Avoidance of emotional intimacy. 
6. Inability to cope with rejection or failure. 

Victims of forced or child marriage may also experience stunted 
occupational growth, having lost the advantage to attend school or engage in 
workplace environments. They may also lack understanding of new societal cues, 
technological, and social media adeptness.  

After years of experiencing physical, sexual, verbal, and emotional 
abuse, where they were forced to conform to the ‘new’ norm, survivors can lose 
touch with how society as a whole functions, and the return to it can be 
terrifying and overwhelming.  For years, they may have discounted what they 
need, want, or desire for their own lives.  

By having to succumb to the pressures of family and cultural dynamics,  
survivors of this type of coercive control can experience a loss of agency over 
their own lives. This happens after years of mental conditioning, of putting their 
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spouse’s wants and needs before their own; the demands of the family taking 
precedence over their own needs. In those old environments, they were required 
to give power over their lives, bodies, and earnings to their spouse or family in 
order to survive; they were never allowed to consider or even think about what 
they want, need, or aspire to, outside of the family system.  

The best support that can be offered to survivors of this type of trauma is 
consistent love, patience, emotional support, mutual respect, and empathy. 
Meeting them where they are until they are ready to work through the varying 
stages of change. Enabling them to make choices for themselves, walking with 
them towards finding peace and independence.  

Understanding that many survivors of this type of crime do not wish to 
pursue criminal charges against their perpetrator. This may be due to having 
children from their forced or child marriage, or pressure from family members 
and friends influencing them not to prosecute. 

When victims of forced or child marriages attempt to leave or file for 
divorce, they are vulnerable to added challenges. Such as, increased levels of 
domestic and sexual violence, increased stress, increased medical and mental 
health problems, parental alienation, fear of immigration issues, family shame or 
rejection, lack of career choices including financial resources or assets, lack of 
access to health insurance or medical care, and living in higher rates of poverty. 
Therefore, it is imperative to have appropriate levels of care for the individuals 
who choose to leave forced and child marriages. 

TThe Issue of Consent in Forced and Child Marriage 

 As forced and child marriages lack consent, sexual intercourse within 
those marriages may be considered rape or child sexual abuse. Consent is an 
agreement or permission expressed through affirmative, voluntary words or 
actions mutually understandable to all parties involved; Consent also refers to the 
age required by law for a person to engage in sexual activity, to engage in a 
specific sexual act at a particular time (AgeOf Consent.Net, 2024). Consent can 
be withdrawn at any time, as long as it is clear. If a person does not know what 
they are consenting to, then they have not made an informed consent. A person 
should be able to make free choices based upon free will, without fear of negative 
consequences. The person whose choice or consent was absent or missing has not 
given their expressed permission. A person may have a disability or have the 
inability to verbalize consent. In such cases of disability, consent is not given and 
should not be assumed. 

 Most U.S. states consider the age of consent to engage in sexual 
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activity to be between the ages of 16 and 18 years old and anyone engaging in 
sexual activity with a minor under the age of eighteen could be found to have 
committed statutory rape (Age Of Consent.Net, 2024). Some states are making 
exceptions for close-in-age sexual interactions with minors.  

The term statutory rape refers to the age of consent at the time of sex. 
This is because minors under the state’s legal age of consent, or individuals who 
have a mental disability, are considered to lack the cognitive capability to fully 
understand the consequences of consent to sexual activity. The crime of statutory 
rape is so severe that individuals found guilty of this crime could face up to 
fifteen years in prison, $100,000 in fines, and could be required to register as a 
sex offender for the rest of their lives (Age Of Consent.Net, 2024).  

 Sexual interaction with a child who has not yet reached puberty carries 
an even stricter punishment. In such cases, child molestation and child abuse 
laws may prevail. It is important to note that statutory rape, molestation, and 
lack of consent in sexual activity happens in same-sex activity and not just 
heterosexual activity. Sexual offenders are equal opportunity offenders when it 
comes to violating the personhood of another individual. Since 2000, there have 
been over 240,000 documented child marriages in the United States, some as 
young as twelve years old (Bennett, 2024). U.S. laws have enabled the predatory 
practice of marrying children but lack the much-needed laws to prevent it.  

18 U.S.C. Section 2243(c)(2) allows a defense to statutory rape when 
‘the persons engaging in the sexual act were at that time married to 
each other’ (Bennett, 2024).  

Because U.S. laws lack protection for these children and the absence of 
child marriage prevention laws, predators are escaping prosecution by using 
marriage as a shield. There is no accountability in the U.S. for U.S. citizens who 
enter foreign countries to marry children, or those who bring them back to the 
United States to live as husband and wife. Often, when these U.S. males are 
finished with their child bride, they divorce and discard them, leaving these 
children with further economic disadvantages as well as family disgrace. 
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(Ferguson, 2018) 
Some countries have taken steps to create laws to protect victims of 

forced marriage, such as Australia, Canada, and the U.K. 
U.S. Laws currently allow U.S. citizens to bring minors from other countries 
into the U.S. for marriage. As well, U.S. minors are permitted to marry adult 
foreign-born citizens who may be using them to seek U.S. citizenship. 

 
VV I S A  F r a u d  &  S p o u s a l  A b a n d o n m e n t  

Over the last thirteen years, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (“USCIS”) approved 3,595,447 visas for spouses and fiancés to enter 
the U.S.; 8,686 of those visas approved were from U.S. minors aging in range 
from 13 to 17 years old petitioning on behalf of adult men with age differences 
as much as 40 – 50 years from the minor petitioner (United States Senate, 
2019). Additionally, during that time, 4,749 minors were permitted to legally 
enter the United States on spousal or fiancé visas petitioned by their U.S. adult 
male citizen spouses, some as old as 71 years old.  Without any child protection 
or human trafficking investigations required for those petitions. 

In 2018, UCLA researchers found 78,400 children living within the 
U.S. who were or had been married (Cajigal, 2018); many of these children, who 
came from outside of the U.S., were from Central America, Mexico, and the 
Middle East (Cajigal, 2018). This many petitions were allowed to occur despite 
the State Department’s statement that “forced marriage [is] a human rights abuse 
and, in the case of minors, a form of child abuse” (United States Senate, 2019). 

With the closing of U.S. borders and the crackdown on illegal 
immigration statuses, those who are within the United States for nefarious 
reasons can use this as a way of obtaining legal U.S. status, causing an increase in 
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petitions made by U.S. minor children. Since there is no minimum age 
requirement to create an immigration petition, the loopholes in the current U.S. 
immigration laws enable cartels, gangs, and others with wrong motives to exploit 
vulnerable children as petitioners for fraudulent visas related to their ‘fiancés’. 
These criminals will not only be exploiting American children, but they will also 
be exploiting America and the U.S. Immigration system.  “U.S. policy creates the 
opportunity for adults to exploit immigration benefits for the purposes of 
forcing children into marriage ” (U.S. Department of State, 2016). They won’t 
even have to get the approval of the child’s parent before forcing or coercing 
them to petition. 

 
The INA does not prohibit minors from petitioning on behalf of a 
spouse or fiancé to receive immigration benefits, nor does it prohibit a 
U.S. adult citizen from petitioning on behalf of a minor spouse or 
fiancé. USCIS does not require the minor to demonstrate parental or 
judicial consent, even if the state in which they will reside would have 
required it to marry (U.S. Department of State, 2016) (United States 
Senate, 2019). 

Spousal Abandonment 

 Spousal Abandonment is another term used to describe a form of 
marriage fraud, also known as ‘Marry and Dump’. In these scenarios, the 
offending spouse (usually male) marries a foreign-born person (the non-
offending spouse) intending to bring them to the offending spouse’s country, 
such as the U.S., where the offending spouse has the advantage over immigration 
laws.  

When the offending spouse change’s his mind about, has caused harm 
to, or is otherwise finished with the non-offending spouse, he will return the 
foreign-born non-offending spouse to their country of origin, under pretenses 
such as allowing them to visit family; only to abandon them there in their home 
country without any means or immigration status enabling them to return for 
their children or financial means of supporting themselves (Mullins, 2022).  

Once abandoned, the victimized spouse is left without financial or 
legal means to return to their spouse’s country, such as the United States. This 
can result in the loss of custody of their children, access to their children, or 
parental alienation from their children who are citizens of the offending spouse’s 
country. Often, offending spouses may initiate and finalize legal divorces 
without contest from the non-offending spouse, who has no way of knowing 
about the divorce, let alone their rights to contest the divorce. This is because 
their contact information is unavailable or undeliverable, leaving them with no 
way of receiving, accessing, or even knowing about court documents or 
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proceedings. The result leaves the non-offending spouse without recourse to a 
fair hearing, equitable distribution of marital assets, child support, or alimony 
(Mullins, 2022).  

There have also been instances where offending spouses engage in a 
marital contract on foreign soil. When they are done with their non-offending 
spouse or have racked up financial obligations, they leave the non-offending 
spouse with the burdens of raising children and navigating fraudulent financial 
situations that the non-offending spouse knew nothing about, leaving the non-
offending spouse without legal recourse and no means of financial support 
(Mullins, 2022).  

Some countries, such as the U.K., have taken steps to protect women in 
such cases. Women who were abandoned in the U.K. are eligible for housing and 
welfare benefits under the Domestic Violence Rule (DV Rule) (England and 
Wales High Court, 2022). 
  

Making the Case of Child and Forced Marriage as a Form of Human 
Trafficking 

 
When considering whether a marriage meets the Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act (TVPA) or the Trafficking in Persons Protocol (a globally 
recognized mechanism for fighting trafficking), two elements are required: the 
actus reus (the physical or material element) and the mens rea (the intent or 
mental state to commit the act) (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
2009) (U.S. Department of State, 2023). 
 

The aactus reus is established if any one of these can be proven (United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2009):  
 

Recruiting of the victim to engage in forced or child marriage; 
Transporting of the victim to be married; Transferring the victim; 
Harboring or preventing the victim from leaving; and Receiving the 
intended victim to be married (United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime, 2009). 
 
The perpetrator knowingly committed the exploitative marriage act. 
Whether the victim was exploited is not required under the Trafficking 
in Persons Protocol; just proving that there is a manifestation of intent 
to manipulate the victim is enough (United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime, 2009).  
 
The mmens rea (the means) is established if any of these can be proven 

(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2009) (The United States 
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Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, 2010): 
The use of force – forcing someone to marry (marrying someone 
absent of informed consent is using force).  
The threat of force -  using the vulnerability and affection that 
someone has for their family by threatening to cause them harm is the 
threat of force.  
Coercion – the use of psychological manipulation to induce them to 
marry. 
Abduction – kidnapping or taking of a person without consent; Fraud 
– tricking a person into marrying.  
Deception – Lying to the victim or their family to gain unlawful entry 
into another country through false marriage.  
Abuse of power or vulnerability – taking advantage of someone who 
lacks the mental capacity or ability to self-advocate.  
Giving or receiving of benefits- gaining U.S. citizenship, gaining illegal 
immigration status, receiving financial or other material benefits due to 
the marriage (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2009) (The 
United States Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, 2010). 

 
Forced marriages may involve an act, means, and purpose that fit the 

definition of trafficking as defined in the Protocol or the TVPA. The act may 
include the transfer or receipt of a person; the means may consist of force, 
threats, coercion, or abduction; the purpose may be sexual exploitation and/or 
servitude (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2009): 

 
The Act (What was done)– When the victim of the marriage is 
transported or brought into another country, or the offending spouse 
or family harbors the victim in preparation for the nonconsensual 
marriage. 

 
The Means (How it was done)– When the victim is kidnapped or 
coerced into the marriage, shamed or abused, drugged or fraudulently 
misled into a marriage contract.  

 
The Purpose (Why it was done)– To enslave the bride, to exploit their 
citizenship, their credit, their body for sexual exploitation, for labor or 
domestic services beneficial to the offender.    

 
U.S. State Highlight: Texas has created awareness around this issue by including 
forced or coercive marriage of a child as part of its child abuse statute. This is a 
promising practice that all states should follow. 
 
Texas Family Code § 261.001(1)(M) According to the American Bar 
Association:  

A forced or coerced marriage lacks the consent of one or both parties, 
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and typically involves one or more elements of force, fraud, or 
coercion. Forced marriage often consists of a parent or other family 
member’s abuse of power and control over an individual to ensure that 
the marriage occurs. Physical, psychological, sexual, financial and 
emotional abuse can be leveraged against the individual to coerce them 
to marry, and domestic violence, rape, and other harms – including 
serious health complications such as increased risks in pregnancy and 
childbirth – can occur within the forced marriage itself. An individual’s 
freedom to determine their life’s course, including future education and 
employment opportunities, can also be cut short by a forced marriage 
(Texas Department of Family and Protective Services, 2023). 

  
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women states that no marriage to a child shall ever have legal effect or standing 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2020).  
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child reiterates the importance of 
establishing the minimum legal age for marriage at eighteen (United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime, 2020). 
 
No Forced or Child Marriages in America Act (Bill Suggested by Katariina 
Rosenblatt, Ph.D.): 

 
Under the TVPA, forced and child marriage is considered a form of human 
trafficking, meeting the definition for involuntary servitude:  

 
A condition of servitude is induced by means of any scheme, 
plan, or pattern intended to cause a person to believe that, if 
the person did not enter into or continue in such condition, 
that person or another person would suffer serious harm or 
physical restraint; or the abuse or threatened abuse of the 
legal process (The United States Department of Justice Civil 
Rights Division, 2010) (Teekah & Sheehan, 2025). 
  

Because forced and child marriage happens as a result of various threats, pressure, 
or coercion, where one or both participants do not and cannot consent, forced 
and child marriage is human trafficking. Forced and child marriages should never 
be allowed to exist in today’s modern world, especially not in the United States. 
Forced marriages of any kind, especially forced child marriages, should be 
banned from happening in the United States.  
Indicators of forced or child marriage are if one of the parties to a marriage 
receives a material benefit from the union, such as legal status to reside within the 
U.S. as a direct result of their marriage to a U.S. citizen. Such an occurrence 
should be enough to bring probable cause to question the validity of the marriage 
and whether one of the parties to the marriage is being victimized.  
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Whether there is some form of force, fraud, or coercion present, or where one of 
the parties has not yet reached the age of eighteen.  

 
Requiring all states to raise the legal age of marriage to eighteen prohibits 
traffickers and exploiters from coercing vulnerable young people into non-
consensual marriages. In many of these marriages, marital rape, and child abuse 
are also present.  
 

In 2024, Senator Richard Durbin of Illinois introduced S.4990, the 
Child Marriage Prevention Act. This bill has created momentum in the fight 
against child marriages. However, without raising the minimum marriage age 
requirement to eighteen in all states across the U.S., those with nefarious motives 
such as cartels and gangs will be able to continue coercing and manipulating 
young girls into marrying them, petitioning for fiancé visas, and utilizing the 
failures in the immigration system to remain within the U.S., legally.  
 

The USCIS only considers a petitioner’s age if their age violates the 
laws of the place of celebration or the public policy of the U.S. state in 
which the couple plans to reside (U.S. Department of State, 2016). 

 
Once minors get married, they are automatically emancipated from 

their parents’ influence and free to make their own decisions, regardless of who is 
coercing them to do so. 
 
VAWA -The Violence Against Women Act: Reauthorization Act of 2022 
brought added enforcement to the legal definition of forced marriages: 
 

A marriage to which 1 or both parties do not or cannot consent, and in 
which 1 or more elements of force, fraud, or coercion are present. 
Forced marriage can be both a cause and a consequence of domestic 
violence, dating violence, sexual assault, or stalking (117th U.S. 
Congress, 2022). 

Contributing Factors in Forced and Child Marriages 

Some common reasons that forced or child marriages occur include 
societal or cultural obligations, maintaining religious values, obtaining 
citizenship, immigration fraud, financial payoff, deterring practices that are seen 
as shameful or unwanted (this may include unplanned pregnancy), and respect 
for family honor (Scottish Government, 2014).  

The dowry price in some cultures can burden impoverished families 
heavily (Tahirih Justice Center, 2024). In addition, some countries prioritize 
female children over male children because of the cost associated with having 
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female children who require a dowry over the benefit of having male children 
who can work to support the family. 

There are also instances where individuals may be drugged or 
intoxicated into signing a marriage contract, where they may have no memory or 
recollection of the marriage ever taking place (Tahirih Justice Center, 2024). 

Forced and child marriages may occur due to a person living with 
disabilities, having a family who believes that this is the best way to support them 
long-term (Clawson, R., & Fyson, R., 2017).  They may have an intellectual or 
physical disability and not fully understand the legally binding marriage contract 
they have signed. In such cases, their inability has been exploited for others’ 
purposes. 

 
WWho is the Perpetrator in Forced and Child Marriages? 
 
Parents as Perpetrators- Some minors are forced into marriage by their parents 
and family members. If these children should run away or try to leave, the law 
may require them to be returned to their parents or family members, who could 
be their perpetrators. Their family may threaten to remove their love, care, or 
support for the victim unless they comply with or go through with the forced or 
child marriage. Parental consent may be required in child marriages; thus, states 
with parental consent enable parental coercion where the parents are the 
perpetrators.  Some benefits that parents or family members might receive 
through forced, or child marriage are financial compensation by the offending 
spouse or their family, increased status within cults or community environments, 
or promises of legal immigration status.  
 
Spouses as Perpetrators- Some individuals may have entered the marriage 
through force, fraud,  or coercion, but are unaware of their legal rights. These 
individuals might come into a rape crisis or domestic violence center seeking 
assistance for the symptoms of their root cause. They may be unaware of the 
concept of forced or child marriage and, therefore, are seeking services for the 
symptoms that arise as a result of abuse or exploitation. They may experience 
their spouse threatening to harm them or their family members, or their children, 
if they leave. Their cases may be similar to domestic violence. However, 
discovering the relationship's origin can help determine the level of victimization, 
whether it started as a forced or child marriage.  
 
Looking at who benefits the most from this marriage may indicate who is at 
fault. For example, if the offending spouse or their family has received some 
benefit, they could be at fault. They may have benefited in many ways, such as 
gaining legal immigration status or receiving other material gains due to this 
marriage, either by force, fraud, or coercion, or where the other party has not 
reached the age of 18. This is human trafficking. 
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Additionally, where there was an exchange of something of value to commit or 
cause the non-consenting spouse to engage in commercial sex/labor/domestic 
servitude/or forced criminality, the payment to the perpetrator could also be in 
the form of any financial profit such as starting a business, using the credit or 
identity of the non-consenting spouse, gaining legal immigration status, or other 
material benefit from the use of the identity, credit, labor, domestic servitude, 
physical or sexual use of their body, intellect, or different from of exploitation or 
use of the non-consenting spouse. 
 
Other Actors as Perpetrators- Marriage brokers, third-party or international 
marriage agencies, and those who set up marriages that are one-sided or 
exploitative. The victim may lack details or information about the marriage. 
They may have been told a lie regarding marriage to the person or the 
transaction. Only to find out their future life and spouse are abusive and 
exploitative, and not what they were made to believe.   

 
Arranged Marriage vs. Forced Marriage 

 A legally arranged marriage requires the consent of both parties. Both 
parties should be of legal age to enter the legally binding marriage contract. If 
one of the parties refuses or lacks the freedom of choice to refuse without fear, 
then marriage is non-consensual and is not an arranged marriage but rather a 
forced marriage.  

 In cultures where arranged marriage is accepted, children grow up 
knowing the concept of an arranged marriage. They also know the rules 
associated with the family elders and parents when choosing the intended spouse. 
If those rules are not followed or the child does not follow through with what is 
expected, there can be dire consequences. The deepened consequences can 
determine if there is a level of force or coercion to marry vs. freedom to choose. 

In some religions, such as in Orthodox Judaism, arranged marriages 
assist families and communities in maintaining their heritage. Arranging 
marriages from families with the same biblical and cultural practices ensures that 
children are brought up with and maintain generational values. In most cases of 
Jewish arranged marriages, the shadchan (matchmaker) (Yaffe, 2024), or family 
friend/relative, is used to help identify suitable matches within their community. 
However, coercing or forcing either party into a marriage and taking away their 
choice is strictly prohibited in Judaism, and according to the biblical laws found 
in the Torah (Genesis 24) (Yaffe, 2024). This does not mean some do not 
exploit or exert pressure within their family to marry. There’s nothing like Jewish 
guilt to get you to comply. 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

79 

CConclusion 
 Practitioners can assess for forced and child marriage as a form of 
human trafficking. One starting place is by asking the right questions to clients 
who seek help for issues related to family violence, intimate partner violence, rape 
and sexual assault. A good start is to ask clients: How did your marriage come 
about? Was there any duress exhibited upon you to marry? Were you threatened 
or coerced in any way? How old were you when you got married? What were the 
circumstances surrounding your marriage? 
 

 Service providers can better understand their clients by understanding 
how a marriage begins and the circumstances surrounding it. Forced and child 
marriage never happens alone (Tahirih Justice Center, 2024). Being able to 
provide holistic services to survivors includes involving them in the process. 
Understanding that many survivors of forced or child marriage and human 
trafficking may not see themselves as victims of this type of crime.  

 First responders, social service providers, and advocates must be aware 
of their biases or ignorance towards different cultures. They must become 
trauma-informed and offer the best-aligned services to victims and survivors. 

 Globally, 5,000 women are murdered each year at the hands of family 
members through the practice of ‘honor killings’ (United Nations - OHCHR, 
2013). The number one killer of women in the world today is men (Adegoke, 
2024). 

Case Study 

 As a U.S. citizen, Kat was approached by an adult Colombian man 
who barely spoke English. Having just turned 16, she was impressionable to this 
older man who drove a nice car and whose family had lots of money. He 
showered her with gifts and attention. Kat fell for his façade from a problematic 
past and believed his lies for over a year.  Kat was just 17 when he began talking 
to her about marriage, but she was still in high school and wanted to complete 
her education. When Kat tried to pull away from him, she began to see a 
different side of this man, and his abusive behavior started to escalate. He began 
stalking her and monitoring her whereabouts. Waiting for her outside her home 
in Miami, where she lived with her mom. On several occasions, he fought with 
and threatened her male friends, and his jealousy erupted anytime Kat wanted to 
go out and be a typical high school kid hanging out with her friends from 
school. He started to control how she dressed, who she could talk to, and what 
she could talk about. His controlling behavior became too much, and after Kat 
broke up with him a final time, she found herself pregnant with his baby. The 
man and his mother came to Kat’s house and bullied Kat and her mom until Kat 
agreed to marry him.  
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Unbeknownst to Kat, the man’s father was in the process of being 
indicted by the DEA for his involvement in the Medellin Cartel. He and his 
family were at risk of being deported back to Colombia.   

Pablo Emilio Escobar-Gaviria, whom they describe as “one of the 
major cocaine traffickers in the world,” and five cohorts in Colombia’s 
Medellin cartel were indicted on charges. A federal grand jury in 
Denver handed down the five-count indictment on drug conspiracy 
charges that carry maximum penalties of life imprisonment for each of 
the six defendants and fines of $4 million (Lichtblau, 1988).  

Using shame tactics to get Kat and her mother to do what they wanted; 
she was told that he and members of his family who were in the U.S. illegally 
would be deported if she did not marry him. As well, she was told that upon his 
return to Colombia, he would be killed, and it would all be Kat’s fault.  

As a minor, Kat was coerced into marrying this man, even though she 
did not want to. Her father was against the marriage and refused to attend the 
courthouse ceremony. On her wedding day, Kat cried. She did not want to marry 
this abusive man but refusing him was not an option for Kat.  

Then, on the day before Kat gave birth to their baby, her now husband 
brought her to his U.S. Immigration Interview at the 79th Street Immigration 
Office in Miami. He took Kat despite her pregnancy being high-risk for 
complications due to her age and well past her due date. He wanted to show the 
immigration officers how pregnant she was in trying to prove that their marriage 
was real, so that they would have to grant him legal citizenship. Kat looked so 
young, her belly sticking out; she looked like a baby beside this grown man. She 
wondered why no one in the immigration office asked her any questions or tried 
to help her get away from him. Instead, they let him do all the talking and just 
took his word for everything he said. He got away with it and eventually 
obtained legal U.S. citizenship. That opened the door for him to abuse and 
exploit Kat for several years to come. 

Kat had been the victim of a forced child marriage even though she was 
a U.S. citizen. Once her husband received his citizenship, his other Colombian 
family members also petitioned and were able to obtain their U.S. citizenship.    

Kat endured a twenty-year abusive marriage to this man with 
unspeakable offenses. During that time, she had limited freedom and felt like she 
was an enslaved person; required to meet her husband’s every demand.  Kat was 
forced to work under abusive conditions, helping him to start his business, but 
never receiving any financial compensation for her labor. Finally, Kat sought the 
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assistance of a local domestic violence shelter called Women in Distress, which 
helped her to get away from him.  

After filing for divorce, Kat’s ex-husband threatened to take her 
daughter and their house; he took everything from her. Using spiritual abuse, he 
had members of his church in Fort Lauderdale who were attorneys contact Kat; 
they prevented her from asserting her rights to follow through on the restraining 
order. Even though Kat had friends and mentors helping her, he and members of 
his family manipulated them into disbelieving Kat and ruining her reputation. 
That enabled him to continue to torment and harass Kat for several more years, 
causing her to move several times for her safety.  

Even after their divorce was final, he used Kat’s credit to exploit her by 
forcing her to sign over the Quick Claim Deed to their house while requiring her 
name and credit to remain on the mortgages. With her credit information, he 
was able to monitor her every move and worked to destroy every employment 
opportunity she had.  

Kat says, “The cartel doesn’t just let you go; they want to make you 
suffer”.  

Even after moving, he found Kat and her daughter living in California. 

The day before her daughter’s wedding, he made Kat’s children sign a contract, 
excluding Kat from their weddings and lives. Kat was told that she could not 
attend her daughter’s wedding, and that she was never allowed to see her again.  

  Through the assistance of pro bono lawyers and the Debt Bondage 
Repair Act (DBRA) (McHenry, 2021), Dr. Kat finally broke free from the 
credit monitoring and torment by her abusive ex-husband. Although Kat is now 
free, she has not seen her daughter for over four years. 
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 IIntroduction 
 
We live in a world that is both complex and diverse. Despite this, countries and 
cultures work successfully together to provide goods and services for many 
different needs, wants, and desires. Every day, people across the globe work in a 
variety of settings within the supply chains of major businesses to perform tasks 
such as farming crops in fields for the food we eat, whilst others produce raw 
materials that are refined and used as components in products that companies 
buy and sell to consumers.   
  Consumerism is at an all-time high in our society. Commodities and 
commercialism go hand in hand. While the buying and selling of goods is 
global, many people are unaware of the other side of consumerism: the use of 
labor in the international slave trade. Companies use exploitative recruitment 
and employment practices to profit from their industries and achieve higher 
profit margins.  
Labor Trafficking Defined 
   According to the U.S. Department of State, labor trafficking 
and forced labor are used interchangeably and mean the same, because both 
encompass a range of activities that are involved when a person uses force, fraud, 
or coercion to exploit the labor or services of another person (Office to 
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2021). 
 The acts, means, and purpose test are also utilized in forced labor: 

The ““acts” element of forced labor is met when the trafficker recruits, 
harbors, transports, provides, or obtains a person for labor or services.  
The  “means” element of forced labor includes a trafficker’s use of 
force, fraud, or coercion. The coercive scheme can consist of threats of 
force, debt manipulation, withholding of pay, confiscation of identity 
documents, psychological coercion, reputational harm, manipulation of 
the use of addictive substances, threats to other people, or other forms 
of coercion.  
The ““purpose” element focuses on the perpetrator’s goal to secure 
labor or services. There is no limit on the location or type of 
industry. Traffickers can commit this crime in any sector or setting, 
whether legal or illicit, including but not limited to agricultural fields, 
factories, restaurants, hotels, massage parlors, retail stores, fishing 
vessels, mines, private homes, or drug trafficking operations. All three 
elements are essential to constitute the crime of forced labor.   
The U.S. has many instances of labor trafficking within its borders. It 

is a fallacy to believe that labor trafficking only happens outside of the U.S. or 
that it only happens to immigrants. Labor trafficking is a crime that exploits the 
vulnerability of individuals who are at risk of exploitation. It can come in the 
form of exploiting a child who needs a place to stay because they have become 
homeless, and this child winds up working in a begging ring or selling 
magazines door to door. It also happens in the form of (where both immigrant 
and nonimmigrant survivors of labor trafficking) occurring in recreational 
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facilities as lifeguards, health care settings, and carnivals (Polaris Project, 2023).   
Older women are also at risk of labor trafficking in areas of domestic 

work. Trafficking occurs within and across borders in the U.S.    
Human trafficking is a global issue that reaches all socio-economic 

barriers and impacts those at risk of being exploited.  However, what is not 
readily known is that labor trafficking affects everyone due to the impact of 
market-driven and economic development. Everyone is impacted by enslaved 
person-made goods that funnel their way into mainstream economies and 
markets.  

This chapter will discuss the nuances of slave-made goods and the 
global economy. As you read it, remember that profiteers constantly seek to take 
advantage and only need an opportunity. Let’s not give them one.   
Signs of Forced Labor 
   Where work is done under the menace of a penalty, 
including physical violence, imprisonment, withholding wages, deportation, 
social exclusion, or even just the threat of losing one's job, where the person has 
not offered themself voluntarily and is now unable to leave, they may experience 
some or all of the above and the following, as mentioned below (Hope for 
Justice, 2023):  

• Withholding wages or reductions resulting in low or no pay.  
• Excessive hours, forced overtime, few or no breaks.  
• Poor or non-existent health and safety standards.  
• Workers had to pay for their tools or equipment.  
• Intimidation and threats, or physical violence.  
• Threat of revealing irregular immigration status.  
• No access to labor contracts or documentation.  
• Abusive working and living conditions.  
• Imposed place of accommodation (deducted from pay).  
• Abuse of vulnerability. 
• Isolation, restriction of movement, or confinement.  
• Debt bondage with spurious deductions or interest added.  

Signs of Domestic Servitude 
This is one of the most hidden forms of modern slavery, as happens 

within private homes. Some are exploited exclusively in domestic servitude; 
others have domestic duties imposed where they are forced to live while also 
working outside the house through forced labor or sexual exploitation.   

Signs:  
• Living and working for a family in a private home.  
• Not eating with the rest of the family.  
• No bedroom or proper sleeping place.  
• No private space, documents, or access to phone.  
• Forced to work excessive hours, on-call 24 hours a day.  
• May never leave the house without the employer.  
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• Employer reports as missing and/or accuses of criminal activity if 
attempts to escape   (Hope for Justice, 2023).  

Signs of Sham Marriages  
Signs: 
• Lack of ‘courtship’ of the bride and groom.  
• Someone with little or no knowledge of the partner’s family.  
• The bride has no family at the wedding.  
• No wedding ring, photographs, reception, or honeymoon.  
• Uncertainty over marital home  (Hope for Justice, 2023).  

Signs of Pickpocketing & Forced Begging:  
Signs:  
• Young, elderly, or disabled people begging in public or on public 

transport, especially foreign nationals.  
• One adult acting as guardian of a large group of children.  
• A group of adult and/or child beggars moved daily to different 

locations, returning to the exact location every night.  
• Group moving together on public transport, e.g., walking up and 

down the length of a bus or train  (Hope for Justice, 2023).  
Global Trade 

The scale of global trade was prevalent in public consciousness when, 
in March 2021, the ‘Ever Given’, a Japanese container ship, became stuck in the 
Suez Canal, effectively blocking it for all trade to pass. The vessel was en route 
from China to Europe, carrying many containers packed with goods for 
businesses to sell. The ship was stuck for five days, creating a backlog of 369 
ships covering 120 miles on either side of the canal, holding up goods worth 
$9.6 billion (Russon, 2021). It took many days to clear the backlog, disrupting 
supply chains for weeks. This resulted in goods not being delivered on time to 
buyers, and many shop shelves became empty (Braw, 2021).  

Global trade drives the demand for cheap products to be available 
quickly to satisfy the desires of consumers. In response, businesses have worked 
to drive down the cost of goods by mechanizing production where possible and 
looking to source labor and transportation at the lowest price. Many companies 
regularly move supplies from one business to another to save small margins per 
product, resulting in increased trading profits distributed between staff, owners, 
and shareholders. Most companies making such products never meet the people 
involved in their value chain, nor visit the multiple settings where the products 
are created.   

Many products are used by multiple suppliers throughout many tiers 
of the supply chain. That may seem obvious, but it’s important to reiterate that 
many who are responsible for making and selling products are unaware of how 
individuals are kept or forced to work. Meanwhile, those who would enslave 
people are, for the most part, driven by greed to make money. They do not 
appear to question the morality of keeping workers in such conditions.   
 WWho is Doing Something About It?  
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One such brave non-governmental organization (NGO) called Hope 
for Justice, which was founded in 2008 with a vision to live in a world free from 
slavery, has worked hard to see an end to human trafficking and modern slavery 
through their award-winning model: identifying victims, supporting survivors, 
and preventing exploitation. 

This NGO employs community outreach workers and investigators in 
many countries to try to locate and then help those affected by all forms of 
modern slavery. In 2011, after they set up their first investigative hub (in the 
U.K.), their teams identified 110 victims of various forms of modern slavery. 
The most shocking statistic in that first year was that the youngest victim was 
just three months old. 

Another identified case of labor trafficking was in 2016 by a bed 
manufacturer, Kozee Sleep, in Huddersfield. A large number of Hungarian men 
were used as a "slave workforce" at the now defunct Kozee Sleep, which was 
providing beds for two of the largest retailers in the U.K. As Hope for Justice 
shared intelligence with law enforcement, they recovered thirty-three Hungarian 
nationals who had been badly treated and kept as victims of modern slavery and 
paid as little as £10 a day. The bed factory owner subsequently became the first 
businessman in the U.K. to be convicted of modern-day slavery (Bounds, 2016).   

It is hard to believe how widespread exploitation and modern slavery 
are and how many areas they live. Modern slavery thrives where criminals 
exploit the basic human needs of people for greed. In many settings where laws 
are not in place, or are in place but are not enforced, we see that many people 
are openly exploited.    

Exploitation takes on many forms. This diagram gives a perspective of 
all forms of exploitation found in the exploitation spectrum:  

 

(Slave Free Alliance, 2024) 

A business will automatically start succeeding the moment it is 
prepared to look for modern slavery within its complex supply chain and takes 
action to identify the problem. Most companies need to endeavor to put 
effective strategies in place to deal with the issues inherent to them.  

The latest estimates show that there are 49.6 million victims of 
modern slavery across the world (International Labor Organization, 2023). This 
number has risen sharply by over 10 million people since the previous 
equivalent study, which took place five years earlier (International Labour 
Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), 2022).  

Women and girls are disproportionately affected. Women make up 
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nearly 27 million of all those living in modern slavery, and more than 12 
million are children. 3.3 million victims of forced labor are children – over half 
of these are trapped in commercial sexual exploitation (International Labour 
Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), 2022).  

Gender plays a key role in the commercial sexual exploitation 
industry. It is evident, however, that commercial sexual exploitation is a form of 
labor trafficking and is also referred to as “forced labor in commercial sexual 
exploitation” (International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022).  

Of the 49.6 million people affected globally (that’s 1 in every 150 people 
alive), people are exploited in a variety of ways (International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and Walk Free Foundation, 2017):  
• 19.9 million people are in forced labor (this includes people in forced 

labor in private or state-run companies, or criminal exploitation), 
(International Labour Organization (ILO) and Walk Free Foundation, 
2017). The sectors most affected by forced labor exploitation are general 
services (including trade, transport, and hospitality), manufacturing, 
construction, and agriculture.   

• 6.3 million people are in forced commercial sexual exploitation, including 
1.7 million children (International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk 
Free, and International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022).. This 
includes adults who are forced into commercial sexual exploitation or the 
production of sexual abuse materials, and in new forms of internet-based 
commercial sexual exploitation. It also consists of all forms of commercial 
sexual exploitation involving children.    

• 1.4 million people are experiencing domestic servitude in private homes 
(International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022). Domestic workers are 
especially vulnerable to forced labor because of their isolation, deep power 
imbalances with their employers, and their limited access to complaint 
mechanisms and opportunities to organize. Restrictive visa arrangements 
that often tie migrant domestic workers to one employer (including 
working for a diplomatic household in a foreign country) can also increase 
their susceptibility to abuse, as can irregular immigration status, including 
lack of a visa in another country.  

• 22 million people are in forced marriages (International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and Walk Free Foundation, 2017). There is a direct 
correlation between forced marriage, domestic servitude, and trafficking. 
This has increased to 6.6 million since 2016 (International Labour 
Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), 2022). 

  We must have the correct understanding of these issues. The latest 
global estimates demonstrate that no country is immune to modern-day slavery. 
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More than half (52%) of all forced labor and 26% of all forced marriages can 
be found in upper-middle-income or high-income countries (International 
Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), 2022). 
  Whereas migrant workers are much more likely to experience forced 
labor and unethical recruitment in labor practices. Because migrant recruitment 
is mainly unregulated, trafficking and abusive employment practices occur 
regularly. When migrants are brought into destination countries for 
immigration purposes, “it is likely that for many migrants subjected to forced 
labor there was criminal involvement of traffickers at earlier stages of their 
journey – such as at the time of recruitment and facilitation of travel – with 
intent to exploit them once they reached their destination.” (International 
Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), 2022). 
  Migrants may enter a destination country through a smuggling 
scheme, whereby a coyote has been paid on average $1,500 to bring one 
individual across the border. However, once inside the border, many times these 
bandits turn them over to traffickers for slave labor or sex trafficking.   
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(Dept. of Homeland Security, 2024) 

Labor exploitation is the abuse of people in the workplace for profit. 
The impact is often devastating. Legitimate – and sometimes large-scale – 
businesses and employers can be “infiltrated” by exploiters, who introduce 
victims of labor exploitation into their labor supply chains, either directly or 
through labor providers or recruitment agencies.   
  Companies often engage the services of these unscrupulous 
employment agencies and become unwitting partners in the crime of 
exploitation. The evidence is real, not all employers or employment agencies are 
working under the same auspices as those who adhere to slave-free practices.   
  Industries assessed as being at significant risk to this (owing to their 
scale, the nature of the work itself, and the high attrition or low retention rates 
of staff) include warehouses and logistics, construction and contracting, cleaning 
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and facilities management, the care industry, agriculture, fishing and food 
production, waste management and recycling.  However, there are also instances 
of labor exploitation whereby employers and labor users are more likely to be 
actively complicit in the exploitation. This is most common in businesses 
including car washes, nail bars/salons, restaurants, and takeout establishments, 
and the textile and garment manufacturing industry.  

UU n d e r s t a n d i n g  T h e  D e m a n d  S i d e  o f  L a b o r  Tr a f f i c k i n g  
 
Who is Targeted and How?   
  When a human trafficker spots a vulnerability or something they think 
they can exploit, they use various methods for their gain. They will employ 
multiple forms of manipulation, force, fraud, and coercion to control and exploit 
victims. A common tactic used by traffickers to keep victims bound in 
exploitation is through coercion. Coercion is a lack of free and informed consent 
to the conditions and terms of the labor they are required to perform.   

A labor trafficking situation may even take place after a person has 
consented to do work for the trafficker. The problem is not the acts of the 
survivor; however, it is the acts of the perpetrator. “Human trafficking can take 
place even if the victim initially consented to provide labor…A trafficker can 
target a victim after a victim applies for a job or migrates to earn a living. The 
trafficker’s coercive scheme is what matters, not a victim’s prior consent or 
ability to meaningfully consent thereafter” (Office to Monitor and Combat 
Trafficking in Persons, 2021). 

Another form of control often seen is the use of debt bondage. This is 
a form of slavery where laborers (sometimes with their families) are forced to 
work for an employer to pay off their debts or debts of those they have 
inherited. Sometimes, a recruiter may help the workers obtain temporary jobs 
abroad and lend the workers money to pay for the upfront recruitment fees and 
costs. It may also manipulate the debt, including by applying high interest rates. 
The worker is then told to repay their debt and has their passport confiscated. 
The workers are now victims of forced labor and debt bondage. 

Methods of control and manipulation include offers of non-existent 
work opportunities or charging for access to work; offering legitimate work but 
then seizing wages; psychological coercion, dehumanization, and enforcing 
isolation from friends, family, loved ones, and peers; and emotional 
manipulation and control of travel or ID documents.   
  As control escalates, or if a person tries to resist, traffickers also use 
tactics such as the threat of arrest or deportation; shame’ or ‘honor’ as a means of 
manipulation; blackmail and threats of violence towards the person or their loved 
ones; fabricating familial ties, such as lying about a victim’s relationship to the 
exploiter; or creating an emotional attachment to exploiters (as with ‘Stockholm 
Syndrome’). In the most extreme scenarios, there are cases of abduction, physical 
restraints such as locks, and physical and sexual violence.  

Many global corporations no longer own their production processes 
regarding supply chains and can have thousands of suppliers. Outsourcing can 
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fragment responsibility for labor standards and make oversight and 
accountability very difficult. When the labor supply is outsourced, small 
suppliers may turn a blind eye to or become reliant on unfair labor practices to 
turn a profit or risky practices, like unauthorized subcontracting or non-
payment of wages.  

G l o b a l  Tr a d e  &  S c o p e  o f  t h e  P r o b l e m  
 
  Weak governance and enforcement open spaces for bad practices. 
Laws designed to protect workers are inconsistently enforced, while exploiters 
are adaptable and entrepreneurial in their methods.   
Emerging Trends in Slavery 

New emerging trends in the global economy can create conditions in 
which modern slavery thrives. This includes efforts in the fight against climate 
change. For example, the vast majority of commercial lithium-ion batteries used 
in electric vehicles, including the storage and power generated by renewable 
energy sources, require cobalt, and 70% of cobalt is mined in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) (U.S. Dept. of Energy, 2021) (U.S. Geological 
Survey, 2020).  

Many mines are run by and guarded by armed militias who frequently 
use forced labor, including children as young as eight who use hand tools (S & P 
Global Market Intelligence, 2021). Deaths and injuries are common (Amnesty 
International, 2016).   

Global refined cobalt production is forecast to rise nearly 40% 
between now and 2025, with its use in electric vehicle batteries expected to 
surge by 294% in the same period (S & P Global Market Intelligence, 2021). 
Considering that lithium-ion batteries are used to charge our everyday cell 
phones, consumers of this technological age need to hold companies that 
produce them more accountable (Amnesty International, 2016). 

Xinjiang, home to China’s Uyghur population, produces about 45% 
of the world's supply of polysilicon, the key component in solar panels 
(Bernreuter, 2021). Incontrovertible evidence of the scale of forced labor in this 
region led the U.S. to pass the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, which 
came into force in the summer of 2022, as it sought to “strengthen international 
action against this egregious violation of human rights” (Blinken, 2021). 
Global Solutions 

A key to ending the crime of modern slavery is creating and enforcing 
legislation. When legislation is in place, it shifts the burden of responsibility 
from countries to companies. Where this legislation also brings financial 
penalties, it is a sizeable deterrent for companies to change their due diligence 
and start to understand all elements in the value chain effectively. These may be 
those employed by the companies and those looking into every tier of the value 
chains. We have seen that  state and regional governments and supra-national 
bodies like the EU have legislated, or are starting to legislate, to hold 
organizations accountable for modern slavery in their operations and supply 
chains. Legislation is being created and rolling out like a tsunami worldwide.   
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Many other governments are beginning to introduce and toughen 
domestic legislation against forced labor in supply chains, primarily through 
laws mandating or encouraging transparency, or requiring certain due diligence. 
Countries and states, including the U.K., Australia, France, and California, have 
had laws in place for several years. New legislation has been passed recently or is 
imminent in Germany, Norway, and the Netherlands.   

Much more legislation is proposed similarly, affecting some of the 
world’s largest economies and trade partners – by the EU, the U.S., Canada, 
Hong Kong, Switzerland, and Singapore, among others. While the laws differ in 
specifics, the general outlook for business is clear: protecting supply chains 
against modern slavery is not just an ethical or CSR (Corporate Social 
Responsibility) issue, but a core business and legal requirement that needs 
board-level oversight.   

Evidence shows that taking steps to protect your supply chain against 
modern slavery can also have positive effects on employee retention, 
engagement, public relations, product quality, and more (Hope for Justice, 
2024). 

Businesses must not ignore these developments and should consider 
them as they negotiate with suppliers, develop their strategies, and consider their 
operational footprint.  To help companies navigate these complex and 
accelerating challenges, the Slave-Free Alliance (SFA) is a valuable resource to a 
wide variety of companies in all kinds of industries and sectors (Slave Free 
Alliance, 2024). 

Companies that lack due diligence in reviewing supply chains and that 
benefit either directly or indirectly through partnerships with unscrupulous 
companies will run the risk of potential liability for being accomplices to 
trafficking.  

Through the wholly owned social enterprise, SFA (Slave Free 
Alliance, 2024), where they specifically focus on helping companies by offering 
training, consultancy, and expert services. Companies need supportive services as 
they navigate their industry standards and changes to become a slave-free 
environment. SFA directly supports member businesses by helping them fortify 
their operations and supply chains against the kinds of practices detailed. SFA is 
a critical friend to more than 100 businesses, from fourteen multinationals listed 
on the FTSE100 index to SMEs with only a handful of employees.  

Businesses of all sizes need to be concerned about modern slavery, but 
help is available to them. SFA offers support to these businesses to protect their 
operations, supply chains, and their people from modern slavery and labor 
exploitation. SFA has become the go-to for providing expertise in developing 
branding and products that are slave free. Companies need to understand they 
are not alone in their pursuit of improving. An entire membership plan started 
in the U.K. and has expanded to many countries worldwide. Many well-known 
companies across the globe are supporting it.  (All profits made by Slave-Free 
Alliance are reinvested into charitable antislavery projects through Hope for 
Justice).   
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Business has such a key part to play in ending the crime of modern 
slavery. Someone reading this may ask themselves: how does this relate to me? 
Perhaps you are working with a business, owning a business, or are investing in a 
company; this applies to you. Also, as an employee of a business, you can start 
to ask the right questions about what is being done to address the risks. You can 
make sure you don’t turn away from the real dangers.  Before you accept 
employment with a company, make sure their practices are slave free.  
  Business operations and compliance laws need to go hand in hand. 
Current and pipeline laws mandate transparency, due diligence, vigilance 
requirements, remediation requirements, civil penalty mechanisms, or a 
combination of these to address this complex issue.  Countries and 
localities that have already passed relevant legislation and brought it into force 
include:  
  England and Wales via the Modern Slavery Act 2015 (U.K. 
Parliament, 2015), whose transparency in supply chain provisions also extends 
to Northern Ireland and Scotland; and the Health and Care Act 2022 section 
81 (U.K. Parliament, 2022).  
  Norway’s Transparency Act was enacted in July 2022 (Ministry of 
Children and Families, 2022). 
  The United States Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (the 
UFLPA) (117th Congress, 2022), which relates specifically to China and the 
Xinjiang region, also occurred during the summer of 2022. The UFLPA has 
already disrupted the solar power industry (again, Xinjiang is a global center of 
polysilicon and solar module production). Reports suggest that more than 
1,000 shipments (Groom, 2022), containing three gigawatts worth of solar 
modules, have been held at borders or otherwise prevented from entering the 
U.S. market since the law came into force, and up to twelve gigawatts worth 
could have been affected during 2022 (Groom, 2022).   
  For a sense of scale, it had been estimated that the total annual solar 
power installation for the U.S. in 2022 would have been seventeen to eighteen 
gigawatts of capacity before these disruptions and delays. (Casalicchio, 2021). 
The U.S. also has existing and relevant legislation via the Tariff Act. (United 
States Tariff Commission, 2020).   
Other places with established legislation include (as of January 1st, 2023):  
  AAustralia through the Commonwealth Modern Slavery Act 2018 
(Attorney-General's Department, 2018). 
  France, via its Duty of Vigilance, has made further changes to 
strengthen these laws (Brabant, 2020). 
  California (Transparency in Supply Chains law) (Office of the 
Attorney General, 2024).   
  Germany's legislation came into force on January 1st, 2023 (Business 
and Human Rights, 2023), and there are significant compliance requirements 
around supply chain mapping, risk assessment, contract reviews, risk 
management, and documentation.  
  The Netherlands’ Responsible Sustainable International Business 
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Conduct Act (Allertz, 2023) is in force as of January 1st, 2023. Many of the 
provisions are analogous to those in Germany and Norway. Enterprises caught 
in the scope of the law are specifically obliged to cease activities that cause or 
contribute to specific negative impacts on human rights, workers’ conditions, or 
the environment.    
  The EU’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 
(CSDDD) (European Commission, 2024) was scrutinized and subsequently 
passed by the European Parliament and went into effect on July 25, 2024. The 
Directive includes various provisions and requires EU Member States to impose 
sanctions for non-compliance (with some mitigation possible depending on how 
the provisions are enacted in national law) and make civil liability mechanisms 
available.   
  New York State Fashion Sustainability and Social Accountability Bill 
(New York State Senate, 2022) requires supply chain mapping and due 
diligence disclosure. Other new laws or regulations, or proposals to strengthen 
existing laws, are at various legislative stages in Switzerland, New South Wales 
(Australia), tthe United States, Austria, Belgium, and more.   
  Legislation has been proposed in Canada and New Zealand, but it is 
at an earlier stage. Certain senior politicians in the U.K. (Chee, 2022) and EU 
(International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022) have made suggestions of import 
controls relating to alleged forced labor in China, similar to the U.S.A.’s 
UFLPA (Blinken, 2021); these have yet to progress beyond the proposal stage.   
What Needs to Change?  
       Globally, there is a clear trend towards mandatory due diligence, 
beyond simple transparency and reporting requirements as seen in earlier 
legislation. Legislation should invoke stricter penalties on individuals and 
corporations who refuse to comply with slave-free transparency requirements. It 
is unethical for companies to profit from the public's naivete, who expect above 
board, and Governments have a responsibility to provide mechanisms for greater 
transparency of consumer products.  
 An imposition on licensing and regulation should influence businesses 
to act. If companies feel the hit on their financial bottom line, they will be 
compelled to operate from a place of scrutiny in preventing modern-day slavery 
from occurring in their own supply chains. The purpose of imposing such 
stringent laws is to deter people from engaging in or with such unscrupulous 
practices or even partnering with those who do.   
  Legislation requiring companies to be transparent in their supply 
chains must also include transparency regarding engaging with or benefiting 
from those who use such unscrupulous practices. If found to be in violation, 
companies will be fined and their license to do business in that country will be 
revoked. Additionally, when companies provide false reports or misleading 
information to the public about their supply chains to benefit from exploitative 
practices or partners who do, further legislation must be enacted to hold them 
accountable for providing such erroneous reports.  
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 There is also a clear sense of acceleration in the past two years, with 
many more countries choosing to legislate. However, these countries are 
overwhelming in the EU and the Anglophone world. They are often places that 
already have relatively strong laws and standards, as well as enforcement relating 
to workers’ rights and laws on imported goods.   
 The intense focus on supply chains and cross-border provisions means 
that all businesses’ global activities are increasingly being caught up in the scope 
of various laws.  Across the world, we see that migrants are among those most 
vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation, particularly for forced labor and 
sexual exploitation (Polaris Project, 2020). They may be migrating for issues of 
war, famine, climate, or in search of a better life, but they can be exploited on 
the way or in the country where they wanted to go. This issue is increasing as 
the number of people migrating grows. In the U.S., migrants from Latin 
America and the Caribbean make up a large proportion of the total number of 
trafficking victims (Polaris Project, 2020).   
 Between 2015 and 2018, 50% of all labor trafficking victims who 
were forced to work in the U.S. agricultural industry were from Latin America 
and the Caribbean, as well as 48.5% of those were forced to work in 
construction, and 30% of those were exploited for domestic work. (Flagg, 
2022).   
 Empowering survivors of all forms of trafficking is vital to ending 
trafficking. By empowering populations who are at risk of exploitation through 
labor trafficking and giving them a voice and a choice in developing safer 
employment practices, there is less likelihood of the travesty of trafficking 
continuing.  
U.S. Efforts  

The U.S. established the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in 
Persons (OTIP). This office has rolled out the following provisions and is 
helping to lead the charge in the global fight against human slavery (The White 
House, 2021).   
The National Action Plan - U.S. and global anti-trafficking efforts – prevention, 
protection, prosecution, and partnerships (The White House, 2021):   
Prevention: Strategic prevention programs are wide-ranging, from educating 
vulnerable populations and mitigating risk factors to seeking to prevent goods 
produced with forced labor from entering U.S. markets. 

� Enhance education and outreach efforts, including at-risk populations. 
� Enhance community-coordinated responses to human trafficking. 
� Strengthen efforts to identify, prevent, and address human trafficking 

in global supply chains. 
� Build capacity to prevent the importation of goods produced with 

forced labor. 
� Address aspects of nonimmigrant visa programs that may facilitate the 

exploitation of visa applicants and visa holders. 
Protection: This encompasses the interventions, services, and supports needed to 
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protect and assist victims of human trafficking.  Protection starts with robust 
outreach and proactive identification efforts and includes providing 
comprehensive victim services and applying victim-centered, trauma-informed 
strategies. 

� Identify and engage with victims in a victim-centered, trauma-
informed, and culturally competent manner. 

� Support survivor-informed interventions, in which survivors of 
trafficking are essential partners and help to improve service delivery 
and inform victim assistance policy decisions. 

� Seek to protect victims of human trafficking from incarceration, fines, 
or penalties for unlawful acts committed as a direct result of being 
subjected to trafficking. 

� Improve access to immigration benefits to assist victims of human 
trafficking. 

� Expand and improve assistance to victims of human trafficking 
encountered by law enforcement agencies. 

� Seek financial remedies for victims of human trafficking. 
� Increase access to social services for victims of human trafficking to 

increase short- and long-term stability. 
PProsecution: Prosecution involves holding individuals and entities engaged in 
human trafficking accountable and dismantling human trafficking networks. 

� Improve coordination among law enforcement to increase 
accountability for human trafficking. 

� Build capacity of Federal, state, local, Tribal, and territorial law 
enforcement to investigate and prosecute human trafficking and its 
illicit proceeds using a trauma-informed, victim-centered approach. 

� Enhance efforts to bring traffickers to justice by deploying a broad 
range of tools, including, where appropriate, financial sanctions, federal 
contracting suspension and debarment, and travel restrictions. 

� Increase efforts to investigate and prosecute forced labor. 
Partnerships: Effectively combating human trafficking requires collaboration to 
complement and support the other pillars of prevention, protection, and 
prosecution.  

� Deepen our understanding of human trafficking networks that 
primarily impact or operate in the United States. 

� Enhance information sharing to inform a strategic outcome. 
� Strengthen Federal anti-trafficking efforts through external 

partnerships, including with the private sector, civil society 
organizations, and survivor input. 

� Cooperate with allies, including trade partners, bilaterally and in 
regional and multilateral fora to address and combat human trafficking 
and forced labor. 
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� Continuously reevaluate the authorities and resources of the U.S. 
Government to combat human trafficking. 

Global Efforts 
The Global Aim to End all Forms of Trafficking (International Labour 

Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), 2022):  

• Respect for the freedoms of workers to associate and to bargain 
collectively.  

• Extend social protection to workers and their families, making services 
available to all in culturally and linguistically sensitive materials.  

• Promote ethical and fair recruitment practices; create nationwide ad 
campaigns that inform the public about their rights to fair and 
equitable practices.  

• Strengthen the reach and capacity of public labor inspectorates and 
create new labor inspector roles in every labor field.  

• Ensure protection of survivors to avoid opportunities for 
revictimization.  

• Ensure adequate enforcement, making cooperation with law 
enforcement amenable by becoming survivor-sensitive and trauma-
informed.  

• Address migrants’ vulnerability to forced labor and trafficking for 
forced labor, preventing migration from becoming human trafficking.  

• Creating survivor-sensitive materials that are age-appropriate for 
identifying minor victims.  

• Mitigate the heightened risk of forced labor and trafficking for forced 
labor in situations of crisis by preventing the opportunity for 
exploitation through strengthening communities and systems before 
exploitation occurs.  

• Combat forced labor and trafficking for forced labor in business 
operations and supply chains; Create systems where licensing and 
business regulations will prohibit businesses from continuing if found 
guilty of any exploitative practices.  

• End state-imposed forced labor, which accounts for one in seven of all 
forced labor cases, holding state actors and governments accountable.  

• Partnership and international cooperation are key to building a 
trafficking-free global community.    

Conclusion  
  The global community is making attempts at ending opportunities for 
modern slavery through the adoption of the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) (International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2022).   
  However, it takes a village to save just one child. Therefore, as global 
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citizens in every region, we must make it our mission to be a slave-free society. 
Suppose companies engage in ethical business practices by scrutinizing their 
supply chains, and each person commits to ending slavery by holding the 
companies they purchase goods from accountable. In that case, this auspicious 
goal of becoming a slave-free global society is possible.   
  The slave labor that exists within our world today extends to our 
pockets and willingness to hold companies accountable for unsavory 
employment practices and the use of child labor. We must individually be 
willing to step up to the plate and research the companies we work for, demand 
slave free products, and be willing to hold companies accountable who refuse 
transparency by refusing, in turn, to buy their products. Only as a joint 
community will we be able to make a difference in this fight and end slavery for 
good.  

CCase Study – Immigrant Minor 
 
  Fabia was seventeen when she left Guatemala and tried to cross the 
United States border between Mexico and the United States. She was met by 
Border Patrol and processed as an ‘Unaccompanied Minor.’ Although federal 
court rulings and an anti-trafficking statute stated that children should not be 
held for more than seventy-two hours, Fabia was kept in a border detention 
facility for 22 days (National Center for Youth Law, 2019).  

Fabia was released when the Office of Refugee Resettlement said they 
had located one of her relatives in the Southern U.S., and she was released into 
his custody. However, unbeknownst to the U.S. government, they had 
unknowingly placed Fabia back into the hands of her abusers. Fabia had been 
sexually abused by this relative when she was just seven years old.  A decade 
prior, Fabia had found the courage to tell a trusted relative about the sexual 
abuse she had suffered. The family member later confessed that Fabia was kicked 
out of the home for telling.  
 Fabia found herself forced into domestic servitude when she moved in 
with a family friend, who again isolated her and told her she should be grateful 
for having a place to stay at all. Fabia sought the help of an immigration 
attorney. However, instead of helping her, he took her $1,500 and called the 
Office of Refugee Resettlement to report that Fabia was no longer living with 
her extended family, per the mandate.  To Fabia, things only got worse whenever 
she tried to speak up.  
  Eventually, her case was transferred to a social worker, who realized 
Fabia was in danger. The social worker contacted Hope for Justice. After a 
series of forensic interviews, Hope for Justice was able to establish that Fabis 
was a victim of domestic servitude and sexual exploitation. Working with the 
social worker, the Hope for Justice team moved Fabia, now 18, into transitional 
housing.  Hope for Justice’s investigators collected evidence and worked with 
law enforcement to build a case against Fabia’s uncle. Hope for Justice worked 
with another non-profit to secure Fabia a T-Visa (U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, 2024), which allows certain victims of human trafficking 
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to stay in the US for up to 4 years if they assist law enforcement.  
  Most trafficking victims encounter public services, like the health or 
education systems, police, or social services, during the period of their 
exploitation. However, not all frontline practitioners can spot the signs 
(https://hopeforjustice.org/spot-the-signs) or know where to refer a suspected 
victim or whom to contact. Fabia’s case, like so many others, shows the 
importance of providing training on human trafficking and modern-day slavery 
to these professionals.  

Case Study – U.S. Minor 
 
  Diana was a 17-year-old U.S. citizen. She applied for a job at a 
clothing store in her local mall to earn money after school. Upon receiving the 
job, the employer gave her a work schedule for after school and on weekends. 
After two months of steady work at the mall, Diana’s mom noticed that her 
daughter had not received any compensation.  

Diana’s employer had not given her employment paperwork showing 
how much she would be compensated. When Diana asked the employer about 
her check, the employer made excuses and kept stalling, making promises to pay 
her. Those promises never came true.  
Diana’s mom and her daughter contacted the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline (888-373-7888) (National Human Trafficking Hotline, 2024). The 
hotline had the mall store investigated and subsequently shut down for 
exploiting minors for their labor.  

Case Study – U.S. Adult 
 

  After relocating to a different city, Kat found an Airbnb to rent for 
the month. The landlord asked Kat to communicate with them off the Airbnb 
app. Upon learning that Kat had been a former victim of exploitation, fleeing to 
another state for her safety, the exploiter convinced Kat to sign a bartering 
agreement, exchanging her help and tending to farm animals for a lower rent. 
Kat was desperate to get away from her abusive ex, so she reluctantly agreed to 
work with the animals, even though she had no experience in that field.  

The landlord required Kat to pay one whole month in advance. Being 
vulnerable after recently losing her mom, Kat trusted the woman when she 
offered Kat this good deal at what seemed to be a lovely cabin in the country; 
she even offered to be like a mom to Kat.  
  However, when Kat arrived at the cabin, the photos on the Airbnb app 
vastly differed from what she saw in person. The space was damaged and dirty. 
The following day, Kat was put to work in sweltering heat and unsafe 
conditions; she was prohibited from getting water or being allowed to leave. 
After several days, Kat sustained multiple injuries from the animals who had been 
abused and neglected. Unable to work, Kat met a friend who was a victim 
advocate for lunch. The friend pointed out the disparity between the lies the 
landlord told Kat and what the friend saw of Kat’s arms, bandaged and bruised. 
Kat informed the landlord of the unsafe working conditions and her injuries. It 
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had been only five days since Kat arrived, but the landlord refused to refund any 
of Kat’s money that she had paid in advance. When Kat told them she had 
confided in someone, they threatened to harm her.   

The rent charged to Kat was triple what was initially advertised on 
Airbnb.  They left animal heads by Kat’s cabin to intimidate her, but she was 
able to escape. When she got away, Kat contacted the National Human 
Trafficking Hotline. They informed her that she was exploited for her labor and 
that she had been the victim of labor trafficking. They instructed Kat to go to 
the local sheriff’s office to file a police report, which she did. However, the 
report did not mention theft, injury, labor trafficking, or any wrongdoing on the 
landlord's part.  They have never been prosecuted.  

  
Case Study – Adult Immigrant 

 
  Ada was looking for employment and an opportunity to come to the 
U.S. for a better life. She soon found out about an employment agency in her 
home country that required little skills and offered the opportunity to come to 
the U.S. Once Ada consented to cleaning offices inside U.S. companies, she was 
flown to the U.S. with others from her home country.  
  The employees were placed in a hotel to live in and would be shuttled 
to companies at night to do cleaning. The employees were soon mistreated, and 
not given enough food to eat, and their wages were withheld. Everything they 
consumed was deducted from their pay. They were charged exorbitant prices for 
everything, including their initial air travel, hotel, food, and water; their expenses 
were deducted from their earnings. 

Ada was threatened with her life and was forced into both sex and 
labor trafficking. Ada was very brave, and she was able to escape through self-
extraction. She worked with a local government agency, which referred Ada to a 
survivor-led nonprofit called There Is Hope For Me for peer support. Adriana 
worked with the authorities; however, because her traffickers were well-
connected, she never saw justice in her case.  
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IIntroduction 

 
Human trafficking is an international phenomenon that crosses borders and 
cultures, necessitating a holistic understanding of its complexities. The 
trafficking patterns involving refugees and immigrants have unique characteristics 
and specific attributes essential for identification and culturally competent 
responses. Additionally, occult trafficking and satanic ritual abuse are significant 
factors in the identification and assistance of trafficked victims, though they are 
not widely discussed in mainstream education channels. International human 
trafficking can easily occur within immigrant and refugee communities due to 
their shared characteristic of vulnerability. These populations are particularly 
susceptible to various forms of trafficking due to a lack of legal protection and 
socioeconomic opportunities. As immigrants migrate from their countries of 
origin, they travel through other countries on their way to their destination and 
are preyed upon by traffickers in several ways (Toney-Butler, Ladd, & Mittel, 
2023). 

This reality affects millions worldwide. Migrants trek from Latin 
America through Central America to reach the United States or Canada, while 
similar movements occur from Africa to Europe or from India to the Middle 
East (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2019). During their journey, they may face exposure 
to the elements, lack of legal status, labor and sexual exploitation, and deceitful 
offers of employment or border crossings. Refugees from war-torn or violence-
filled countries face similar risks, compounded by a lack of language and cultural 
understanding in transit and destination countries (Toney-Butler, Ladd, & 
Mittel, 2023). In both domestic and international human trafficking, networks, 
organized crime rings, and cult involvement are prevalent, incorporating occult 
ritual abuse (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2019). 

 
International Human Trafficking 

International and domestic trafficking have both differences and 
similarities. In Europe, trafficking is often transnational, with victims trafficked 
across international borders. In the United States, trafficking occurs across state 
borders but predominantly involves domestic victims, including U.S. citizens, 
foreign nationals, and those of unknown origin (Trafficking in Persons Report, 
2022). 

Organized crime networks with connections in multiple countries 
often carry out international human trafficking. High-ranking individuals in 
governmental and corporate positions sometimes facilitate this illegal activity 
through corruption and bribery, enabling traffickers to evade law enforcement 
and manipulate victims (Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 2022). 
Organized crime networks frequently smuggle people across borders under false 
pretenses, such as promising a better life, but instead force them into slavery or 
prostitution. Victims are often physically and mentally abused, with their 
identification documents confiscated to prevent escape. Traffickers use work 
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visas obtained legally for victims to maintain control. A significant portion of 
human trafficking involves sex slavery, where women and children are sold into 
prostitution and controlled through violence and threats, starting in one country 
and extending internationally (Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 2022). 

 
Regional Considerations 

International human trafficking affects regions differently based on 
modality. In Southeast Asia, many women and children are trafficked for forced 
labor and sexual exploitation, while in Europe and North America, sex 
trafficking is more prevalent (Trafficking in Persons Report, 2022). 
Additionally, agricultural labor slavery and indentured slavery in the mining 
industry are common in lower-income countries. The mining of rare earth 
minerals for technology products has increased indentured slavery (Trafficking in 
Persons Report, 2022). 

The recruitment methods traffickers use can vary by region. In some 
areas, traffickers use deception and false promises; in others, they use physical 
force and violence. For instance, in Latin America, people are trafficked with 
false job offers into the United States, often involving smuggling fees and 
indentured slavery if they cannot pay. Mexico is a significant transit country for 
victims from many countries (Villarreal & Blanchard, 2013). In Africa, children 
are often abducted or forced into trafficking for labor or as child soldiers. In 
countries like Thailand, some families send daughters to major cities for financial 
gain or force them into marriages for dowries (Lelliott & Miller, 2023). 

Vulnerabilities promoting trafficking differ among countries and 
cultures. In India, poverty and lack of education make women and girls 
vulnerable to forced labor and sex trafficking. In the Middle East, women face 
trafficking for domestic work due to movement restrictions. In Thailand, 
Ethiopia, and the Philippines, families often quantify success by the financial 
contributions of their trafficked children (Rothman et al., 2017). 

 
International Response to Trafficking 

Global laws, policies, and enforcement efforts to combat trafficking 
vary. Some countries lack the resources and political will to enforce anti-
trafficking policies, while others actively participate in international efforts like 
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime's Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons (Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 
2022). Enforcement of legislation, including judicial action and penalties for 
human trafficking, varies widely. Some countries impose life imprisonment, while 
others have less severe penalties. Support programs for trafficking victims also 
vary, with some countries providing extensive resources and others offering little 
to no support (Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 2022). 

The U.S. Department of State uses data from governmental officials, 
NGOs, international organizations, journalists, academics, and survivors to rank 
countries based on their efforts to meet the Trafficking Victims Protection Act 
(TVPA) standards. This ranking is not based on the extent of trafficking but on 
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governmental efforts to address it. The effectiveness of anti-trafficking programs 
relies on data from service providers and criminal justice systems handling 
confirmed trafficking cases (Trafficking in Persons Report, 2022). 

 
TTrafficking Vulnerability Factors 

Factors contributing to the vulnerability of immigrants, refugees, and 
marginalized communities include poverty and economic desperation. 
Traffickers often target financially struggling individuals with false promises of 
better opportunities abroad, leading to forced labor or sex work (Bjelland, 
2016). 

Language barriers and a lack of cultural knowledge also increase 
vulnerability. Immigrants and refugees unfamiliar with local laws and customs 
may struggle to recognize and report trafficking and fear deportation or 
retaliation from traffickers (Trafficking in Persons Report, 2022). Gender is 
another vulnerability factor, with women and girls particularly at risk of sexual 
violence, exploitation, and forced marriages (Rothman et al., 2017). 

Organized crime rings, such as cartels, often use children to facilitate 
trafficking, grooming them through school structures and social media. Children 
receive lighter penalties than adults, making them valuable assets for criminal 
activities. Exposure to normalized drug use and the glorified sex industry in 
media influences children's aspirations within their families' illegal businesses 
(UNICEF, 2022). 

 
Tr a f f i c k i n g  P a t t e r n s  w i t h  R e f u g e e s  a n d  I m m i g r a n t s  

 
Organizations must distinguish between source, destination, and transit 

countries to provide culturally competent resources. The source country is the 
immigrant or refugee's country of origin. Their cultural background influences 
their experiences in transit countries (Correa-Cabrera & Schaefer, 2022). The 
destination country offers perceived safety and opportunity, often providing 
stronger governmental assistance and protection than the source country 
(Kilchling, 2023). 

Transit countries, like Mexico, play a significant role in migration. 
Mexico, for example, is a major transit country for Latin American and 
international migrants heading to the United States and Canada. Its lenient 
immigration laws and efforts to protect migrant rights facilitate passage through 
the country (Villarreal & Blanchard, 2013). 

 
Addressing Trafficking Prevention 

Prevention is key to addressing human trafficking in immigrant and 
refugee communities. Effective strategies include public awareness campaigns, 
training to law enforcement and border officials, and NGO partnerships. 
Addressing root causes like poverty and economic desperation involves providing 
economic opportunities and job training (Unlocking Potential: A Blueprint for 
Mobilizing Finance Against Slavery and Trafficking, 2019). 
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Collaboration among stakeholders is critical. This involves working 
with community-based organizations, government agencies, and international 
organizations to develop and implement prevention and response strategies 
(Trafficking in Persons Report, 2022). A holistic approach includes prevention, 
intervention (victim recovery), rehabilitation, and social reintegration of 
survivors. 

In Mexico, the federal government partnered with the local NGO El 
Pozo De Vida to understand trafficking risks and needs, implementing a long-
term prevention program in Tenancingo, a municipality infamous for its 
trafficking. Tenancingo, located in Tlaxcala, is notorious for sex trafficking, 
pimping, and prostitution culture (Lakhani, 2015; Pearson, 2012). Groups from 
Tenancingo typically operate as family-run nodes across various U.S. cities, 
including those on the East Coast, Mississippi, Alabama, Texas, Arizona, and 
Louisiana. Each node consists of a pimp, several victims, and drivers who 
transport victims to brothel owners. While pimps usually maintain control over 
their victims from one city, they often trade victims with other pimps in different 
locations. There are also cases where victims from Eastern Europe, after 
obtaining tourist visas to Mexico, are transported by Sinaloa cartel members 
from Mexico City to Tijuana and then into the United States. In Los Angeles, 
the Armenian mafia assists in procuring fake identification documents. Although 
cartels and mafias do not directly run human trafficking operations, they 
facilitate these operations for other organized criminals (Youth Involvement in 
the Sex Trade: A National Study, 2016). 

Addressing trafficking requires providing support and services to 
victims, including medical care, legal assistance, and counseling. Holding 
traffickers accountable involves investigating and prosecuting trafficking cases 
and training law enforcement and legal professionals. Despite efforts, global 
conviction rates for traffickers have declined, influenced by factors like the 
COVID-19 pandemic and victims' reluctance to testify (Global Report on 
Trafficking in Persons, 2022). 

 
Occult Trafficking and Satanic Ritual Abuse 

Different cultures have distinct spiritual beliefs, religious practices, and 
rituals that significantly influence the dynamics of human trafficking within 
immigrant and refugee communities. These cultural elements often carry over 
into the trafficking context, shaping both the methods used by traffickers and the 
experiences of the victims. For instance, in some cultures, traffickers exploit 
religious or spiritual rituals to exert control over their victims, using practices 
rooted in local traditions to instill fear and compliance. Additionally, the victims' 
spiritual beliefs may impact their willingness to seek help and their interactions 
with authorities and support services. Understanding these cultural and spiritual 
nuances is crucial for developing effective, culturally competent strategies to 
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combat trafficking and support victims.  As well as understanding how these 
diverse cultural factors intersect with human trafficking, it helps to highlight the 
need for a holistic and culturally sensitive approach to addressing this global 
issue (Burke & Dulmus, 2014). 

Occult human trafficking involves illegal trade under the guise of 
esoteric or supernatural practices. Satanic ritual abuse (SRA) is a controversial 
concept involving abuse and murder within occult rituals. Despite debate, SRA 
has been reported in various countries, though it is often shrouded in secrecy and 
difficult to verify (Faller, 2017). 

Regardless of personal beliefs about the occult, service providers must 
acknowledge survivors' experiences. Victims of SRA require spiritual or religious 
resources for healing. Hospitals often have chaplains or contract with outside 
organizations to provide these services (Schröder et al., 2018). 

Victims of occult trafficking may bear physical and psychological scars 
from ritual abuse. These will appear on the body as patterned injuries, illegal 
surgeries, implanting tracking devices, or other forms of torture. Service 
providers should consult organizations specializing in this aspect of trafficking 
when assisting victims of occult trafficking (Ross, 2017). 

 
CConclusion 

International human trafficking operates through organized crime 
rings, cartels, traders, and occult groups. Immigrants, refugees, and vulnerable 
populations are at risk due to their shared characteristics and vulnerabilities. 
Service providers must understand victims' diverse backgrounds and cultures to 
assist effectively. 

Preventing and addressing trafficking requires a multifaceted approach: 
increasing awareness, addressing root causes, providing support services, holding 
traffickers accountable, and stakeholder collaboration. An example of this is 
when Texas Governor Abbott declared Tren de Aragua, a Venezuelan gang, to 
be a foreign terrorist organization (The Texas Tribune, 2024). Implementing 
these strategies can reduce trafficking incidents and protect individuals' rights 
and dignity in a culturally competent manner.  

Case Study 
A film producer lured a 17-year-old girl from Brazil via social media 

with promises of a modeling portfolio. Upon arrival in California, she was forced 
into prostitution, and pornographic videos were used to blackmail her. She was 
brought to a hospital where she presented with pelvic pain and bleeding. She did 
not speak English well, and her identification was held by her translator, who 
answered all of the questions on her behalf. 

Hospital providers separated the patient from the translator and used a 
certified language interpreter to speak with her privately. They assessed her needs 
and discreetly notified law enforcement. The person accompanying the patient 
was kept at the facility without revealing the intervention plan to prevent the 
perpetrator from fleeing or harming the patient and staff. 
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consultant and was the first survivor to hold the Survivor Inclusion Initiative 
Officer position with the United Nations Centre for Policy Research, Finance 
Against Slavery & Trafficking. Dr. Kat is a policy expert who works with 
members of Congress and speaks on Capitol Hill. Dr. Kat also aided in 
international legislation for the European Parliament. Dr. Kat holds a B.A. in 
HR Mgmt., an LL.M. in Intercultural Human Rights, and a Ph.D. in Conflict 
Resolution; she is completing her clinical mental health counseling degree for 
her upcoming LPC. She also attended two years of law school to pursue a JD. 
Dr. Kat is a much sought-after, dynamic public speaker and inspirational leader. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



H U M A N  T R A F F I C K I N G  A C R O S S  B O R D E R S  

120 

Chapter 7 
 

Methods for Families and Communities 
 

Authored by: Sarah Hall, Ph.D. and Katariina 
Rosenblatt, Ph.D. 

 

K e y  Po i n t s  

�  I d e n t i f y i n g  C h i l d  S e x u a l  E x p l o i t a t i o n  ( C S E )  
�  W h e n  a  F a m i l y  M e m b e r  E x p e r i e n c e s  E x p l o i t a t i o n  
�  I m p a c t s  o f  C h i l d  E x p l o i t a t i o n  o n  F a m i l i e s  
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IIntroduction 
 
Human trafficking affects everyone. When a child is trafficked, each member of 
that child’s family is affected. The doctor is affected when the child goes for 
medical help. When the child returns to school, the teaching staff are affected. 
When the child returns to foster care or home, those within the family and home 
life are affected. The entire system surrounding the trafficked person is then 
affected. This is why it is the responsibility of everyone in a family and 
community system to learn about human trafficking, so they can effectively 
identify and immediately respond.   
 The exploitation and trafficking of young people is a global issue that 
causes trauma and pain to the victims of this crime. There are levels of affect to 
the crime of exploitation: The survivor is the primary victim, the survivor’s 
immediate family members, such as siblings and parents, are the secondary 
victims, and the survivor’s extended family members, such as grandparents, aunts, 
and uncles, are considered tertiary victims. 

Healthcare workers, social workers, therapists, counselors, emergency 
responders, law enforcement officers, and child protective services 
workers; essentially, anyone who frequently listens to detailed accounts of 
traumatic experiences from clients or victims can be affected by Secondary 
Traumatic Stress (STS) or "vicarious trauma." Once a survivor is reintegrated 
into society, the communities that come together to care for the trafficking 
survivors are also affected; they may also be considered as tertiary victims of 
trauma. Requiring additional training and self-care from the vicarious trauma 
that they receive during their work with trafficking survivors. 

 
Identifying Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) 

Child sexual exploitation (CSE) happens when a child has been 
persuaded that sexual activity is a ‘normal’ part of life. Adolescence is a time of 
experimentation and can be particularly challenging for parents and their 
children. Most parents understand the value of young people learning about 
themselves through new experiences and want to protect their child from harm. 

Listed below are indicators that your child might be at risk of or is 
already being sexually exploited. 

o They are especially secretive and do not engage with their usual 
friends. They may be particularly prone to sharp mood swings; 
many parents come to Ivison Trust reporting that their child has a 
different personality. 

o Older men and/or women associating with or developing a sexual 
relationship with the child. 

o Missing from home and defensive about their location and 
activities, often returning home late or staying out all night. 
However, offenders also know that parents may suspect 
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something is wrong if their child stays out all night so that they 
may drop the child off at the home address before their curfew. 
They may even pick them up outside the school gates. 

o Odd calls and messages on their mobiles or social media pages 
from unknown, possibly older associates from outside their 
friendship circle. 

o New belongings they could not usually afford, such as cell 
phones, trainers, clothes, or jewelry. 

o Start dressing differently. 
o Look tired and/or unwell, and sleep at unusual hours. 
o They have marks or scars on their body that they try to conceal. 
o Adopt new ‘street language’ or respond to a new nickname. 

Offenders of child sexual exploitation are both skilled and strategic; 
they aim to drive a wedge between you and your child, closing down the normal 
channels of communication and the emotional bond (Ivison Trust, 2023).. 

 
W h e n  a  F a m i l y  M e m b e r  E x p e r i e n c e s  E x p l o i t a t i o n  

The Human Trafficking Parent and Caregiver Tipsheet provides 
warning signs for when a child becomes a victim of sex trafficking. If any of the 
warning signs are indicated, seek immediate intervention.  
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  (Rosenblatt, Human Trafficking Parent & Caregiver Tip Sheet, 2022)  
 
 Traffickers begin their relationship through what is called a grooming 
process. Throughout this process, the trafficker is studying the child -- as their 
prey -- to see what point of entry they can use to exert themselves into the child’s 
life. They are looking to gain entry to eventually gain control in various forms 
over the child, and then to isolate their potential victim from supportive people 
who might otherwise identify the trafficker’s tactics.  
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This grooming process often happens right under the noses of parents 
and caregivers. Traffickers can include close family, family friends, or someone 
else in the child’s circle of trust, such as school staff, a coach, a youth group 
leader, or someone in foster care, or someone who naturally has some interaction 
with the victim. Traffickers also use online methods to recruit children while 
they are in their own homes. 
 Recruitment happens through social media apps and online gaming 
systems. Recruitment occurs anywhere on any app using any method that a child 
can communicate with someone online, this may even mean while a child is 
online at school, using school computers or laptops to access typing games or 
other learning systems that predators can also have access to. There is the 
potential for trafficking and recruitment to happen in the safety of their own 
home. 
 
Help for Families 
 When potential trafficking is suspected, and if the child is still in the 
home (they have not run away yet), there is still hope. The goal of the trafficker 
is to eventually gain total control over the victim, to do with them what they 
want. To prevent that, parents and caregivers must be given a safe support to 
reach out for answers—the majority of the anti-trafficking movement in the U.S. 
advocates for lawmakers to change antiquated laws. Still, many non-profits also 
provide online resources for parents, teachers, and the broader community on 
combating grooming, trafficking, and child online safety measures.  
 The Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN) is the largest 
anti-sexual violence organization in the United States and provides resources 
online including information on recognizing signs of grooming 
(https://rainn.org/news/grooming-know-warning-signs) 
 and operates the National Sexual Assault Hotline (800.656.HOPE). RAINN 
also partners with more than 1,000 local sexual assault service providers across 
the country and operates the DoD Safe Helpline for the Department of Defense. 
RAINN also carries out programs to prevent sexual violence, help survivors, and 
ensure that perpetrators are brought to justice.  
 LOVE146 is a non-profit based in Charlotte, North Carolina, that 
provides risk factors, tips, webinars, resources, and PSA videos on combating 
trafficking (https://love146.org/caregivers).  
 
U.K. Models of Support & Training 
 Since the U.K.-based Ivison Trust, https://IvisonTrust.org.org.uk 
 was established twenty-eight years ago, thousands of parents who have faced the 
devastation that child exploitation has caused in their lives have been supported 
by the charity. 
 Ivison Trust offers telephone support sessions to parents across 
England and Wales, providing emotional support, information, and advocacy. 
Ivison Trust workers are also commissioned by police and local authorities to 
offer Parent Liaison Officers (PLOs) within multi-agency child exploitation 
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teams, offering specialist support and advocacy to parents. Ivison Trust delivers a 
wide range of training and provides opportunities for parents to participate in its 
work. Partnerships working in consultation are also key aspects of Ivison Trust’s 
work.  
 Here in the U.S., we have been behind the times in our family 
responses to human trafficking. Even though there are risk factors for human 
trafficking that include food insecurity, housing instability, family rejection, 
history of abuse (especially sexual abuse), child welfare or juvenile justice 
involvement, substance dependency, family or friends involved in trafficking, and 
undocumented or temporary immigration status. Human trafficking has been 
made to be an issue that many have developed a bias into believing that all lower-
income neighborhoods and families deal with all the time, when in fact, it is an 
issue that crosses all socioeconomic, racial, and religious backgrounds.  

No one type of person is immune to trafficking. Traffickers exploit the 
vulnerabilities in each population set, regardless of economic or immigration 
status. That is why everyone must become educated and aware of this issue.  

 
HHow are Systems Responding to Trafficking? 
 When a child is trafficked, the non-offending parent (mother, father, 
or both) usually blames themselves. The systems in place, unfortunately, support 
this mindset and shift blame onto the parents instead of looking into the 
perpetrators who committed this crime. This leaves families without guidance or 
resources, feeling out of the loop on what help their child needs.   

There are recommended child protection services in place for families 
where the child is returning home. If the home does not have an offending parent 
(offenses of either child abuse or trafficking), then the goal should be for 
reunification back into family life. 
 The family plays an integral role in helping survivors recover from the 
trauma associated with their trafficking. By providing much-needed support to 
parents through a parent navigator or parent advocate, the parents can be kept in 
the loop and notified of any pertinent information. 
 A few programs in place bring together a multi-disciplinary team 
aiming to investigate and support survivors and their families in the U.S. A 
model program in Los Angeles provides a step-by-step guide to encompass all 
the needs of survivors and their families, including those in foster care. When a 
call comes in as a Commercially Sexually Exploited Youth (CSEY) case, the 
proper law enforcement authority and non-profit agency within the appropriate 
zone are then assigned as the first responders and case managers. Once the first 
responders confirm the trafficking situation, there is a multi-disciplinary team 
waiting to greet and then meet the needs of the young survivor; from medical to 
mental health responders and partner NGO’s and survivor leaders. The non-
profits will then follow up with effective advocacy services, which include a 
dedicated advocate for the trafficked youth and a parent advocate (where 
appropriate) for the family (Los Angeles County, 2015). 
 



H U M A N  T R A F F I C K I N G  A C R O S S  B O R D E R S  

126 

Child Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking in the U.K.  
 In the U.K., most of the child sexual abuse is perpetrated in the home 
by family members (Scott & McNeish, 2017). There is a minority of young 
people who are being sexually and criminally exploited by offenders external to 
the family. These young people mainly reside in the family home.  Therefore, 
families are often the first people to realize their child is being harmed and are on 
the frontline when it comes to the safeguarding of the child. However, families 
cannot safeguard the child on their own once the trafficking has been discovered. 
Creating partnerships with other child protection agencies is vital. Research by 
Ivison Trust and others supports parents in being active partners in safeguarding 
their child. It advocates that partners recognize the value of working alongside 
parents (Hickle & Shuker, 2022), (Department for Education, 2011), (Firmin, 
Lefevre, Huegler, & Peace, 2023), (Scott & Mcnish, 2022).  
 Between 2011 and 2016, high-profile cases of CSE dominated U.K. 
news outlets. These cases focused mainly on groups of South Asian men sexually 
exploiting white girls (Cockbain, Bowers, & Hutt, 2022). The lack of 
contextualization around CSE by the U.K. media and right-wing politicians has 
been problematic.  The one-dimensional narrative has permeated the public 
consciousness (Francis, 2023). The fact that most child sexual abuse in the U.K. 
occurs within the family and home setting, and is perpetrated by white men, 
seemingly goes unnoticed in public discourse (Full Fact, 2017). Such narratives 
have focused on CSE as primarily an issue about South Asian men, perpetrated 
against white, working-class girls from dysfunctional families. This narrative fails 
to recognize the prevalence of white males committing sexual exploitation and 
abuse, both within the home and outside it, thus feeding racism and bigotry.  
  One of the main reasons CSE has not been responded to effectively in 
the U.K. is that the U.K.’s child protection system was not set up to respond to 
CSE or any extra-familial harm. This often leaves young people unprotected and 
families without justice. Families like Irene Ivison, whose daughter Fiona was 
killed in 1993 at the age of 17, after being groomed by a known pimp, and 
forced into onto the street and sold for sex into prostitution (Ivison, 1997, 
2005).  

The Impact of Child Exploitation on Families 
 Families whose lives are affected by exploitation face numerous 
challenges. Research conducted by Ivison Trust evidences the health implications 
for parents, both mentally and physically. CSE's toll on siblings, relationships, 
employment, and finances is often immeasurable (Unwin & Stephens-Lewis, 
2016). 
 When a minor has been a victim of human trafficking in the U.S., the 
first call is to 911 or the National Human Trafficking Hotline, once they are 
correctly identified, which is part of the problem. Upon making that call, many 
times parents are unaware of their child’s involvement in trafficking. This then 
makes the first responders’ job even more complicated when they are required to 
disclose to the parents or caregivers the abuse the child has gone through while 
trying to help the parents grasp and understand the meaning of human 
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trafficking and CSE. Suppose the first responder does not have adequate training 
on this issue or lacks understanding of the issue. In that case, this information is 
poorly relayed to the parent or caregiver, and often shame is associated with 
delivering that news. Education is needed not only for law enforcement and first 
responders but also for parents and caregivers, so that they all can understand the 
dynamics of what has occurred without unnecessarily placing shame and further 
embarrassment on the survivor or their families. 

Moreover, in the U.K., when families are referred to the children’s 
social care because of their child’s exploitation, they often report feeling blamed, 
rather than supported. Indeed, parents think social workers are more focused on 
their perceived inadequacy as parents than on the actions of the offenders (Pike, 
Langham, & Lloyd, 2019). This is, in significant part, because the U.K. child 
protection system-like many global child protection systems, was not designed to 
respond to extra-familial harm/abuse (Firmin, Lefevre, Huegler, & Peace, 2023) 
(Firmin, Contextual Safeguarding and Child Protection: Rewriting the Rules, 
2020) (Lloyd, ‘She doesn’t have to get in the car … ’: exploring social workers’ 
understandings of sexually exploited girls as agents and choice-makers, 2019) 
(Pearce, 2011). 
 Therefore, when a young person is experiencing harm and abuse from 
offenders who are outside of the home, they receive the same response as if the 
offenders were inside the house.  Indeed, parents may be placed on a Child 
Protection Plan (U.K. Legislation, 1989) under the category of neglect. This is 
because, in most parts of the U.K., there is no category available as part of the 
child protection process for extra-familial harm. Thus, the child protection 
system tries to place a square peg in a round hole: the square peg of our child 
protection system, into the round hole of extra-familial harm, which does not fit. 
Consequently, young people are left seriously harmed, and barriers are placed 
between the parent and statutory services. Furthermore, with so much focus on 
parenting and how to ‘fix’ that, little attention may be given to disrupting the 
offenders or intervening in the locations where the offenders are operating.  
 When children in the U.S. are identified as having been trafficked, 
many states will use the child abuse codes to identify them correctly. Seeing that 
sex trafficking is a form of child sexual abuse, the proper authorities can be 
dispatched. There are, however, a few problems with that. Many children who 
are trafficked are considered ‘community kids’, which means they have never 
been in any foster care system. These children do not necessarily need placement 
in a trauma-informed foster home designated as a safe house for survivors of sex 
trafficking, because there is no offending relative in the home. The child is safe 
to return to their family. However, there may be other factors inside the home 
that predispose the child to being trafficked in the first place. Such as other prior 
abuse, neglect, or poverty (Rosenblatt, 2014). Services should be provided in 
such cases, and alternative living, such as kinship placement, should be available.  
 However, in most cases in the U.S., more offenders are outside the 
home who need to be identified and dealt with than have been identified in the 
home. That is not to say that familial trafficking does not exist, because it does 
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exist, across the globe.  
 By involving the parents and caregivers, law enforcement can have 
another set of ears to find out more relevant details about the trafficker. By 
treating parents and families with proper respect as secondary victims 
(Rosenblatt, 2024) to the trafficking and not as perpetrators, they will alleviate 
some of the shame that comes along with trafficking.  
 
The Relational Safeguarding Model 
 “A key principle of the relational safeguarding model is that parents 
must be viewed as lead partners in all safeguarding arrangements - they are the 
leading experts of their children. By working alongside parents and listening to 
them, multi-agency teams’ capacity to safeguard the child is increased” (Ivison 
Trust, 2019). 

 (Ivison Trust, 2019) 
 There are three main principles to the Rational Safety Model (RSM). 
First, unless proven that the parent does not have the capacity or desire to be 
involved in the safeguarding of their child, then they should be treated as key 
safeguarding partners. A caveat, however, is that professionals often think parents 
do not want to engage with them and are resistant to support.  When a support 
specialist is put in place for that parent, such as an Ivison Trust Parent Liaison 
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Officer, in which CSE, grooming, social care, and police systems and processes 
are explained, a parent may feel more informed and safer to be involved. Parents 
often fear that their child will be criminalized or removed from their care, or that 
the offenders may target their home, or that their other children's fears are often 
realized. Juxtaposed with this, parents need their own trauma recognized and 
responded to as well. Parents’ responses may be misunderstood and mislabeled 
by services. For example, their withdrawal from services is perceived as parents 
being antagonistic, rather than understood as a trauma response and a reaction to 
feeling blamed for the exploitation of their child, hence why trauma-informed 
practice is so central to the RSM (Ivison Trust, 2019).  

Furthermore, parents need to be enabled to understand the trauma 
their child is going through and how that trauma may manifest, often in 
challenging and confusing behaviors. Ivison Trust research shows that if a parent 
feels supported and not blamed, it increases their resilience and ability to 
maintain their relationship with their child. Offenders aim to isolate the child 
from all support networks to exert control over them. If parents can be 
supported to keep their relationship with their child, even when things are 
difficult, the safeguarding of the child increases (Lloyd, 2022; Pike et al, 2019; 
VRP et al, 2024). 
 The second principle of the RSM is that safeguarding plans must 
include targeting offenders and the locations in which they are offending. This 
may appear to be stating the obvious, but often the primary focus of 
safeguarding plans is on changing the child’s behavior and ‘improving’ the 
parenting. This not only focuses blame on the parents, but also does nothing to 
disrupt the offenders or intervene in the locations in which they are offending. 
To achieve a holistic safeguarding plan, there must be actions against all three 
areas: 

 
                           This approach means that safeguarding becomes everyone’s 
responsibility (Firmin, Contextual Safeguarding and Child Protection: Rewriting 
the Rules, 2020). Alongside children’s social care, working with partners - 
police, social care, health, and education, an additional broader working 
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partnership is needed. Furthermore, such partners need to attend safeguarding 
planning meetings and have the authoritative reach to intervene in those locations 
of concern, and with the offenders. For example, licensing, housing, trading 
standards, and youth workers.  
 The third principle of the RSM recognizes that parents can provide a 
huge amount of information about the offenders, the locations where the 
offending is happening, and other young people who may be at risk of harm. 
Exploited children generally live with their parents, and thus they are in a unique 
position regarding access to intelligence. However, parents need support to 
identify this information and feel safe to disclose it without fear of repercussions 
for them or their children. Ivison Trust workers provide an invaluable conduit in 
this regard as their role is voluntary and independent (not statutory), which 
invariably increases trust (Lloyd, An Evaluation of Pace Support to Parents 
Whose Child has been Exploited, 2022).  
 Thus, Ivison Trust workers gain access to intelligence that others, such 
as the police, may struggle to obtain. Research at Ivison Trust demonstrates that 
the information parents provide is invaluable: 

“We would not know half of what we do, without the Pace worker” 
(Police intel officer. Pace, 2022) (Lloyd, An Evaluation of Pace Support to 
Parents Whose Child has been Exploited, 2022). 
 The RSM asserts that utilizing this intelligence, within safeguarding 
plans, should be used in disrupting the offender and locations whilst 
safeguarding the child is paramount.  
 Ivison Trust supports parents who have a child who is being exploited 
by external offenders to the family and designed the Relational Safeguarding 
Model (RSM) to provide a template for professionals when working with 
affected parents. The model outlines how to work collaboratively with families, 
professionals, and communities when responding to child exploitation (Ivison 
Trust, 2019). 
 When abuse and harm are being perpetrated in the home, the current 
child protection system expects parents to be the primary safeguarders of their 
children, and rightly so. However, when harm comes from outside the home, it is 
impossible for parents to do this and therefore requires a different response by 
drawing on as many relevant partners as possible, including parents. The current 
focus of children’s social care is on changing the parenting and the child’s 
behavior in the hope of stopping exploitation. This places the blame on the 
victims and parents rather than on the offenders. Moreover, this approach does 
not ‘get ahead’ of the problem or prevent other young people from being 
exploited.  
 
Who Should be Included in the Discussion? 
 Consider including individuals and entities who can provide a 
comprehensive multidisciplinary treatment and referral system to prevent and 
respond to trafficking. Examples include law enforcement, child protective 
services, social services, anti-trafficking task forces, legal resources, schools, 
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community health centers, hospitals, clinics, churches, homeless shelters, 
treatment providers, certified addiction counselors, food banks, housing 
authorities, local and state government, and any other entity that can commit 
funding and/or other resources to implement strategies. 
 
CConclusion 
 Human trafficking reaches across all social norms, and building a 
collaborative model to combat it effectively will help to deter it within the family 
and communities. Ivison Trust has supported thousands of parents and seen the 
devastation child exploitation causes to families. This is further compounded by 
a child protection system that focuses blame and responsibility on parents for the 
exploitation of their child, rather than placing blame on the offenders. The RSM 
offers a model of work that advocates for disrupting and stopping the offenders 
from exploiting not only one individual child, but also many children in 
communities if the offenders are not stopped. The RSM model also 
recommends collaboration with non-offending parents to safeguard their child 
and is treated as part of the solution, not the problem.  
 To effectively stop trafficking, eliminating blame of parents and 
caregivers of trafficked individuals and collaboration with as many partners and 
stakeholders as possible is key to fighting the traffickers and the ongoing 
trafficking that occurs in every community. By providing safeguarding 
mechanisms in place along with multi-disciplinary teams who are effective in 
combating trafficking, we can begin to end this travesty in our communities. 
 

Case Study- The History of Ivison Trust 
 The Coalition for the Removal of Pimps (CROP), as Ivison Trust was 
initially named, was established in the 1990s by Irene Ivison (Ivison, 1997, 
2005). She lived in South Yorkshire (England) and had three children, one of 
whom was called Fiona. When Fiona was 14 years old, she was targeted by men, 
external to the family, who groomed her and sexually exploited her for three 
years. During this time, Irene did everything she could to try and protect Fiona, 
but to no avail. Irene felt that Fiona was treated as a child prostitute, and that 
child protective services did not recognize her as a victim. (Ivison, 1997, 2005). 
When Fiona was 17 years old, unbeknownst to Irene, the criminals who had 
exploited her made her work on the streets selling sex. Three weeks later, Fiona 
was murdered by a man who was trying to buy sex from her. The man who 
murdered Fiona was convicted and received a lengthy custodial sentence, but the 
men who had exploited her faced no criminal charges. Amid Irene’s devastation 
at the tragic loss of her daughter, she could not understand how these men did 
not face any accountability for their crimes (Ivison, 1997, 2005). 

Throughout the three years that Fiona was exploited and after her 
murder, Irene worked tirelessly to draw attention to the issue of child sexual 
exploitation, a term and an understanding of which, at the time, were not in 
common parlance. Irene linked up with other affected parents because, as she 
realized, Fiona was not the only child being exploited in this manner; there were 
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many others. (Ivison, 1997, 2005). Irene and other parents offered each other 
mutual support, emotionally and practically. Irene lobbied parliament, 
encouraging those who were responsible for child protection in the U.K. to think 
differently about ‘child prostitutes’ and the response that they received. Her 
influence was far-reaching: she was involved in consultative work on the National 
Plan to Prevent Sexual Exploitation of Children, the Sex Offences Review, and 
the Sexual Offences Act (2003). Irene died in 2000, but the legacy of her work 
continues to this day through the work of the trust set up in her name. 

 
Case Study – U.K. 

 Marcia’s 14-year-old daughter has been missing for 3 nights. Marcia is 
exhausted as she hasn’t slept in that time and has younger children to care for 
and a full-time job. Her daughter has regularly gone missing like this over the 
past 10 months, and Marcia knows numerous adult males are sexually exploiting 
her missing daughter. One time, a police officer looked at her daughter’s phone – 
he told Marcia what he saw were the worst images he’d ever seen. Marcia does 
not know who facilitated her daughter’s disappearance or harbored her daughter. 
She often wonders if she’s headed for a nervous breakdown as she shakes 
uncontrollably and describes herself as ‘hysterical’. Marcia longs for the moment 
her daughter walks through the door and she can hold her. Regular phone calls 
with her daughter are a lifeline, helping Marcia to process her emotions, advocate 
for her daughter, and stay strong for her family. 
 

Case Study – Written by Arlene, The Parent of A U.S. Survivor 
It all started in the summer of 2011. Alex, my baby girl, my sweet girl, was only 
13 years old. She is my youngest of 3 kids, her dad wasn’t around, her siblings 
were not around, and I was a single working mom. We even went to church, so 
she knows the Lord, & I tell you if it wasn’t for my faith in God, I would not 
have been able to stay strong. My faith in Him kept me strong, trusting in the 
Lord that she would come back home safe.  I spent days & nights pouring my 
heart to Him, support from my church friends & family, looking for her, 
sleepless nights. But God spoke to me, yeah, that might sound crazy, but He did. 
He told me that wherever she was, he was protecting her & would bring her back 
home, & He did.  She went missing from Miami for 3 months. I had no idea if 
she was dead or alive. And one day, I received a call from the FBI that they had 
found my baby girl in Virginia.  I tell you it was a nightmare you can’t imagine 
unless you have gone through it. It’s been a long 13-year journey. She suffered so 
much trauma & fell into drug addiction. Still, we made it, and I never gave up on 
my baby girl; you can’t give up with God. It is possible with therapy. I was 
always there for her, no matter how bad the situation, she knew she had me. At 
16, Alex was rescued with the help of Kat, her advocate, an Angel sent from 
God. Now my baby girl Alex is 25 years old, married, and has three beautiful 
children. We are very blessed & I give all the glory to God.  All I can say from 
my experience is: To mothers with teenagers, please be very vigilant! This is a 
very real evil. Be very observant and stay close to your children. Communication 
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is the key. Love them, hug them. They need to hear it & show them that you love 
them. Please watch what they are watching. Unfortunately, due to social media, 
we are losing our children. Please don’t leave your kids alone; know who they 
talk to and hang out with. It's so important to get involved in their daily life, 
keep them busy, and most of all, put God first. Without him, we are nothing.    
 

CCase Study - U.S. 
 A young girl, we’ll call her “A”, got recruited online through 
Instagram. She found a friend she admired, someone with thousands of followers 
(the blue check was there, but these followers were purchased). “A” got into a 
friendship with her recruiter, who was targeting her for sex trafficking. “A” was 
sold to rap artists at parties in L.A. “A” became addicted to drugs and had a 
difficult time getting off them. Every chance  “A” got, she was enticed to do 
more drugs, go to more parties, and dive deeper into the life of a commercially 
sexually exploited youth. Eventually, “A” was recovered.  

She began her mentoring relationship with Survivor Leader Dr. Kat, 
with There Is Hope For Me, and “A” no longer felt alone. However, there are 
those who would discount “A” and her experiences. At 15, “A”, who came from 
a loving and involved family, was told not to say she was a victim.  Her survivor 
mentor asked the FBI to meet with “A”, and they confirmed that “A” was the 
victim of sex trafficking. However, due to her case being a state case, there was 
no prosecution of her trafficker or the rap artists who purchased her. 
Subsequently, “A’s” trafficker showed up at her house and attempted to lead her 
away in an Uber. It was then that her grandmother jumped into the front seat of 
the Uber and began fighting with the trafficker to get her granddaughter away 
from the trafficker. It worked, and the Uber driver dropped them off at a 
parking lot. However, local authorities at that time said they could do nothing to 
the trafficker, because she too was a minor.   

 
*Every child, There Is Hope For Me, helped in Los Angeles County was bought 

or sold by a famous person or a rap artist. 
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Chapter 8 
 

Methods for Schools and Educators 
 

Authored by: Katariina Rosenblatt, Ph.D. 
 

K e y  Po i n t s  

�  PP o t e n t i a l  I n d i c a t o r s  o f  H u m a n  t r a f f i c k i n g  
�  W h a t  S c h o o l s  C a n  D o  t o  P r e v e n t  Tr a f f i c k i n g  
�  H o w  S c h o o l s  S h o u l d  Re s p o n d  t o  H u m a n  

Tr a f f i c k i n g  
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Introduction 
 
When educators and school staff hear about trafficking on the news, they 
become concerned. When they hear about trafficking in their school district, 
they become involved. Human trafficking occurs anywhere there is supply and 
demand. Public schools are the largest pool of supply of innocent children. The 
demand is for innocence.  
 Most educators and schools are still not equipped to handle the 
trafficking that occurs to their students or happens on their campuses. 
 School staff and administrators need training to understand their role 
when a report of trafficking comes in and to bring awareness to their students 
and parents on the issue. Many parents are uncomfortable discussing these 
matters with their students, and students rely on their schools to tell them the 
truth, be their safe place to go away from home, and protect them. Students do 
not want their school to be the very place where trafficking will occur.  
 Currently, in the United States, one in three students in middle school 
and one in nine students in high school are being recruited into sex trafficking 
(Rosenblatt, Missing Teens and the Ties to Trafficking: A Case Study in Texas, 
2024).  
 
Social Media Fame  
 In 2013, as a sub-grantee under the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), There Is Hope For Me conducted a study in  South Florida 
where 300 middle school and high school students were given talks about human 
trafficking. The students were asked to complete voluntary surveys with the aid 
of their teacher. As a result, several of them were being recruited through online 
recruitment tactics. These tactics included receiving a friend request from 
someone they believed was famous and being offered modeling opportunities. 
Some recruitments even came from people with a blue check mark next to their 
name, indicating falsely that they were somehow ‘Instagram Famous’ when 
traffickers buy their followers. 
 In one classroom alone, seven high schoolers indicated that they were 
involved in some form of sex trafficking, either in the past or present. Attempts 
to connect these students to guidance counselors failed, as the students would 
shut down because most students did not have a relationship with their school 
guidance counselor. Additionally, students saw the guidance counselors’ direct 
connection to the school administration as a threat since kids felt meeting with 
them was a form of punishment or getting in trouble. 
  Over the course of the 2012-2013 school year, 19 stories of 
trafficking were discovered, which incorporated six percent of students from all 
walks of life and neighborhoods being impacted by human trafficking.   
 This study resulted from a year-long outreach conducted in South 
Florida schools under a collaborative grant with Peacemakers, funded by the 
CDC, which supported education on teen pregnancy prevention.   
 This small sampling of students is an indication of the total number of 
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potential recruitment and trafficking cases within the U.S. These numbers are 
not taken lightly nor are they considered frivolous in nature. Careful thought and 
study, coupled with lived expert experience in sex trafficking in middle school 
and outreach to those same schools, have caused this information to become 
known. 
 Based on the total number of enrolled middle and high school students 
in any given year, approximately 29 million (17 million high schoolers and 
approximately 12 million middle schoolers enrolled in school nationwide during 
the 2021 school year), taken from the Census Bureau (Fabina, Hernandez, & 
McElrath, 2021). This number of students means that potentially 12 million 
(enrolled middle schoolers) x 33% (one in three sample) of middle schoolers 
(fifth - eighth graders) = about four million middle schoolers annually who are 
potentially being recruitment into sex trafficking.  
 Additionally, 17 million (enrolled high schoolers) x 11% (one in nine 
sample) of high schoolers (ninth - twelfth graders) = approximately two million 
high schoolers annually who are at risk of recruitment into sex trafficking in the 
U.S. right now. This number of enrolled students is based on the 2021 Census 
record of enrolled students nationwide (Fabina, Hernandez, & McElrath, 2021).  
 That means that potentially six million children are currently at risk of 
recruitment into sex trafficking alone. That does not even account for familial 
trafficking, visa trafficking, labor trafficking, or victims of AI-generated 
sextortion! Additionally, that study was done 13 years ago. How much more 
trafficking has been happening since then, and how much worse has it gotten? 
 At the time of the original outreach in 2010, the human trafficking 
assessment tool was designed to discover sex trafficking. Today, the tool has 
been adapted to assess labor trafficking as well.  
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(Rosenblatt, Human Trafficking Wheel, 2025) 
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(Rosenblatt, Human Trafficking Assessment Tool, 2025) 

 
TTrafficking in Texas School Outreach Case Study 
 Another outreach study in Texas during Spring 2023 resulted in ten 
percent of students indicating some form of trafficking involvement. Out of the 
students surveyed, five percent indicated they had some cartel family 
involvement, in addition to teachers and staff who also responded affirmatively 
(Rosenblatt, Missing Teens and the Ties to Trafficking: A Case Study in Texas, 
2024).  
 Out of 134 eighth-grade students spoken to in a charter school in 
Texas, ten percent were directly impacted by human trafficking. (Rosenblatt, 
Missing Teens and the Ties to Trafficking: A Case Study in Texas, 2024).  
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(Rosenblatt, Missing Teens and the Ties to Trafficking: A Case Study in Texas, 

2024)* (The bottom portion was left off for purposes of confidentiality). 
 

Another critical issue that became apparent during the school outreach 
in Texas was that children were missing from the attendance roster. These 
children started school at the beginning of the school year, but were unaccounted 
for, missing, or had dropped out by the end of the school year. The number of 
students who dropped out of school or were otherwise unaccounted for was two 
– three students per class. Their names were still listed on the roster, but they 
had just stopped attending school. Nothing was being done about these missing 
students, and schools indicated that there were just not enough human resources 
to track down those students when they stopped going to school. Schools 
indicated that they called and made one attempt to contact parents, but if no one 
answered at home, they moved on to the next student. With 179 different 
charter schools in Texas located in 761 different locations (Texas Public Charter 
Schools Association, 2020), and run mainly by nonprofits, tracking students, 
where they transfer to, or if they even keep going to school, can be almost 
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impossible. 
 Schools do not have enough human resources to go after the missing 
children in this country, and truancy (absenteeism) is not what it used to be. 
“Despite federal requirements for states to report truancy, definitions of truancy 
and the reporting standards are not uniform across states” (Vaughn, Maynard, 
Salas-Wright, Perron, & Abdon, 2013).  
 According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, in 2022, there were 
359,094 reports involving missing youth in the United States. (Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, 2022) (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 
2025). Who is looking for these missing children? We have an epidemic that is 
being unaddressed; kids as young as middle school are dropping out, and no one 
is looking for them. 

IIndicators of Potential Trafficking 
 

What Teachers and School Staff Need to Know 
 Traffickers use children to recruit other children. One of the most 
common forms of recruitment used by traffickers to obtain the trust of children 
is through peer-to-peer recruitment. (Runaway and Homeless Youth Technical 
and Training Assistance Center, 2021). 
 Traffickers often use fake social media accounts to recruit students 
online through false friendships, romantic relationships, modeling, or 
employment opportunities. These false personas are often used to recruit 
children by impersonating famous or well-known, seemingly safe people, when, 
in actuality, students are the ones who are unsafe. 
 Not all trafficking situations are the same. Trafficking cases are 
multifaceted, and most human trafficking survivors do not readily self-identify. It 
takes educating students on what human trafficking is for students to relate to 
the issue and then self-identify. Education is needed for students, survivors, and 
school staff to deal with trafficking properly. “Utilize a trauma-informed 
approach and engage with curiosity and empathy to avoid shaming or blaming 
youth for their experiences” (Runaway and Homeless Youth Technical and 
Training Assistance Center, 2021).  
 Students need to feel comfortable disclosing to the person who is 
doing the training on trafficking, and that is why utilizing survivor voices as well 
as empowering teachers can be the most effective tool for getting students to 
open up. Bringing in lived experience experts who provide consulting to a 
school’s anti-trafficking protocol and program, and anti-trafficking training, is 
the key to a successful school anti-trafficking education and curriculum program. 
Trust cannot be demanded; it must be earned. Educators already have the trust 
of their students, but educating them on trafficking must come from a 
compassionate and trauma-informed approach by utilizing lived experience 
experts, and also not shaming students when delivering the information. This can 
only come from someone who has already experienced trafficking and can 
provide training for the staff and students in a trauma-informed way. Only this 
way can an honest conversation open up between the students and staff, creating 
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an opportunity for trust and moving forward. 
 Any hint of judgment will cause students to shut down. Since most 
teachers already have a trusted relationship with their students, their role in 
delivering this vital information is essential. The focus should be building 
rapport with their students before asking intrusive questions. If this process has 
not been utilized, bringing in lived-experience expert consultants and trainers can 
help. 
 The following are potential indicators that could cause a student’s life 
concern. If the relationship with the child is not already in place, the person who 
has become the identifier of potential trafficking should ask for assistance. 
 Not all of the following identifiers will be present in all exploited 
youth. This is a guide to provide warning signs of what to look for in potential 
cases of either sex or labor trafficking. 
 
Potential Indicators of Trafficking Among Students: 

� A student with friends who are disproportionate (in age) to them: 
Over a three-year age gap, noticeable mental developmental differences. 

� Children from other schools who are significantly older and who drive. 
� A student who has a substance abuse disorder or who has rrecently 

become addicted. 
� A student not old enough to work yet comes to school with expensive 

clothing, purses, iPhone/iWatch, and other notable items 
disproportionate to their socio-economic status. 

� A student who has unexplained absences (periods or full days), 
multiple recurring unexplained absences, or has stopped attending 
school altogether. 

� A student whose movement or communication is monitored (Weave 
Learn, 2019). 

� A student is pressured to keep a relationship secret (Weave Learn, 
2019). 

� A student who dresses provocatively or inappropriately for their age 
(Weave Learn, 2019). 

� A student who uses language and terms associated with trafficking, 
such as: ‘The Life’, ‘The Game’ (refers to the trafficking lifestyle or 
involvement in commercial sex), Trick (the person who purchased sex 
with the young person), Daddy (Their Pimp), Sugar Baby (What an 
exploited person may refer to themselves as), ‘stroll, track, blade, hotel 
parties’, trap houses’ (are all places where trafficking occurs) (Weave 
Learn, 2019). 

� A student who has multiple cell phones (one may be used for their 
trafficker & another for their parents/friends, and they may not have 
control over this) (Weave Learn, 2019). 
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� A student who comes to school unkemptly, hungry, displays low self-
esteem, lacks supervision or parental involvement at home (these may 
also be signs of domestic servitude or labor trafficking). 

� Students hanging around with older, more experienced kids & talking 
about dates that are set up. 

� A student who shows signs of dramatic or sudden changes in their 
behavior: Someone who went from making straight A’s to barely 
getting a passing grade. 

� A student is no longer interested in school or their extracurricular 
activities. 

� A student who has tattoos that depict a branding or a trafficker’s name 
on their body. 

� A student who lacks self-awareness and boundaries, inappropriately or 
overtly sexualized. 

� A student who talks about receiving gifts in person or through the mail 
(cell phones or cameras). 

� A student who turns off their laptop monitor when the teacher enters 
the classroom (Florida Dept. of Education, 2019). 

� A student who seems to be in constant fear of authority or of 
deportation.  

� A student with behavior problems, such as being unable to sit still for 
long periods, angry outbursts, or other challenging behavioral issues. 

� A student who defers to an older person or unrelated adult who seems 
to be in control of where the child goes and whom they talk to; the 
student cannot speak for themselves (Blue Campaign, 2022). 
 

BBlue Campaign Indicators of Human Trafficking (U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2025): 

  Does the person appear disconnected from family, friends, community 
organizations, or houses of worship? 

  Has a child stopped attending school? 
  Has the person had a sudden or dramatic change in behavior? 
  Is a juvenile engaged in commercial sex acts? 
  Is the person disoriented or confused, or showing signs of mental or physical 

abuse? 
  Does the person have bruises in various stages of healing? 
  Is the person fearful, timid, or submissive? 
  Does the person show signs of being denied food, water, sleep, or medical 

care? 
  Is the person often in the company of someone to whom they defer? Or 

someone who seems to control the situation, e.g., where they go or who they talk 
to? 

  Does the person appear to be coached on what to say? 
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  Is the person living in unsuitable conditions? 
  Does the person lack personal possessions and appear not to have a stable 

living situation? 
  Does the person have freedom of movement? Can the person freely leave 

where they live? Are there unreasonable security measures? 
 Recruitment happens daily, in every city in America and worldwide. It 
is not always evident. However, learning to identify recruitment when it happens 
may give schools, educators, and others on the front lines an advantage in 
stopping it before it is too late. 
 

Understanding Trafficking Recruitment in School-Aged Children: 
� Grooming – The false relationship begins. They gain access to the 

child’s private life, learn their schedule, and who their support systems 
are. This person is also called a recruiter and may very well be a child 
or have been a victim of trafficking themselves.  

� Social Media – All social media accounts have been known to be 
recruitment places for trafficking. The lure is to give them a false 
opportunity: for modeling, for a romantic relationship, or for a job 
with the intent of defrauding the child and luring them into sex or 
labor trafficking. 

� Sextortion – When children are groomed (usually online) to provide 
compromising photos or videos of themselves, then those images are 
used as blackmail and extortion to gain money, sexual favors, or to lure 
them into further exploitative schemes (Florida Dept. of Education, 
2019). When the use of images taken from children’s public social 
media accounts is used to make AI-generated sexually explicit material 
(Han, 2024). 

� Parties or Other Social Gatherings – Predators and traffickers send 
recruiters into these venues where they know children are, to scout out 
new victims or recruits into sex trafficking. The more vulnerable or 
high-risk the child is, the more likely they are to be preyed upon by 
predators. 

� Internet Access through: School Computers (programs that allow 
children to communicate with others on the internet), Gaming Sites, 
Metaverse, and Anime- These sites are often frequented by traffickers 
and pedophiles, whereby they can gain access to children through their 
game consoles and communicate with them online. The gaming 
console does not need to be the only means; school computers are also 
used when children learn how to bypass security measures and can 
access the World Wide Web, unknowingly communicating with 
predators and traffickers while in class on their school-designated 
laptops. The Metaverse is filled with predators and predatory activity, 
where children are invited to participate in Erotic Role Play (ERP) 
with adults. Only to lure them off the app for further exploitation. 
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Parents and caregivers are now grappling with the fad of Anime, where 
followers of this cult classic phenomenon meet in chat rooms and are 
influenced to act out what they see or are being told to do.  

� GGym class—Students should be warned that predators and recruiters 
may snap pictures of them in gym class or locker rooms, which could 
be sold online or used for extortion. 

 Although trafficking will always be the fault of the traffickers and 
recruiters, there may be some warning signs for those students who are at greater 
risk of recruitment. Knowing and understanding the population of students at 
greater risk of victimization may prevent their future victimization. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs, are potentially traumatic 
events that occur in childhood (0-17 years) such as experiencing 
violence, abuse, or neglect; witnessing violence in the home; and having 
a family member attempt or die by suicide…growing up in a 
household with substance misuse, mental health problems, or 
instability due to parental separation or incarceration of a parent, 
sibling or other member of the household (U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2019). 
 

PPopulations at Greater Risk of Recruitment into Trafficking: 
� Children who have experienced prior abuse (physical, 

mental/emotional, sexual, or verbal) or neglect (U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2019; National Center on Safe 
Supportive Learning Environments, 2023). 

� Children who have illegal or questionable immigration statuses.  
� Children who have witnessed domestic violence in the home (U.S. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). 
� Children have a history of running away from home. 
� Children whose parents have abused alcohol or drugs or who have 

allowed their minor to participate in that (U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2019). 

� Children with disabilities: learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, 
and social and emotional needs.  

� Children who identify as LGBTQ+.  
� Children from impoverished or economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).  
� Children who come from home environments that lack emotional or 

social support, lack child supervision, and lack their physiological 
needs being met (National Center on Safe Supportive Learning 
Environments, 2023). 

� Children or parents with a prior criminal history (U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). 
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� Children who have been in foster care lack connectedness to a safe 
adult.  

� Children who have experienced a recent loss or loss of a family member 
to suicide (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). 

� A student is easily enticed to earn quick money/false employment 
opportunities.  

� A student focused on fame and fortune may be lured in by false 
modeling and social media influencer opportunities. 

� A student who lacks a social safety net of caring adults and individuals. 
� Children seeking a sense of belonging (Rosenblatt, 2014). 
� Children with ‘low levels of parental monitoring or supervision in the 

home’ (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024). 
� Children who have experienced prior exploitation: either sexual 

exploitation or labor exploitation. Once they have experienced these 
things, pimping and prostitution can become normalized and no longer 
taboo. 

 Once a trafficker gets hold of a youth whom they exploit, they will go 
after as much money as they can make off of that one child. Unfortunately, there 
is no limit to the types of trafficking and exploitation that a trafficker will utilize 
to gain financially from their victims. 
 
Types of Trafficking Involving School-Aged Children: 

� Commercial Sexual Abuse of Children – What commercial sex looks 
like varies from situation to situation. It may be asking a girlfriend or 
boyfriend to perform sexual favors to a ‘friend’ in exchange for 
something of value (food, clothing, rent, drugs, money, or something 
of value). The payment could be made to the victim or to their 
significant other who would be acting as their pimp. The commercial 
sex act may take place at a local brothel (an apartment, house, or trap 
house that is used to sell sex). ‘Dates’ is another word used for the 
commercial sex act; they may also be set up at local hotels where the 
trafficker has set up appointments with sex buyers. **They may pick up 
the child at school and take them to the hotel or brothel to sell them 
for sex, then return them to school before anyone notices that they are 
gone. Children in these situations may have a change of clothes with 
them or may return with makeup or look different than when they left 
school. 

� Online Child Sexual Abuse Material (National Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023)  – This is used after a false 
friendship, false employment/modeling, or love relationship has 
started. This is usually through online interaction. The child is coerced 
into taking compromising photos or allowing others to. The child may 
also be used for visual images via webcam at home without anyone else 
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present. Their images are then sold on unscrupulous websites. The use 
of cell phones, webcams, laptop cameras, or other devices may be used 
to obtain compromising photos. The child may send their photos 
under duress or false promises made by the trafficker. The child may 
be under the impression they are bound by a false 
modeling/employment contract or agreement they have signed (minors 
are not legally bound by contracts), indebting them to the trafficker. 
*Please note that “federal law prohibits the production, distribution, 
reception, and possession of an image of child” sexual abuse material 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2023). Any dissemination of images or 
videos from child to child is illegal as well, and any dissemination from 
a child to anyone is also illegal (Dept. of Justice: Child Obscenity and 
Exploitation Section, 2020). 

� LLabor Trafficking – This can be in the form of door-to-door magazine 
sales, street begging, lifeguards, carnival jobs, seasonal employment, and 
even after-school jobs at malls and other legitimate businesses that 
choose to exploit the young and vulnerable. In some cultures, parents 
may pull their children out of school to work on farms or in canneries; 
the farm owners and canneries are liable for allowing children to work 
in deplorable conditions.  
This may also include children who are being forced to work 
extraordinarily long hours, on school nights or in unsafe working 
conditions; this may be perpetrated by family or others (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2023).  

� Potential Cases of Domestic Servitude – This is where children may be 
brought in from other countries. This may occur as children are 
initially engaged in a prior relationship with traffickers through a false 
agreement in their home country. These children are then taken to the 
destination country to serve as domestic slaves (cleaning, cooking, 
caring for other children in the home, as well as ‘other’ unscrupulous 
acts). These children are usually foreign-born children who may have 
been brought here through fraudulent visas or other means, allowing 
them to register for school and attend while being exploited at home. 

� Gangs, Cartels & Forced Criminality – Gangs are recruiting kids in 
middle and high schools across the U.S. to engage in criminal activity, 
promising them ways of making money with fewer consequences if 
caught (Taer, 2024). Some warning signs to look out for include 
tattoos signaling gang involvement. For example, the gang Tren de 
Aragua, “whose tattoo signs include a five-point crown, and a clock 
that typically signifies time spent in prison” (Taer, 2024). 
 

 Once a child becomes involved in trafficking, the effects can be 
devastating and even life-threatening. So, what can be done to prevent all of this 
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from happening? Since schools are among the first lines of defense for 
prevention, there are ways that schools can engage.   

 
(Polaris Project, 2011) 

Schools Facing Immigration Issues 
 Human trafficking is a global problem, economically, it involves supply 
and demand. The biggest pool of supply of children, next to social media, and 
where children spend the majority of their time is in schools. Many children 
come to the United States from other countries, some with thinking that is 
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contrary to what U.S. culture considers acceptable, and some come with fake 
documents, or with no documents at all. The language and cultural barriers that 
exist can make transitioning into school challenging for both educators and 
students alike. Regardless of immigration status, language, or culture, coming 
from another country to a new one makes the student vulnerable and thereby 
susceptible to recruitment into gangs and human trafficking.  
 Many teachers and schools are being inundated with overcrowded 
classrooms, too many work hours, and not enough personnel to meet the needs 
of immigrant populations. Because school personnel may not possess the 
language to conduct conversations with students who have migrated from other 
cultures, this can cause students to have nowhere to turn to when being recruited 
into trafficking.  
 Most educators are graded on how well students do on classroom 
testing. However, when immigrant students do not understand the language or 
the testing they are taking, their scores fall below, and teachers are held 
accountable for that (White, 2018). This in turn can cause a negative approach 
by some educators when trying to deal with a population where there is a 
language barrier.  
 When children come from cultures where ‘inequality and 
discrimination’ (Greenbaum, Kaplan, & Young, 2023) are normalized, it will be 
much harder for students to readily identify when they are being exploited. If 
rapport is not established with teachers due to language barriers, then there will 
be a missed opportunity to confide in them when the time comes.  
 Therefore, it is vital to maintain a culture of inclusivity, cultural 
sensitivity, and empowerment within the classroom and facility. Suggestions for 
creating a culturally conducive learning environment (The Immigrant Learning 
Center, 2022) (The Immigrant Learning Center, 2021): 

� Affirming and embracing students’ immigrant identities. 
� Teaching migration across the curriculum. 
� Addressing trauma and fear in the classroom. 
� Fostering a healthy school climate. 
� Telling stories to build knowledge. 
� Speaking up for others when discrimination and inequality are 

witnessed. 
� Seeking out potential speakers and providing opportunities to 

learn about justice and equality. 
� Using books to influence students and provide a narrative on 

immigration. 
� Taking advantage of high-quality resources, such as the 

‘Educator Resource Hub’ (The Immigrant Learning Center, 
2025). 

 However, schools choose to educate their students and staff, it should 
always be done with a trauma-informed lens, mindful of cultural competency, 
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and in a student-centered approach. 
 
Cartel and Gang Involvement in Schools 
 An occurrence that is happening within U.S. schools, and not just 
within border states, is that traffickers and cartels are sending people into schools 
to recruit children into sex trafficking, gangs, cartels, and criminal activity 
(Associated Press, 2022).  
 In some instances, school personnel have witnessed adults being passed 
off as children to gain entry into U.S. schools (Burnett, 2019). When people 
cross borders, they do not always have passports, birth certificates, or other 
documentation. Some individuals provide fake documents; some are residing 
with fake families, not those of their own (Burnett, 2019; U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2024). 
 Recent statistics show that 11.3 million people living in the U.S. are 
unauthorized (Camarota & Zeigler, 2022). Of those, 4.5 million are children 
with at least one unauthorized parent (Mathema, 2015). 
 When individuals do not have proper documentation to verify their 
birth, they are placed in whatever grade or age range the student or 
accompanying ‘parent’ says they are in. This is becoming a way of entering 
schools for recruitment into trafficking. They gain students' trust because 
properly enrolled students believe them to be another student or minor, when 
they actually are adults. Schools must enroll students in school, regardless of 
whether they can prove their age or lack of legal immigration status. 

All children in the United States are entitled to equal access to a basic 
public elementary and secondary education regardless of their actual or 
perceived race, color, national origin, citizenship, immigration status, 
or the status of their parents/guardians…Although a school district 
might request documents such as those listed above to verify your 
child’s age, a school district may not prevent or discourage your child 
from enrolling in or attending school because he or she lacks a birth 
certificate or has records that indicate a foreign place of birth, such as a 
foreign birth certificate (U.S. Department of Justice, 2014). 

 Border states have a challenging job of protecting children from 
trafficking. Schools located in states that border countries that have cartels, such 
as Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Texas, have added educational needs in 
addition to tackling the issue of trafficking. Because of the ‘cartel mindset’ that is 
brought into the U.S. from countries where poverty is an issue, these children 
have an idealization of cartel involvement. Children coming from countries 
where cartel involvement is glamorized bring with them the belief that belonging 
to a cartel is the main goal in life. The cartel acceptance mindset that is brought 
over from countries where children are groomed early on to believe that this 
lifestyle is an acceptable way of life is creeping into the school system in the 
United States. Children whose family members are in the cartel or who have been 
brought up believing that being involved in the cartel is something to strive for 
or even a goal in life. However, beginning the discussion is vital to changing this 
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erroneous mindset. School-aged children are still at an impressionable age where 
they start to disagree with what they have been brought up to believe. Children 
can begin to understand that the pursuit of money and power through cartel 
involvement, whether in gangs or trafficking, is not necessary, and individual and 
educational goals in life can now be achieved without fear (National Gang 
Center, 2020). By having these students in school, a change can begin by 
educating them on the reality of what these things mean.  
 It should be noted that there may be pushbacks from schools, 
administrators, or parents. Sometimes this is because parents do not want their 
children taught sex education without their permission. However, sometimes it is 
because people in their private lives participate in the trafficking of children, 
either as buyers or sellers.  
 Divulging too much information to parents and families, where there 
are cases of suspected familial trafficking or cartel involvement, can be dangerous 
to the survivors. 
 
MMS-13 & Venezuelan Tren de Aragua Gangs 
 Schools have to deal with not only cartel involvement but also gang 
involvement and recruitment in schools. The infamous MS–13 gang has been 
making its way into schools. The MS stands for Mara Salvatrucha, which began 
in El Salvador in the 1970s; the MS-13 motto is to “kill, rape, and control” 
(Pirtle, 2023). The Schools in the Maryland and D.C. areas are having to deal 
with MS-13 gang members coming to schools and recruiting kids into human 
trafficking (Massimo, 2017).  

Gangs recruit children who are vulnerable and who are looking for a 
sense of belonging. They then form clicks or what they refer to as “Clicas” 
(Massimo, 2017), which are a takeoff from the main gang. The age range of 
gang members is between 11 and 40 years old (Pirtle, 2023). The majority are 
made up of minors who were recruited in schools (Massimo, 2017). The average 
age of entry into gangs in the U.S. is 12-14 years old, the same as it is for sex 
trafficking (Associated Press, 2022).  
 As with sex trafficking, gang recruitment happens when youth are 
alone, unaccompanied, or looking for a place to belong. With the influx of 
immigrants coming from Hispanic backgrounds, many young people are at risk 
of recruitment, mainly from Honduras, El Salvador, or Guatemala (Silva, 2015). 
If a child coming from a Latin American country has a history of sexual abuse or 
exploitation, they are at even greater risk of recruitment into gangs and 
trafficking (Silva, 2015). Current estimates are that MS-13 gangs are operating 
in 46 states within the U.S., and they have over 100,000 members (Lillie, 2017). 
 Some things to look for in schools are if students display gang-
affiliated tattoo markings, which could indicate recruitment happening within 
schools. 
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(New York City Police Department, 2024); (Taer, 2024) 

 
Immigrant Populations at Risk for Trafficking 
 Immigration issues continue to cause many children to be in the US 
illegally. This book does not take sides on the issue but rather pragmatically lays 
out what issues these children and schools will face. Many children are unaware 
of their status until someone manipulates them into believing they are at risk of 
deportation if they do not comply with the demands of traffickers. Immigration 
status is an added vulnerability for recruitment into trafficking.  
 Once schools and educators learn to identify those students who could 
be at risk of falling into trafficking, then something can be done to prevent it 
before it enters the child’s life. Educators and schools could save a child's life by 
knowing and understanding the populations of students at risk of recruitment. 
 
Partnership and Prevention are Key to Student Success 
 Partnering with lived experience survivors of trafficking who are now 
consultants can help provide a framework on how to identify trafficking in 
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schools, and how to respond efficiently and safely to help students. For many 
schools and communities, the issue of trafficking can be foreign to them, filled 
with new information. Too much information, too soon, can become 
overwhelming. The best place to start is by creating awareness campaigns during 
January, which is national human trafficking awareness month (Office of the 
Press Secretary, 2010), or as soon as possible. January has been federally 
recognized as national human trafficking awareness month (Office of the Press 
Secretary, 2010).  
 Some schools may have concerns about the curriculum they will use 
and whether or not they need administration or parent approval. Therefore, 
discussions about implementing this should begin as early as possible in the 
school year. Many federally approved awareness posters, flyers, brochures, and 
indicator cards can be provided to schools for free or at no charge (U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, 2014); (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2019). 
 State-specific efforts and materials may also be available to bring 
human trafficking awareness to schools. Schools should refer to their state 
Department of Education sites for materials and updates, such as Texas EA. 
Also, schools should consider incorporating the use of local advocacy agencies 
and programs as referral sources to those who disclose trafficking as a result of 
their awareness campaigns. 
 Posters can be hung up throughout the halls to familiarize students 
with the issue. Pamphlets, indicator cards, and parent guide materials should be 
available in the school's waiting area or lobby. Educators should become 
equipped with what to look for, and how to talk to kids by providing them with 
a speaker from a local NGO, a survivor with a lived experience of being 
trafficked at school age or within schools, and other professionals such as law 
enforcement. Additionally, educators can receive pamphlets and indicator cards 
to keep on hand when needed. Social media posts from the school showing 
support for awareness of this issue can also be pushed out during that time to 
bring home the idea that this school supports a ‘Traffick Free Zone’ and the 
protection of children. 
 PTA meetings and parental inclusion can be vital to educating and 
assisting the community and survivors when they disclose. Caution should be 
heeded when delivering educational pieces to parents, creating more 
opportunities for awareness purposes. Always being mindful that survivors could 
be in the audience, so being survivor-centered and trauma-informed in the 
delivery is vital to successful presentations on the topic and safety for all. 
 Pep Rallies or Student Assemblies are a fantastic way to kick off the 
awareness of human trafficking. No school wants to think about the fact that 
trafficking could be happening to the children on their campus. However, with 
the technological age, there are more ways for traffickers to gain entrance into 
the lives of unsuspecting students, even on school computers, and while they are 
on school campuses. With many fast-moving technological advances, more 
children are being recruited. Some curious children may already have figured out 
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ways to go around the highly equipped firewalls placed within schools for their 
protection. Therefore, training students on the dangers of trafficking is especially 
important for them to realize and come to understand that those firewalls are in 
place to protect them. 
 
The Advantages of Bringing Awareness to School Campuses: 

1) This global issue is relevant to the learning environment. Students 
should be made aware of a topic happening worldwide and even 
impacting those around them and their neighborhoods. 

2) This issue occurs in local neighborhoods throughout the U.S. and 
worldwide. Students may encounter individuals who have lived 
experiences. By educating them on it, they will be better equipped to 
respond to them in varying situations within the communities they may 
encounter. 

3) Schools that bring awareness to human trafficking will be seen as 
leaders in the community. Schools willing to tackle the topic by 
educating students and parents will be celebrated and applauded. 

4) Schools that tackle the topic of trafficking will be seen as a safe place, 
and as a ‘Traffick Free Zone’. By being an ally in the fight against 
human trafficking, schools will identify themselves as being a part of 
the solution and not a part of the problem. 

5) Trafficking recruitment happens in schools and to students who attend 
school every day; by preparing students on what to look for, schools 
will be fulfilling their mission of properly equipping students for the 
real world. 

6)  By raising awareness of the issue and equipping students with what to 
look out for, schools can help stop trafficking and recruitment that is 
occurring in the lives of their students, in their communities, and even 
on their campuses. 

7) By equipping school staff and educators with what to look for, schools 
will have done an even better job of teaching their staff how to identify 
and navigate these tough situations when they arise.  

8) By presenting opportunities to understand this topic, schools will 
create a safer learning environment for everyone. 

9) Students will be better educated on an emergent social justice issue. 
10) Schools will inspire future leaders to engage in the fight against human 

slavery, many of whom may one day become abolitionists. 
11) Many students who become aware of the issue of trafficking may want 

to start human rights or anti-human trafficking clubs within their 
schools. Some students may even become enthusiastic about the topic 
and wish to pursue a career goal of combating human trafficking. 
Students who become passionate about creating further awareness on 
campus can also begin passing along the #FriendsDon’tSellFriends 
motto (Rosenblatt, Missing Teens and the Ties to Trafficking: A Case 
Study in Texas, 2024).  
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12) Students who see something will begin to say something when schools 
empower students to hold each other accountable.  
 

AAwareness and Engagement 
 Schools should incorporate into their curriculum assorted 
opportunities for students to become aware of the fact that human trafficking 
and human slavery continue to exist. This is to prevent trafficking from 
happening in the lives of those students who are not aware of the topic or have 
not yet been affected by it, whether it be online or in person. It is also about 
teaching kids the importance of healthy relationships, healthy boundaries, taking 
their power back, and doing something to stop injustices.  

There are creative ways for schools to engage with students on the 
topic of human trafficking: 

1. Projects: Introduce the topic to students by providing an 
opportunity to do projects on human trafficking. Suggested 
classes that may be incorporated include Health Class, Pre-Law, 
Government, (Employment or Community Services), History, 
Language (Spanish, French, etc.), and Social Justice. Students can 
research various countries on the U.S. Department of State 
website at www.state.gov and look up the Trafficking in Persons 
(TIP) Report to determine how countries rank in their efforts to 
prevent trafficking.  

2. Trade: Students can look up free trade products and find out 
what items they are using that are made from child labor or are 
free trade items (End Slavery Now, 2021); (Responsible Sourcing 
Tool, 2023). 

3. Human Rights: Students can start campus clubs for 
extracurricular or after-school activities, such as human rights 
clubs, human trafficking clubs, or anti-slavery clubs.  

4. Anti-Trafficking Toolkit: Teachers and schools should also have 
books on trafficking and survivor-written books with survivor 
stories of overcoming human trafficking. This will help students 
learn about the issue from first-hand accounts. Many are written 
at a level that everybody can understand and learn from 
(Rosenblatt, Stolen: The True Story of A Sex Trafficking 
Survivor, 2014), (Lloyd, 2011), (Axtell, 2019), (Austin Smith, 
2014), (Flores, 2019). 

5. Partnering with local anti-trafficking nonprofits, survivor 
leaders/survivor-led agencies, and organizations to discover ways 
for kids to volunteer. 
 

Suggested Curriculum: 
 

6. Indicators on Abuse curriculum: Schools should incorporate a 
curriculum that allows students to learn about healthy and 
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unhealthy relationships, prior abuse, and personal value (Laurens 
Kids, 2023). Schools should follow the U.S. Dept of Education 
Guidelines: “Considers age, developmental and/ or cognitive 
abilities, language, and culture/ethnicity” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2021). This is an essential precursor to teaching on 
human trafficking because many children will identify with prior 
abuse and will want to disclose that. *Schools should note that 
some states have legislation mandates requiring this type of 
education, and some states have parental approval requirements 
before this education can be administered. 

7. Prevention curriculum promotes awareness, safety, and resiliency. 
One that identifies unscrupulous employment and recruitment 
practices, as well as the basics of sex and labor trafficking, will 
help open the conversation. This prevention curriculum helps 
students identify potential trafficking recruitment (3Strands 
Global Foundation, Frederick Douglass Family Initiatives, Love 
Never Fails, 2021. Protect Now. 
https://pathellc.wixsite.com/protectnow);(Weave Learn, 
2019);(Safe School Institute - CrimeStoppers, 2025). 

8. Engagement curriculum (TBD): This type of learning can be 
developed to embrace the individual issue of sex and labor 
trafficking and help to identify personal trafficking that may be 
happening in a student’s life. Being able to spot false modeling or 
job recruitment that occurs online, as well as false relationships on 
social media, will help prevent trafficking from happening. This 
type of learning could help students understand the unhealthy or 
exploitative relationships around them. Student engagement with 
role play and scenario-based learning works well to help students 
learn to understand their vulnerabilities and become empowered 
not to act on the recruitment when it comes. Providing students 
with warnings about the language used by traffickers will also help 
tip them off to potential recruitment. A curriculum that is willing 
to be honest with students and tell them the truth about what 
trafficking relationships and recruitment look like will help them 
in the future. Providing social media sites that traffickers are 
currently using to recruit and offer internet safety tips, warnings 
such as: Using chat rooms, and online social media apps known to 
be used for recruitment (Chat.me.com, OnlyFans, Discord, 
Snapchat, Facebook, and Instagram as well as dating and gaming 
sites. When students understand the effects of trafficking on 
individuals and families, they will be less likely to accept that 
invitation when it comes. The best way to deliver this type of 
curriculum is by partnering with survivors of human trafficking 
and survivor-led agencies that can provide real-life first-hand 
experiences and survivor stories (kids pay more attention to real-
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life stories) (Rosenblatt, Missing Teens and the Ties to 
Trafficking: A Case Study in Texas, 2024). Showing videos of 
survivors’ stories (Rosenblatt, Taking Innocence Project: A Man's 
World, 2019) can also help. This is important to bring to schools 
because children will identify potential recruitments in and around 
the school. Schools should be prepared to receive potential 
disclosures. Some students may offer insight into current 
recruitment, such as at the local convenience stores surrounding 
their school. Students who have experienced trafficking may or 
may not refer to themselves as a victim or as a survivor. They may 
use some other word to describe what they have been through 
(most have not become familiar enough with the terms to be able 
to self-identify as a victim or survivor of human trafficking). 
Trauma-informed and judgment-free practices should be used 
when conducting in-class instruction. The smaller the number of 
students, the better and more likely it will be for children to open 
up and be willing to talk about their potential trafficking 
situation. Children will more readily confide in a teacher or 
someone they already have a trusted and established relationship 
with.   

9. PParent PTA Series on Human Trafficking: Help for Parents and 
Caregivers. Once a school has completed its initial awareness 
events, it can gauge its involvement level. Guidance counselors and 
administration personnel may want to do some research on 
trafficking occurrences within their community (National Human 
Trafficking Hotline, 2021; U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2019; Molina, 2022). 

10. Community Prevention: School-based curriculum should be area-
specific to identify the trafficking issues in their area. According 
to the CDC, schools are encouraged to provide quality health 
education to students that is in line with their parameters (U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024): 
� Age appropriate, 
� Culturally relevant, 
� Medically accurate, 
� Taught by qualified and trained teachers, and, 
� Based on a strong health curriculum. 

11. Textbooks: Updated textbooks are needed to highlight the issue 
of continued slavery in our country and the world. Schools should 
be equipped to offer up-to-date information on slavery. The 
reality that more than 50 million people are enslaved today 
worldwide is enough for textbooks and schools to take notice 
(United Nations, 2022). 

Textbooks should offer ways for students to engage in the study of the 
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continuation of slavery.  
 

How Schools Should Respond to Trafficking 
 Once the school takes steps to make its campuses aware of human 
trafficking, the following steps would include a curriculum to train staff and 
teachers, as well as school resource officers from a trauma-informed, survivor-
sensitive lens. This type of training ensures the staff is equipped to handle 
disclosures respectfully. Trafficking disclosure requires sensitivity and care, out 
of earshot of other students. When non-survivor students hear of who has 
experienced this, they may spread rumors and cause the disclosing student to feel 
misjudged or labeled as something they are not. It is vital to use caution and 
avoid discussing their trauma in front of other students and teachers. This 
information must be retained and handled by someone who understands what 
they have gone through and will not pass judgment on them for having gone 
through it.  
 In most states, anyone who works with or is around children is a 
mandated reporter of child abuse (Children's Bureau - Child Welfare 
Information Gateway, 2019). Human trafficking (both sex and labor) is a form 
of child abuse (National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, 
2023).  
 Schools have an ‘institutional reporting’ responsibility when child 
maltreatment is suspected (Children's Bureau - Child Welfare Information 
Gateway, 2019). Internal procedures for handling trafficking reports will vary; 
some schools may want to empower the educator to report it directly to the 
authorities or to report it with the child present. This will empower the child 
and also ensure that the child understands that they are never to blame, and they 
will learn essential steps to stand up to abuse and exploitation.  However, it is 
clearer if reported by the person to whom the disclosure was made. This will 
help to minimize the number of times a survivor has to retell their story, which is 
a trauma-informed practice. 
 Schools should establish a Human Trafficking School Safety Protocol 
(Polaris Project, 2011). This will help schools in the identification of potential 
sex and labor trafficking, as well as help to identify those who fall in the ‘High 
Risk’ for trafficking category. Given students’ prior histories, current behaviors, 
and circumstances, schools are better equipped to see the potential for trafficking 
and prevent it. Schools will ensure appropriate compliance with law enforcement 
and state reporting requirements by having a safety net of protocols in place.  
 Schools that currently have a mental health guidance counselor on staff 
are better equipped to help students process their trauma. Most schools also have 
school resource officers, who often have relationships with students and can help 
incorporate victim assistance when outside law enforcement is called. It is ideal 
to create a multifaceted role to manage all disclosures of abuse and trafficking on 
campus. This role would empower one individual per school to be both a quasi-
law enforcement (to be able to receive investigative information), through the 
lens of a trauma-informed specialist who has been trained in counseling or social 
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work. That way, students will not have to repeat their story repeatedly, and they 
can have that one person who will serve as a liaison to other law enforcement 
officers. This person can also assist parents or caregivers.  
 Schools should also make a point to include resources and awareness of 
the issue of trafficking among males as well as LGBTQ+. Reporting indicates 
that 30% of males have been identified as victims of human trafficking (Swarens, 
Tim, 2018), as well as LGBTQ+ individuals and children with all types of 
disabilities.  
 It is also important to note that not all children who have experienced 
exploitation will be able to return to the classroom setting. After experiencing 
adult-like situations, it can be difficult for child survivors of exploitation to sit in 
a classroom setting and hear instructions from adults, especially adult males. 
Trauma-informed responses to this issue should be developed. Some survivors 
may find it easier to complete their education online or in alternative classroom 
settings. 
 
NNext Steps on Handling Disclosures: 
 Schools should provide awareness education to staff first, and all 
campus personnel, then to students at appropriate age levels. The school should 
set up a protocol for reporting. The reporter should:  
 1. Update their resource list, be ready to handle any reports that come 
in, and provide adequate referrals for services, as needed.  
 2. Prepare the student and parent(s) for interaction with law 
enforcement. Responding officers should be trauma-informed about human 
trafficking. The need for tact is vitally important. Keep non-offending parents 
involved; some may want to be present when their child talks to law 
enforcement.  
 3. Provide follow-up services and support to survivors and their 
families, such as mental health counseling, survivor mentoring, safe house 
placement (when necessary), and other resources.  
 4. Conduct safety follow-ups with other school personnel, such as 
school security/resource officers, when recruitment could impact other students 
on campus.  
 5. Schools should have a dedicated officer or SRO (School Resource 
Officer) on campus and after school to protect students, such as walkers, who go 
home from school or wait at the local convenience stores for their parents to pick 
them up. 
When to Talk to Parents & Caregivers 
 The school must report on trafficking. In many states, this has already 
become part of the child abuse code so that disclosures may be handled similarly. 
Traffickers are dangerous; they are known to pose a danger to those who would 
stand in their way of making money and taking what they consider to be their 
‘property’. Caution is advised when confronting these harmful elements, and 
proper reporting mechanisms should always be followed.  
Family Trafficking 
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 Because traffickers hide in plain sight, there are occurrences of family 
trafficking happening to children in school, even as young as elementary school. 
Many times, the perpetrators of these occurrences are the family members of the 
victim, and trafficking can look like forced and child marriage. With human 
trafficking, there is a very real threat that the child’s family and/or relatives could 
be involved in the trafficking of the child.  
 When a disclosure comes up at a school, the first response should be 
to identify if the child is safe at home or if their family or relatives have direct 
involvement in trafficking. When a child discloses that a family member is 
involved, CPS (Child Protective Services) must become involved. The Rule of 
Consanguinity for reporting to CPS is as follows:  
 First degree – parents or caregivers.  
 Second degree – Siblings or Grandparents.  
 Third degree – Aunts and uncles (Shaler, 2023). 
 The child may also need relocation placement. 
 
Building a Multi-Disciplinary Team  
 A Multi-Disciplinary Team  (MDT) includes school guidance 
counselors, school resource officers, federal and state law enforcement agencies, 
local anti-trafficking nonprofits, survivor leaders, safe houses, and mental health 
professionals. Schools can build their team utilizing local anti-trafficking task 
forces.  
 School personnel should not try to infiltrate trafficking rings without 
proper law enforcement involvement. Rushed responses could put the child in 
danger and/or jeopardize their well-being. If the child discloses but recants out 
of fear of retaliation, they may likely not return to school.   
 It is only safe to disclose to parents once it has been confirmed that the 
family is a nonoffending party to the trafficking of the child. This can be 
determined upon the initial disclosure or soon after. Once it has been determined 
that the family or caregiver is a nonoffending party to the trafficking, it is critical 
to offer the child, as well as their parent/caregiver, some education on what 
human trafficking is and an understanding of how to keep their siblings and 
other family members safe. Families as well as the survivors themselves may not 
fully understand what trafficking is, how it happened, or the harm/danger 
surrounding it. 
 It is essential to provide help in answering questions posed by the 
family. Otherwise, the child will be left to answer them on their own to their 
family, which may result in them being teased, ostracized, criticized, 
retraumatized, misjudged, and even kicked out by the family.  Most often, 
children do not even understand the trafficking themselves, or the nuances of 
what took place.  
 Once the disclosure has been made, reporting will take place. If a child 
is invited to participate in the reporting process, this will help deter future 
victimization. Empowering the child to stand up to the abuse that has occurred 
can aid in the child’s overall development process. First, educate the child, make 
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the necessary phone calls with the child, and when appropriate, be present when 
the child’s parent or caregiver is informed.  If a child has confided in someone 
and disclosed, it is essential not to destroy their trust by contacting parents and 
authorities without their involvement and knowledge.  
 There may be other factors happening at home that made them 
susceptible to trafficking in the first place. Many times, the child runs away from 
or avoids an abusive parent or other family member within the home. The child 
may be struggling with a lack of a secure identity and loneliness, and is still in 
need of mentoring and support, before and even after the trafficking. Their 
vulnerabilities do not go away simply because they have been removed from the 
trafficking situation. Recruitment into trafficking will continue to happen unless 
these issues are addressed, and their needs are met. 
 
TTraining to School Personnel Should Include: 

� Full scope of the human trafficking problem.  
� The legal definitions and nuances used to understand trafficking.  
� Reporting requirements (state-specific). 
� Make-up of the multi-disciplinary team and everyone’s roles in the 

MDT. 
� Concerns about re-trafficking and recruitment. 
� Trauma-Informed Responses. 
� Training on confidentiality (students will be concerned about other 

students finding out, and bullying can result if their trafficking is 
shared in friend groups or with friends). 
 

Safety Nets 
o Schoolwide Human Trafficking Task Force: School Guidance 

Counselors, Social Workers, Medical Staff/School Nurses, School 
Resource Officers (eyes and ears), Teachers, Afterschool Personnel. 

o Empower and enable kids to be advocates for others. Promoting 
campus mental health with #FriendsDoNotSellFriends campaigns. 

o Create a Resource List: This can include outside law enforcement 
agencies with those explicitly trained on human trafficking, create a 
school support program, include local survivor-led organizations, and 
vetted anti-trafficking agencies who can provide mentoring and peer 
support, parent support programs, and parent advocates.  
 

From Students to Students 
The following are suggestions made by middle schoolers in Texas to offer 

other students help in preventing trafficking in their lives (Anonymous, 2023): 
� Know who your friends are: If you are new to school, be careful if you 

are asked to go for a sleepover. Don’t go. It’s best to avoid them 
altogether. Sleep safely in your own bed. 
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� It starts in the home: Parents, explain to your children what safe and 
unsafe friends are, the difference between safe and unsafe relationships, 
and the importance of setting boundaries. 

� If someone in school asks you to go somewhere with them: Ask 
yourself - How well do I know them? Do they do drugs, or do their 
parents allow them to drink alcohol at home? Is the person asking you 
in a way that makes you uncomfortable? Are they persistent, insisting, 
and/or demanding? Are they asking you to skip class/school? TThese 
are red flags, and you should not go anywhere with them. They are not 
a safe person. 

� Make sure an adult knows where you are going at all times. 
� If any or all of this happens to you: SSpeak Up! Don’t keep quiet. Tell a 

trusted adult. You will never get into trouble for speaking up. 
 

Conclusion 
 Whatever schools decide to do, they should know that educating 
students on human trafficking and its indicators is the most crucial education 
they can provide to their students. Students deserve to know the truth about 
human trafficking and to understand that they are the main target of the 
traffickers. Educating them will give them a fighting chance to prevent it from 
happening in their lives. Schools are complicit in a child’s trafficking if they do 
not inform students about trafficking. By educating staff, students, and parents, 
schools will be seen as being on the right side of justice and the right side of 
history for this issue. 

“The USA is the number one consumer of child sex in the world, 
Mexico is the number one provider” (Verastegui, 2023). 

 
Case Study 

 Kat started middle school and found herself becoming friends with 
children from abusive backgrounds. kids could relate to these kids. Kat was 
invited to a sleepover. When she went to the sleepover, it was not what she 
thought it would be. Older men showed up to the sleepover, friends of her 
classmate’s dad. The older men spent time with each young girl, and then the 
girls were transported to another neighborhood where they were kept in an 
apartment (a brothel). The girls were given minimal food and could not use the 
phone or leave. Kat wanted to go home, but her captors wouldn’t allow her to. 
She was given cocaine to keep her quiet. One day, as high as she was, Kat felt the 
presence of God, and she ran to the door and unlocked all of the locks that kept 
her inside, and she escaped. She was eventually reunited with her mom. However, 
upon returning to her school, she found the trafficker’s daughter was still there, 
allowed to go to school, and was recruiting other kids.  
 Kat was threatened for leaving and had drugs planted in her purse to 
get her in trouble. When Kat was called into the administrator’s office, she was 
told she was suspended for having drugs in her purse, even though the marijuana 
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wasn’t hers.  The vice principal wouldn’t believe her, and he punished Kat instead 
of listening to her. As a result of this, Kat dropped out of school and experienced 
more trafficking as she fell deeper into her addiction. Today, by God’s miracle, 
Kat has a Ph.D. and has founded a nonprofit called There Is Hope For Me, 
where Dr. Kat goes into schools to talk to students and warn them about the 
dangers of human trafficking.     hhttps:///www.ThereIsHopeForMe.org 
 

Case Study on School Education & Disclosure 
 A charter school in Texas taught students about teen dating violence, 
abuse, and bullying using the Safer Smarter Kids curriculum (Laurens Kids, 
2023). These students were all required to have their parents sign a form 
allowing the school to teach students about abuse and sex trafficking (Gamez, 
2022).  Dr. Kat was invited to teach students about human trafficking, utilizing 
the human trafficking wheel and assessment tool she developed (Rosenblatt, 
Human Trafficking Wheel, 2025) (Rosenblatt, Human Trafficking Assessment 
Tool, 2025). The instruction was delivered to an average class size, and after the 
class was over, one student came forward to talk to Dr. Kat. The student shared 
that they had an experience with sex trafficking and gave them the form. Dr. Kat 
reviewed the students’ assessment tool and asked if they would speak with the 
school guidance counselor. The guidance counselor met with the students and 
discussed their trafficking situation with them. The counselor made the report to 
law enforcement with the student. As a result, the student could return to regular 
classes and after-school activities successfully.  
 This case study highlights the importance of sensitivity when 
disclosing confidential information appropriately. It is vital to the emotional and 
social well-being of the students to address their concerns, privately and 
confidentially, without causing them further harm, embarrassment, and trauma 
with other classmates.  School administrators should empower their staff to build 
deeper bonds with students that become part of the student support network.  
 The student will feel empowered by speaking up about their trafficking 
and abuse and engaging with someone who listens and understands without 
judgment and believes them the first time. This positive response to a child who 
opens up has proven to be a deterrent to continued trafficking as well as future 
criminal activity. This positive response without judgment enables them to be 
part of the justice process. When students who were genuinely heard the first 
time they spoke up and were invited into the process of making the call, they 
understood they could hold perpetrators accountable for what had been done to 
them (Liam, 2024). 
 

Case Study – Effective Responses to Human Trafficking by Schools 
 During human trafficking awareness month, Dr. Kat was invited to 
speak to middle and high school students alongside Crimestoppers in Texas. The 
Crimestoppers curriculum (Safe School Institute - CrimeStoppers, 2025) 
allowed children to learn valuable information and statistics on human 
trafficking. Dr. Kat shared her story of survival after being recruited from middle 
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school. She also utilized the trafficking wheel and assessment tools.  
 Out of 63 kids, 10 children indicated trafficking concerns, including 
one recruitment that was occurring on social media. They reported it to the FBI 
in the classroom, utilizing their online complaint form for internet crimes at 
www.ic3.gov (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2025).  The principal was very 
supportive, and although this charter school did not have the funding for either a 
school resource officer or a counselor on campus, he took it upon himself to 
report each case, working alongside outside counselors. 
 

Case Study - Males are Recruited to be Pimps 
 Following a co-ed talk on human trafficking at a high school in 
Broward County, Florida, a 16-year-old male student came forward. The male 
student disclosed that after hearing the survivor's story and education from 
There Is Hope For Me, he understood what he had done. He felt remorse for 
believing the lie that he was told by the traffickers, who were older boys renting 
out a trap house down the street from the school. He had been given $50 to 
recruit young women into sex trafficking by pretending to be romantically 
interested in them. The young male said that he was only looking for a mentor.  
 

A Survivor’s Story of Labor Trafficking & Domestic Servitude – Written by 
Survivor Leader, Kwami Adoboe–Herrera (Former Special Education Teacher 

and U.S. Advisory Council Member) 
 A child named Kwami was brought from the West African country of 
Togo to Michigan. Kwami was brought to the U.S. by a Michigan man who also 
trafficked three other minors along with Kwami. The children were brought over 
with fraudulent visas and exploited for labor for nearly six years. Throughout 
their ordeal, the children were beaten regularly with broomsticks, a toilet plunger, 
wooden sticks, ice scrapers, and phone chargers. The children were allowed to go 
to school even amidst the brutal beatings and enslavement they experienced at 
home. 
 One teacher took notice of Kwami. She saw that something was wrong, 
and she took immediate action. Though the teacher did not have all of the 
information or details as to the beatings and forced labor that this young man 
and the three other victims were experiencing, the teacher acted on her instincts, 
putting her job and family on the line to save a child. Because of her diligence, all 
four children were saved from this nightmare ordeal that had fraudulently 
brought them over to the United States to be used in domestic servitude.   
 This survivor has now served on national councils helping to eradicate 
the slavery of children. He is now an educator and a nationally recognized 
survivor leader. 
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IIntroduction  
 
Social workers must partner with families, professionals, and appropriately 
identified individuals to educate their community on preventing trafficking. 
From this place of education, the community as a whole can efficiently and 
effectively work to support family structures and protect at-risk youth, as people 
often rely on social workers and law enforcement to educate them about human 
trafficking and the dangers that accompany it.  
 Medical and education professionals come in frequent contact with 
victims of human trafficking. Though the victim may not self-identify as such, 
many medical providers and educators may lack proper training in identifying 
trafficking. This area is where social workers can bridge these informational gaps 
to create greater awareness and connection. In doing so, social workers help 
victims directly and indirectly by educating professionals so the professional 
community can better identify and protect those at risk.  
 Before educating others, social workers must ensure they have the 
proper training. Social workers who graduated a decade ago were most likely not 
taught about trafficking while studying for their majors. Many graduate 
programs are beginning to provide specified training on preventing trafficking. 
But the human trafficking field evolves quickly as traffickers work to stay ahead 
of law enforcement operational trends by changing their methods frequently, so 
they are not caught and known to the community. What combated trafficking 
several years ago may not be the most effective method today. As a result, social 
workers and educational institutions must be aware of the methods traffickers 
use, whether online or in person. 
 
Building Networks 
 Building rapport and strong partnerships creates greater trust and 
connection between the social work, mental health, faith, education, and law 
enforcement communities both before and during a crisis, which helps shield 
youth from being trafficked. The same relationships can also be utilized when a 
crisis occurs.  
 Developing these professional networks refines systems within the 
greater community for those trafficked so they can move towards healing. These 
systems include procedures for reporting traffickers and provisions for medical 
and educational care for those who have been abused. The social worker (and the 
agency they work for) is often best suited to initiate these systems, such as safety 
protocols for schools, hospitals, and other non-profits. When systems like these 
are refined, this is in the best interest of youth and teens at risk, allowing their 
community to better care for them.  
 

Building Rapport with Vulnerable Youth 
 Ten years ago, social workers might not have focused as much on 
educating young people about trafficking because most systems did not train 
them to do so. When social workers provide therapy or have case management, 
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they need to have these conversations with youth and teens. Building this rapport 
with youth enables social workers to educate them about safety. 
 Often, traffickers might take advantage of youth since they are more 
trusting of adults. It is important to teach youth and community members: 

● The difference between a safe person and an unsafe person. 
●  What it means to have a boundary. 

 By having these conversations with young people, social workers help 
them understand how to respond and protect themselves if they feel unsafe with 
someone pressuring them in unhealthy ways. Talking informally yet strategically 
about prevention can protect the youth’s health, safety, and life.  
 Another part of building rapport is equipping parents and caregivers. 
Guardians of youth who are at risk must have conversations with them about 
human trafficking. Critical discussions about social media and protecting oneself 
from talking to strangers on online apps can also help prevent trafficking from 
occurring. When a parent or caregiver shows interest in this area, it demonstrates 
their care and concern for their child or teen. If and when serious social media 
issues arise online, the youth are more likely to involve a parent or caregiver 
because they have already had conversations with them about what is happening 
online. 
 When conversing with youth about social media and other apps, 
parents and caregivers should ask whom they connect with most online, just as 
they would ask whom their youth connects with most at school. This is a good 
starting point, especially for parents or foster parents with limited social media 
knowledge.  
 To increase conversation, parents should approach these interactions 
with the goal of connecting with and caring for their youth, not prying into their 
lives. Continuing the dialogue could include, “If you see or feel anything wrong 
or out of place on any app or site, please let me know because I care about you 
and your safety.” These conversations help combat the dangers of leaving a 
vulnerable youth alone online (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, 
2024). 
 To prevent human trafficking, prevention must be seen not only 
through the lens of education and information but also through the lens of 
connection. Typically, youth respond far better to connections than education 
alone. Adults may try to convince young people of societal dangers through logic 
and statistics, but often youth hear only white noise. For information to make an 
impact, there needs to be a connection.  
 In comparison, when youth feel loved and understood, they are far 
more likely and willing to listen to advice and feedback from adults. Decades of 
research show that when a teen transitions into adulthood, a healthy transition 
involves personal connection and stability with healthy adults who remain closely 
involved in the teen’s life. Showing care allows the social worker to act as one of 
these healthy adults and protect vulnerable youth against the dangers of human 
trafficking.  
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IIntervention 
 Tragically, social workers cannot keep every child from being 
trafficked. When working with children and youth who have been trafficked, it is 
now the social worker’s responsibility to intervene and build rapport with these 
vulnerable youth.  
 
Barriers to Building Rapport  
 Building these connections with vulnerable youth is difficult, especially 
at first. Many techniques social workers use to establish a connection are the 
same techniques traffickers use in the beginning stages of grooming, such as 
listening, showing empathy and kindness, and providing affirmation. As a result, 
these youth are often suspicious and slow to trust adults because those around 
them in authority have not been kind or honest. Youth who have been trafficked 
typically believe they can trust only themselves and no one else.  
 A youth’s past can also be a barrier to building rapport. Aside from the 
grooming techniques the trafficker used, the youth may have experienced past 
trauma in their family environments during their early years. They may have 
experienced trauma related to substance abuse, domestic violence, neglect, or 
other forms of abuse from their family, friends, or other trusted individuals.  
 Because of these layers of trauma, building rapport requires immense 
patience. The social worker must not take adverse reactions personally, allowing 
them to build trust with vulnerable youth over time.  

1) Knowing Your Role  
 During an intervention, social workers must remember their role as 
they interact with trafficked youth. From a purely human perspective, they may 
want to immediately improve the situation for the trafficked individual. 
However, the social worker’s role is to provide safety, resources, and next steps 
for the individual to get further help, not necessarily to improve the situation 
immediately.  
 One specific barrier to growing trust between the youth and the social 
worker is the numerous triggers that can make the youth feel unsafe. These 
triggers can be memories, sights, sounds, etc., unknown to the social worker. 
When a teen responds to these triggers, the social worker must have a calm 
demeanor that is never reactionary. Furthermore, the social worker must 
understand that these triggers can fuel significant anger towards anyone in the 
teen’s lives, including themselves and other professionals trying to help the youth 
gain more stability.  
 Intervening requires patience, forcing the social workers to support the 
youth. Each step will happen far more slowly than one would like it to. Even so, 
staying within their role and advocating for the child’s safety is essential for the 
social worker, even when the process takes steps backward instead of forward.  

2) Other Risk Factors to Consider 
Substance Abuse. When a youth has been trafficked, there is a 
significant chance they have been taking a substance to cope with the 
trauma. The trafficker may have also introduced them to different 
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illegal substances as a way of entrenching them further into trafficking. 
This makes it more challenging to seek safety for a victim when they 
need additional help to become clean from substance abuse. The 
survivor already has so many complications in their life that adding 
illegal substance use confuses and sometimes hinders safety as well as 
the process of getting further help.  

Recruiting and Guilt. In the trafficking industry, a teenage girl (or 
young adult woman) will sometimes be asked to recruit other girls into 
trafficking. When another young woman is the recruiter, other girls in 
the community receive them with far less suspicion than they would a 
male recruiter. Suppose a youth is offered help out of trafficking. In 
that case, their emotions over recruiting others can also complicate the 
process, particularly the guilt they feel over being personally 
responsible for luring other vulnerable youth into trafficking.  

3) Finding Greater Resources 
 Once the social worker has established some sense of safety, their next 
step is to help the youth find more significant resources. This includes 
determining who else is safe to be involved in the youth’s life. It can be 
challenging to decide on whether any family member can be trusted since they 
are sometimes the ones involved in the trafficking process. Alongside safe family 
members, the social worker should include professionals who meet the youth’s 
medical, educational, and legal needs. 
 If the youth does not have safe family members, the social worker will 
then need to determine where the child will live, including foster care as an 
option. It can be challenging for many youths to transition to a new life that 
involves structure. Sometimes a foster home will want to provide this structure, 
whereas the youth will want “freedom” to do whatever they want, whenever they 
want to do it. The youth may not have attended school for a time either, so the 
social worker must also address this. Involving other professionals and trusted 
individuals to address these different needs helps support the youth through this 
challenging transition. This will be a slow but worthwhile process because youth 
can only handle so much at a time.  

4) Connecting the Dots 
 When children and youth are trafficked, they start to believe many lies 
about themselves and others, which then need to be processed in a safe, secure, 
slow environment. For instance, an individual who has been trafficked may 
believe one or all of these lies:  

● They do not have a voice. 
● Their voice does not matter.  
● They do not matter.  
● Their wants and needs are not valued.  

 Once a youth is safe and some of their basic needs have been met, the 
youth will need a safe place to start processing the trauma they have experienced. 
A trained individual who understands complex trauma can help them process the 
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abandonment, abuse, assault, and other forms of trauma they have suffered 
(Knight, 2015). The individual who has been trafficked needs some sense of 
control as they slowly begin connecting the dots.  
 At this stage, it is essential to help youth with their identity. Often, 
youth who have been trafficked have such a high sense of hypervigilance with 
their surroundings that they do not know their hopes, dreams, and desires. They 
cannot grasp who they are because they have lived in such a state of survival. As 
these youth connect the dots, the social worker plays an instrumental role in 
guiding them toward discovering who they are and slowly regaining their 
identity.  
 
SStaying Safe and Emotionally Healthy 
 Throughout the intervention, social workers become threats to 
traffickers and the money traffickers bring into illegal systems, so social work 
professionals need to stay safe and physically protected. Often, youth and teens 
have been trafficked not by individuals but by a gang. To protect themselves 
against these organizations, social workers must not work alone. They should 
involve law enforcement and other professionals to ensure their safety and 
protection when needed.  
 Social workers must also protect their emotions during this time. 
Those who have been trafficked have experienced so much harm and abuse, and 
one of the byproducts of this trauma is anger. They cannot convey their anger to 
their traffickers, but the pain and hurt remain, and there has been no place to 
displace them. As a result, the safest person in a youth’s life receives their anger. 
As difficult as it is, social workers must protect themselves by remembering this 
is displaced anger, not anger towards them.  
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(Broyles, D., 2023) 

 
Burnout Prevention 

 Social workers have a high rate of burnout and compassion fatigue. 
When they engage with youth at risk of being trafficked or youth who are 
victims of trafficking, burnout risk increases. Every trafficked victim has 
experienced multiple levels of trauma; thus, social workers continually face and 
support the individual who these layers of trauma have impacted. In doing so, 
social workers need to have emotional balance and maturity to protect 
themselves while working to protect children and youth. 
 Establishing emotional boundaries is critical for social workers’ health. 
When social workers put their complete value and identity into the children they 
are helping, this damages their health in the long term. Helping children and 
youth is undoubtedly important and valuable, but social workers need purpose 
and identity outside of helping those in need. Supporting children and youth 
cannot be the social worker’s complete identity. If this happens, the social worker 
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will experience significant burnout.  
 
TTIPS TO PREVENT SOCIAL WORKER BURNOUT: 
To prevent burnout, consider investing in the items below: 

● Developing healthy relationships with friends and family outside the 
social worker experience.  

● Having a sense of faith or higher purpose is bigger and more 
encompassing than the social worker and their work.  

● Examining the tools, methods, and strategies social workers use for 
comfort and soothing in their personal lives to cope with the vicarious 
trauma they experience.  

 As social workers are exposed to such severe trauma, they seek relief, 
like anyone else. Sometimes, this trauma is so severe that the social worker faces 
deep questions about evil in the world and the depravity of what someone can do 
to another human being. Finding spiritual purpose in their work can yield an 
emotional and relational boundary that helps provide hope while hearing such 
complex and tragic stories.  
 Healthy self-soothing methods, like investing in positive relationships 
and self-care, can help the social worker be resilient in a field with high turnover 
at different non-profit and government jobs. Conversely, social workers can also 
develop an unhealthy reliance on negative self-soothing methods. These include 
an unhealthy relationship with food, alcohol, etc. These negative coping 
mechanisms can easily grow as the social worker looks to soothe the intense 
emotions they absorb during their job. As such, social workers must prioritize 
their health to better protect others without harming themselves. 
 
Restoration Conclusion 

 As social workers, some might assume they are automatically worthy of 
trust from the child or teen. However, for youth who have been trafficked, trust 
is not simply given to those in authority because they are “nice/trained.” No 
matter how kind, understanding, or experienced a social worker is, an individual 
who has been trafficked has deep-seated reasons for not wanting to trust any 
social worker.  

 This is not a reflection on the social worker but something to be aware 
of when youth are reluctant to speak the truth. It is important to be willing and 
curious enough to see through the youth’s lens and understand how and why 
they view social workers as they do (Government of British Columbia, 2023). 

Case Study 

 A woman named Alex shared her story to illuminate this point. Social 
workers may assume they will be trusted because their goal is to help and aid 
children and youth, but that point of view was furthest from the truth for Alex. 
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Her background had severely affected how she viewed those in authority, both 
within and outside social work.  

 Alex grew up in the Pacific Northwest in a city that may have looked 
picturesque but was, truthfully, a hotbed for human trafficking. Home life was 
similar: one appearance on the outside, another reality within her home. Her 
father was part of the local police force and was supposed to be an authority 
figure whom people trusted. But at home, he was emotionally and verbally 
abusive, though he was careful not to leave visible scars. Narcissistic and 
domineering, he often gaslighted Alex into believing she had done something 
wrong.  

 Alex felt she had no voice with her father and no option except to keep 
her head down and repeat, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She was not able to 
call 911 to report the abuse. That would be like calling her father, the man 
responsible for the harm. The other police officers all knew her and her family. 
She felt responsible for maintaining the facade, even though it was to her 
detriment. Her mother’s refusal to face reality only intensified Alex’s desire to 
maintain normalcy and not tell the truth.  

 Alex’s father was not a social worker, but he was an authority figure. 
Alex’s mistrust of those in authority began at home when she believed adults 
could not be trusted with the truth. 

 As Alex got older, interactions with friends and other adults reinforced 
her negative perception of authority figures, including social workers. Alex’s best 
friend Claire, who grew up with an unstable mother and older sister, claimed 
social workers kidnapped children from their houses to take them to foster 
homes that were essentially prisons. They were not advocating for youth. Instead, 
they were ripping families apart and gutting the children left behind, tossing 
them into unknown families and environments. Alex saw no reason to trust 
them.  

 As Alex grew up, she believed social workers should be avoided at all 
costs. Even when Claire’s abusive mother attempted to kill Claire, Alex’s mother 
would not call a social worker, affirming Alex’s belief that social workers were 
not to be trusted, even in crises.  

 As a result of many circumstances, when Alex was tragically groomed 
and trafficked beginning in her early teen years, she felt like she could not trust 
counselors and social workers with the truth. She learned to make up stories 
about her wonderful life and great friends. “Just be normal around the adults,” 
her friends coached her. They were hiding the pain, trauma, and struggles they 
had--so why couldn’t she?  

 Research shows that some of the signs of vulnerability to trafficking 
are that victims don’t know that help exists or where to go for it. Another sign of 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

183 

vulnerability is a fear of law enforcement and those in authority (Government of 
British Columbia, 2023). Alex had all of these vulnerabilities in her life.  

 Alex remembers trying to imitate the popular girls to appear normal. In 
high school, she told her boyfriend about her life, hoping he might be her savior, 
her knight in shining armor. Instead, he did what felt like a betrayal to Alex. He 
went to the school guidance counselor and said he was concerned about Alex’s 
well-being. Alex’s mother had previously told the school that Alex had 
“depression issues,” but she had no grasp on the reality of Alex’s situation.  

 Alex’s goal became to “make it to 18”. By then, nobody would be able 
to imprison her in a mental health facility (her internal beliefs about social 
workers). Instead, she would control her fate and not go into unfamiliar 
environments that may as well have been jail for her. If she spoke honestly with 
counselors or social workers, that would mean returning to her goal and losing 
her friends, the people she considered family. They needed to understand how 
she perceived the world to gain her trust.  

 Later in life, Alex remembers the first person she started to trust, a 
pastor named Paul. He did not give her theological answers to address her pain 
and suffering. Instead, he opened up about the trauma he had gone through as a 
child. Nonjudgmental and authentic, Paul was not a two-faced authority figure 
like her father. In contrast, Paul could be trusted.  

 Alex’s story is a powerful reminder about being willing to look through 
a vulnerable youth’s lens. Abuse and trauma taught her not to trust those in 
authority because they would not care for her or her friends. For social workers 
to best help vulnerable youth, they must consider the backgrounds and 
perceptions of the youth they interact with. From that point, they can be curious 
and willing to see how different youth perceive trust and determine the best and 
most realistic next steps for healing. 
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IIntroduction 
 
Identifying and addressing human trafficking in a clinical setting is critically 
important but often overlooked. Many victims lack access to professional 
services that can help them or provide essential resources. Healthcare 
professionals, whose primary goal is to save lives, are often the first point of 
contact for trafficking victims who may seek help in clinics, emergency rooms, 
and hospitals. Implementing mandatory training to identify human trafficking 
victims could significantly enhance efforts and resource provision. 

Trauma-informed care is crucial for effectively assisting survivors of  
human trafficking, who often remain in precarious situations even while receiving 
medical care. Healthcare professionals must be well-versed in trauma-informed 
care principles. Numerous studies have highlighted the educational gaps among 
healthcare workers concerning human trafficking, yet research shows that 
adequate training leads to improved outcomes and preparedness. This chapter 
aims to provide a comprehensive guide for healthcare providers and professionals 
to implement the best practices, thereby improving the prevention, identification, 
and support of trafficking victims and survivors in their healing and reintegration 
processes. 

Identifying Trafficking in the Clinical Setting 
Healthcare professionals have a unique and critical opportunity to 

intervene and transform trafficking victims into survivors through timely and 
effective intervention. Often, they are among the few points of contact for 
trafficking victims seeking help. Nearly 90% of human trafficking survivors 
report having had contact with a healthcare provider during their trafficking, 
with over 60% of these encounters occurring in emergency departments 
(Greenbaum, 2017). Victims frequently interact with various other healthcare 
fields, including dentistry, primary care, and OB-GYN services (Recknor et al., 
2017). Identifying trafficking can be challenging, but sure signs often warrant 
further investigation. Collaboration within a multidisciplinary team is essential to 
providing comprehensive support and will be further explored in this chapter. 

 
Physical Signs 

Trafficking victims may exhibit injuries from physical abuse such as 
burns, bruises, broken bones, malnutrition, substance abuse, and signs of sexual 
abuse like vaginal or anal tears, sexually transmitted infections or diseases 
(STIs/STDs), multiple pregnancies, and poor hygiene. Traffickers often use 
addictive substances to control their victims, so what may appear to be drug-
seeking behavior could indicate a physiological dependence on a substance that a 
trafficking victim has been forced to use by their exploiter. Victims might not 
seek healthcare for trafficking-related issues but rather for vague symptoms 
resulting from their forced lifestyle, including untreated chronic illnesses and 
neglect.  

 
Psychological Signs 
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Victims often show signs of depression, anxiety, or PTSD and may 
display fear or mistrust. The deprivation of quality of life includes the loss of 
freedom, safety, and immersion in unhealthy environments. Fear, isolation, and 
mistrust create barriers to identification and care. Trauma bonding can cause 
victims to defend their traffickers, further complicating identification. Personal 
or family safety concerns might also prevent victims from disclosing their 
situation. Many victims present to emergency rooms after suicide attempts. 
Observing and documenting the condition of their clothing and belongings, such 
as multiple hotel key cards, can be crucial indicators of trafficking (Cunha et al., 
2023). 

 
Social Signs 

Trafficking victims often have limited freedom of movement and may 
be accompanied by controlling individuals. They might lack access to 
identification documents or money, and sex trafficking victims may have 
multiple cell phones controlled by their traffickers. Victims might not know 
their address or be free to come and go as they please. Including trauma-
informed advocates or hospital social workers in their care is critical, as this 
might be the only opportunity to connect them to resources. 

 
Child Sex Trafficking 

If a minor shows signs of engaging in the sex trade, they are considered 
trafficked regardless of the presence of a trafficker. Any commercial sexual 
activity by minors is considered sex trafficking, even if no third party is involved. 
Minors using "survival sex" are also considered trafficking victims. It is essential 
to understand the mandated reporter laws in your area.  

 
Strangulation 

Strangulation is frequently reported in both labor and sex trafficking 
cases, where traffickers use it as a means of exerting power and control over their 
victims. Conducting a strangulation assessment in a clinical setting is vital, as the 
findings can serve as critical evidence in legal proceedings. Strangulation can 
occur without visible injuries yet still cause significant internal damage. In labor 
trafficking, it is a tool for maintaining control, often resulting in victims feeling 
indebted to their traffickers (MacDonald et al., 2021). 
 
Screening Tools 

To effectively identify a trafficking situation, one must first have a 
thorough understanding of what trafficking is and how it occurs. Engaging the 
patient with relevant questions is crucial. The process of screening and 
identifying a human trafficking victim begins with taking their history and the 
reason they are seeking care. While there are few validated screening tools for 
healthcare settings, some of the most used include the VERA Institute's 
Trafficking Victim Identification Tool (TVIT), the Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation-Identification Tool (CSE-IT), the Quick Youth Indicators for 
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Trafficking Youth (QYIT), and the Short Screen for Child Sex Trafficking 
(SSCST). Each healthcare facility should adopt and tailor protocols and 
screening tools to suit its specific clinical context (Hainaut et al., 2022). 

 
IImportance of Education on Human Trafficking 

Recent research shows that trafficking victims frequently seek medical 
assistance during their captivity, often encountering healthcare professionals 
(Chisolm-Straker et al., 2018). Education programs have proven effective in 
helping healthcare providers identify human trafficking victims (Lee et al., 
2021). Despite increased awareness, identifying trafficking victims remains 
challenging due to barriers such as psychological trauma, brainwashing by 
traffickers, privacy issues, lack of identification protocols, inadequate training, 
and insufficient rapport-building with patients. Comprehensive services and 
state-level policies are necessary for effective identification and support 
(Greenbaum, 2017). 

The high demand for resources and support for survivors necessitates 
substantial investment in training healthcare professionals and other key 
personnel to aid in the healing and reintegration of trafficking survivors into 
society (Greenbaum et al., 2018). A study revealed that 63% of healthcare 
providers had never received training on identifying sex trafficking victims 
(Greenbaum, 2017). Understanding the risk factors for exploitation can help 
recognize at-risk patients during medical and social history assessments. There is 
a growing trend toward educating healthcare providers about human trafficking, 
with evidence indicating that such training enhances knowledge and awareness 
(Berishaj et al., 2019). 

National medical societies, such as the American Academy of 
Paediatrics, are issuing guidelines and policies for recognizing and responding to 
human trafficking and advocating for healthcare provider training. Medical 
institutions are developing specific protocols to guide professionals in the 
recognition, evaluation, referral, and provision of services to trafficking victims 
(Greenbaum, 2017). Numerous resources are available to healthcare providers 
from private and governmental agencies, including the National Human 
Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services SOAR to Health and Wellness Training, and 
HEAL Trafficking (Powell et al., 2017). 

Providing Trauma-Informed and Survivor-Informed Care 
Victims of trafficking are often aware of their exploitation and may 

wish to escape. They understand that disclosing their situation to a trusted 
figure, such as a healthcare provider, is crucial for safety. However, victims may 
carefully choose when, what, and to whom they disclose this information. Similar 
to intimate partner violence, some trafficked individuals might prefer to disclose 
to a provider who shares their sex, ethnicity, or age, while others might have 
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different preferences. They might also "test" the healthcare setting with multiple 
visits before feeling safe to disclose. Though seemingly impeding disclosure, 
these decisions are vital steps toward autonomous decision-making and eventual 
independence. 

 
Trauma-Informed Care: 

1. Create a Safe and Non-Judgmental Environment: 
o Ensure the patient feels safe and comfortable. 
o Avoid asking inappropriate or intrusive questions and refrain 

from judgment or blame. 
o Conduct private history-taking, minimizing the number of 

observers and interactions. 
o Ensure no one associated with the trafficker is present, as 

traffickers can be of any gender and might pose as friends, 
family, or loved ones. Patient privacy is key. 

2. Establish Trust and Build Rapport: 
o Take time to establish trust and build rapport by being 

empathetic, listening actively, and showing understanding. 
o Pay attention to small wants and needs, such as offering a 

cup of water and promptly providing it. 
o Optimize the physical space for patient comfort, giving them 

choices on seating arrangements. 
o Sit down, maintain open communication, and use sensitive 

language, avoiding complex medical terminology. 
o Use the patient’s own words when discussing their history 

and maintain the use of their native language to build trust. 
o Pay attention to the tone of voice and body language to 

ensure the patient is comfortable. 
o Allow the patient to finish speaking before catching up on 

charting, ensuring they feel heard and respected. 
 By following these steps, healthcare professionals can provide a trauma-
informed response that supports the autonomy and recovery of trafficking 
victims. 
 
Survivor-Informed Care 

Involving survivors in the development of care practices is essential. A 
survivor-informed approach ensures that healthcare responses are shaped by the 
experiences and insights of survivors, leading to more empathetic and effective 
care. This method emphasizes survivor engagement, compassionate care practices, 
empowerment, human rights approaches, and program sustainability (Stoklosa et 
al., 2017). Integrating these principles allows healthcare professionals to serve 
trafficking survivors better, raise awareness among high-risk populations, and 
holistically support survivors' recovery. Healthcare providers must be proficient 
in identifying and supporting survivors of human trafficking in their healing and 
reintegration processes. Collaborating with community organizations that have 
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survivor advisory boards is a great way to bring education to your healthcare 
team. 

Research shows that trafficked individuals in the United States 
frequently seek healthcare services. Yet, there is limited information about their 
experiences, reasons for seeking help, interactions with healthcare professionals, 
and barriers to receiving care. To address this gap, a search was conducted for 
empirical studies collecting data directly from trafficked persons about their U.S. 
healthcare experiences. This search focused on peer-reviewed articles published in 
English over the past decade. Four databases were searched, and out of 1,605 
articles initially identified, eight met all of the inclusion criteria. Data from 420 
participants revealed a wide range of physical and mental health issues, with 50% 
to 98% reporting that they sought healthcare services in various medical settings 
during their exploitation. Barriers to accessing care were identified at multiple 
levels; while some barriers are inherent and unchangeable, others can be 
addressed through modifications in professional behaviors. Implementing a 
trauma-informed, rights-based approach to care could mitigate many of these 
barriers and help develop feasible treatment plans for trafficked individuals 
(Armstrong & Greenbaum, 2019). 

 
BBarriers to Trafficking Victim Disclosure 

 
Complexities of Seeking Help 

Reaching out for help is complex for trafficking victims, who risk 
severe consequences if their trafficker discovers their attempts to escape. The 
period before and after disclosure can be psychologically challenging and unsafe. 
Disclosure requires great courage and is often risky, sometimes occurring 
impulsively during a positive clinical interaction. Several factors can deter victims 
from seeking help. 
Lack of Education 

Some trafficking victims may not recognize their exploitation or 
understand their rights and autonomy. They might not be aware of other lifestyle 
options or comprehend the concept of coercive control, preventing them from 
disclosing their situation. 
Fear of Harm 

Traffickers often manipulate victims into believing they are willing 
participants or vital partners, for instance, by engaging their victims  in 
commercial sexual activity, which is used to support the trafficker financially. 
Some victims might even recruit others into trafficking for better treatment or 
higher status  within the trafficking hierarchy. Fear of retaliation from the 
trafficker or close monitoring through phone or GPS surveillance can prevent 
victims from seeking help. Traffickers' tracking and stalking tactics create anxiety 
and hinder victims' efforts to get assistance. 

 
Comprehensive Care and Documentation, Thorough Assessment and Care 

Provision 
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Healthcare professionals should conduct comprehensive assessments to 
identify trauma and provide appropriate care, such as counseling and medical 
treatment. They should also inform patients about available legal and social 
services resources. It is essential to ask detailed questions to understand the 
patient's background and work conditions, paying special attention to risk 
factors in their social history. Prioritizing safety during the interview and being 
aware of the possibility that the trafficker or someone acting on their behalf 
could be present could save the trafficking victim’s life. Red flags include 
someone else answering on behalf of the patient or the patient providing a 
scripted or inconsistent history. 

 
Documentation 

Detailed documentation is essential for providing appropriate care and 
supporting long-term outcomes. It can serve as testimony in legal cases or 
evidence for T or U visas or asylum applications. Use neutral language and avoid 
absolute terms; for example, documenting that the patient "states" instead of 
"alleges". Describe observed behaviors rather than speculating about the patient's 
mindset. Record any risk factors, red flags, or signs of physical abuse, using body 
map drawings or photographs to detail injuries. Include a safety assessment 
before discharge, noting any interventions offered and resources provided. Use 
ICD-10 codes to flag potential trafficking situations for future providers, but 
ensure this information is not included in discharge summaries for the patient's 
safety (Recknor et al., 2017). 

Thorough documentation is critical because it serves as a tool for 
diagnosing and treating the patient and allows for the medical exemption to 
hearsay to be used in court. This exemption permits the patient's medical history, 
as recorded by healthcare professionals, to be read in court, providing crucial 
evidence that might otherwise be inadmissible. The medical exemption to hearsay 
is based on the principle that statements made for medical diagnosis or treatment 
are inherently trustworthy, as they are made in the context of seeking care and 
carry a presumption of reliability (Federal Rules of Evidence, Rule 803(4) 
(Bailey-Wheaton, 2023). 

 
Collaborating with Other Professionals 

Healthcare professionals should collaborate with law enforcement, 
social services, and other relevant entities to ensure comprehensive and 
coordinated care. They should partner with advocates, social service providers, 
case managers, and others to provide wraparound referral services, creating a 
more effective response to human trafficking. 

 
Conclusion 

Human trafficking is a growing and challenging industry to combat, 
with medical professionals often serving as the frontline of defense and a 
consistent point of contact for trafficked individuals. Most human trafficking 
survivors report having had contact with healthcare professionals, making the 
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clinical setting a crucial gateway to freedom and resources. Therefore, medical 
professionals need to be trained in recognizing the signs of trafficking and 
responding with safe, trauma-informed care, including identifying symptoms of 
strangulation, and the inability to speak freely, signs of abuse and neglect, and 
potential substance dependence. 

Once a potential trafficking situation is identified, it is crucial to allow 
the patient to safely ask for help by creating a safe environment, offering them a 
way out by indicating safe ways to ask for help, separating the patient from their 
trafficker, and carefully documenting to protect the victim in future scenarios. 
Removing barriers to communication, such as socioeconomic, safety, educational, 
and cultural differences, and alerting the appropriate law enforcement channels 
are also crucial. 

Healthcare providers must approach trafficking victims with 
understanding, compassion, cultural awareness, and trauma-informed care. By 
being sensitive to survivors' diverse experiences and responses, healthcare 
professionals can more effectively support victims on their path to recovery and 
independence. Healthcare providers need to be informed about and connected 
with community resources available to support trafficking survivors after they are 
discharged from medical care. Collaboration with other professionals, such as law 
enforcement and social services, ensures comprehensive and coordinated care. 
Partnering with advocates, social service providers, case managers, and other 
external organizations helps to provide wraparound referral services and enhances 
the overall response to human trafficking. 

 
CCase Study 

 On one occasion, a survivor was asked to train staff at a local hospital. 
She trained the physicians to connect with their patients and establish trust. She 
also advised them to look for red flags like multiple sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), inconsistent stories, and children coming in accompanied by 
an unrelated adult. 
 Shortly after the training, the doctors noticed an older man bringing in 
a 14-year-old girl who was battling STIs. The girl later disclosed that she had 
run away from the foster care system and had become a victim of human 
trafficking. They were able to identify, assist, and safely relocate her.  

Identifying potential victims in their midst is one of the best ways to help 
survivors. By establishing trusted relationships, medical professionals can be a key 

ally in the fight against human trafficking 
(Rosenblatt,2016).
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(Office on Trafficking in Persons, 2019) 
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IIntroduction  
 
When a person has been lured, tricked, or otherwise enticed into human 
trafficking, they can often be left without a sense of control over their lives. 
Their sense of ownership or agency has been constrained or diminished. Usually, 
survivors of trauma can feel stripped of their core sense of self (Schwartz, 2024). 
Those lured into accepting work for less than what they are worth, in conditions 
where no child should be, often do so based on false promises.  

Adult survivors of sex and labor trafficking also attest to the 
unscrupulous recruitment practices, unsanitary labor conditions, forced 
manipulation, and other abusive approaches that they endured because they 
believed the lie that was told to them. Eventually, this became all there was. They 
were made to think it was all they were worth.  
Although the trafficking and recruitment are always going to be at the fault of 
the abuser and trafficker and never of the victim, the outcome of experiencing 
trafficking and recruitment leaves the survivor with more than just visible scars. 
Sometimes, psychological scars can be harder to heal. The journey toward 
healing must begin somewhere. Why not here, and why not now?  
 

What is Trauma and How Does it Relate to Trafficking? 
“Any event that overwhelms the ordinary human adaptations to life. 
The event leaves us powerless or helpless with losses of control, 
dignity, connection, sense of belonging, or meaning” (Herman, 1992). 

As survivors, we disconnect from our emotions and our surroundings (Schwartz, 
2024), so that we do not allow them to betray us again by trusting the wrong 
person or even ourselves; the experience is a loss of self-efficacy. 
 
Varying Types of Traumas 

 
Acute Trauma 
Acute trauma can be categorized as one single catastrophic event, such 
as a natural disaster, the diagnosis of a serious medical condition, the 
death of a loved one, or even military combat (A Path Forward 
Counseling, 2025). 
 
Chronic Trauma 
Chronic trauma can be viewed as any ongoing or persistent trauma that 
never stops. Examples of this are domestic violence, bullying, human 
trafficking - while still involved with their trafficker or in ‘the life’, any 
other type of ongoing neglect, abuse, or harassment (A Path Forward 
Counseling, 2025). 
 
Intergenerational Trauma 
Intergenerational trauma (A Path Forward Counseling, 2025) can be 
any trauma that affects the next generation. This could be a family 
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history of violence, incarceration, commercial sex,  drug or alcohol use, 
it could also be hidden histories of trauma within societies, such as 
racism or discrimination, the generational effects of COVID, or 
generational poverty (which is a form of trauma). 

   
Where there is ongoing abuse, a child lives in a constant state of 

hypervigilance. What that means is that the abuse victim is constantly tracking 
their environment for any potential abusive incidents that might be around the 
corner (Schwartz, 2024). Whether that is conscious or unconscious, the reality 
of impending doom exists if the abuser has access to the abuse victim.  

 
Individual & Societal Vulnerabilities 

When people experience neglect, they may not develop a sense of 
knowing and feeling about their needs. If caring for one’s own needs is learned in 
childhood, this may become reversed or dulled after experiencing abuse or 
neglect. Intrinsic needs may become discounted or ignored. The disconnect from 
one’s own body needs and desires could have been replaced by those of the 
abuser or exploiter.  Exposure to abuse and neglect negates the ability to ask for 
what is needed, as those are no longer a priority when compared to surviving. A 
person may become stuck between the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous 
systems (Schwartz, 2024). The feeling and knowing of how to meet needs may 
have become unlearned and unfamiliar to those who have been neglected and 
abused. 

Traffickers recognize and take advantage of people who are vulnerable 
in all of these ways. (National Human Trafficking Hotline, 2024). Children and 
youth are especially vulnerable when their natural needs go unmet. Many times, 
those valid needs are met by using unhealthy coping mechanisms or whatever is 
available to them. Other times, those needs are met by exploiters and 
perpetrators who see an opportunity to take advantage of those unmet needs. 

When we are taught how to regulate our emotions early, we learn the 
healthy coping skills required to meet our emotional needs. If our parents or 
caregivers modeled how to self-regulate by responding to us effectively, we 
learned how to regulate our emotions. However, if this was not modeled or 
taught early on, we will be forever searching for someone to help us manage our 
emotions. That is one way that codependency is developed.  

Traffickers use this manipulative method to befriend their prey. They 
cause their targeted prey to go on an emotional rollercoaster ride, purposely 
inducing stress to build a stronger bond with them (Neuro Launch Editorial 
Team, 2024).  

Survivors of childhood trauma may exhibit these four survival 
responses to stress induced by their trafficker: fight, flight, freeze, or fawn, which 
may also be known as tending or befriending (Karas-Miller, 2023).  
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The perpetrators of this crime are lazy. Since this is their source of 
employment, they focus on honing their craft 24 hours a day. They will only 
invest in the outcomes they can control.  

 
WWomen and Girls 

Across the world, it is estimated that 770% of trafficking victims are 
women and girls (End Slavery Now, 2022); however, women and girls are 
disproportionately represented in these numbers. Because of the lesser-valued 
status of girls and women in most countries, this can increase their risk of abuse 
and exploitation. 

Frequently, girls are exploited through more than one form of abuse. In 
many cases, they cycle through the stages of exploitation multiple times before 
they can leave their exploitative relationship. Sadly, some may never leave at all. 
Still, for others, their cycle of violence ends in severe injuries, infertility, 
disfigurement, or even death (Brantley, 2016). 

 
Runaway Youth 

One in six of the missing children reported to the National Center for 
Missing and Exploited Children in 2023 were likely victims of human 
trafficking (The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, 2024). 
19% of youth who ran away from foster care and were reported missing in 2023 
were also likely victims of human trafficking (The National Center for Missing 
and Exploited Children, 2024). 

Children and youth who run away from home typically leave due to 
traumatic events such as physical abuse, domestic violence, neglect, and most 
frequently sexual abuse at the hands of a family member or friend of the family. 
One in three teens will be recruited by a pimp within 48 hours of leaving home 
(foster home/group home) and becoming homeless (Youth 
Underground,2023). 

Foster Care - Out-of-Home Care 
Foster care (or out-of-home care) is a temporary service that states 

provide for children who cannot live with their families. Children in foster care 
may live with relatives or with unrelated foster parents. 
For many children and youth, their trafficker is the first person to show them 
any sign of affection or attention. This cycle is often compared to the cycle of 
violence with victims of domestic violence.  

 
One recovered youth was quoted as stating, “Being in foster care was 
the perfect training for commercial sexual exploitation. I was used to 
being moved without warning, without any say, not knowing where I 
was going or whether I was allowed to pack my clothes, not knowing 
where my next meal was coming from, and what I would have to do to 
earn my meal. After years in foster care, I didn’t think anyone would 
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want to take care of me unless they were paid. So, when my pimp 
expected me to make money to support, “the family,” it made sense to 
me”. -Anonymous (Brantley, 2016). 
 
Traffickers know the most essential thing for child survivors is to feel a 

sense of belonging, that they belong to a family, to a group, to someone, to 
anyone. Knowing this, traffickers mimic family-like relationships and 
environments. They become their “daddies”, showing survivors love and 
attention, showering them affectionately, buying them gifts, and complimenting 
them.  

Traffickers take time to draw them in and gain their trust, and then the 
process of breaking them down begins… mentally, physically, emotionally, 
sexually, and sometimes spiritually (Brantley, 2016). 

Traffickers may also use other youth as a method of recruiting young, 
vulnerable children. Exploiters are intentional and disciplined in their system of 
connecting their target with other youth on the streets, in schools, and in group 
homes. They do this through social media, at the mall, or even at bus stops or 
train stations. 

In the United States, many children and youth who demonstrate 
higher-risk behaviors and those who have been moved around in the foster care 
system to multiple foster homes will often end up in group home facilities. These 
facilities can provide children with 24-hour non-medical care and supervision in 
a structured environment. 

In 2023, 10,021 orphanages & group home businesses were identified 
in the U.S. (NAICS Orphanages & Group Homes in the US, 2024). In 2019, 
over 672,000 children spent time in U.S. foster care, with the average age of 
entry into care being just seven years old (Children's Bureau, Administration on 
Children, Youth and Families, 2020). On average, children remain in state 
care for over a year and a half, and five percent of children in foster care have 
languished there for over five years (Children's Bureau, Administration on 
Children, Youth and Families, 2020).  The top three states for foster care 
placement are California, 45,924; Florida, 22,493; and Texas, 21,358 (Christian 
Alliance for Orphans, 2024); it is no coincidence that these are the top three 
states for reported cases of human trafficking (Human Trafficking Search, 
2021). 

Three of the nation’s high-intensity child sex trafficking areas are in 
California: San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego (California Child Welfare 
Council: CSEC Workgroup, 2017). Some of the forms of commercial sexual 
exploitation seen there are child sex trafficking, child sexual abuse material, and 
child sex tourism. These are all forms of commercial sexual exploitation of 
children (CSEC). Frequently, victims are exploited through more than one form 
of exploitation and may cycle through the stages of exploitation many times 
before they can leave their exploitative situation.  There is a desperate need to 
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develop a comprehensive and collaborative response to ensure CSEC victims are 
appropriately cared for (California Child Welfare Council: CSEC Workgroup, 
2017). 

““Every day of the year, thousands of America’s children are coerced 
into performing sex for hire. Some of these children are brutally beaten 
and raped into submission. Others are stolen off the streets, then 
isolated, drugged, and starved until they become “willing” participants 
(California Child Welfare Council: CSEC Workgroup, 2017). 
Some children are alternately groomed and punished, eventually 

forming trauma bonds with their exploiters, like cases of domestic or intimate 
partner violence. Still others are homeless with no way to survive, except by 
exchanging sex for food, clothing, and shelter.  

Traffickers who sexually exploit children have built increasingly 
sophisticated criminal enterprises around the sale of vulnerable young boys and 
girls. This is a multi-billion-dollar commercial industry that preys on children as 
young as ten, and it is happening to thousands of American children in or near 
our neighborhoods. 

Anxiety, desperation, and fear consume children and youth who are 
recruited, groomed, and sexually exploited. These children are placed in 
dangerous and sometimes life-threatening situations daily (California Child 
Welfare Council: CSEC Workgroup, 2017). 

It is important to note that there is no such thing as a “child 
prostitute”. In any other situation, where a minor child has been involved in sex 
with an adult, the adult would be identified as a perpetrator and charged with 
rape; commercial sexual exploitation is no different. However, the punishment 
for the perpetrators of paid child sexual abuse is nowhere to be found. 

Traditionally, society's responses to child survivors of CSEC are often 
harsh and judgmental. As discussed earlier in this chapter, children and youth 
who are sexually exploited are not only labeled as defiant and oppositional with 
conduct issues, but in many states, they are also treated like criminals. Many of 
these children do not have families to return to, and there are very few safe places 
or specialized services designed to address their needs.  

 
Potential Identification of Trafficking in a Young Person’s Life 
There are several ways commercial sexual exploitation impacts children 

and youth, such as psychologically, physically, socially, and spiritually. 
 

Key Indicators of Sex Trafficking: 
� Has a known or suspected history of sexual abuse. 
� Runs away frequently. 
� Feels unloved or unwanted. 
� Secretive with care providers and other adults about “the boyfriend”, 

or their whereabouts. 
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� Signs of being in a domestic violence relationship, such as visible 
injuries and excessive concerns about pleasing their 
boyfriend/girlfriend. 

� Changing clothing outfits several times in one day, clothing becomes 
more sexual. 

� Lots of condoms kept in personal items. 
� Frequently missing curfew and are gone overnight. 
� An extreme “I don’t give a f*ck” attitude and often resorts to violence.  
� Does not have a healthy connection with an appropriate adult. 
� Has older or adult boyfriends or girlfriends. 
� It is hanging out with peers who are being commercially sexually 

exploited. 
� New tattoos with no explanations. 
� Returning from AWOL with gifts, phones, nails done, and new 

clothes. 
� Exhibits behaviors including fear, anxiety, depression, submission, 

nervousness, “hypervigilance” or paranoia (Brantley, 2016). 
 

PTSD Associated Symptoms and the Percent of Trafficked Women Ranking 
These Symptoms as Severe  

Recurrent thoughts/memories of terrifying events  75%  

Feeling as though the event is happening again  52%  

Recurrent nightmares  54%  

Feeling detached/withdrawn  60%  

Unable to feel emotion  44%  

Jumpy, easily startled  67%  

Difficulty concentrating  52%  

Trouble sleeping  67%  

Feeling on guard  64%  
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FFeeling irritable, having outbursts of anger  553%  

Avoiding activities that remind them of the traumatic or hurtful event  61%  

Inability to remember part or most of a traumatic or hurtful event  36%  

Less interest in daily activities  46%  

Feeling as if you didn’t have a future  65%  

Avoiding thoughts or feelings associated with the traumatic events  58%  

Sudden emotional or physical reaction when reminded of the most 
hurtful or traumatic events (Zimmerman et al., 2006)  65% 

(Williamson, Dutch, & Clawson, 2010)  
Dissociation 

“Dissociation is an altered state of consciousness where one is 
disconnected from the present moment… most people experience some normal 
dissociation in everyday life”  (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013).  
 
Examples of Dissociation from Trauma (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The 
Score, 2024): 

� You don’t feel alive anymore – you are just surviving. 
� You cut yourself off from the pain – and the shame about the pain. 
� This is a coping way to manage unbearable sensations. 
� You have indiscriminate sexual activity. 
� Self-harming behaviors. 

 
Added Symptoms of Dissociation (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013): 

� Emotional numbing. 
� Hyperarousal. 
� Intrusive thoughts, memories, and sensations of past traumatic 

experiences. 
 
Stockholm Syndrome  

Many people feel that a survivor’s resistance to outside help and their 
persistent loyalty towards their trafficker is still a phenomenon. Stockholm 
syndrome is the experience of positive feelings towards the captor and negative 
feelings towards those on the outside trying to win the release of the captive. 
This became known as Stockholm syndrome, coined by Swedish criminologist 
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Nils Bejerot (Bejerot, 1974). According to the FBI, prolonged isolation and 
direct continuous exposure to the aggressor with threats to life can increase 
emotional bonds (FBI, 1979). Stockholm syndrome can also be seen as a coping 
mechanism; it is developed in a captive or abusive situation. Those who are held 
against their will may develop positive feelings towards their captors or abusers 
over time. This condition includes child abuse, coach-athlete abuse, relationship 
abuse, and sex trafficking (Cleveland Clinic, 2022).  It does not mean that the 
captive or abused victim will not eventually see the truth of their situation; they 
have simply had to adapt to this reality to survive.  

According to Van Der Kolk, The core of trauma is moral injury’ 
(2024). In many cases of abuse-related trauma, the most traumatic thing is what 
they have done. For example, how the victim has placated to the traffickers who 
have hurt them (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024). Survivors 
are often angry at themselves for what they have done while in a trafficking 
situation. 

Indicators of Stockholm Syndrome: 

� The presence of a perceived threat to one's physical or psychological 
survival and the belief that the abuser would carry out that threat.   

� The presence of a perceived small act of kindness from the abuser to 
the victim. 

� Isolation from perspectives other than those of the abuser. 
� The perceived inability to escape the situation.  
� Positive feelings by the victim toward the abuser/controller. 
� Negative feelings by the victims toward family, friends, or authorities 

trying to rescue/support them or win their release. 
� Support of the abuser's reasons and behaviors (for survival). 
� Positive feelings by the abuser toward the victim. 
� Supportive behaviors by the victim, at times helping the abuser. 
� Inability to engage in behaviors that may assist their release or 

detachment (Brantley, 2016).  

 
Survivors may come to use the fawning trauma response when dealing with 

their trafficker. This is an automatic response to threats by someone whom they 
perceive to be more powerful than they are. They have come to learn and 
understand how dangerous this person is. Their sympathetic and ventral nervous 
system is activated (Schwartz, 2024), and many times this can happen even 
without their mind or will being fully involved in their decision-making process. 
They may think: Let me take care of you, help you, support you before you hurt 
me. Caretaking and codependency in these situations can arise, even if that means 
caring for someone who is evil and has hurt them in the past; these are all 
survival strategies (Kozlowska, Walker, McLean, & Carrive, 2015). 
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CChanging Environments & Emotional Regulation 
For treatment to be truly effective, the survivor needs to have a break 

from the constant turmoil. Ongoing exposure to trauma can cause a person to go 
between hyper- and hypo-arousal. Hyperarousal (high irritability) occurs when 
there is perceived danger and a constant awareness that danger could strike at any 
moment. When still living in situations that are dangerous or in ‘the life’, there is 
a continual awareness that they are not safe. This may cause the survivor to 
remain in a constant state of hyperarousal. When there is a loss of hope, or 
feeling like giving up, such as depression, their system may go into what is called 
hypo arousal (feeling of helplessness) (Schwartz, 2024). When there is a fear of 
safety, worry, or stress, any therapies engaged in will be less effective (Unyte 
Health, 2024).  

By giving survivors, a break from hyper or hypo arousal, and an 
opportunity to be at rest, their nervous systems can begin to regulate. Regulation 
of emotions happens when they are in a ‘safe state’. Feeling safe, they can finally 
rest, and their system can reset. Exposure to modeling and emotional regulation 
techniques can support survivors of human trafficking by regaining control over 
their own lives and emotions. Finding balance in their emotions and lives can 
help to regulate the nervous system (Unyte Health, 2024). However, unless 
survivors are removed from constant states of high arousal due to stress, they will 
not be given the chance to heal. Healing comes when they are at rest, and their 
nervous system has an opportunity to reset. When the autonomic nervous system 
cannot shift from the sympathetic, fight, or flight mode to the parasympathetic, 
rest, and digest mode (Smith, 2024), it stays stuck in hyperarousal and 
experiences dysregulation.  

One way to gain emotional regulation is with grounding techniques. 
Helping survivors develop grounding techniques on their own can help them feel 
safe and loved. Through self-compassion and self-care, survivors can learn to 
regulate their own emotions. Learning to sit in the unsafe emotion, fear, or 
feeling and not push that away will help survivors develop trust in their world 
and themselves. Learning and knowing that they can overcome complicated 
feelings and situations will help them build strong emotional muscles to cope 
with new challenges. Emotional regulation is about learning how to make healthy 
coping skills; it is a way of creating a safe emotional “comfort zone”  (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013).  

It can be helpful for survivors to know that the average life cycle for a 
complex emotion is about 60-90 seconds (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The 
Score, 2024). Encouraging survivors to recognize that when the emotion is 
present, it will not last, understanding that this too shall pass. By allowing 
sensation in the body to guide the therapeutic process, survivors who have had 
disconnection from their bodies and emotional states can begin to reconnect and 
learn to acknowledge and value them. One way that this process of learning to 
reconnect to the mind and body can be done through “Neuroeffective Touch” 
(LaPierre, 2024).  

It also takes time in the therapy process to help survivors regain self-
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efficacy. They may have abandoned themselves, but practitioners can help them 
learn to re-trust and re-love themselves. Victims of trauma need to feel like they 
can trust their provider before they open up and let their guard down to allow 
healing in.   

Very often, the survival mode kicks in when the survivor is triggered, 
before the relationship with their therapist is established. The following may be 
exhibited when the fight or flight survival mode is activated.  Fight mode may be 
activated when the survivor is triggered and feels they are losing control of their 
environment. Fighting may be an attempt to gain control of their environment or 
to stop further perceived pain from happening to them. Flight can be initiated 
when the survivor tries to avoid or disengage from something uncomfortable. 
Freezing is also a survival response to stress, which can be activated when they 
are stuck or emotionally paralyzed. They may respond with affirmatives or 
submit and give in to make it end. Fawning is the newest form of survival 
response to stress that has been identified. Fawning occurs often with survivors 
who have experienced Stockholm syndrome. They nurture and support offenders 
in response to what they cannot control and are uncomfortable with as a way of 
survival.  

These survival responses have proven to be helpful to survivors to 
survive from trafficking and abuse. When growing up and needing to cope with 
significant stressors in abusive childhoods, these coping responses have proven to 
be very helpful. However, these survival mechanisms become less useful as we 
grow up and can escalate into maladaptive behaviors (Brantley, 2016). 

Think of any tantrum or conflict you have been on the receiving end 
of. You have likely been in one of these responses, as has the other person you 
were in conflict with. When this happens, we try to get a need or want met and 
stay in control. While it does not seem like this would be a means of survival, it 
is. This is especially true when competing for our basic needs to be met.  

Physical symptoms of not having our needs met, and keeping the stress 
from trauma trapped inside of our bodies can include headaches and muscle 
aches, gastrointestinal problems leading to problems with bowel movements, and 
problems with sex functioning (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, 
Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma, 2015). There have been several cases 
where survivors of sex trafficking have experienced cancer, heart disease, and 
several medical conditions, many years after their trafficking.  

When people are traumatized, the reasonable part of the brain shuts 
down—nobody is reasonable when they are terrified (Van Der Kolk, The Body 
Keeps The Score, 2024). Helping survivors come to a state of rest and safety will 
help them welcome support. Building a trusting relationship with survivors is the 
priority. 

 
Maintaining Trusting Relationships with Survivors 

When we consider providing support and services to survivors of 
trafficking, the most fundamental element to working with this population is 
engagement and rapport building. Practically, we can facilitate this by returning 
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to the fundamentals and focusing on a more client-centered approach (Rogers C. 
R., 1951). Those with lived experiences have reported that one of the most 
essential elements of their treatment and recovery process was for the mental 
health provider to meet them where they were at, and not to judge them.  

Client-centered or talk therapy is a non-directive approach that 
collaborates with the client. This allows the client to take the lead in their 
therapeutic process. It also aids the mental health professional in refraining from 
coming from a judgmental space, promoting empathy, unconditional positive 
regard, and acceptance. The three key components of client-centered therapy are 
unconditional positive regard, genuineness, and empathetic understanding 
(Rogers, C. R., 1951). 

Those with lived experience report that pacing and taking the time to 
get to know them as a person is an essential element in building a relationship 
with a client who is a survivor. Those with lived experience who have received 
counseling have reported that they are more open to receiving counseling from 
someone who takes the time to get to know who they are as a person but shuts 
down when someone comes into the session with prejudgment based upon the 
survivor’s background. Being nonjudgmental is essential to building trust with a 
survivor.  

Many survivors have been prejudged based on their backgrounds, 
which many practitioners have access to, have read, and have developed unfair 
preconceived ideas about them based on. Such practices that develop 
preconceived ideas might be reading their mental health file, psychiatric 
assessments, court documents, news, or criminal reports. However, access to the 
medical records or history of a survivor should never predispose a practitioner to 
prejudgment before meeting a survivor of human trafficking. Instead, the 
approach should be to listen to the survivors non-judgmentally and take the time 
to get to know them.  

Those with lived experiences report the importance of seeing the 
CSEC population as more than their commercial sexual exploitation. Those with 
lived experience report not wanting to be labeled and categorized by their abuse 
and exploitation (Brantley, 2016). 

Referencing back to the importance of remaining non-judgmental, this 
can be especially challenging when the exploited youth romanticize about missing 
“the life,” or their “boyfriend,” or “girlfriend”. It is important to allow survivors 
the opportunity to share their feelings and experiences and meet them where they 
are. Using motivational interviewing, the practitioner can view this as a 
collaborative partnership between themselves and the survivor. Utilizing the 
guiding principles that can bring about effective engagement.  

 
FFive Guiding Principles (Naar-King & Suarez, 2011): 

1. Express empathy through reflective listening. 
2. Develop discrepancies between the client’s goals and current behaviors. 
3. Avoid argument and confrontation. 
4. Adjust to client resistance rather than opposing it directly. 
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5. Support self-efficacy (A person’s belief that they can overcome their 
current situation) and optimism.  
 

Work with the resistance but be careful not to impose labels on survivors 
expressing resistance to counseling or change. Reflective listening, reframing, and 
double-sided focus can support self-efficacy by identifying the client’s strengths 
and helping them focus on small and immediate changes they can make. 
Motivational interviewing is an ideal modality with the stages of change model 
(Naar-King & Suarez, 2011). The client needs help in identifying positive 
change strategies. They need a small win to begin to believe in themselves again. 
It allows the discovery of one’s resources for change. It may not reach the goals 
the therapist wants, but it may reach the client's goals. For some survivors of 
trauma, just finding someone dedicated to listening to them and supporting them 
is enough. 

 
Treatment and Diagnosis: 

Those with lived experience reported it is common for law 
enforcement agencies, social services professionals, as well as mental health 
providers, to label them as oppositional and defiant, as delinquents, or as 
criminals, remarking their behaviors as indicative of conduct disorder or 
pathologizing them. As suggested by ACEs, many of these behaviors are 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. This makes it especially critical for 
mental health professionals to see this population as having been exposed to 
complex trauma. Those with lived experience have been exposed to both chronic 
and complex trauma. This distinction is critical when working with this 
population. We must view this population through a trauma-informed lens and 
provide trauma-informed and victim-centered services.  

Both the criminal justice and victims’ services systems can inadvertently 
re-traumatize survivors of trafficking, with labels, judgment, and a lack of 
empathy. It is essential to be mindful of assessing key triggers to re-traumatizing 
children and youth due to their feeling of lack of control within their 
environments, experiencing unexpected changes, feeling threatened or attached, 
feeling vulnerable, frightened, or shamed. These are all experiences that are too 
familiar to victims of exploitation. This is a feeling they experienced as children 
and youth in their own homes, foster care, and group homes, as well as while 
they were with their exploiter (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2024). 

For some survivors, there is generational trafficking such as growing up 
in a home life where pimping and prostitution are normal and where the only 
thing that they have known is, “the life”. Learning that when things are tight 
financially, stressful, or triggered, they can deviate and run towards what is 
familiar, strangely “comfortable”, or will make ends meet. This should never be 
judged, because survivors are learning what makes for a healthy life. When a 
survivor reverts to their baby self (C-PTSD), it is ok to let them know that you 
are there with them and are helping them to be comfortable with their adult self. 
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Helping them to become empowered to see themselves, they can begin to love 
and support the idea that they are “the one who they have been waiting for” 
(Schwartz, 2024). That baby self represents the child waiting for that good adult 
to come and save them. However, you are helping them transition from their 
younger self, from when they were unsafe, to the present time, where they are 
safe and can take good care of themselves. You are helping them to be o.k. with 
themselves, learning to trust themselves as that safe adult. They are learning they 
can be their own best friend and advocate. The stages of change can take as long 
as the survivor needs from pre-contemplation to maintenance (National Human 
Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, 2024). 

 
TTranstheoretical Model (TTM) of Change   

When practitioners or those serving at-risk youth, youth, or adults who 
have experienced exploitation, it is vital to understand the mindset that goes 
along with exiting the life of sex trafficking. This model has been used widely by 
agencies working with trafficking survivors as well as agencies working with 
substance abuse or other kinds of addictions (Lloyd R., 2018). 

The model explores the following dynamic for understanding the road out 
of the life of sex trafficking and addiction: 

1. Precontemplation 
2. Contemplation 
3. Preparation 
4. Action 
5. Maintenance (Raihan & Cogburn, 2024). 

 
(National Human Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, 2024). 
 

Each survivor progresses through the stages of change at their own 
pace. As a mental health professional, using “tough love” or becoming frustrated 
or impatient with their slow progress or lack thereof is unproductive and futile. 
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Professionals need to check in with themselves to see where their frustration is 
coming from. Sometimes, mental health providers are working from their agenda 
or take on too much responsibility as they see their survivor client’s slow 
progress; it seems as though it is somehow a reflection of the practitioner’s 
clinical skills. This is incorrect. The reality is that each person must work on 
themselves, in their own time. Moving back and forth between the stages of 
change is common. Many with lived experience report that they may not be ready 
to make the changes necessary to move forward with healing. When progression 
seems slow, practitioners must check their biases and agendas at the door. The 
practitioner’s responsibility as a mental health professional is to plant the seeds 
of hope that change can happen when they are ready. The practitioner’s hope and 
belief in their client will enable them to return when ready. However, the goal of 
using TTM is to help survivors achieve self-sufficiency, where they will no 
longer need somebody to guide them through the process. The theme in using 
TTM is choice, giving the survivor the room and space to make decisions 
independently without forcing them to move too quickly to the next stage. 

One of the central items to remember is that this population has often 
had negative and at times abusive or exploitative experiences with adults, many of 
whom have been in a professional role. Many exploited children and young 
adults report not having a trustworthy adult in their lives and lacking anyone 
trustworthy to whom they could talk. This requires professionals to demonstrate 
nonjudgment, unconditional positive regard, and genuineness in their behavior 
toward their clients who are survivors. This is also a testament to the power of 
active and reflective listening. Reflective listening is a key component of 
motivational interviewing and is essential in communicating empathy. 

Empowering survivors of human trafficking to develop their problem-
solving skills so they can solve their problems is a vital role that providers can 
offer. Patience is also critical in working with those who have been abused and 
exploited while assisting them in developing the skills that promote self-efficacy. 
Keep in mind that survivors of human trafficking have a tough time self-
regulating their emotions and often revert to old behaviors, some of which are 
regressive or aggressive behaviors; fight, flight, freeze, or fawn when stressed, or 
triggered. These can become heightened by new trauma or trauma-related 
symptoms and behaviors that may occur as the healing process begins.  

Due to the intensity of complex and chronic trauma, it is essential to 
be particularly mindful of their developmental age, not just their chronological 
age. It is common for children who have been exposed to traumatic experiences 
to be stunted developmentally as well as emotionally when exposed to such 
traumatic events as trafficking. This can be particularly tricky to navigate when a 
survivor client may physically present as an adult, demonstrating mature language 
and behaviors, and may even seem especially pseudo-mature for their age. 
However,  promoting the idea of meeting the client where they are can help both 
the practitioner and the client to feel safe. The client may even be unaware of 
what age they are emotionally stuck at. Their practitioner's loving and caring 
support can allow the survivor to be open to working through that to grow 
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emotionally into their chronological age. 
 

TTrauma-Focused Cognitive Behavior Therapy (TF-CBT) 
When considering the most effective strategies for working with 

CSEC, one of the preferred forms of treatment is evidence-based practices such 
as trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-CBT). The goals of TF-
CBT are to assist the client in working through their trauma narrative(s) to be 
able to process their trauma.  

The first component is providing psychoeducation regarding TF-CBT. 
This can be done by normalizing and validating trauma-related symptoms and 
behaviors (Cohen, 2017). The second goal is to teach relaxation strategies and 
connect relaxation strategies to the body’s responses to stress. The third 
component goal is affective modulation, teaching the identification of feelings, 
and identifying the range and frequency of feelings and situations in which the 
feelings occur. The fourth component goal is cognitive processing. It is best 
practice to teach this to their parent or caregiver at this stage. However, it is 
common for this population not to have a significant or trusted adult they can 
involve in their therapeutic process. This component goal teaches clients to 
understand the cognitive triad, identifying and differentiating between thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors. Cognitive reprocessing also involves creating and 
identifying replacement thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.  The fifth component 
goal is the trauma narrative, creating a detailed description of the traumatic 
experiences using In Vivo Desensitization (American Psychological Association 
Division 12, 2017). This desensitizes the client about the event, enabling greater 
exploration into accurate details and facts about what happened. The next 
component goal is cognitive reprocessing. This step helps the client to develop a 
complete sense of self while examining the traumatic events in the client’s life; 
the client begins to identify feelings, cognitive distortions, and unhelpful 
thoughts. Cognitive reprocessing replaces distortions with more accurate, 
realistic, and helpful thoughts. The last two components are sharing the trauma 
narrative with a supportive person (the therapist) and enhancing safety.  

Sadly, many children and youth who have been exploited do not reach 
the later stages of TF-CBT because of challenges in their lives that don’t allow 
them to complete TF-CBT. One of the main barriers to providing evidence-
based practice can be the time constraints. Even when adjusting the component 
goals, it may take months before survivors are ready to discuss or process their 
trauma experiences. Mental health professionals must be patient, compassionate, 
empathetic, and present. Allowing survivors to take as much time as needed for 
the necessary processing.  

It is important to note that it is common for exploited youth and 
children to still be in the middle of their traumatic events while going to therapy. 
When working with those who are still involved in “the life,” they may not be 
ready to process their traumatic events, because that might mean seeing their 
reality through the lens of victimization rather than being in control. They may 
not even be ready to discuss their childhood traumatic events while they are still 
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in the midst of their current traumatic events.  
The other barrier to utilizing evidence-based practice is rapport 

building, one of the most essential components of working with this population. 
Rapport building takes an extended period, which many evidence-based 
practices, such as TF-CBT, have not built into their modalities. These can often 
be modified due to time constraints. A modified version of TF-CBT is usually 
used in conjunction with motivational interviewing while adjusting the length of 
treatment. In addition to TF-CBT, client-centered therapy, and motivational 
interviewing are helpful mediums for mental health providers to consider while 
working with this population, to promote best practices (Cohen, 2017). 

A significant discussion has been held on the use of wrap-around 
services  (wellness, recovery, action plan). Utilizing a multidisciplinary or 
WRAP-around approach can also be especially helpful, as can partnering with 
other agencies, including a trauma therapist and community-based agencies that 
are also trauma-informed and victim-centered. A multi-disciplinary team 
approach is critical to stabilizing children and youth who are being exploited and 
promoting a trauma-informed, victim-informed/ survivor-centered team 
approach. Collaboration among multi-agencies could look like child welfare, law 
enforcement, juvenile justice, victims of human trafficking divisions, psychiatric 
services, medical support, advocacy or survivor support, community mental 
health, and survivor leaders who should be viewed as having equal footing as 
practitioners. Many survivors may even achieve professional degrees, at which 
point they are considered to be survivor practitioners.  

The multi-disciplinary approach may also prove critical when 
addressing some of the more urgent, high-risk, and safety issues that often exist 
when working with minor survivors of human trafficking. This may include 
medical assistance or a substance abuse component to the multi-disciplinary 
approach. The goal is to work collaboratively to promote safety and stability and 
the best practices for the exploited youth. Coordination of treatment and services 
in a team approach, with a team of professionals working together could make a 
huge difference for the client. Everyone working from the same page could be a 
huge component of healing and success for the survivor. Many exploited children 
and youth have trust issues. A multi-disciplinary team approach can be quite 
overwhelming and even retraumatizing if the team members are not adequately 
trained in trauma-informed care, specifically in working with survivors of human 
trafficking. When team members do not understand how to work with this 
population, it can be more damaging to the client than helpful, even for well-
intentioned people. 

It is critical for mental health professionals working with this 
population to have a clear understanding of the framework for person-
centered/client-centered/survivor-centered therapy. Client-centered therapy 
utilizes motivational interviewing principles in practice. Motivational 
interviewing can be viewed as talking with individuals to help them explore their 
ambivalence about changing their behaviors. Motivational interviewing is a 
technique in which the mental health professional joins with their clients and 
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collaborates with them to promote change and assist them in expressing 
acceptance for the client. Motivational interviewing builds on Carl Rogers’ 
hopeful and humanistic theories about people’s capabilities for exercising free 
choice and changing through a process of self-actualization (Naar-King & 
Suarez, 2011). 

As a mental health provider, your role in motivational interviewing is 
to be directive to elicit self-motivational statements and behavioral change from 
the client to promote change and the opportunity for transformation. It’s 
common for victims of sexual exploitation to struggle with issues of ambivalence, 
for which motivational interviewing skills can help engage survivors of sexual 
exploitation in conversations. Empathetic motivational interviewing establishes a 
safe, nonjudgmental, and open environment conducive to exploring difficult and 
sensitive issues and exploring motivations for change, which is particularly 
challenging with this population. To survive, it is often essential for these clients 
to become guarded, detached, and avoidant. It is common for survivors to have 
limited, if any, trust for individuals outside their community. This is because 
many of the people they have encountered as children and young adults betrayed 
them, ignored them, neglected them, and abused them. This is why it is critical 
to be patient and empathetic and meet survivor clients where they are. 

A central component of motivational interviewing is understanding 
each client’s unique perspective, feelings, and values. The therapeutic relationship 
is more like a partnership or collaboration. It is a critical part of this process. 
While empathy is the foundation of motivational interviewing, reflective 
listening is the key to expressing empathy. As a mental health provider seeking to 
understand the survivor of CSEC’s frame of reference, reflective listening and 
thinking, particularly through reflective listening and thinking, are essential while 
expressing acceptance and affirmation.  

As a mental health provider, eliciting and selectively reinforcing the 
client's self-motivational statements and expressions of problem recognition, 
concern, desire, intention to change, and ability to change. Providers are tasked 
with monitoring the client's degree of readiness to change and ensuring that 
resistance is not generated by jumping ahead of the client or creating their 
agenda. This is especially important in working with this population in affirming 
the CSEC survivor's freedom of choice and self-direction (Naar-King & Suarez, 
2011). 

The motivational interviewing style facilitates the exploration of stage-
specific conflicts (CSEC stages of change) that can obstruct further progress. 
CSEC survivors are typically aware of the dangers of their involvement in “the 
life,” but will continue anyway. This is an example of their ability to 
compartmentalize their life and demonstrate their ambivalence, a key element in 
working with this population. As mental health providers, recognizing their 
ambivalence can be used as a tool for engaging in motivational interviewing.  

 
EEye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) 

This type of treatment and therapy offers survivors the opportunity to 
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work with deeply embedded memories that may have been so traumatic that they 
are not readily available to process. 
The following is what can be expected when using EMDR (American 
Psychological Association, 2024): 

� Phase 1: History-taking 
� Phase 2: Preparing the client 
� Phase 3: Assessing the target memory 
� Phases 4-7: Processing the memory to adaptive resolution 
� Phase 8: Evaluating treatment results 

 
Affective and Interpersonal Regulation/Narrative Story Telling (STAIR/NST) 

The use of STAIR/NST can help survivors of trauma and trafficking 
to gain emotional regulation and assist them with affective interpersonal 
functioning (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013). Practitioners 
implementing STAIR/NST can become informed about the impact of trauma 
on emotion regulation and social (interpersonal) functioning. Helping survivors 
develop practical coping skills will lead to emotional regulation, allowing people 
to function, learn, and stay connected with their environment.  

Many survivors run from conflict, avoid conflict or triggering situations, or 
may utilize aggression as a form of dealing with conflict. All of which can be 
helped by learning effective emotional coping and interpersonal skills. The use of 
STAIR/NST with human trafficking survivors can help them in specific and 
beneficial ways (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013): 

� They can gain emotional awareness. 
� They can improve emotion regulation (specifically helpful with PTSD 

patients). 
� They can learn to formulate interpersonal schemas related to 

problematic social and interpersonal functioning. 
� They can develop and test alternative interpersonal schemas: Once 

patterns are identified and assumptions about relationships are 
evaluated, there is room for trying out alternative ways of interacting, 
which could significantly improve current relationships. 

� They can learn strategies for effective assertive behaviors. 
� They can improve flexibility in interpersonal expectations and 

behaviors. 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

217 

 
 

(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013) 
 

CCPT – Cognitive Processing Therapy 
 This type of therapy is useful in helping survivors overcome 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). CPT helps survivors overcome the 
effects of the trauma by eliminating stuck points and challenging faulty core 
beliefs that might have been embedded in their minds by their traffickers. By 
using CPT-based skills, survivors can learn to write their stories and reframe how 
they see their trauma, minimizing the power that the trauma has over them. This 
form of therapy helps to re-ignite the prefrontal cortex, allowing it to send 
calming messages back to the amygdala, indicating that the danger is over (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2025). With this form of therapy, therapists 
need to use empathy and compassion, create a safe space, and approach core 
beliefs with curiosity and non-judgment. Understanding that it might take time 
for survivors to come to terms with all that has happened. 
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Multi-Disciplinary Strategies for Working with Exploited Individuals 
When considering the treatment strategies for working with sexually 

exploited children and youth, keep in mind that the focus of treatment is often 
on crisis management, especially in the beginning stages of treatment. One crucial 
consideration is stabilizing and getting them into a safe environment. Many 
mental health professionals do not always have the opportunity to examine a 
child’s history or are aware of their exploitation. They may instead focus on their 
client’s hierarchy of needs. However, it is crucial to consider that it is challenging 
for a client to jump into receiving psychotherapy if their basic needs are not met. 
Consider being hungry and tired and then being asked a bunch of questions 
about your traumatic childhood.  This is where a multi-disciplinary team 
(MDT) approach might be helpful. Instead, first consider where the 
physiological and survival needs are. It may be essential to note that this list may 
be very different from clients who are not in or who have never been in the life.  

Examining the survivor’s level of safety is a second critical 
consideration. This is an example of where others on their MDT might consider 
their current living situation dangerous and want to place this item as the 
immediate need. However, for children and youth being exploited, they may not 
see this living situation as an immediate need. They may just be staying 
somewhere because they felt safe and found a trusting adult to talk to. This is 
where both rapport and safety come into play.  It is also common for many 
exploited children and youth to demonstrate avoidance of their current living 
situation, or to simply not want to disclose past experiences of trauma right 
away. The engagement piece is essential here, understanding that it sometimes 
takes an extended period to gain their trust. It is important to take that time and 
not be in a hurry.  

Additionally, if they are currently in a life situation, it may not feel 
emotionally safe to share such painful experiences when first entering therapy. 
Discussing their trauma should be a long-term goal. It is essential to ensure their 
safety, mental health stability, and introduction of trauma-informed coping skills, 
such as grounding techniques, mindfulness, and cognitive behavioral therapy 
strategies, before moving forward with exploring their traumatic experiences. 
This is where pacing is essential. Exploring their trauma narratives prematurely 
could be both dangerous and damaging. Feeling listened to and understood 
changes our physiology; being able to articulate a complex feeling, and having 
our feelings recognized, impacts the brain and creates a powerful moment of 
validation (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in 
the Healing of Trauma, 2015). 

 
Understanding Attachment & Attachment Theory 

How people deal with trauma has a lot to do with the quality of their 
attachment system (MindOnly Pty Ltd, 2024): 

� Secure Attachment- The child learns that others can be trusted, and 
that affection will be received positively. They are modeled healthy 
ways of regulating emotions, so they learn how to self-soothe; they are 
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in tune with their environment and others around them (Van Der 
Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024). 

� IInsecure/Disorganized Attachment—The child is modeled with 
incoherent, push-pull behaviors. They learn that others cannot be 
trusted to meet their needs. Both desire and fear are present in their 
primary relationships. Disembodiment, diminished agency, emotional 
dysregulation, and inflexible thought permeate (Van Der Kolk, The 
Body Keeps The Score, 2024). 

� Anxious- Ambivalent Attachment - Inconsistent responses to their 
emotional needs. In turn, they learn that to maintain proximity and 
meet their needs, they need to gain attention through emotional 
outbursts. 

� Anxious–Avoidant Attachment—This occurs when a child’s caregivers 
reject or react punitively to their expressions of emotion, both positive 
and negative. The child learns not to express feelings and self-soothes 
to meet their needs and maintain proximity. 

 
Self-Care & Out of the Box Treatment 

Working with survivors of any trauma can be emotionally taxing on 
those without a lived experience. For those with lived experience, being a survivor 
practitioner is joyful and purposeful. However, as rewarding as this work may be, 
it can also be mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually exhausting. One of 
the most critical components to maintaining our ability to work with trafficking 
survivors is proper self-care. Self-care can be spiritual, emotional, social, and 
physical. 

Spiritual self-care. This can include practicing yoga, going out into 
nature, finding a spiritual community, hiking and camping, traveling, meditation, 
or listening to music or singing.  

Emotional self-care. This can include the therapist having their own 
therapist, utilizing meditation, guided imagery, reading books, being silly, 
gardening, grounding activities, practicing mindfulness, or aromatic therapies. 

Social self-care. This can involve connecting with others, cooking, 
going out to lunch with friends, traveling, taking a class, or participating in 
random acts of kindness. 

Physical self-care. This can include moving your body, stretching, 
massages, acupuncture, meditation, walking, working out, sleeping, hydrating, 
and even taking a warm bath. 

 
Somatic Therapies & Modalities  

Yoga is an introduction to learning self-regulation. It is a healing 
practice for trauma (Breathing Deeply, 2024). It may be helpful to consider these 
yoga practices when working with survivors of trauma who have PTSD 
(Breathing Deeply, 2024): Yoga Nidra is useful for body scanning and self-
awareness, which also helps with regulating brain waves. Restorative yoga is 
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beneficial for relaxation and reducing stress, allowing the mind and body to rest. 
Yin Yoga is very good with guided meditation and deep breathing exercises 
(however, it should be noted that there are limitations for use of this practice 
with trauma survivors, such as engaging with a knowledgeable and ethical yoga 
therapist) (Breathing Deeply, 2024). Somatic Yoga is beneficial for meditation, 
creating self-love, and body awareness. 

 
Thera play—Shakespeare or Psychodrama: By allowing the survivor to wear a 
tiara or a crown to role-play a powerful person, the survivor can see themselves as 
powerful, too. 
 
Massage Therapy: Trauma-informed massage therapy. 
 
Acupuncture: Acupuncture regulates the autonomic nervous system and activates 
the parasympathetic nervous system, allowing the body to relax (Gorla, 2024). 
This holistic form of treatment for trauma survivors may also be helpful for 
those who do not or cannot utilize conventional therapies. Acupuncture can also 
help survivors build emotional resilience. 
 
Sand Tray Therapy: Since play is the universal language of children (Rapha 
International, 2024), sand tray therapy may be beneficial for use with younger 
survivors of trafficking. Sand tray therapy helps children build their world and 
communicate through play. With a trauma-focused lens, therapists utilizing sand 
tray therapy can engage with children in a non-threatening and supportive 
environment.  
 
Art Therapy: Creative expressions of art help survivors tap into their creative 
brains. Through art and creative expression, survivors can experience emotional 
catharsis by releasing pain through various art media. When completing the 
artwork, survivors feel empowered and accomplished, which leads to a greater 
sense of self-worth (Kometiani, 2020). 
 
Brain Wave Optimization: Optimal for survivors who cannot verbalize their 
trauma. 
 
Vivitrol Pill or Injection: To curb cravings for drugs and alcohol. 
 
Social Reintegration: Social interactions that make you feel good about being 
connected to the people around you (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The 
Score, 2024). 
 
Mindfulness: (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024) 

� Be Present with your client. 
� Encourage them to be here and now. 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

221 

 
DDialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) (Linehan, 2015): DBT teaches clients skills 
they never learned as children. Such as:  

� Mindfulness Skills 
� Making Planned Decisions 
� Learning to pay attention without getting caught up in thought and 

emotion. 
� Non-Judgmental Stance 
� Distress Tolerance – Self-Soothing Using Your Five Senses 

 
Self–Love: 

� Teaching survivors to feel their relationship to their bodies. 
� Loving themselves. 
� Getting in touch with their bodies. 
� Starting with small goals they can achieve, be proud of, and grow from 

there. 
 

Animal Assisted & Equine-Assisted Therapy: Animals are known healers of 
trauma. They absorb traumatic energies and relieve their carers of emotional 
distress. A new and emerging form of therapy is equine-assisted and emotional 
support therapy. These forms of treatment help build resilience for trauma 
survivors (Buck, 2017).  The synthesis of literature on equine-assisted 
psychotherapy (EAP) is a unique addition to the portfolio of trauma-informed 
interventions.  
 
Additional Mind-Body, Experiential Approaches, and Expressive Therapies: 
Mindfulness programs (Davis & Hayes, 2011; Omidi, 2013), Trauma-Focused 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy or  TF-CBT (Getz,  2012; Kliethermes  & 
Wamser,  2012), Trauma-sensitive yoga (Rhodes, 2015; Van der Kolk et al., 
2014; West, Lian, & Spinazzola, 2016), and Expressive art therapies including 
Psychodrama (Zucker, Spinazzola, Pollack, Pepe, & Barry, 2010).  
 
Breathwork: Place one hand on your heart and the other on your stomach. 
Breathe deeply into the diaphragm; this should cause only the stomach hand to 
move up and down. Counting your breaths will help to slow down your heart 
rate. Breathe in for a count of five, hold for two seconds, then slowly release for a 
count of seven. Repeat as many times as necessary to calm the nervous system. 
Focused, meditative breathing decreases the amount of oxygen a person takes in, 
which in turn reduces anxiety; it is a grounding technique for managing stress or 
PTSD symptoms (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013). 
 
Co-Regulation: Co-regulation, also known as syn-rhythmic regulation (Van Der 
Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024), is when expressions are passed 
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between two people in the sharing of stories, where voice, hand gestures, body 
language, facial expressions, thoughts, and emotions are shared and expressed. 
Connectedness can be established using music, rhythms, synchronous and 
reciprocal movements. This allows the co-regulation between two people to 
occur. Trauma dysregulates emotions and creates a chronic inability to regulate 
emotions individually. It distorts social awareness, displaces social engagement 
behavior with defensive reactions, engages the fight or flight response, and 
initiates immobilization or dissociation (Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The 
Score, 2024). Co-regulation, on the other hand, is a shared window of tolerance 
(Schwartz, 2024). That is why people who are closely connected can 
communicate with each other without requiring the use of words. 

Without learning emotional regulation on their own, survivors of 
trauma will seek out ways of emotionally regulating without even realizing that is 
what they are doing. That is why mindful, empathetic practitioners and survivor 
leaders are so valuable in helping trauma survivors to co-regulate their emotions. 
Co-regulation is a proven method for helping youth develop their ability to 
regulate strong emotions (Salamon, 2024).  

The first step in co-regulation is developing a warm and emotionally 
responsive relationship with the person you are helping. The second step is 
creating a safe space to work together, an environment that fosters stability and 
growth. The third step is modeling self-regulation. This requires the trusted 
person to have their own emotions in check when working with someone who 
needs assistance with co-regulation (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, 
2024).  

Understanding the Vagus Nerve 

The vagus nerve connects what is going on in the mind and its 
responses to the body (Unyte Health, 2024). The vagus nerve is the main nerve 
of the parasympathetic nervous system, bringing our bodies back to a state of 
calmness (Cleveland Clinic, 2023). Being with people who love us, building 
trusting relationships, and feeling safe and held help bring that about (Van Der 
Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024) and are the basis for healing. Our job 
as mental health professionals is to help survivors imagine other realities (Van 
Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024). Understanding the miracle 
question, what if…? (Neukrug, Bayne, Dean-Nganga, & Pusateri, 2017). By 
assisting survivors to capture a vision for themselves, they can begin to hope 
again, seeing themselves in their new reality rather than the one they are currently 
in. 

Not all survivors are the same. Some people who have never 
experienced love or kindness from safe people often find it difficult to allow 
themselves to feel love and compassion from others (Van Der Kolk, The Body 
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Keeps The Score, 2024). 

SSelf-Compassion Activities 

Introducing the idea of self-compassion can be foreign to survivors. By 
introducing various activities, survivors can learn to grow their self-compassion, 
and their self-esteem will grow along with it. Encouraging the idea that it is o.k. 
to be selfish when caring for our mental, physical, and emotional well-being, 
survivors can start to see that there is a world outside of trauma. 

 

 (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013) 

Conclusion 
Helping survivors to find their identity based on what they are good at 

(Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024), rather than having a trauma 
identity, can change their whole outlook on life. People who have been 
traumatized can feel like their lives have been halted by an insurmountable 
obstacle that they are condemned to be attached to (Janet, 1919) (Van Der 
Kolk, The Body Keeps The Score, 2024). Changing their relationships to their 
physical and emotional selves can help to reframe the trauma so that the trauma 
is more palpable and affects them less.  

There are several types of therapies available for people who are dealing 
with various levels of trauma. However, just talking about the trauma will not 
make the trauma disappear. Changing the meaning that is attached to the trauma 
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is what makes the trauma have a lesser effect. A person will know the trauma has 
begun to subside when they can talk about it.  

Be kind to yourself and gentle with your clients. Recovery from trauma 
is not a sprint, but rather a lifelong healing process. 
 

Case Study 
Most survivors find it difficult to find counselors who have been 

trained on human trafficking and trauma. When there is a lack of knowledgeable 
and trained counselors, the time that should be spent counseling survivors turns 
into time spent educating counselors on the definition of human trafficking.  
 

JP had gone through most of her life without going to counseling. She 
had gone for a short time immediately after the trafficking when she was a teen. 
However, once JP aged out, she no longer went to counseling.  That is, until JP 
came to see a survivor practitioner, a mental health counselor who had also lived 
through trafficking. JP said she felt like she could open up and trust her 
counselor. There was an instant bond and connection; she felt like she was not 
being judged or labeled. JP said an instant trust came with working with 
someone who had gone through what she had.  
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IIntroduction 
 
Human trafficking is one of the most traumatic experiences that could happen to 
a person. Despite all this, survivors of human trafficking are still people first and 
the trauma they experienced, second. The lived experiences make survivors 
experts in the field of human trafficking.  
 When survivors come forward to share their stories, it alters the very 
existence of those who hear them. But at the same time, society starts defining 
survivors only by their stories and seems to ignore the rest of their 
accomplishments. Society may fail to acknowledge that survivors are determined 
not only by what they have lived through, but also that they have much more to 
offer as leaders.  
 Often, survivors are mislabeled as difficult, mentally unstable, as being 
liars, willingly engaging in criminal acts, people with an addiction, or worse. This 
is unfortunate because reality is quite the opposite; survivors are kind, 
compassionate, selfless, healthy in mind and spirit. Many survivors do not 
willfully commit crimes, nor do they have any ulterior motives except to stop 
trafficking from occurring in communities locally, statewide, and across the 
nation. Trafficking survivors provide testimony to move state and federal 
legislation along and then provide consulting on state and federal bills to ensure 
loopholes are closed. Very often, the survivors who made the most impact do 
not get any overt credit for their work that made many changes happen. Many 
non-profits with big donors take credit instead of honoring the survivors they 
have invited to participate.  Survivors are only called in for their story or a photo 
opportunity.  

What is a Lived Experience? 
 

 Survivors of human trafficking are lived-experience experts in the field 
of human trafficking and differ from non-survivor practitioners in the field, who 
learn about trafficking through representations constructed by others. By having 
direct, first-hand knowledge about the involvement in everyday life of what 
happens to people who are trafficked, survivors have a higher level of expertise. 
They have “personal knowledge about the world gained through direct, first-
hand involvement in everyday events rather than through representations 
constructed by other people” (Chandler & Munday, 2011).  
  The pay-it-forward mindset emerges by sharing challenges 
and moving forward, helping other survivors realize they are not alone.  This 
continuum of care from one survivor to another keeps going for future 
generations. Sharing mutual experiences creates bonds that build mutual trust, 
established through authentically sharing struggles and triumphs that let 
survivors know the peer is trustworthy, thus connecting survivors (Parker & 
Uraine, 2024).  
 When survivors see the effective change in someone else, they begin to 
see that change is also possible for them also. As survivors build their peer 
relationships and authentic challenges and triumphs are shared, each survivor 
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benefits from peer support. This is not a one-sided relationship; both survivors 
are benefiting from the relationship. By learning from each other, they are both 
growing. It is beautiful because all survivors have something they can learn from 
somebody else, no matter how long they have been out of trafficking. 
 As survivors grow in trusting relationships with their peer mentors, 
they gain more self-acceptance, self-compassion, and personal understanding, 
learning that change takes time, and that instant gratification is not the goal. The 
focus of the sharing is not on one-upping the trauma experiences because all 
trauma is bad, and everyone’s experience matters. It focuses on the good that can 
come from these bad situations and on believing life can be better. It just takes 
some time.  
 Survivors do not associate with the term victim, and conversely, some 
do not relate their experience with the term prostitute or with voluntarily 
engaging in commercial sex. All survivors are unique and have the right to be so. 
Many are just thankful to be alive and want to give back. That desire to give 
back, and to prevent trafficking from happening to others, though, can be taken 
advantage of. 
 People who have not lived through the trauma of trafficking do not 
understand the profound gratitude that comes with surviving a tragedy that so 
many others have not. This unique experience of survival from a horrible 
experience may be closely related to what Veterans experience after leaving a war 
zone. Both survivors of these types of tragedies may experience what is known as 
survivor’s guilt (Psychology Today, 2025). 
 The term survivor’s guilt is often associated with veterans and the guilt 
that comes with believing they could have done more, not to leave others behind. 
Similarly, survivors of trauma and trafficking can experience some of the same 
physical manifestations. Someone living with survivor’s guilt may experience 
“numbness, disconnection, shame, sadness, headaches, and difficulty sleeping” 
(Psychology Today, 2025).  
 As time passes from the time they were trafficked to a point where 
healing has started to take place, survivors of human trafficking often want to 
give back in some way. Giving back to others brings a sense of purpose and 
fulfillment to a survivor’s life, something positive that may not have been 
experienced in a long time. Because there is so much to gain from giving back, it 
is possible to overgive, overshare, or overcompensate. This is without judgment, 
as it may occur without even realizing it. People who suffer from survivor’s guilt 
can even exploit themselves by overgiving; “An individual may feel that they can 
never do enough to help others who were touched by a disaster, thereby 
compounding their guilt” (Psychology Today, 2025). Survivor’s guilt can also be 
a vulnerability that is taken advantage of by others because people see survivors' 
deep desire to give back with their time, talent, and treasures. Often, those within 
the anti trafficking movement re-exploit survivors by using them without 
compensation (an unhealthy practice that should be avoided) (Countryman-
Roswurm, K., 2015). 
 The road paved with good intentions is often filled with obstacles and 
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barriers that block survivors from accomplishing the good work they desire to 
do. Some barriers and obstacles come from society being unwilling to accept 
survivors as equals. In some cases, well-intentioned individuals (also known as 
allies) who work in the anti-trafficking movement have gained notoriety or 
accolades, mastered government grant writing, and received funding for their 
programs. They may see survivors as a competition. Out of fear of losing funding 
or lack of awareness for working with survivors, they keep survivors as victims so 
that they can continue to earn an income. However, when victims become 
survivors, and survivors become leaders -- survivor leaders who are capable of 
impacting more survivors, even more effectively than they can-- this is when 
collaboration for survivor leaders becomes a problem.    
 Other times, people who have never had a difficult upbringing or 
personal story find it hard to see survivors in any role other than as someone who 
needs help. When there is no longer a need, people in the movement who do not 
know how to respond to this change and growth in a survivor may become 
dismissive or blatantly undermine the survivor once they no longer fit their 
paradigm, or the survivor’s purpose is finished. There are countless stories of 
survivors experiencing exploitation and abuse from within the victim services 
field. Let’s not be like them but continue building bridges through which 
survivors can walk. 
 
HHeroism Mentality in Anti-trafficking 
 The heroism mentality within the anti-trafficking movement has left 
survivors without agency and a voice. This issue arises when people in 
relationships that lack authenticity take on one of these roles: Victim, 
Prosecutor, or Rescuer (Exploring Your Mind, 2022).   
 When examining the Victim-Persecutor-Rescuer Triangle in anti-
trafficking work, it may be helpful to see the natural roles that people fall into. 
This can help explain why people in each role respond in the way they do (The 
Attachment Project, 2025).  
Victim: Many victims of trauma and trafficking have adapted to this role and do 
not know how to get out of it. This may include looking to others for guidance 
and not feeling confident enough to take responsibility for their lives. Living out 
of the victim mentality allows other people (the rescuers) to take responsibility 
and control their lives (The Attachment Project, 2025). 
Rescuer: Law enforcement and many victims services personnel fall into this 
category. A rescuer is a person who comes to the aid of the victim in an attempt 
to protect them from the perpetrator. The rescuer will give at the expense of 
their well-being. This role is also referred to as the Allies' role. 
Persecutor: This is usually the criminal or the person the victim is trying to 
escape or recover from. The perpetrator may also be individuals who have a 
narcissistic personality or are abusive. 
 These roles can often be interchanged, where individuals might switch 
given life circumstances, growth, or as relationships change. Awareness of these 
dynamics can bring about healthier relatability in the anti-trafficking movement. 



H U M A N  T R A F F I C K I N G  A C R O S S  B O R D E R S  

236 

When victims no longer see themselves as needing help, they can be empowered 
to be change agents in their own lives, believing: 
1. I am enough. 
2. I get to choose my response to events in life. 
3. I am dedicated to learning and developing, even when I face hurdles or 
bumps in my journey (The Attachment Project, 2025). 
 
Survivors Make the Best Mentors 
 As trafficking increases, the role of survivors as peer mentors, leaders, 
and executives in the movement is greatly needed. It is vital to make room for 
those who have endured so much to be here and in decision-making roles.  The 
federal government has called on educational institutions, state and federal 
government agencies, organizations, and anti-trafficking nonprofits to partner 
with survivors to move forward in a trauma-informed, culturally sensitive, victim-
centered way (U.S. Department of State, 2023). 
 Providing services to other survivors is effective in helping them move 
past what has been done. In the pursuit of justice, many lose sight of the human 
beings impacted and affected by the crime of human trafficking. With a more 
significant shift toward restorative justice, the goal is to help survivors become 
empowered and whole and overcome their trauma (National Institute of Justice, 
2021).  
 With some communities still struggling to understand that survivors 
are crime victims, procedural justice may still impact how survivors are treated. 
Some have evolved through transitional justice efforts, and there is now an 
increase in survivors experiencing respect from their service providers and 
criminal justice professionals (National Institute of Justice, 2021). Survivors 
should always influence the decisions about the service provision they receive.  
 Whatever the road, the journey is long and hard, and there is a need 
for help from allies and professionals, as well as the survivors willing to give it. 
This field is not easy to work in, and burnout and turnover are high.  This field 
can be very challenging for non-survivors due to the resistance they receive from 
the newly recovered survivors they are trying to help. Sometimes, survivors won’t 
accept help because they have lost their ability to trust. Exploiters have 
diminished their capacity to trust other human beings, even good ones. It can 
become difficult for survivors to tell who is helping for the right reasons and 
who wants to hurt or re-exploit them.  
 It helps to have somebody there who understands the trauma, can help 
the survivor overcome the difficulty with trust, and can help the survivor take 
that first step. That is where survivor peer support comes in.  
 
Survivor Peer Support 
 Survivor. Survivor Leader. Lived Expert. Lived Experience Expert. 
Overcomer. Many phrases in today’s anti-trafficking work describe “been-there-
know-what-that 's-like.” It’s somebody who has lived through the experience of 
being trafficked. Somebody who has insight and knowledge about the experience. 
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Somebody who has a recollection of their lived experience with some form of 
trafficking and has lived to talk about it.  
 There’s no perfect timeline for a survivor's readiness to be a peer 
mentor.  Remember that a survivor of human trafficking never asked for this to 
happen to them, and they are never at fault. The fact that it happened and that 
they survived talking about it is proof enough that their experience is valid. They 
do not need to provide documentation, evidence, or legal jargon to indicate that 
they lived through it; their life alone will tell that story. When survivors come 
into contact with another survivor who also lived through trafficking, they both 
will find a connection and purpose in how they made it out alive. Survivor peer-
to-peer work is like no other type of purpose out there. The connection is 
instantaneous, and the commitment is steadfast to the end.  
 When two survivors meet, there is a deep knowing and understanding 
that occurs. There is a sense of kinship and equality, knowing no one is better 
than anyone else. It is a place of safety, fitting in, and belonging, with the 
recognition of the same journey to stay alive and to help keep each other going. 
 Survivors do not connect as well with others because survivors of 
trafficking can tell when someone is fake. They will not stick around for long if 
somebody is not telling them the truth about who they are. No amount of 
money can buy their loyalty, and no pressure can persuade them to stay. 
Survivors are the real deal.  
 Many people or non-profits may pressure survivors to stay with their 
programs, but it will not work. The motivations are simply different from when 
organizations are survivor-led, and survivor-run, not just survivor-informed. That 
is why there is such a need to build up survivor leaders in non-profits and many 
other government organizations that tackle anti-trafficking work, because 
survivors make the most significant impact on the lives of other survivors of 
human trafficking. That is where survivor peer mentors and survivor peer 
support can help. In every facet of anti-trafficking, there should be survivor 
leaders in place. Survivors who are ready to provide survivor peer support to the 
next survivors coming out of trafficking, and up through the ranks of 
professional and personal life.  
 Survivors know that this work cannot be done alone; non-survivors, 
allies, and helpers are needed in the movement. Survivors should have a place of 
leadership in every aspect of the anti-trafficking movement. Those who genuinely 
want to help survivors of human trafficking should make room for them to lead. 
At a minimum, any interaction with survivors should be initiated by survivor 
peer support professionals. 
 
WWhat is Peer Support? 
 In simpler terms, the dictionary describes the word peer as one of equal 
standing with another (Merriam-Webster, 2025). The dictionary defines 
support as something to endure bravely (Merriam-Webster, 2025). Ironically, 
the word peer support is not in the dictionary. But logically, peer support means 
enduring something bravely with someone of equal standing.  
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 Peer support can take many forms, depending on the type of assistance 
that may be required for post-trafficking. There are Mental Health Peer 
Specialists (MHPS), Recovery Support Peer Specialists (RSPS), Justice-Involved 
Re-Entry Peer Specialists (JI-RPS), and Certified Family Partner (CFP) peer 
specialists (Kues & Saubers, 2023) (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2017). 
 The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) defines peer recovery support programs as “Putting recovery first, 
focusing on strengths and resiliencies, and being inclusive of peers in all aspects 
of the program” (National Human Trafficking Training and Technical 
Assistance Center, 2019)(Kues & Saubers, 2023). 
 Different peer roles incorporate the use of evidence-based training for 
people who have overcome substance use and mental health conditions. Not all 
survivors will require support from all of these various fields. However, a study 
showed that over 50% of survivors of human trafficking were left with some 
form of mental health issue from their trafficking and traumatic experience 
(Levine, 2017), and the most predominant mental health concern identified was 
PTSD. 
 

What are some of the Physical and Mental Health Effects of Human 
Trafficking? 

 According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), survivors 
of trauma who have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)  experience 
difficulty with “trust, closeness, communication, and problem solving” (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2025). In much the same way that survivors of 
human trafficking experience these difficulties. The VA goes on to say that 
specific "man-made" traumas can have an even more severe effect on the lives of 
their survivors. Such trauma types include: 
• Childhood sexual and physical abuse 
• Rape 
• Domestic violence 
• Combat 
• Terrorism 
• Genocide 
• Torture 
• Kidnapping 
• Prisoner of war 
 These types of traumas often leave survivors with responses such as 
anger outbursts, addictions used for coping, intense anger, or impulse control 
issues (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2025).  

By examining the physical effects of trauma and trafficking, using 
ACEs assessments to identify health concerns, survivors and providers can better 
understand and prepare for the potential health challenges they could face as a 
result of their traumatic experiences.  

The associated health conditions for adults who have had severe 
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adverse childhood experiences scoring >4 may include the following associated 
health conditions: 

 
Cardiovascular disease, tachycardia, stroke, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, asthma, diabetes, obesity, cancer, arthritis, memory 
impairments (including dementias), kidney disease, headaches, chronic 
pain, chronic back pain, fibromyalgia, unexplained somatic symptoms, 
skeletal fracture, physical disability requiring assistive equipment, 
depression, suicide attempts, suicidal ideation, sleep disturbances, 
anxiety, panic and anxiety, post–traumatic stress disorder, illicit drug 
use, alcohol use, cigarettes or e-cigarettes, cannabis use, and sexually 
transmitted infections (Aces Aware, 2025). 
  
The associated health conditions for children who have experienced 

trafficking, having adverse childhood experiences scoring >4, may have concerns 
for the following health conditions: 

 
Allergies, dermatitis and eczema, urticaria, increased incidence of 
chronic disease and impaired management, enuresis; encopresis, 
overweight or obesity, failure to thrive; poor growth, psychosocial 
dwarfism, poor dental health, increased infections (viral, pneumonia, 
conjunctivitis, intestinal), depression, ADHD, anxiety, 
conduct/behavior disorder,  suicide attempts, suicidal ideation, sleep 
disturbances, anxiety, self-harm, alcohol use, illicit drug use, 
developmental delay, learning and/or behavior problems, repeating a 
grade in school, not completing homework, high school absenteeism, 
aggression; physical fighting, and teen pregnancy (Aces Aware, 2025). 

 
By knowing what survivors are dealing with, including physical and 

mental health concerns, their peer support network can better help them through 
these challenges. 

EE v i d e n c e - B a s e d  P e e r  S u p p o r t  
 
 Having trusted peer support for primary survivors of these traumas, 
such as Mental Health Peer Specialists, Recovery Peer Specialists, or Reentry 
Peer Specialists, helps bridge the gap to other supportive services.  

A Family Partner or Navigator Specialist can also help family members 
who are the secondary survivors of trauma and trafficking. These family 
members will need support as a result of the trauma from the trafficking of their 
family members. A Family Partner/ or Navigator is a person who has a lived 
experience of parenting a child who has been exposed to trafficking. That 
includes being left with mental, emotional, social, or behavioral health challenges, 
substance use issues, court cases, absconding, and other issues that are related to 
the effects of human trafficking. These are parents and caregivers who can 
articulate their understanding of their experience with another parent or family 
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member.  
A Mental Health Peer Specialist is a person who has a lived experience 

of recovery with mental health challenges from the trafficking experience they 
have lived through. For example, they may have a mental health diagnoses, 
medication, hospitalization, or other mental health-related effects of experiencing 
trafficking. This person is trained to support people with mental health 
challenges and can articulate their experiences to other peers in a relatable, 
nonjudgmental way.  
  A Recovery Support Peer Specialist is a person who has a lived 
experience of recovery with substance use challenges from the trafficking they 
have lived through, for example, overcoming substance use disorder, alternative 
coping strategies, and understanding the triggers that go along with recovery 
from trafficking and substance use. This person is trained to support people with 
substance use challenges and can articulate their experiences to other peers in a 
relatable, nonjudgmental way.  

 A Reentry Peer Specialist is a person who has a lived experience of 
incarceration. For example, incarceration could have been related to the 
trafficking they experienced, incarceration that resulted from fleeing their 
trafficking situation, or other related or unrelated charges. This person is trained 
to support people who are or who have been incarcerated. This person can 
articulate their experiences in a relatable, nonjudgmental way (Kues & Saubers, 
2023).  

 
Effective Intervention through Peer Support 
 Trauma leaves devastating effects on individuals in recovery. However, 
trauma-informed practices in peer support help survivors evaluate their current 
coping strategies that may have been adapted from the trafficking, such as 
substance use, engaging in risky sexual behavior, smoking, drinking, self-harm, 
overeating, or other unhealthy coping mechanisms. Together, peers work to 
produce healthier ways of coping with their shared trauma experiences. There is 
no judgment or shame associated with the coping strategies because each survivor 
knows that they have used whatever they were exposed to. If people are not 
introduced to healthier coping strategies that work, how will they know there is 
anything different? They are not at fault for using what has worked to help them 
deal with what was done to them. Peers recognize that those unhealthy behaviors 
are just ‘coping responses rather than bad choices (Blanch, Filson, Penney, & 
Cave, 2012).  
 Choice indicates there is an alternative to the one currently being used. 
However, most survivors only have harmful coping mechanisms as a frame of 
reference to rely on when triggers come up. That is, until healthier alternatives 
are positively introduced to them. Until then, this is all they know. The key to 
effective change is in offering a new perspective and demonstrating that new 
perspective in another survivor’s life. Peers are only open to considering new 
coping methods if those ways are provided using dignity and respect. Respect for 
the person they are and not labeled by what they have come out of, according to 
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their trauma behaviors.  
 That is the beauty of peer support; it builds each other up 
nonhierarchically (Blanch, Filson, Penney, & Cave, 2012). There is an equal 
footing upon which the survivors find equal ground. There is no survivor better 
than any other; everyone is equally the same, and there is an understanding that 
each is there to help support the other on the road to recovery from some bad 
circumstances. Survivors are shown respect from the beginning of the peer 
relationship (National Human Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance 
Center, 2021). This respect is then carried over into the individual survivors' 
lives, who are provided with peer support. As survivors see that they deserve to 
be treated with dignity and respect, they adopt a nonjudgmental acceptance of 
themselves, leading to greater self-love and self-care. Self-love and self-care are 
the basis for good health and well-being.  
 Until survivors feel respect for themselves, their peer support continues 
to offer them respect for their current coping methods (Blanch, Filson, Penney, 
& Cave, 2012). 
 
PPrinciples of Peer Support 
 When peer support recovery was initiated, there were no paid mentors 
or specialists. This was a volunteer movement of support. As peer support has 
evolved, so have the principles that establish it as an evidence-based solution to 
working with survivors of human trafficking. 
• Peer support is voluntary - People choose freely whether they want to 
participate in a peer relationship, which enables authenticity to build. 
• Peer support is nonjudgmental – People come just as they are to the 
peer relationship, without fear of being required to be somebody different. The 
core principles are openness, curiosity, and genuine interest (Blanch, Filson, 
Penney, & Cave, 2012). 
• Peer support is empathetic—it comes from a position of 
understanding and is not reactionary. Understanding the relationship is about 
supporting one another. 
• Peer support is respectful – Everyone is treated with the utmost dignity 
and respect. Genuine kindness and warmth are extended to all, and all are 
welcome; no differences divide. 
• Peer support includes honest and open communication – Speaking 
honestly and authentically with compassion. 
• Peer support includes mutual responsibility - Peers take responsibility 
for voicing their own needs and feelings, understanding that each person is 
responsible solely for themselves and not for others. 
• Peer support includes power sharing-  Each survivor has the power to 
make decisions that affect their lives. No one holds any power over the other; 
there is equal power sharing, making sure that each peer is empowered. 
• Peer support is reciprocal – Each person gives and receives, and there is 
something to learn from everyone (Blanch, Filson, Penney, & Cave, 2012).  
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Core Competencies in Peer Support  
 Peer support groups are another way of helping survivors heal in a 
nonjudgmental and supportive environment. It is recommended to use peer 
support specialists as group facilitators to ensure that groups are conducted 
safely and effectively (National Human Trafficking Training and Technical 
Assistance Center, 2021). It may also be suggested to have a survivor practitioner 
(a survivor leader/lived experience expert who is also trained and licensed in 
their professional expertise, such as mental health counseling) on hand to meet 
any mental health challenges that may require crisis intervention.  
 Providing evidence-based peer support requires training and a basic 
understanding of the core competencies of peer support work.  
Core Competencies of Intentional Peer Support Work (Intentional Peer 
Support, 2017): 
• Connection: Nurtures and cultivates connection with others. 
• Shifting the focus from helping to learning together. 
• Worldview: Awareness of one's own and others’ worldviews. 
• Shifting the focus from the individual to the relationship. 
• Mutuality: Works to share risk and responsibility rather than taking 

control. 
• Shifting the focus from fear to hope and possibility. 
• Moving towards vs. moving away from: Focuses on what is possible 

rather than what is bad, wrong, or not wanted. 
• Self-reflection: Resists the tendency to blame others for uncomfortable 

feelings. 
• Able to give and receive feedback. 
• Co-reflection: Maintains attitudes of hope, possibility, co-learning, co-

creation, and moving toward during the co-reflection period 
(Intentional Peer Support, 2017). 

 
Evidence-Based 
 Peer support is an evidence-based form of support for survivors of 
human trafficking. In 2007, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
(CMS) recognized that the experiences of peer support providers were an 
essential component of a state’s effective delivery (The Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services (CMS), 2007). Further explaining how qualified peer 
specialists serve as a model for helping those with mental health conditions and 
substance use disorders. 
 The most effective forms of peer support utilize a person-centered 
approach when offering support to survivors, so survivors feel a sense of 
ownership in their recovery plan (The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
(CMS), 2007). By consistently giving preference to survivors in designing their 
service plan, they become empowered and feel a sense of accomplishment when 
achieving their goals. 
 As survivors of human trafficking learn more about what each 
experience in their story means to them, their stories can change (Kues & 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

243 

Saubers, 2023). This understanding of meaning can change the way they view 
their story. It is something that survivor peers understand.  

A significant component of being trauma-informed is allowing 
survivors of trauma to define their existence and their own story (Blanch, Filson, 
Penney, & Cave, 2012). The greater hope is that all survivors will evolve over 
time and never stay stuck in the same spot as they once were. It would benefit 
survivors greatly if people lucky enough to have been a part of a survivor’s 
journey of discovery would not take these changes lightly (Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, 2015; National Human Trafficking 
Training and Technical Assistance Center, 2019). 
 Survivors of trafficking often get mislabeled when first coming out 
about their story. Many times, this is because the community lacks understanding 
of how to relate to the level of trauma that survivors have had to go through to 
get themselves out of those traumatic situations. Self-extraction out of human 
trafficking is definitely on the rise, especially with media awareness campaigns 
and movies being made on the topic, which are helping current victims and 
survivors realize they are in a trafficking situation. This is why there is a greater 
than ever need for educated, well-trained, trauma-informed individuals who are 
ready and available to receive these survivors when they do come forward and 
need help to heal.  
 
TTypes of Peer Work 
 Providing survivor peer support can include a variety of activities and 
opportunities for engagement and growth. Examples include: individual peer-to-
peer support, advocacy, linking and providing trauma-informed resources, 
building community relationships, peer support group facilitation, skill building, 
mentoring, goal setting, offering services and activities, supervising other peer 
specialists, providing training, gathering information on new and available 
resources, administer programs or agencies, providing education on peer work to 
the public, and raising awareness (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2015). Additional peer activities may include peer mentoring or 
coaching, and peer-led support in twelve-step groups (National Human 
Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, 2019). 
 Although peer support has existed for decades in the substance use and 
disorder (SUD) space (Kues & Saubers, 2023), it has not been as widely 
recognized as the best practice for organizations in the anti-trafficking space. 
This may be due to the lack of research or ‘best available’ evidence until funding 
for scientific data collection and research is available (Scott, Ingram, Nemer, & 
Crowley, 2019).  
 Using the same guiding principles for survivors of human trafficking as 
those that are found in the SUD recovery community is not a bad place to start. 
It is a common battle for newly recovered survivors of human trafficking to still 
grapple with SUD issues that their traffickers introduced to them.  Also, 
survivors who have been out of sex or labor trafficking for a while may struggle 
with drug or alcohol use as a way of numbing the pain or memories from the 
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past (National Human Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, 
2019).  
 Focusing solely on the potential need for peer support surrounding 
SUD may be a cause for missing the mark with some survivors, as not all 
survivors are left with an addiction issue after trafficking. Some survivors may be 
left with other scars that are invisible to the outside, such as mental health and 
relationship challenges. 
 When survivors of human trafficking begin their peer support journey, 
the saying is often true: ‘It is better to give than to receive’. This is because both 
sides of peer recovery are giving and receiving. No one is better than the other in 
peer support. The peer support specialist or survivor offering support to another 
peer will also receive support; they may switch back and forth, supporting on 
varying issues one may have overcome and giving tips on how to succeed 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2011). 
 When the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration started to recognize peer support services as valuable resources, 
the term consumer-operated services was originally used to describe them. 

Consumer-operated services are peer-run service programs owned, 
administratively controlled, and operated by mental health consumers. They 
emphasize self-help as their operational approach and may be called consumer-
operated service programs, consumer-run organizations, peer support programs, 
peer services, or peer service agencies…Research has recognized four basic 
functions: mutual support, community building, providing services, and advocacy 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2011). 
 Some examples of practical peer support work in direct services to 
survivors of human trafficking include those used in the original mental health 
consumer-operated services identified by SAMHSA(Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, 2011). 
 
 Peer Support in Advocacy 
 Survivors of human trafficking invited to round table discussions with 
lawmakers; invited to help shape public policy surrounding human trafficking 
issues; included and their voice used, instead of having non-lived experts speak 
on their behalf; included in all levels of government from local and state levels to 
federal levels to improve services for survivors that promote change and enable 
social justice. Survivors should always have a say in how survivors' service 
provision should be decided (National Institute of Justice, 2021). 
 
The Value of Survivor-led & Survivor-run Anti-Trafficking Agencies  
 How peer support programs differ from regular anti-trafficking 
agencies is that survivors run them entirely. The federal government (Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2011) identifies the benefits 
and differences in this way: “Programs run by traditional providers are subject to 
the policies and mandates of those organizations. Consumer-operated (survivor-
run) services are responsible for making their own organizational and 
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management decisions and policies” (p. 5). 
 According to SAMHSA, non-survivors can fill a number of roles in 
the helping profession. Allied professionals can support survivors in the anti-
trafficking movement by being “advocates, champions, funders/contractors; 
sponsors/fiscal agents; and collaborators” (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, 2015).   
 There is a shift in the anti-trafficking movement, moving towards 
survivor-led and survivor-run organizations (formerly known as consumer-
operated programs). With this shift, states have created a way for survivors to 
become certified through specialized peer training.  These training courses 
include an evidence-based curriculum and a certification process that a mental 
health practitioner supervises. Once survivors become trained, they can obtain a 
certificate, which becomes an employable skill and opens the door to living wage 
employment opportunities. Some states have identified this valuable peer support 
service as a Medicaid-reimbursable or billable service (Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, 2011).   
 However, it should be noted that there is always the opportunity for 
re-exploitation of survivors when non-survivor-led agencies employ survivors to 
gain funding by indicating that they are a ‘survivor-led’ agency because they have 
used a survivor. The federal government recommends that “When the 
governance of the organization is not fully consumer-controlled (survivor-run), 
employing peer specialists does not designate an agency or a program as 
'consumer-operated' (survivor-led) (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2011). This means that for anti-trafficking organizations to be 
identified as survivor-led or survivor-run, survivors need to be in substantial 
leadership roles and not only employed as peer specialists within an organization.  
 Although hiring peer specialists to help other survivors is a start, 
enabling survivors to advocate for themselves and voice their concern within the 
organization is paramount to long-term growth and success. 
 Helping survivors of trauma and trafficking recover through peer 
support requires tact in the peer recovery process. Using trauma-informed 
principles helps create a safe space where healing can begin. The basic trauma-
informed principles for peer recovery are voice, choice, safety, trust, 
empowerment, and collaboration; helping survivors see that there can be a new 
way of doing things (Blanch, Filson, Penney, & Cave, 2012) (Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration, 2017). 
 
Trauma-Informed Storytelling 
 The importance of sharing survivor stories within peer settings can be 
life changing. However, there is a trauma-informed way of relating survivor 
stories, which is beneficial to the speaker and audience (Blanch, Filson, Penney, & 
Cave, 2012). 
 If a survivor cannot share their story without becoming triggered, that 
is a good indicator that they may not be ready to talk about what has happened 
to them. Survivors should never be pushed or forced into sharing their stories. It 
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should always be the survivor who leads the decision to speak and to share. Some 
survivors may never share, and that is okay, too. Sharing their survivor stories 
publicly is never required for receiving victim services. 

 
From Survivors to Survivors – The Best Form of Mentoring 

 When a survivor shares their story with the non-profit, There Is Hope 
For Me (THFM), the result is usually that others who can identify with human 
trafficking also end up revealing themselves. They come forward seeking 
guidance and support, knowing that at least one person in the world hears them 
and understands what they are going through. 
 As a grassroots non-profit operating for over fifteen years and on an 
entirely voluntary basis, THFM has helped thousands of survivors of human 
trafficking because it is led and run by survivors of human trafficking. Even 
though many have not been paid for their time, the labor of love has produced so 
much fruit in the lives of the survivors they have served. 
 
Peer Support in Real Life: There Is Hope For Me, Survivor Leader, Carol 
 Having peer support can help you by being your lifeline. It gives you 
hope that things can change. When you talk to other people who don’t have 
lived experience, and they find out about your story, a wall comes up.  That wall 
then separates you from the rest of the world. It’s because they are judging you. 
Some people will just cut you off. For example, when talking about human 
trafficking, a coworker recently said: “I wouldn’t let myself get into those 
situations.” The co-worker just walked away. They have no understanding of 
what ‘survivor’ really means. It feels like they misjudged you as if you had some 
control over what happened to you.  
 That’s why peer support means so much. It means having someone 
who gets you, with whom you can interact, without fear of judgment. Someone 
to understand you. When you talk to another survivor, you know you get each 
other. You can open up and connect on a deeper level. As survivors, it’s almost 
like we live in our little world, where everything is symbiotic. What I say is - you 
get; it’s nearly like we speak a different language.  
 

Carol’s Story 
 Carol was molested as early as five years old when she went to the 
chiropractor with her mom, her mom left her alone in the room with him, and he 
molested Carol. She became uncooperative about going back to the chiropractor 
again, and that’s when she finally told her mother that he hurt her. Her mom left 
the room and told her she didn’t have to go to him anymore. There was no 
follow-up, no counseling, and no discussion. Her parents split up right after that, 
and the family moved to Arizona. Carol was a latchkey kid at six years old. The 
Truly Nolan man came to exterminate the house, and he saw that six-year-old 
Carol was at home alone. He lured her to the garage where he took out his 
pocketknife and threatened her. He told Carol that if she didn’t do what he 
wanted her to do, then he would use the knife to hurt her.  After he molested her 
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and left, Carol locked the doors and waited for her mom to get home. Carol told 
her mom, her mom called the police, and the man was arrested. However, the 
way six-year-old Carol was treated by the prosecution was terrible. Carol was 
forced to testify and made to feel dirty; she was blamed for what happened. They 
did not initially believe her, but they did end up prosecuting the predator and 
sentencing him to jail. *Children should never be forced to testify in any child 
molestation or trafficking case (traffickers are predators). 
 However, because she had no help or emotional support, from then on, 
Carol just felt dirty and used.  Her first trafficking experience happened at 
fourteen when an adult man offered her drugs to feed her opioid habit that had 
resulted from a shoulder injury. This was how she lost her virginity, and it 
opened the door for her to learn that she could exchange sex for something that 
would take her pain go away. From there, she found herself walking the streets, 
taking rides from strangers that led to exchanging sex for drugs, alcohol, money, 
and anything else she wanted.  
 Carol says didn’t have a pimp because, “Someone was always trying to 
gain control, but I always steered clear and got around those dangerous elements. 
I chalked it up to my street sense, but now I realize it was God’s hand of 
protection”. The older men who were the johns in Carol’s life were just as guilty 
as if they were pimps; because they were the ones who introduced Carol to the 
idea and the knowledge that her body could be used as a commodity.  
 Carol met her first husband sometime after her mother sent her to 
Texas for being unable to control her. She was on her way to class for her GED 
when she picked up a hitchhiker on her way to school. They eventually got 
married and had a child; he was a drug dealer and mentally abusive to her. 
Today, Carol is a grandmother and survivor leader with There Is Hope For Me. 
She is a certified mental health peer specialist providing peer support to other 
survivors of human trafficking. 
 
TThere Is Hope For Me: Survivor - Effective Peer Support Programming 
 There Is Hope For Me started in 2010, by doing outreach to at-risk 
youth in juvenile detention facilities and schools in South Florida. Sharing 
survival stories of human trafficking led other survivors to come forward. They 
said somebody understood what they had lived through. Of course, each story 
has its own merits, and no story is exactly the same as anyone else’s, but every 
story matters. 
 After doing outreach to the jails and public schools in Broward 
County, Florida,  and helping so many survivors of domestic minor sex 
trafficking, federal law enforcement asked THFM to collaborate with them on 
cases. Together, a trauma-informed, empowering approach for survivors to tell 
their stories to law enforcement only once, without requiring them to testify in 
court. This new way helped identify those who have been victimized and helped 
children exit trafficking through self-extraction and partnered them with a 
survivor peer mentor and law enforcement in a dignified manner.  The result is 
empowerment for both survivors and trust with law enforcement. This is an 
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effective way to handle trafficking cases and places the power back with survivors 
so they can decide for themselves to work with authorities, which in turn has a 
ripple effect of never returning to the life of sex trafficking.  
 When a survivor has a positive law enforcement experience, it causes 
them to deter from future criminal activity and completely exit human trafficking 
for good. 95% of the survivors who have received peer support with THFM, 
over the past fourteen years, are entirely out of trafficking and have not returned. 
Their traffickers have been prosecuted, and survivors never had to face them in a 
courtroom. There was no unnecessary re-traumatization that would have come 
had they been ‘rescued’  through traumatic raids or costly sting operations, which 
leave survivors retraumatized and unhealed (Pierre, 2024) (State Legislation and 
Human Trafficking: Helpful or Harmful). 
 In the work THFM did, even many years later, if a trafficker even 
whispers the name of one of the many survivors who has helped law 
enforcement, that trafficker will experience consequences while in federal prison. 
Federal authorities take the trust of survivors very seriously and have always 
made them feel like they have their backs. 
 However, this is not always the case in the lives of survivors of human 
trafficking who have been made to testify in federal grand juries but then are left 
without emotional support. When survivors do not receive support after such a 
traumatic event, they are susceptible to being lured in by new traffickers, then 
becoming hardened by the system due to the lack of care they received. These 
individuals were not as willing to turn away from trafficking until they met 
another survivor who had come out of trafficking and was willing to show them 
a better way of life. 
 

There Is Hope For Me, Survivor Leader, Alexandra 
 First things first, my story does not involve any kidnapping or a gun to 
my head, but a young soul taken advantage of and almost lost to human 
trafficking.  As a first-generation American Cuban, Miami was my home. My 
mother was a hardworking functional alcoholic, and my father was an addict in 
recovery. My parents did not starve me nor brutally beat me, but my home 
lacked essentials for a young girl: Attention, discipline, and guidance, like many 
homes across the States. My promiscuity and drug use began long before I fell 
victim to trafficking.  At-risk is what government agencies would label me. At 
the tender age of 12, I was already sexually active and experimenting with 
substances like cocaine and methamphetamine—common vices in Miami. At 13, 
I met a man who took me on a date to a humble Denny’s. I confided in him, 
claiming to be 17, bored, and desperate for a way out.  The man’s response was 
chillingly simple: “You don’t need to work. You’re beautiful, and you can get 
whatever you want with what you have—your body”.  His words echoed in my 
mind, planting the seeds of a dangerous path that would alter my life forever.  
When my parents discovered my interactions with men and selling my own 
body, they placed me in a home for girls. The place they sent me to be was called 
“The Village”. I ran away, and it was during this desperate flight that I met 
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him—the man who would change everything.  No gun pressed against my 
temple, no bag over my face, just desperation and vulnerability. I had no ID, no 
clothes, no belongings. I was a runaway, a girl who had lied about her age. Did he 
know? Perhaps he did, but he didn’t care. He saw an opportunity, and I was ripe 
for the taking. His promises echoed in my ears, “You’ll never have to walk 
again”. The next day, we left, leaving behind the familiar streets of Miami. Our 
destination, Charlotte, NC—a city that would become both my refuge and my 
prison.  Over the next three months, I learned the twisted art of selling my body. 
I became skilled at navigating the blurred lines between survival and surrender. 
My parents searched for me, their desperation growing with each passing day.  
  One day,  the FBI stood on the other side of the door—An 
anonymous tip had led them here, and fear clenched my heart. But fear for 
whom? My trafficker? The other girls?  I had lied about my identity, yet there it 
was—a photograph of my missing child poster from Miami. Is this you? The 
agents asked (Bagg & Hamacher, 2012). 
 

 
FFBI — Charlotte Man Sentenced to More Than 10 Years in Prison for 
Transporting 13-Year-Old Girl Across State Lines for Purposes of Prostitution 
 
Dissociation became my refuge. Nothing felt real anymore. 
  The FBI’s concern lay elsewhere, focused on dismantling the 
trafficking network and catching the puppeteers. The room felt small, and the 
interrogation began. I remember being offered a cold sandwich, like they offer in 
jail. I felt sick, scared, and sad as I faced the reality of being caught, along with 
my trafficker. The FBI never asked how I felt or if I understood what was 
happening. They didn’t educate me about the situation I was in. Traumatized is 
an understatement. I returned home as if nothing had happened, only to receive a 
call a month later. I was summoned to testify before a grand jury and then 
discarded like trash.  
  The day I testified was Father’s Day. My father and I stood 
outside the courthouse in Richmond, Virginia (U.S. Attorney's Office: Eastern 
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District of Virginia, 2012). I remember admiring the beautiful architecture and 
the city’s charm. But reality hit hard when I walked into the courthouse, into a 
stage-like room with nine strangers staring at me. Their eyes were empty, focused 
solely on one thing: putting away the trafficker. They bombarded me with 
probing questions like, “Did you have sex with him? How many men did you 
have sex with daily? How much did you charge?” I wondered how this could be 
allowed.  
  I was thirteen, a victim found in a hotel three states away. 
Why was this necessary? They got what they wanted, but I was still lost and 
broken inside, a young soul feeling far older than my years. There was no 
empathy or understanding of how those three months would change the 
trajectory of my entire life.  
  After, I found myself back in a dysfunctional home, the 
familiar cycle of use and abuse repeating like a broken record.  
  In the spring of 2015, I met with Kat from THFM—the 
day I now refer to as “My Rescue”. At just 16 years old, I had already been 
trafficked across several states: California, Vegas, Atlanta, and Miami. My soul 
felt hollow, my psyche traumatized, and my spirit hardened beyond my years. 
Yet beneath the layers of pain, there lingered a lost little girl—a flicker of 
vulnerability.   
  Kat’s presence was a beacon of light. She saw something in 
me that I couldn’t see in myself. Perhaps it was the remnants of innocence or the 
spark of resilience. Placed in a detox center, I ran away as I always did. But Kat 
planted a seed within me, a seed of strength.   
  This experience felt different from when I was 12 years old. I 
wasn’t looked down upon or asked intrusive personal questions. Kat treated me 
as her equal, not as a victim. She saw me as a human being in a tough situation, 
but not an impossible one. Even when I was under the influence, yelling 
obscenities, she didn’t look at me with disgust. Instead, she showed care and love.  
  And so began my journey of healing. I earned my GED, 
obtained my driver’s license, and attempted to live what we call a “normal” life. 
At 18, I became a mother. I threw myself into the role without the therapy I so 
desperately needed.   
But friends, do you think all the abuse, rape, neglect, and hurt I endured simply 
vanished? Life isn’t that forgiving. It returned, like a relentless tide, pulling me 
under. I experienced a mental breakdown—a psychosis, scientifically speaking.  
  From 2020 to 2023, I grappled with drug abuse, seeking 
solace in substances. Now, a year clean, I find myself rebuilding. The trauma 
remains, a haunting echo until I chose to forgive the trafficker. Closure eluded 
me; I longed for an apology from my trafficker, from my father, from the system, 
from the agents, and even from the strangers around me who must have seen 
something wrong. In the labyrinth of pain, I found my purpose that transcends 
my own suffering. Human trafficking, that insidious practice, had once ensnared 
me across states—California, Vegas, Atlanta, and Miami. But now, I stand as a 
warrior, wielding my voice against the darkness.  
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  Please be aware that the survivors of human trafficking are 
not criminals.  Care, understanding, education, and a safe space to talk are what 
survivors desperately need.  The importance of having someone who has 
experienced human trafficking and survived during these rescues is important.  
We need a voice! Someone to hold agents, police officers, and first responders 
accountable.  The importance of placing importance on the survivor and her 
feelings, her story, and her recovery!  
 
PPursuing Justice 
 The majority of survivors with THFM have gone on to become 
survivor leaders. They are healed and whole, now providing peer support to new 
survivors coming out of human trafficking. This is effective and trauma-
informed work that puts survivors at the center of the healing process and puts 
traffickers and criminals at the center of the investigations. Making survivor 
testimonies the central part of criminal investigations is not a trauma-informed 
or even effective way of doing anti-trafficking work.  
 The new model of care is not to rely only on victim testimony, but to 
find alternative sources of evidence to prosecute traffickers (Scaramucci, 2020).  
Putting too much pressure on survivors as the central theme of their cases shifts 
the focus from the perpetrators.   
 A study found that 59% of sex trafficking victims had been arrested in 
state-level trafficking cases, and then detained in juvenile facilities or state-
supported safe houses only long enough for them to testify against their 
traffickers before charges were dropped (Farrell, DeLateur, Owens, & Fahy, 
2016). This is not the norm for other criminal cases. As one detective put it, 
“There is no other crime in any penal code in which you are arrested for because 
of your victimization” (Scaramucci, 2020). Working from a strengths-based and 
need-driven approach to victim services and survivor support is vital to the 
mental health and well-being of the survivor in any human trafficking case. 
The following are recommendations for pursuing justice that promote the well-
being of survivors (National Institute of Justice, 2021): 
1. Adopting a compassionate, trauma-based approach to supporting 
survivors with respectful treatment by law enforcement. 
2. Increasing diversity among law enforcement to make their ranks 
representative of populations more vulnerable to trafficking. 
3. Improving training for criminal justice actors, including training 
focused on identifying trafficking, responding to trafficking, and respecting 
survivors. 
4. Ending the criminalization of survivors. 
5. Incorporating alternative forms of justice when appropriate. 
6. Investing resources in prevention and rehabilitation programming for 
traffickers. 
7. Improving the monitoring of incarcerated traffickers so they are not 
still engaged in trafficking (National Institute of Justice, 2021). 
 Effective anti-trafficking investigations are about working smarter, not 
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harder. Finding creative ways to solve the crime of trafficking, by partnering with 
survivors, will lead to a more fruitful outcome with healing for survivors. More 
prosecutions will follow, eventually lowering the amount of trafficking that 
occurs. Taking a holistic approach to human trafficking cases by making sure 
that the needs of survivors are considered first will enable survivors to 
rehabilitate back into society much sooner (Richard, State Legislation and 
Human Trafficking: Helpful or Harmful? 2005). 
 
Less Punitive Approach 
 Noncarceral approaches to human trafficking cases could also help law 
enforcement. A long-standing, effective form of a less punitive approach to 
criminal justice is Finland’s prison system. Nordic models are examples of 
treating people with the utmost dignity and respect. Finland’s open prison system 
maintains the belief that a person can change; it calls for correctional officers to 
serve as social workers to inmates rather than as someone to be feared. This 
rehabilitation and reintegration back into society and its way of thinking have 
caused Finland to have one of the lowest incarceration rates in the world, with 
around 3,000 people (Moore, 2021).  
 If the U.S. could adopt an in-between system of care for working with 
survivors who are caught “in between,” there would be a greater chance of 
rehabilitation after trafficking, rather than having criminal charges to grapple 
with or, even worse, going back into the harmful hands of traffickers. This can 
be done by adopting an open-door, nonpunitive system, which is part of the 
holistic approach to imprisonment and progressive carceration (Humphreys, 
2023). This model approach would give law enforcement an alternative to 
punitively incarcerating innocent victims of a crime (Richard & La Pierre, A 
Restorative Justice Alternative for Trafficking Survivors: The need for a 
collaborative approach in establishing a pilot program addressing survivor-
articulated needs, 2024). This open-door approach to incarceration can be an 
alternative way of dealing with the criminal justice system and meeting the 
requirements of the Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2022. 
Restorative Practice 
A practice relating to a specific harm that (a) is community-based and 
unaffiliated with any civil or criminal legal process; and is initiated by a victim of 
the harm; (c) involved, on a voluntary basis and without any evidence of coercion 
or intimidation of any victims of the harm by any induvial who committed the 
harm (Richard & La Pierre, A Restorative Justice Alternative for Trafficking 
Survivors: The need for a collaborative approach in establishing a pilot program 
addressing survivor-articulated needs, 2024). 
 In THFM work in Florida, the FBI agents always treated survivors 
with the utmost dignity and respect. That made an enormous difference in 
helping survivors to believe in themselves again and reduce the rate of recidivism 
in the lives of these young people. Once they were out of trafficking and their 
traffickers were prosecuted, they never returned. The peer support they were 
provided with continued to help them obtain their driver's license, and GED, 
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and then go on to attend college or trade school (if they so desired). Those who 
wanted to give back in the same way signed up to be volunteers and received free 
training on evidence-based peer support. This led to a certification so that they 
could then have a tangible skill and earn a living wage without attending college, 
even if they had minor infractions on their criminal record.   
 These survivor leaders are empowered to go out and share their stories 
and provide peer support to others who come forward. Survivor leaders still 
receive peer support for themselves, and their families, and will always have a 
place to belong.  There is an army of survivor leaders with THFM, who pay it 
forward - from survivors to survivors. 
 Survivors get to define their own experiences. While some people argue 
that women in the adult entertainment industry want to be there. Others see it 
differently. As one survivor who was exploited in the adult entertainment 
industry put it:  
 “I have never met anyone in the strip clubs who felt that their work 
was empowering” – There Is Hope For Me Survivor Leader, Kelly  
 

TThere Is Hope For Me Survivor Leader, CCherokee 
 In her own words. Survivor Leader Cherokee, who is now finishing her 
degree in psychology. Her trafficker was successfully prosecuted.  
 I am a survivor. There was a time in my life when I didn't know if I 
would make it through the darkness when my past felt like a weight too heavy to 
bear. But today, I stand here strong, grounded in my faith, and hopeful. 
 My journey hasn't been easy. I've faced unimaginable pain, 
exploitation, and loss as a child and through my teenage years and early adult life. 
I was a broken and lost child searching for something to fill that pain and deal 
with my traumas. But it wasn't until I was introduced to the Lord that my heart 
began to heal. I thought I was alone until I met Dr. Katariina, who came into a 
juvenile facility and shared her story. Through her ministry and the 
unconditional love, I received, I came to understand that I was never truly alone. 
I learned that God was with me and loved me unconditionally, along with the 
judgment-free love and mentorship from Dr. Katariina. There is hope for me. I 
felt a sense of peace for the first time in my life. 
 Through this newfound faith, I began to rebuild myself. I learned that 
my past does not define me. It has shaped me, yes—but it does not control me. 
The Lord's love gave me the strength to face the darkest parts of myself and still 
believe in a future filled with hope. Healing is not a straight path but a journey 
that is always worth taking. Through the love of God and the support of a truly 
caring community, I have learned that no one is beyond redemption, and no one 
is too broken to be healed. 
 Today, I stand as a testimony to what faith and unconditional love can 
do. I want to be a voice for those who feel unheard and a guide for those who 
feel lost. I want to help others find their way back to themselves, the Lord, and 
the unshakable truth that they are loved and worthy of healing.  
 I came as a broken child and am now working on my bachelor’s in 
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psychology to help other survivors. If you're struggling, please know that there is 
a community here for you—one that believes in your strength, worth, and ability 
to heal. The Lord's love is for all of us, and it can carry us through the most 
challenging times. 
 
The core of peer support can be summed up in this one quote: 

“Nobody cares how much you know until they know how much you care”. 
-President Theodore Roosevelt 

We care about survivors because we are survivors. The majority of us faced 
human trafficking at least once, if not more. Often coupled with labor trafficking 
and domestic violence. We have overcome addictions and mental health 
challenges. However, nothing stops us from completing our purpose in this life, 
which is to help just one more survivor to find Hope. 
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Introduction 

Historical policymaking related to child and youth sex trafficking has relied 
mainly on formal legal systems—child welfare, juvenile justice, and criminal 
justice—to provide protection and services to survivors. Importantly, increased 
attention and priority have been given to responses that are survivor-centered, 
trauma-informed, and developmentally appropriate. However, few public policy 
efforts prioritize the holistic needs and expressed wishes of those most affected 
by trafficking: survivors, at-risk children and youth, their families, and 
communities.  “Survivor-centered” reforms must move beyond the cliché 
and center all anti-trafficking work on lived experience experts, adopting policies 
and practices that alleviate the conditions that result in vulnerabilities to 
trafficking and ensure survivors have access to resources, supports, and services 
that adhere to a holistic definition of safety and well-being.  
 
Development of Anti-Trafficking Legal Frameworks  
 The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA) developed 
the foundation for an evolving anti-human trafficking response at the federal 
level that, over time, has also expanded its influence on the state and local levels. 
In addition to developing a broad, federal infrastructure for responding to 
human trafficking, the TVPA established human trafficking as a crime in the 
United States for the first time. By identifying human trafficking as a unique 
form of exploitation, the TVPA provided a new framing for addressing criminal 
activity that had often been prosecuted using a more piecemeal approach, relying 
on a collection of pre-existing laws to prosecute the various acts and means 
involved in human trafficking crimes (U.S. Department of Justice, 2023). The 
new criminal laws established in the TVPA encompassed a wide range of acts 
(recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining) that become 
exploitative when committed through means of force, fraud, or coercion (or, in 
the context of commercial sex, involving a child under 18 years of age). By 
passing the TVPA, Congress provided a modern framework for understanding 
the unique array of human trafficking crimes while also calling for a robust and 
coordinated inter-agency response.  

However, the response to human trafficking in 2000 was primarily 
internationally focused. It took many years and subsequent reauthorizations of 
the TVPA to expand the understanding of, and response to, trafficking 
occurring wholly within the United States. Particularly, domestic minor sex 
trafficking, which is a form of human trafficking, took many years to be 
recognized as a crime separate from other forms of child sexual abuse (Smith et 
al., 2009).  

The eventual development of state and federal laws that specifically 
criminalize child sex trafficking has marked a critical shift in perspective. Moving 
away from treating commercial sexual exploitation of children as “prostitution,” 
and children involved in commercial sex as offenders, and instead, recognizing 
the inherent and underlying victimization and responding to it as such 
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(Giampolo, 2006). Since laws criminalizing commercial sex (i.e., “prostitution”) 
exist almost solely at the state level, state law development has been fundamental 
to reshaping how child sex trafficking victims are identified, responded to, and 
ideally, supported through specialized services. Despite the imperative need for 
state law development to effectuate an alternative response to impacted children, 
an evolution in state legislature struggled to gain momentum for almost a decade 
after the TVPA was enacted. Most state legislatures failed to codify a separate 
child sex trafficking law until the early 2010s (Shared Hope International, 
2011). 

Over the following years, momentum in addressing child sex 
trafficking at the state level grew substantially. By 2019, every state had enacted 
legislation to criminalize child sex trafficking without requiring proof of force, 
fraud, or coercion, commensurate with federal law (Shared Hope International, 
2019b). In addition, most states developed extensive criminal statutory schemes 
to hold offenders, buyers, traffickers, and facilitators—accountable through 
prosecution and sentencing for an array of commercial sexual exploitation 
offenses (Shared Hope International, 2019a; Shared Hope International, 2019c). 
Yet, state law development did not respond to all aspects of human trafficking as 
outlined in the TVPA, as demonstrated by the persistent and glaring gap in 
victim services and protections (Shared Hope International, 2020). 

Despite the steady passage of legislation addressing trafficking 
offenders, state lawmakers across the United States have faced obstacles in 
advancing bills that increase both the identification and provision of trauma-
informed responses to survivors (Shared Hope International, 2023f). In fact, as 
of 2023, all 50 states and the District of Columbia have legal frameworks to 
hold offenders criminally accountable for trafficking. However, less than half of 
these states have laws asserting that minors should be treated as victims and not 
as offenders, regardless of whether the minor’s experiences of trafficking or their 
exploiter is identified (Shared Hope International, 2023h). Even fewer have 
designed, funded, and made comprehensive services accessible for survivors of 
child sex trafficking within communities (Shared Hope International, 2023e; 
Shared Hope International, 2023d). 

The failure to establish meaningful non-criminalization protections for 
child survivors, within a broader effort to prevent the unjust criminalization of 
all trafficking survivors, significantly undermines the legislative progress made in 
other key areas (Shared Hope International, 2020). The continued 
criminalization of survivors also conflicts with one of the original, core principles 
established by the TVPA (2000), which asserts that “victims of severe forms of 
trafficking should not be inappropriately incarcerated, fined, or otherwise 
penalized solely for unlawful acts committed as a direct result of being trafficked 
. . . .”.  

 
TThe Impact of a Criminal Justice Focus on the Development of Anti-Trafficking 

Legal Frameworks 
The TVPA (2000) is also recognized for introducing the concept of 
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the “3 P’s” — protection, prosecution, and prevention —approach to anti-
trafficking work, although only one of the “Ps”—prosecution—initially gained a 
solid foothold in state law development (Women’s Commission for Refugee 
Women and Children, 2007). In particular, the two decades succeeding the 
enactment of the TVPA witnessed state legislative reforms that relied almost 
entirely on the criminal justice system to identify and respond to offenders and 
victims alike (Reid & Fox, 2023). This, resultantly, mobilized law enforcement 
efforts that significantly increase investigations and prosecutions of traffickers, 
buyers, and trafficking facilitators.  

However, the rooting of anti-trafficking responses in punitive systems 
alone also established, both intentionally and inadvertently, a culture and practice 
of criminalizing survivors. Emerging policies that solidified the status quo 
practice of arresting and prosecuting victims were grounded in the belief that, in 
so doing, states and stakeholders could simultaneously achieve the other “Ps”: 
protection and prevention (Musto, 2013). As the criminal justice system 
increasingly became the path to effectuating the three-prong “Ps” approach—
e.g., protecting victims by separating them from their traffickers via arrest of 
both offender and victim, and preventing sex trafficking through prosecution of 
the offender—the result was involving more survivors in the criminal justice 
system. Due to the interwoven nature of trafficking victimization and criminal 
activity, relying on the criminal justice system for both enforcement and 
responses to trafficking has increasingly ensnared victims in a system that, despite 
an original intent to protect them, often misidentifies exploited persons as 
offenders instead of victims.  

In some jurisdictions, relying on the criminal justice system furthers a 
retributive, victim-blaming response to survivors; solely employing punitive 
approaches to offender accountability and victim protections has permitted the 
continued use of status quo measures (e.g., arrest and detention), retained law 
enforcement and prosecutorial discretion, and preserved biases. In other words, 
stakeholders can hold traffickers and victims accountable as offenders. In other 
jurisdictions, punitive measures further a paternalistic approach; criminal justice 
practices are viewed as the most effective means for protecting victims and 
preventing re-victimization. This reflects the belief that without forced 
interventions (e.g., arrest, detention, court-ordered services), victims would not 
choose safety and support.  

In a vast majority of jurisdictions, the criminalization of survivors is 
often perceived as an unavoidable collateral consequence of achieving a strong 
anti-trafficking response. Stakeholders do not want to arrest and charge victims, 
but the practice is viewed as the “lesser of two evils” in seeking to identify, 
detain, and prosecute traffickers. Without the ability to “carrot and stick” 
victims into cooperating as victim witnesses, law enforcement would be 
unsuccessful in prosecuting their offenders.  

The continued reliance on punitive systems as the primary avenue for 
responding to those who have experienced trafficking victimization has impeded 
survivor-centered reforms, achieved actual victim protection policies, and 
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effective trafficking prevention (National Survivor Network, 2016; Suchland, 
2023). For example, the criminalization of children for crimes they commit 
because of their trafficking victimization represents one of the clearest injustices 
that has arisen from the criminal justice focus on anti-trafficking responses. Yet, 
this practice continues to persist (Bendtsen et al., 2021) despite the growing 
recognition and understanding of the harms this practice has inflicted on victims 
and the ineffectiveness it has on responses to child sex trafficking victims (Shared 
Hope International, 2020). Additionally, as the criminalization of child 
trafficking survivors increases, so does their vulnerability to re-exploitation (Hill 
and Mullens, 2022). This is particularly true as child victims move toward 
adulthood, economic independence, and diminishing support structures 
(Youth.gov, n.d.; Shared Hope International, 2023b). Ending the criminalization 
of child victims has important implications for preventing those young people 
from becoming trafficked adults.  

 
SSafe Harbor and the Next Stage of Policy Reform 

While the concept of human trafficking arose from a much-needed 
criminal justice response, that initial focus has frequently come into conflict with 
the development of survivor-centered reactions and the ultimate goals of the 
criminal law – protecting survivors and preventing the crime from occurring in 
the first place. This conflict between the intent and enforcement of human 
trafficking laws is probably most evident in the challenges states have faced in 
developing and implementing Safe Harbor laws. Such laws seek to protect 
survivors of child sex trafficking from being criminalized for conduct that was 
committed as a direct result of their victimization, including engaging in 
commercial sex (Subramanian, 2020; Shared Hope International, 2024).   
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Image courtesy of Shared Hope International 

 
Stakeholders in the anti-trafficking field often acknowledge the 

inherent injustice of criminalizing trafficking survivors for conduct reflecting or 
resulting from their victimization. However, substantial disagreement arises when 
that principle is applied to the development of statutory solutions and actual 
cases of trafficking and individual trafficking survivors. As noted, the response to 
trafficking survivors has primarily grown out of the criminal justice response to 
the crime of human trafficking, resulting in a desire to draw clear lines between 
who is a victim of trafficking and who is a trafficking offender.  

However, it is common for victims to be forced or coerced into 
engaging in criminal conduct or behaviors during their trafficking victimization. 
Therefore, the “clear lines” approach to legislating and implementing anti-
trafficking responses is not only uncompromising and inappropriate but also 
incompatible with a survivor-centered and trauma-informed approach 
(Subramanian, 2020; Shared Hope International and Villanova Law Institute to 
Address Commercial Sexual Exploitation, 2020).   

To accomplish a more survivor-centered response, or one driven by the 
goal of bettering outcomes for and mitigating harm to survivors, considerable 
nuance must be applied in developing legal approaches to crime. These efforts 
are especially needed at the state level, where most criminalization of trafficking 
survivors occurs, for example, under state prostitution laws (Farrell et al., 2016). 
The development of state anti-trafficking laws, starting in 2008 when the first 
Safe Harbor law was enacted (Mullen and Lloyd, 2013), provides some insight 
into the challenges states continue to face in preventing trafficking survivors 
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from being criminalized. The obstacles in developing and implementing Safe 
Harbor laws generally fall into three categories:  
11) A lack of understanding of human trafficking victimization, trauma, and how 
both are intertwined with criminal conduct. Particularly in the context of child 
sex trafficking, a cultural shift has been critical to correcting the conflation of 
circumstance and choice. This shift has importantly refuted the mistaken belief 
that some children choose to do this (Plake, 2019), and as such, should face 
accountability (Wyoming Legislature, House Judiciary Meeting, 2021). Unless 
states move away from a victim-blaming approach and recognize that child 
trafficking survivors’ involvement in criminal conduct, particularly commercial 
sex, is synonymous with their victimization, Safe Harbor laws, and undoubtedly 
effective implementation of those laws, will remain out of reach. In addition to a 
limited understanding of “choice,” there is an even narrower understanding of 
trauma and the resulting range of responses and behaviors, which often manifest 
as conduct that is incongruent with the mythical standard of how an “ideal 
victim” behaves. This then results in the trauma responses being separated from 
the trafficking victimization and subjected to scrutiny and punishment. As such, 
even if Safe Harbor policies are designed to prevent criminalization for offenses 
committed because of victimization, they may fail to protect survivors from 
being criminalized for their unique response(s) to trauma.  
2) Conflicting ideas of “safety” in responding to trafficking victims. A common 
belief, particularly among frontline responders, is that securing the immediate 
physical safety of a trafficking victim is a priority above all other competing 
concerns. Consequently, policies and practices have arisen to achieve “safety” 
through any means necessary, including arrest and detention. However, this belief 
negates the multifaceted nature of safety. At the same time, arrest and detention 
may achieve temporary physical security for the victim. Still, it often undermines 
efforts to support survivors’ ability to achieve and maintain psychological, 
emotional, spiritual, and physical safety. Despite a growing understanding of the 
numerous reasons that trafficking victims are frequently unwilling to cooperate 
with both service providers and law enforcement (Lavoie et al., 2019), the idea 
that coercive tactics are necessary to remove trafficking victims from their 
trafficking situation remains a common barrier to enacting and enforcing Safe 
Harbor laws. Additionally, some opponents of Safe Harbor laws argue that when 
survivors are incarcerated or otherwise mandated to engage in services, justice 
systems are best positioned to address the trauma that can lead to repeated 
attempts to return to their trafficker (Musto, 2016; Sprang et al., 2020). 
However, this coercive approach has demonstrated little success and 
compromises survivors’ quests to achieve holistic safety (Women’s Commission 
for Refugee Women and Children, 2007; Mullen and Lloyd, 2013). Coercing 
survivors into services and removing choice (from a child who already had no 
choice in their exploitation) can compound (Farrell et al., 2019), rather than 
address the trauma that leads child victims to return to their trafficker. While 
this approach may delay the child from returning to a trafficking situation (only 
while they are in mandated services), it does not effectively accomplish the goal 
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of preventing re-exploitation or securing long-term safety for the survivor (Hill 
and Mullens, 2022). 
3) Both real and perceived lack of specialized resources. A lack of resources, 
including comprehensive services and financial support for survivors, has 
continuously affirmed a misbelief that Safe Harbor is neither attainable nor 
sustainable. The idea, while untenable, is that without an alternative system or 
response to utilization, stakeholders must default to well-established and funded 
systems, including criminal and juvenile legal systems, to provide protection and 
services to survivors. However, this belief is problematic for several reasons. 

(a) The idea that very few, if any, services exist to support survivors 
may reflect an overly narrow understanding of what services are needed 
and most appropriate for survivors. For example, some stakeholders 
maintain that residential homes are critical for achieving “restoration” 
and “recovery” and, without such facilities, detention is necessary for 
ensuring the survivor's safety and provision of services. However, if this 
belief is adopted, an inadequate number of residential placement 
options will be available. Thus, systems are necessary to effectuate 
arrests and detention as an alternative or stopgap to residential services. 
However, while some survivors desire and benefit from residential 
services, many prefer access to services outside of residential facilities 
(Fathallah et al., 2021), including support in attaining and sustaining 
independent housing. Access to (safe and affordable) housing support, 
including emergency and transitional housing through runaway and 
homeless youth programs, is oftentimes an overlooked resource that 
may be available within a survivor’s community (Conner, 2016; 
National Network for Youth and Pilnik, 2018).  
(b) The lack of adequate and funded services is indisputable. However, 
the belief that stakeholders, due mainly to the lack of a viable 
alternative, must default to a well-funded and established criminal 
justice system maintains the deficit in services and funding. An 
increased dependency on any one system, including the juvenile or 
criminal justice system, results in increased expenditures to that system; 
consequently, less money is available to support the development and 
provision of services through a more appropriate and effective avenue, 
including community-based responses. As Veena Subramanian 
explains, “If the juvenile justice system were to cease its practice of 
detaining victims of sex trafficking, that money could be repurposed to 
cover the costs of specialized preventive services. Those funds must be 
channeled toward providing housing and services that address the 
particularized needs of this population” (Subramanian at 165, 2020). 
(c) This belief also preserves the idea that protective, service-based 
responses must be developed and provided through a single system or 
agency. Often, Safe Harbor proponents point to the lack of a strong 
and available child welfare response to child sex trafficking survivors as 
an argument for directing children to juvenile justice to receive services. 
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However, to the contrary, expanding funding to community-based 
services allows survivors to access a wide range of support within their 
respective communities that meet their comprehensive needs without 
unnecessarily becoming system-involved or dependent.  
Relatedly, a significant barrier to developing and advancing truly 

protective responses, including Safe Harbor, is the all-too-common siloed 
approach to responding to human trafficking in the United States. Since a single 
system or entity is often unable or ill-equipped to address the diverse needs of 
trafficking survivors, survivors must bounce between systems and entities to 
access needed services depending on which funding stream applies to their 
circumstances. This system-focused approach is ill-positioned to ensure access to 
a comprehensive, coordinated, and multidisciplinary response built around the 
survivor's needs (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development & 
Office of Policy Development and Research, 2024).  

Survivors of commercial sexual exploitation, including children, have a 
plethora of identities, experiences, and needs that demand a multifaceted and 
intersectional approach (Amara Legal Center, 2022) to ensure the provision of 
practical support and care. Achieving this approach requires broad reforms and 
advancements across systems and within communities. However, because of the 
development of child sex trafficking-specific policies, many states’ responses have 
neglected the need for child, family, and community-centered responses that cut 
across systems and respond to different forms of harm (Bendtsen and Raino, 
2022; Lovejoy and Pelto, 2022).  

Consequently, while the experience (s) of trafficking victimization may 
be addressed, neglecting the holistic needs of the child or the family can 
perpetuate the cycle of victimization when the response to trafficking does not 
incorporate mechanisms to disrupt or prevent other vulnerabilities or forms of 
harm (National Human Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance Center, 
2023).  

The lack of a comprehensive, coordinated, and multidisciplinary response has 
resulted in a siloed approach and, oftentimes, an overdependency on one agency. 
In turn, agencies have become overburdened, and outcomes for survivors and 
their caregivers are less than adequate (Shared Hope International, 2022). Many 
state child welfare agencies have been unable or unwilling to adapt their standard 
child abuse and neglect processes and procedures to account for the unique and 
intricate needs of children who experience commercial sexual exploitation. This 
has resulted in cases of non-familial trafficking being screened out or found 
ineligible for services, or non-offending parents being needlessly and harmfully 
investigated and subjected to punitive responses (Bendtsen and Raino, 2022).  

Further, the use of a single agency or system for addressing child sex 
trafficking survivors results in responses that are often too narrow or tailored to 
the experience(s) of trafficking alone to fully provide for the child’s complex 
needs (Subramanian, 2020).  For example, states seeking to merely respond to 
the child’s trafficking victimization, rather than identifying and responding to 
comprehensive needs (e.g., housing, economic stability and mobility, mental 
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health support) may only adapt existing child welfare processes to screen for and 
provide services in response to trafficking victimization without accounting for 
and responding to the numerous factors that contributed to the child’s 
exploitation.  

States must develop the funding and statutory infrastructure to support 
communities in developing and utilizing multi-disciplinary teams (MDTs) to 
provide a holistic and individualized response to child and youth survivors. The 
use of MDTs is one of the more established, effective approaches in addressing 
child and youth sex trafficking (Shared Hope International, 2023c; Epstein and 
Edelman, 2013; Shared Hope International, 2016). MDTs serve to de-silo and 
collaboratively draw on the respective strengths of each team member, effectively 
lessening the impact on and increasing positive outcomes for all parties—
survivors, stakeholders, and communities. In addition to being protection-
oriented and survivor-centered, successful MDTs draw from community 
knowledge, resources, and services to support the provision of culturally 
responsive and comprehensive care within the young person’s community 
(National Advisory Council on the Sex Trafficking of Children and Youth in 
the United States, 2020). In creating an appropriate and successful MDT, 
membership should be determined based on the survivors’ comprehensive needs 
(e.g., healthcare, legal, housing), culture, community, and anticipated pathway 
ahead due to their trafficking (e.g., participation in criminal justice processes). 
This allows smooth coordination among those tasked with supporting the 
survivor and ensures that provided services adhere to the child’s cultural, 
community, and spiritual beliefs and customs. For example, an MDT convening 
to support an Indigenous youth survivor should prioritize inclusion of members 
from the youth’s Tribe (if the youth has Tribal affiliation or membership) or 
other Indigenous leaders and agencies. This should be done alongside 
stakeholders representing systems, services, or supports that the survivor will 
participate in or receive. This wraparound approach to services and care may 
include community-based service providers, legal advocates, or attorneys, a 
survivor mentor, law enforcement, child welfare, and the child advocacy center. 

Special considerations must be taken when developing and utilizing MDTs 
in cases involving especially vulnerable young people - including those from a 
diverse racial, ethnic, indigenous, and cultural community, those with disabilities, 
and those considered transition age and/or a member of the lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, questioning/queer, intersex, asexual/aromantic/agender, 
two-spirit, and other sexual and gender minority (LGBTQIA2S+).  

Specifically, MDTs serving these youth must be comprised of individuals 
sharing those identities and those who acknowledge the intersecting experiences 
and numerous barriers that such survivors may experience in accessing services 
and supports or engaging with systems that have caused disproportionately 
higher rates of harm, both historically and presently. MDTs must consider and 
be responsive to a survivor’s disinterest in engaging with or participating in 
systems, including child welfare, juvenile justice, and criminal justice, which have 
harmed or disenfranchised their communities (Southeast Regional Human 

D R .  K A T A R I I N A  R O S E N B L A T T  

269 

Trafficking Advisory Group et al., 2018). 
 

CConclusion  
 States that lay the groundwork for a Safe Harbor response but fail to 
make the requisite cultural shift to recognize that all child sex trafficking victims 
are deserving of protection, and support will fail to achieve actual survivor-
centered outcomes. To best support child and youth trafficking survivors, 
stakeholders must amplify the need for policies that prioritize victim protection 
and comprehensive prevention work. At the core of survivor-centered responses 
to trafficking is preventing the criminalization of trafficking survivors and 
establishing robust, comprehensive, coordinated statewide responses that 
promote access to supportive services for all trafficked youth. 
 

Case Studies 
Minnesota is among only four states as of 2023 to have developed and 

invested in a comprehensive statewide service response to commercially sexually 
exploited children and youth (Shared Hope International, 2023e; Shared Hope 
International, 2023d).  Minnesota’s Safe Harbor program is housed within the 
state’s Department of Health and provided by community-based service 
providers called “Regional Navigators,” who offer appropriate community-level 
care and services to sex and labor trafficking survivors under 24 years of age. 
Regional Navigators also provide additional support services tailored and 
responsive to the unique needs of survivors (Minnesota State 88th Legislature, 
2013).   

The Minnesota Department of Health has prioritized grants to 
organizations that are representative of impacted populations and affirming of 
their respective identities, including lived experience experts, LGBTQIA2S+, 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), and Indigenous communities 
(Minnesota Department of Health, 2023). As such, Regional Navigators are 
designed to be intersectional and culturally responsive in their approach to 
coordinating MDTs and service responses, resulting in positive short and long-
term outcomes for children and youth (Minnesota Department of Health, 
2021a). 

In addition to multi-agency, system, and organizational collaboration, 
the increasing success of Safe Harbor can be attributed to the availability and 
reliability of state funding. In 2011, the first Safe Harbor law was enacted in 
Minnesota, and by 2022 its legislature appropriated more than 20 million 
dollars to support and expand the availability of comprehensive services in rural 
and urban communities, as well as on Tribal land (Minnesota Department of 
Health, 2021b; Shared Hope International, 2023g).  

The state’s continued provision of sustainable funding has supported 
services addressing a wide range of needs, including housing, mental health, 
physical health, and behavioral care, legal assistance, family connections, 
education and employment support, residential care, substance abuse support, 
positive youth development, life skills, survivor-mentorship, and economic aid 
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(Minnesota Department of Health, 2022).  
Minnesota’s investment in Safe Harbor has decreased its reliance on 

other costly systems, such as the juvenile and criminal justice systems (Minnesota 
Department of Health, 2023). Initial studies demonstrated notable cost savings 
upon adoption of early intervention and prevention strategies for at-risk young 
people. Programming that prevented commercial sexual exploitation resulted in a 
return on investment of approximately $34 for every $1 spent (Martin et al., 
2012). 

Minnesota has taken additional steps, in both policy and practice, to 
ensure a coordinated, trauma-informed response to child and youth survivors. 
The legislature has created several agency-level human trafficking coordinator 
positions (Minnesota Statutes, 2022d); mandated training for child welfare 
employees (Minnesota Statutes, 2022c); authorized child welfare to utilize 
MDTs in responding to commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) 
(Minnesota Statutes, 2022b); mandated trafficking screening of system-involved 
youth who were missing from care, and established a specialized child welfare 
response for cases of non-caregiver trafficking (Minnesota Statutes, 2022a). 
Simultaneously, multidisciplinary non-government organizations (NGO) and 
government stakeholders have designed and offered training to frontline 
responders, including law enforcement and child welfare, on best practices and 
protocols (Ramsey County Attorney’s Office, 2020) to support consistent and 
survivor-centered responses.  

The Department of Human Services, the agency tasked with overseeing 
the state’s child welfare response, has also developed (with input from more than 
250 stakeholders), a guide for investigating and responding to suspected cases of 
child trafficking that “integrates current child welfare practice, survivor subject 
matter expert input, multi-disciplinary coordination, and legal requirements” 
(Minnesota Department of Human Services, p. 6, 2022). Despite the state’s 
pioneering approach to building and funding community-based services for child 
and youth trafficking survivors, some impacted youth face significant barriers in 
accessing such services due to limited non-criminalization protections. While 
state law protects all children under 18 from criminalization for engaging in 
commercial sex (Minnesota Statutes, 2022e), it fails to insulate the same 
population from prosecution for crimes committed because of trafficking 
victimization (Shared Hope International, 2023g). Additionally, while Safe 
Harbor services are designed and funded to serve youth survivors who are 24 
years or younger, only minors under 18 are eligible for non-criminalization 
protections (Minnesota Statutes, 2022f).  

As a result, child and youth trafficking victims who engage in conduct 
that violates laws beyond prostitution or youth 18-24 years of age who engaged 
in commercial sex may—and often will— face punishment instead of access to 
Safe Harbor services in response to their victimization. 

Wisconsin has a lengthy history of responding to child sex trafficking 
through multi-system and legislative reforms. Beginning with the enactment of 
the state’s child sex trafficking statute in 2007 (Wisconsin Statutes, 2022d).  
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The legislature has since removed barriers to prosecutions, victim 
identification, and services by clarifying that individuals who seek to or purchase 
sex with a child are child sex trafficking offenders (Wisconsin Statutes, 2022d). 
Wisconsin also recognizes child sex trafficking as a form of child abuse, which 
enables a child welfare investigation and provision of services (Wisconsin 
Statutes, 2022a). Statutory advancements were complemented by the 
development of essential agency responses, including the Wisconsin Department 
of Children and Families’ (DCF) Anti-Human Trafficking Program (Wisconsin 
Department of Children and Families, 2023), the Wisconsin Department of 
Justice’s (WI DOJ) Anti-Human Trafficking Task Force (Wisconsin 
Department of Justice, 2023), and the combined agencies’ development of 
“Guidelines for an Effective Coordinated Community Response to Sex 
Trafficking of Youth” (Wisconsin Department of Justice and Wisconsin 
Department of Children and Families, 2017). The scaffolding that has been built 
by a multitude of agencies, non-profit organizations, and survivors has 
positioned Wisconsin to shift, in both policy and practice, away from 
criminalizing impacted children and youth to utilize an alternative, service-based 
response. However, the most fundamental protection—a Safe Harbor law—has 
failed to pass despite bicameral, bipartisan sponsorship and support spanning 
multiple legislative sessions (Vetter, 2023).  

The legislature has also failed to re-allocate or appropriate state dollars to 
develop and sustain a coordinated, statewide service response between child-
serving agencies and community-service providers to support identified child and 
youth survivors (Shared Hope International, 2023d). Instead, by preserving the 
current response and neglecting to pass a Safe Harbor law that includes 
allocating state funds to the development and provision of services through a 
non-punitive avenue, the legislature continues to condone and fund victim-
blaming responses that are rooted in punishment and rehabilitation (Wisconsin 
Statutes, 2022b; Wisconsin statutes, 2022c; Minden, 2021). 

As such, some children engaged in commercial sex in Wisconsin are still 
treated as prostitution offenders. A 2019 Wisconsin Department of Justice 
report noted that, between 2014 and 2018, 24 law enforcement agencies across 
16 counties reported arrests of minors for prostitution despite reporting no 
incidents of child sex trafficking during that same period. In fact, over half of all 
police chiefs and sheriffs reported that their agencies “enforce prostitution laws 
against juveniles” (Wisconsin Department of Justice, p. 4, 2019).  

Simultaneously, there have been accounts of survivors being criminalized for 
conduct reflecting their victimization, including actions taken to abate future 
exploitation. In the case of Chrystul Kizer, a child sex trafficking survivor who 
was convicted of second-degree reckless homicide in the death of her exploiter, 
(Contrera, 2022) prosecutors repeatedly denied her victimization despite their 
admission that her abuser provided things of material value in exchange for sex 
acts (Plaintiff-Respondent’s Brief, State v. Kizer, 2020). Furthermore, despite 
both a known pattern of exploiting other minors and the state’s ability to bring 
charges, the state failed to prosecute the actual offender—Chrystul’s exploiter—
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with trafficking (Contrera, 2019).  
Designing and funding a statewide, community-based service response 

outside punitive agencies and systems is paramount to successful anti-trafficking 
initiatives. As demonstrated, Wisconsin has made remarkable anti-trafficking 
advancements that could be bolstered by a legislative commitment to end the 
criminalization of survivors and prioritize sustainable state funding streams for 
meaningful and accessible services.  
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Introduction  
 
This chapter's title suggests that men have a role in the fight against human 
trafficking. Before unpacking what, this role might be, let’s look at what role we 
do know men have historically played in exploitation. Most sex buyers are men. 
Roughly 4 million men over the age of 18 were found to have purchased sex in 
the United States (Roe-Sepowitz, Bontrager, Pickett, & Kosloski, 2019). At 
every level of exploitation, there is an imbalance of power among men, with the 
demographic of sex purchasers being over 40 years old, white, and male (Roe-
Sepowitz, Bontrager, Pickett, & Kosloski, 2019). Most of the perpetrators of 
sexual abuse are men (Swan, Gambone, Caldwell, Sullivan, & Snow, 2008). It is 
clear: Men are the problem.  
 According to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, 93% of all inmates are 
men (Buble, 2022). A simple search of criminal activity will show that men 
are overwhelmingly the perpetrators of crime (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 
2025).   
 Research has shown that men who abuse women were possibly 
abused at some point as well. “Until the victimized man in your life faces his 
abusive past, it’s still with him” (Murphey, 2010). Statistics have shown that 
1 in 5 adults have experienced some form of abuse (Office for National 
Statistics, 2017). Although prior abuse cannot be blamed for current 
exploitative and abusive behavior, one-third of men who have experienced 
abuse many times go on to abuse others (Holden, 2020). 
 

The Relationship Between Men and Human Trafficking 
 When examining how many women enter sex trafficking, it is often 
through a man. Male traffickers often use the tactic of “boyfriending” (Johnston 
& Friedman, 2019) a common theme also known as the Romeo Pimp 
(Government of the Netherlands, 2025). When a young woman falls in love 
with an older, suave, seductive man who only aims to gain her trust and profit 
from her, he will manipulate her into falling in love with him. After he has love-
bombed her with gifts and attention and invested time in grooming her, he then 
exploits her trust, her body, her credit, and anything else he can get his hands on 
while destroying her life. These men use relationships to control women for what 
they want.  
 Another disproportionate power imbalanced relationship is found in 
soliciting women to become sugar babies, also known as “sugaring” (Enrile, 
2019). Sugaring occurs when a man contacts a woman for companionship, not 
necessarily for prostitution, though it can quickly turn that way. He proposes her 
to be his paid companion and proceeds to pay all or most of her bills. She is 
known to him as his ‘sugar baby’ (Enrile, 2019), and he plays the role of a ‘sugar 
daddy’ (Enrile, 2019). It is another inauthentic relationship where the man holds 
the power, and the woman relies on him to meet her needs. When women are the 
target and men have the purse strings, exploitation is inevitable.  
 Today’s sex-driven culture demands sex in exchange for whatever their 
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date provides for them. Sex is no longer intimately regarded as priceless or 
memorable. It has become transactional, to say the least (Enrile, 2019). 
 
DDemand  
 “The law of demand holds that the demand level for a product or a 
resource will decline as its price rises and rise as the price drops” (Fernando, 
2024). 
 When something is out of reach, it becomes desired. When the 
consequences of something become too costly, the desire diminishes. To stop 
demand, we must raise the cost: public accountability, higher penalties for 
purchasers, and legislative initiatives that hold buyers of illegal sex accountable. 
 Most sex buyers and purchasers of sex are men (Verastegui, Fox News, 
God's Children are Not for Sale: Sound of Freedom Movie Interview, 2023; 
Demand Abolition, 2018). The demand for commercial sex enables the 
trafficking industry to exist (Rachmansky, 2023). 
 Paying for pornography of any kind is fueling the demand for human 
trafficking. Although many pornographic users will never pay for sex, their 
viewing increases the number of views, which in turn increases demand for the 
product. 
 A smaller percentage of men are the actual purchasers of sex trafficking 
than those who view pornography overall. It is stated that the sex market is a 
$5.7 billion per year industry (Demand Abolition, 2018). Only 6.2% of random 
men surveyed gain that amount of money. Out of those 6.2% of men surveyed, 
20% are active sex buyers of illegal sex. Out of those who did buy, the majority 
were ‘high-frequency buyers’; they bought sex all the time. These men are the 
problem. That leaves 80% of all men in the safe zone, outside of the commercial 
sex market. Where are these men? They are missing. These men are part of the 
problem because they are also part of the solution. 
 
Demand Reduction 
 Demand reduction is the effort to change the behavior of sex buying or 
reduce solicitation for sex; the need for demand reduction is simple: ““No Buyers 
= No Business” (Halverson, 2021). 
 Survivors of trafficking have seen firsthand how the issue of trafficking 
has been driven by demand. Most sex buyers are men, and the majority of victims 
are women and girls (International Labor Organization, 2023) (Office on Drugs 
and Crime, 2022)  
 Demand for commercial sex by men, as one survivor put it, “fuels the 
oppressive system of prostitution and sex trafficking” (Office on Drugs and 
Crime, 2022). 
 However, demand doesn’t only affect women or girls who are 
victimized; there is also a market for boys. Once again, the demand for sex with 
young boys is from men: businessmen, married men, men who are thought to be 
upstanding members of the community (Alfaro, 2021). 
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 (Demand Abolition, 2018) 

 
If more men would rise and bring attention to the issue of human 

trafficking, fewer men would be enticed to enter the commercial sex industry as 
sex buyers. 

 
Single Parents 
 In the U.S. today, nnearly 24 million children live in single-parent families 
(The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024). This total has been rising for half 
a century, covering about one in every three kids across America. Several long-term 
demographic trends have fuelled this increase, including marrying later in life, 
declining marriage rates, increasing divorce rates, and an uptick in babies born to 
single mothers. Within single-parent families, most children (15 million) live in 
mother-only households (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024). 

 Single-parent families — and especially mother-only households — are 
more likely to live in poverty compared to married-parent households. Given this, 
kids of single parents are more likely to experience the consequences of growing up 
poor. Children in poverty are more likely to have physical, mental, and behavioral 
health problems, disrupted brain development, shorter educational trajectories, 
contact with the child welfare and justice systems, employment challenges in 
adulthood, and more (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024). In short, if a child 
grows up without one of their parents, the missing parent will likely be their 
father. Growing up like this, a child is in for significant challenges with 
oftentimes disastrous consequences. Men are the problem. 
 
Missing Male Role Models  
 Regrettably, men seem to be the driving force behind many, if not all, 
societal ills. Hyperbole? Can there be a thought that there is any serious problem 
around the world that isn’t driven primarily by unhealthy, ego-driven men? No. 
Men are the problem. 
 Conditions are ripe for abuse, exploitation, and human trafficking at 
all-time high levels. There is a massive void in the lives of survivors when it 
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comes to healthy men who mean nno harm and want the very best for them. 
Healthy men simply do not exist in the lives of most survivors of sex trafficking. 
Most have never personally experienced a healthy man in their lives, and 
destructive men have been glamorized in the media, including popular music. In 
the Saving Innocence database of past victims of sex trafficking, some 95% of 
past and current clients are young girls (Saving Innocence, 2025). Most of these 
young girls have never seen a healthy, appropriate male up close. 
 What they have seen is what has become constant in our society: that 
women are a commodity. Anywhere you turn in our sex-driven culture, there is 
an undertone that women are a product. Their only value is to be turned out for 
a profit, and they are the commodity. 

 
(Demand Abolition, 2018) 

 
Men Are the Problem. All men 

The following are adapted from a book entitled Men! Fight For Me 
(Smyth & Midkiff, 2021). More can be learned about this book at 
www.fightforme.net:  
 

To the Men 

This is for the men with a daughter, sister, and niece. This is 
for you, from us. You are the first man we meet in our lives. 
You are the ones who set an example, good or bad. I can 
only imagine that responsibility. But that's the responsibility 
you take on when we're born…It is vital for the men reading 
this to know that we are your family, and you are essential to 
us. We look to you as examples. It's hard enough having to 
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deal with the rest of the men in the world who don't have the 
right intentions. Don't be one of those men (Juliao, 2016). 

 The list could go on, but it doesn’t need to. Broken men are the main 
contributors to a broken world, and men are major contributors to exploitation 
and trafficking. This is not a rant to “man shame,” but rather to illuminate 
realities that must be addressed. It brings no joy to call out fellow men in this 
way.  

 Having said all of the above, there is no doubt that some men would 
object at some level. Someone might take offense and emphatically state the good 
deeds regularly done in detail. Others might make sure it was known what a 
good and present father they were. That coaching little league teams, attending 
Church, and a long list of other things would make someone a good man. For 
sure, it would be made known that no one would ever purchase sex and that such 
actions were disgusting and abhorrent, especially purchasing sex with children.   

 To that, the response would be congratulations on the good and wise 
choices made. It would be made known to wives, children, and grandchildren 
that forever blessings will be bestowed upon such great deeds. To reassert, 
however, that “MEN” are part of this problem, and men do not get a free pass. 
It would be safe to say that if men are not actively exploiting and hurting women, 
then men are passively allowing it to happen. Men are complicit in the act and in 
the fact that trafficking exists. Some might still push back and say, “It is not 
happening.”  To which it should be said, “It is happening.” Some estimates say 
that human trafficking is the fastest-growing criminal enterprise in the world 
(United States Attorney's Office District of Rhode Island, 2016). No one gets 
to ignore something so horrific and claim no part of the problem.  

 The great Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian who 
attempted to assassinate Adolf Hitler, clarifies things perfectly when he says, 
"Silence in the face of evil is itself evil. God will not hold us guiltless. Not to 
speak is to speak. Not to act is to act” (Bonhoeffer, 1951). Bonhoeffer puts 
all on trial. He says inaction is making a statement and helping the other side. 
Silence is louder than perceived. If men remain silent in the face of 
wrongdoing, they apathetically agree with what is happening. Men must go 
on record against the evil that is being perpetrated. Every man must ask 
himself, ‘Am I ready to be counted? Am I ready to stand up and say, No 
More? Am I ready to confront the abuse and injustice being perpetrated on 
young boys and girls in the name of pleasure and profit?’ 
 
Toxic Masculinity  
 When it comes to masculinity, the lines have been blurred. Men are 
inundated every day with inauthentic counterfeit versions of masculinity that are 
harmfully toxic. Men desperately need an infusion of the real thing into culture 
and society. 
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 Without the consistent influence of a strong father or father figure 
providing the proper perspective on media and keeping a watchful eye on 
harmful messaging, there is a destructive storm on the horizon. This calamity can 
manifest itself in numerous ways throughout society. The most extreme case is 
the subject matter being presented in this book. However, plenty of other 
destructive issues flourish due to passivity in men and their failure to stand up 
and be strong. 

MMen are the Problem…all men…Men are also Part of the Solution! 
 Now for some good news. If men have pinpointed the problem, 
they can determine a solution. This is seen in medicine all the time. If 
cancerous growth exists, it can often be cut out. A bone can be x-rayed and 
placed in a cast if it breaks. When it can be pinpointed at a particular 
problem area, there is a favorable chance of administering successful 
treatment. In this case, men are undoubtedly the problem. Therefore, if it is 
known that men are the problem, then it stands to reason that men are also 
the solution.  Great! That’s 50 percent there! (Smyth & Midkiff, 2021)  
 The role of men in the fight against human trafficking cannot be 
overstated. Contrary to historical realities, men have a significant and yet often 
underutilized contribution towards the prevention, restoration, and reintegration 
of human trafficking victims who become survivors. 
 
What Can Men Do? 
 I get asked this question all the time: “What can I do?” To which I 
always reply, “You tell me. Ask yourselves, what can you do?” Answer these 
questions: 

What do you know? Who do you know? What are your skills? 
What is your education? Who are your friends? What do you do 
for a living? What can your friends do? Who do your friends 
know? Will you introduce them to me? 

 Here’s the deal—men are needed! Men are required to do whatever 
they can do! Also, men need to go big! What is required is a massive 
contribution from you, men! In fundraising settings, the crowd usually hears 
that they should give at an uncomfortable level. What is needed is an 
extraordinary gift of time, talent, mentorship, and treasure to make a 
difference. The kids that come out of this and the heroes who serve them live 
with tension and significant discomfort daily. The survivors who overcame 
this are fighting for their very survival every minute of every day. They were 
being severely violated multiple times a day while staying out all night and 
oftentimes being physically assaulted in the process. You men, being a little 
uncomfortable, is hardly a big ask. 
 Efforts to combat demand have impacted the anti-trafficking space. 
However, demand will always increase as long as little boys become men. 
Therefore, there is a greater need now more than ever to curb demand. 
Efforts to curb demand that have proven successful are (National Institute of 
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Justice, 2016): 
� “John schools” and “John shaming”. 
� Reverse prostitution stings (street-level, brothel-based, and web-based). 
� Community education programs. 
� Seizing cars involved in purchasing sex and suspending drivers’ licenses. 
� The Swedish model: focusing on arresting and prosecuting the 

purchasers of commercial sex (National Institute of Justice, 2016). 
 Find an anti-human trafficking organization near you and contact 
them. First, become a monthly donor, then look on their website and 
determine how many staff members they have. On your next trip to the store, 
buy a gift card for their staff. Please send it to them with a handwritten note 
thanking them for their service. It will mean the world to them. Ask them 
what they need. Take notes and then find a way to meet those needs. Many 
organizations collect clothing items and other tangible needs for the survivors 
that they serve. Be part of that solution! Advocate for the agency you found 
on social media and within your networks. Most anti-trafficking agencies are 
underfunded and would love an infusion of new energy and resources. As 
soon as you connect with an organization and make yourself available, there 
will be no shortage of ways to get involved.  
 If you think you are too busy to do anything significant, Edmund 
Burke has something for you to chew on. He said, “Nobody made a greater 
mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little” (Burke, 
1756). 
 Anyone can do all the above. Simply sending gift cards or a 
monthly donation will be nice, but the real impact will come from men 
showing up. As previously stated in this chapter, men are a massive 
worldwide problem, especially when it comes to exploitation and trafficking. 
Therefore, to change that narrative and begin to heal the world, men must 
show up in person and be the right kind of man. Survivors of trafficking have 
little concept of what a good man looks like and what he acts like. One who 
looks them in the eye with respect and expects nothing in return is a 
revolutionary man. Every time a man is hired at Saving Innocence, a heart-to-
heart conversation is had with them about the incredible opportunity and the 
responsibility men have to help change the ttoxic narrative.  
 A good man can counteract the destructive actions of an evil man 
simply by showing up and serving. By showing up and serving, and having 
earned the endorsement from advocates, men who want to help heal survivors 
can slowly change a painful worldview held by those whom men have abused. 
Many survivors are on their healing journey and are pregnant or parenting. 
Buying presents for all their kids helps. What a powerful statement a man 
makes with his actions speaks much louder than his words when he acts 
selflessly.   
 Men have so much to give. Men can’t do everything, but they can 
do something!  
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BBig Picture - Role of Men 
 Let’s close this chapter by going deeper than the easy, tangible 
things men can do. While the above ideas would greatly help and are a good 
place to start, this call to men is much deeper. If a future can be foreseen, 
without exploitation or trafficking, it must begin at home and with men 
looking in the mirror. If men are the most significant part of the problem, 
and men are, then it stands to reason that men are also the most substantial 
part of the solution.  
 
Solutions 
 The first call to men is to be the right kind of man. Be the man 
who honors, serves, and protects women. Men need to start in their own 
homes. In their dating or marriage relationships, men should make loving and 
serving their partner the gold standard for being a man. Men should make 
this a priority. Live it out loud for all to see, especially their children. 
Daughters desperately need to see what is possible and how they should 
expect to be treated by men. Men should teach them to accept nothing less. 
Too many little girls grow up seeing men treat their partners horribly, or 
influenced by social media, pop music, and all manner of destructive 
messaging. Daughters are watching; they need a solid example of a strong, 
positive relationship and what the demeanor of a healthy man looks like, 
psychologically and safety-wise, to measure all others against. Men do this, 
and she will be better for it.   
 Sons desperately need to see how a healthy, authentic man should 
live. Sons must see healthy, safe, and kind masculinity that honors, serves, 
protects, and sacrifices. Men can start doing this right now—today! Men 
make a statement about your life in this regard; your family and community 
are watching and learning from you. What are you teaching them, men? 
Expect nothing less. Zero tolerance. Model it, teach it, expect it. Monitor 
websites viewed and music listened to. Lovingly correct and teach him that 
failure is okay if he gets back on track. Celebrate victories when he succeeds. 
Remain in constant dialogue over complex topics. This is not an event to be 
had with your son—it’s a lifestyle to be lived, experienced, and consistently 
observed over many years. 
 Far too many young boys are growing up thinking wrongly that 
dishonoring and exploiting women is common behavior and that it is 
expected. Most men learn to engage in commercial sex between the ages of 
18 and 21 (Demand Abolition, 2018), that cultural practice needs to end. 
 Men need to start within their own homes, raising their sons to be 
countercultural, inspecting what they are expecting, and rewarding the right 
behaviors when they see them.  
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 (Demand Abolition, 2018) 

 
 There are so many ugly apps, lyrics, and images out there 
promoting sexual behavior, inappropriateness toward women, and brutality. 
These images find their way onto phones if people are not paying attention. 
Making it a regular practice to inspect a child’s phone, raising a child from an 
early age to say NNO to specific conversations, actions, attitudes, and words, 
towards women, music that degrades women, and websites that are unhealthy. 
Set them up to be strong, positive, and kind leaders throughout adolescence. 
So many young men are searching for guidance. Destructive habits are 
formed simply because parents/fathers have either been asleep at the wheel of 
life or failed to see the gravity of the actions their ignorance brings. Setting a 
standard in the home changes the dynamic of the culture, one family and one 
man at a time. 

 
 (Demand Abolition, 2018) 

 
 By investing in the next generation of males and providing them 
with strong, healthy role models who intentionally respect and honor women, 
the culture of sexual exploitation of women can change. It is a long-term 
investment that could take quite a while to implement and even longer to see 
significant benefits. Yes, that’s why there is no time to waste. Men need to 
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get started. Changing the narrative is now more possible by creating 
messaging that teaches young men how to respect themselves and women. 
Teach them that it is cool to be respectful towards women. 

 “For the first five months, I was fighting and trying to figure out 
how I could escape. But then, as I began to believe how worthless I 
had become, I could no longer fight for myself, and I gave up. II 
needed someone to fight for me! (Smyth & Midkiff, 2021) 

 Fighting the good fight can take many forms. Men are needed in 
the fight against human trafficking, and men will listen more readily to men.  
Therefore, men are needed to:  

� Conduct awareness talks about the realities behind 
trafficking and exploitation.  

� Educate other men and raise awareness about setting the 
standard, helping boys and young men understand the 
difference between acceptable and unacceptable behavior 
toward women.  

� Raising the criminal penalties also includes prosecutions 
for solicitation involved in trafficking (Office on Drugs 
and Crime, 2022). 

� Advocate to “reduce risk factors and resulting health 
disparities” (Haney et al., 2020), such as poverty and 
inadequate access to health care.  

� Identify behaviors that normalize trafficking, such as 
bullying, teen dating violence, drug addiction, childhood 
abuse, domestic violence in the home, and other ACEs 
(National Human Trafficking Training and Technical 
Assistance Center, 2015).  

� Legislatively, empowering law enforcement’s efforts to 
create a national Repository of Human Trafficking 
Investigative Resources (U.S. Department of Justice, 
2022); practical strategies for law enforcement, trends 
that buyers and traffickers use, and online training to 
enhance capacity. 

� Create public campaigns where men who engage in illicit 
sex are held accountable for it. Men have stated that fear 
of public exposure, as well as being sentenced to jail time, 
acts as the most potent deterrent to paying for sex 
(Farley, Golding, Matthews, Malamuth, & L., 2015). 
 

Conclusion - The Challenge 
 Could men now have a positive and vital role to play in fighting back? 
Could men now have the courage to turn the tide of the anti-trafficking 
movement? Men are glaringly absent in this fight, rarely attending various 
trainings, meetings, and human trafficking events. Without fail, most of the 
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attendees are women. There is a deep regard for all these women. They are brave, 
strong, smart, and passionate warriors who have committed their lives to ending 
human trafficking. They will forever have respect and admiration. However, the 
question remains: Do men have a role? Are men needed in this fight? Are men 
wanted in this fight? Can men be helpful? Is it necessary to have men in this 
fight?    
 Here is the challenge to anyone who will listen, especially the men 
reading this book. Respond, at least in part, as if these trafficking victims are 
someone you know and care about. Victims of human trafficking are our 
daughters, sisters, and granddaughters. There is no worse reality for a child 
than to be bought and sold, repeatedly, for the deviant sexual gratification of 
perverted adult men. Additionally, having their own lives threatened, and the 
lives of their families threatened if they refuse to comply, leaves them 
hopeless and without options. Men: Now is the time to rise and engage in 
this battle. Engage as if it has hit home. Sadly, it still might be if we don’t 
end it once and for all.  
 The genie is out of the bottle! So now that you know what you 
know, what will you do? Wilberforce rightly states that we all have a choice. 
Will you look the other way and go on with your comfortable life? Or will 
you choose to engage, take it head-on, and be part of the solution that is so 
desperately needed?   
 

“You may choose to look away, but you can never again say you didn’t 
know” (Wilberforce W., 1789). 

 
“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil 
It is for good men to do nothing” (Burke, 1756). 

 
Case Study 

 A man who leads Saving Innocence, an anti-human trafficking agency 
based in Los Angeles, has assuredly made a difference in the fight against human 
slavery. That man is Alan Smyth. Though relatively few men are in this fight and 
on the good side of the equation, this man began holding up the standard all 
men should follow.  
 During Alan’s time with Saving Innocence, he has accompanied law 
enforcement on various “operations” in Los Angeles where the stated goal 
was to arrest sex buyers. They have repeatedly detained all men every time. 
There are certainly women involved in this crime. However, there is an 
overwhelmingly more significant number of men involved in the solicitation 
of minors.  
 Alan chooses this fight as his daily vocation and lives it in his own 
life. He also upholds this standard within his own home and to his son. First, 
he let it be known which websites are banned in their home. To ensure he 
was compliant, he installed tracking software that emailed them every site his 
son visited, and every keystroke made from their computer. Once, he busted 
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one of his friends during a sleepover for inappropriately communicating with 
someone from their computer. Alan also banned any song that was marked 
“explicit”; he knew that a song marked “explicit” usually meant degrading sex 
and demeaning women in some way. If one “accidentally” showed up on his 
son’s account, Alan quickly deleted it. Alan’s motto ‘Inspect what you 
expect!’  
 Alan is living proof that men can engage in the fight against human 
trafficking and that men have a role to play in this work. What’s your excuse?  

 
““The world is a dangerous place to live, 

not because of the evil people, 
But because of the people who don’t 

do anything about it” -Einstein, 1978. 
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Introduction 
 
Criminal exploitation is a term not commonly used in anti-trafficking circles. 
The exploitation of another human being can be categorized as criminal, so how 
is criminal exploitation different? Criminal exploitation is synonymous with 
forced criminality. However, forced criminality on its own is not necessarily a 
prosecutable offense. It is usually present with other more common forms of 
exploitation, and very often, its victims are left with serious ramifications. 

The most common understanding of how people are exploited is 
through commercial sexual exploitation or for labor purposes. Another form of 
trafficking, not as commonly discussed, is the sale of organs through organ 
trafficking or human trafficking for organ removal (United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, 2024). Organ trafficking has been known to target vulnerable 
males in impoverished circumstances. Their organs are removed, then, with the 
help of unscrupulous medical practitioners, those organs are sold to the highest 
bidder in desperate need of a transplant. The organs that are highest in demand 
are the kidneys and the liver, with male organ recipients being among the highest 
in need of transplants (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2024).  

These are just the identified ways that traffickers have exploited the 
physical body of a person. However, there are other forms of exploitation that 
criminal entities have come up with to take advantage of innocent people, 
sometimes without them even knowing it. For example, credit fraud and identity 
theft are categorized as fraud crimes when criminals wrongfully obtain someone’s 
personal information and then fraudulently and deceptively use their information 
for financial gain (U.S. Department of Justice: Criminal Division, 2023). The 
federal government understands how criminals committing the crime of fraud, 
“with enough identifying information about an individual…can take over that 
individual's identity to conduct a wide range of crimes” (U.S. Department of 
Justice: Criminal Division, 2023). 
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(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2025) 

The Department of Justice prosecutes identity theft and fraud cases 
under various federal statutes; however, the main legal instrument used to bring 
these criminals to justice is through the Federal Trade Commission.  

 
IIdentity Theft and Assumption Deterrence Act: 

Knowingly transfers or uses, without lawful authority, a means of 
identification (an identification document) if the offense is committed of 
another person with the intent to commit, or to aid or abet, any unlawful 
activity that constitutes a violation of Federal law, or that constitutes a felony 
under any applicable State or local law; (2)(A) to facilitate a drug trafficking 
crime (as defined in section 929(a)(2)); (B) in connection with a crime of 
violence (as defined in section 924(c)(3); (3)(A) the production, transfer, 
possession, or use prohibited by this section is in or affects interstate or 
foreign commerce; or (B) the means of identification, identification 
document, false identification document, or document-making implement is 
transported in the mail...`document-making implement' means any 
implement, impression, electronic device, or computer hardware or software, 
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that is specifically configured or primarily used for making an identification 
document, a false identification document, or another document-making 
implement;(A) name, social security number, date of birth, official State or 
government issued driver's license or identification number, alien registration 
number, government passport number, employer or taxpayer identification 
number; (B) unique biometric data, such as fingerprint, voice print, retina or 
iris image, or other unique physical representation; (C) unique electronic 
identification number, address, or routing code; or (D) telecommunication 
identifying information or access device (as defined in section 1029(e)); (4) 
the term `personal identification card' means an identification document 
issued by a State or local government solely for the purpose of identification. 
Section 1028(a) of title 18, United States Code (Federal Trade 
Commission, 1998).  
 
Schemes to commit identity theft or fraud may also involve violations of 

other statutes such as iidentification fraud (18 U.S.C. § 1028), ccredit card fraud 
(18 U.S.C. § 1029), ccomputer fraud (18 U.S.C. § 1030), mmail fraud (18 U.S.C. 
§ 1341), wwire fraud (18 U.S.C. § 1343), or ffinancial institution fraud (18 
U.S.C. § 1344). Each of these federal offenses is a felony that carries substantial 
penalties –in some cases, as high as 30 years imprisonment, fines, and criminal 
forfeiture (Federal Trade Commission, 1998). 
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(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2025) 

 
When considering prosecutions and criminal statutes related to 

trafficking, applying the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) to forced 
criminality may be assisted by referring to 18 U.S.C.A. § 1589 (Office of the 
Law Revision Counsel United States Code, 2024).  Instead of needing to find 
elements of ‘force, fraud, or coercion’ as was thought under the TVPA:  

(1) using force, threats of force, physical restraint, or threats of 
physical restraint to that person or another person; (2) using serious 
harm or threats of serious harm to that person or another person; (3) 
using the abuse or threatened abuse of law or legal process; or (4) using 
any scheme, plan, or pattern intended to cause the person to believe 
that, if that person did not perform such labor or services, that person 
or another person would suffer serious harm or physical restraint” 
(Office of the Law Revision Counsel United States Code, 2024). 
The nature of criminal elements is to exploit their targets in every way 

possible; traffickers are unscrupulous opportunists. Their modus operandi is 
their willingness to take advantage of people in any way their criminal minds can 
think of. Forcing their victims to commit criminal acts is just another layer of 
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exploitation for financial gain that they have employed to avoid getting caught 
themselves. If they can get away with it, they will exploit people whom they have 
already victimized by exploiting their identity and their credit.  
 

Once traffickers gain a hold of a targeted victim’s personal 
information, they may also exploit them for other forms of criminal activity such 
as bank theft, money laundering, and fraudulent business dealings, in addition to 
identity theft and credit fraud. These avenues of distorting legitimate businesses 
and commerce to exploit their victims can ruin a victim's reputation, credit, and 
work history, as well as their financial means of survival once they are out of the 
trafficking situation. Once they are free from physical exploitation, they very 
often experience exploitation and abuse of their credit and identity (Akin, 2024). 
If there isn’t a term for it, it might be time to create a new level of trafficking 
that goes beyond the exploitation of the physical body.  

Another form of exploitation is intellectual exploitation. When writing 
the first draft of this book, the original publisher wanted to take the chapters and 
ideas and publish them without giving credit to the author (s) involved. If they 
had succeeded in publishing under their name, for financial gain, it would have 
been a form of intellectual exploitation. Since then, two others have also tried to 
exploit this work. Though three attempts were made to gain control over this 
work fraudulently, they were opportunists with unscrupulous practices.  

However, new forms of exploitation are constantly emerging from 
criminal entities who have made it their sole purpose. Including the trafficking of 
persons for illegal adoption, the selling of babies, and illicit surrogacy (Huemer, 
2023). Perpetrators of exploitation increasingly seek to avoid liability for their 
crimes. In so doing, they have come up with ways of turning already victimized 
people into ‘perpetrators’ (Huemer, 2023). With the rise of this type of poly-
organized crime, the importance of identifying criminals and holding them 
accountable while protecting innocent victims is paramount to seeing justice 
done. 
 
Forced Criminality = Criminal Exploitation 

When a person is being exploited for commercially sexually 
exploitative practices, then re-exploited for illegal labor purposes, such as drug 
dealing or other illicit criminal activity, they are also victims of forced 
criminality, which is a subset of human trafficking (Anderson J. , 2020). Some 
other examples of forced criminality in trafficking cases include burglary, theft, 
the illicit production, sale, and distribution of drugs, child soldiers, terrorism, 
and murder (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2014).  

Another name for forced criminality in labor trafficking cases is labor 
trafficking by forced criminality (LTFC), which has been found to include 
giving false documents, loitering, or shoplifting (Einbond, Zedalis, & Stoklosa, 
2023).  An example of this is when someone gets a job delivering food but later 
learns that they were delivering cocaine, methamphetamine, and marijuana 
(Einbond, Zedalis, & Stoklosa, 2023). There are also forms of familial forced 
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criminality where parents force their children to sell drugs with the threat of 
violence. In one survey, the prevalence of forced criminality was higher among 
male youths, 67%, than that of females, 33% (Einbond, Zedalis, & Stoklosa, 
2023). Additionally, the study found that traffickers preyed upon individuals 
whom they knew would not report them, or who law enforcement would be less 
likely to believe. 

 
TThe Intersection of Sex Trafficking and Forced Criminality 

There are other ways that victims of human trafficking fall prey to the schemes 
of traffickers, forcing them into criminality.   

This may look like:  
� An individual who is being exploited for labor may then be used in the 

commercial sex industry and may engage in robbery, such as in Trick 
Roll schemes (Roe-Sepowitz, et al., 2020).  

� A sex trafficking survivor may be induced to sell drugs to her clients or 
others. 

� An individual who is being commercially sexually exploited may also 
be forced to work, becoming a victim of labor trafficking as well. For 
example, being forced to obtain fraudulent employment, involvement 
in schemes that result in benefits fraud, or fraudulent government 
loans, such as PPP scams. 

 

 
(Anderson J., 2020) 

Prostitution is an illegal activity in most states and countries around 
the world. Forcing a child or adult to engage in commercial sex of any kind is a 
form of forced criminality. Sex trafficking can also be seen as a form of labor 
trafficking when considering it from the victim’s perspective. While the victim is 
working and engaged in commercial sex, they may also be required to perform 
other monetary-producing activities, which may provide the potential to 
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prosecute under forced labor trafficking as well. The same can be true for labor 
trafficking; when a person has been exploited for labor and that labor is illegal, 
they have become victims of forced criminality as well as labor trafficking. 

 Forced criminality is a form of labor trafficking when people are lured 
into illicit work that results in financial gain for the trafficker. As traffickers lure 
young people in through commercial sexual exploitation, they are often forced to 
sell drugs, rob sex buyers, or commit other unlawful acts to make them 
accomplices in the criminal world. Traffickers may take videos or photos of their 
victims committing criminal activity as a way of holding it over their heads with 
the threat of reporting the victim to the police; they do this so that victims who 
have committed forced criminal acts are less likely to open up and talk to law 
enforcement. 

With the increase in online recruitment opportunities, predators 
constantly find new ways of reaching and exploiting minors. Through AI-
generated images, traffickers are luring young people into committing criminal 
acts and even ending their lives. By threatening to expose their deep fake images, 
traffickers and pedophiles are causing children to do unspeakable acts. They 
draw them in and then blackmail them into believing they have the power to 
share these fake images with the family and friends of the targeted victim 
(Durrant, 2025). 

Traffickers and predators also use online gaming systems, where 
children communicate with predators without knowing it. Predators lure them in 
by engaging with them online, then send expensive gifts like cell phones and 
recording devices. Causing children to be exploited within their own homes, 
through video chat rooms, and electronic devices. Sometimes, even causing 
children to abuse other children, predators use children to create and obtain child 
sexual abuse material in exchange for getting them higher rankings on gaming 
platforms, utilizing such chat apps as Discord (Price, 2025). 

The world of virtual reality is a new form of child sexual abuse 
material and commercial sexual exploitation. Children who engage in the 
Metaverse through the use of apps such as VR Chat are said to be approached 
by pedophiles and traffickers upwards of 100 times per day, without any 
protections by cybersecurity or law enforcement.  In 2022, there were 30,925  
child sexual abuse material possession and sharing offenses that occurred using 
the Metaverse (Crawford, 2023). 

Social media and gaming sites totaled 9,888 child sexual abuse 
possession and distribution offenses in 2022: Snapchat had 4,293 offenses, 
Instagram had 1,363, and Facebook had 1,361 offenses (Crawford, 2023). 
Through bills such as the Online Safety Bill in the U.K., companies are being 
held accountable for enabling the commercial exploitation of children online. 
Unfortunately, there is still little policing in the Metaverse, where children are 
approached to perform sex acts, enter strip clubs,  and engage in ‘erotic role play’ 
with adults (Bevan, 2022). What these children experience is real for them; the 
emotional and sexual abuse is occurring when real-life experiences are simulated. 
These children experience social media addiction as well as inappropriate bonds 
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to adult men, spending hours on end in the Metaverse. The time spent on the 
Metaverse creates a bond with abusers and exploiters, only to have their images 
and relationships taken off the app and into real-life dangerous situations. There 
is no regulation, even when children identify themselves as 13-year-olds. The 
Metaverse has no protection against solicitation of commercial sexual activity 
(Bevan, 2022). Children are offered payment in exchange for commercial sex on 
the Metaverse; some have been offered payment in the form of an upgraded 
system or upgraded subscription, such as Quest+. 

There is very little data and research exposing the dangers of the 
Metaverse on youth. In one of the few studies done on the effects of the 
Metaverse, approximately 5,000 youth in the U.S., between the ages of 13 and 
17 years old, were examined for the impact of the Metaverse on them (Florida 
Atlantic University, 2024).  

The study found that more than 18% of youth were doxed (publicly 
revealing someone's personal information without their consent); 22.8% were 
victims of catfishing (creating a false identity online to deceive someone, typically 
for romantic purposes); nearly 21% faced unwanted violent or sexual content; 
and 18.1% experienced grooming or predatory behavior (Hinduja & Patchin, 
2024). 

In 2024, it was reported that 33% of teens in the U.S. currently own a 
virtual reality (VR) device, with 13% of them using their device to engage in the 
Metaverse weekly (Florida Atlantic University, 2024). More accountability is 
needed to protect children and everyone from this type of abuse and exploitation. 
  
The Average Age of Entry into Criminal Life = Criminal Exploitation of 
Children (CEC) 

The average age of entry into forced criminality for youth in the U.S. is 
14 years of age (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and 
Secondary Education’s Office of Safe and Supportive Schools, the National 
Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, 2023). The most common 
type of forced criminalization among youth is drug distribution.  

Once a young person engages in criminal activity, it may be hard to 
pull them out. Local drug dealers and gangs are known to recruit young people 
to commit criminal acts of violence and drug distribution (Grayner, 2012). It 
does not take much to coerce youth when they are experiencing hunger or need 
shelter, love, or even a sense of belonging.  

How forced criminality occurs with children is that oftentimes 
criminals will entice children with false promises of employment, only to turn 
the tables on them and coerce them into committing criminal acts. Once their 
trust is gained, traffickers may force children to “prove” their loyalty to them by 
committing a criminal act, ‘just once.’ These acts are illegal, and the children are 
on the hook now for the crime they committed. Once the child commits the act, 
they are on the line for criminal prosecution with threats of violence, and 
reporting to authorities if they do not continue to comply.  
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Legal Work for Children vs. Criminal Work 
It is not criminal to hire children to work if they are working within 

legitimate business industries. Only eleven U.S. states have classified child labor 
as a form of child abuse (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 
2014). The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (FLSA) was enacted to ensure 
that when young people work, the work is safe and does not jeopardize their 
health, well-being, or educational opportunities (US Department of Labor, 
2024). 

Some state laws do not coincide with the federal child labor provisions 
of the Fair Labor Standards Act, 29 U.S.C. 212(c), and its implementing 
regulations at 29 CFR Part 570. This law dictates that where a state child labor 
law is less restrictive than the federal law, the federal law applies. Where a state 
child labor law is more stringent than the federal law, the state law applies (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2024). Protecting children is of the utmost importance, 
so the stricter law applies. For example, federal law allows children under the age 
of twelve to legally work on a farm in the U.S., ‘with written parental consent or 
on a farm where a parent is employed’ (US Department of Labor, 2024). In 
Oregon, children as young as nine are allowed to work, picking berries or beans 
for intrastate use with parental permission, and in Utah, there are little to no age 
restrictions, “no limit with parental consent” (U.S. Department of Labor, 2024). 

 Exploitation can also occur within legitimate enterprises. The onus is 
on the exploiter, and not on the victim or the parents of the child. Many families 
from migrant communities may lack awareness or education on the topic and can 
find themselves vulnerable to unscrupulous business practices of some farm and 
cannery owners.  

Exploiters do not view their victims as human beings; they view them 
as a means to an end, a way to make money off of them. Once a victim becomes 
involved with an exploiter, the exploiter may use whatever they can to profit 
from that individual. Exploiters are profiteers; they do not just stop at surface-
level illegal avenues of exploitation.  
  

Forced Criminality & Credit Exploitation 
Exploiters will use their victims’ credit to force them into applying for 

fraudulent loans, credit cards, student loans, and other exploitative business 
activities that bring them profit. That is one reason why the remedy of the Debt 
Bondage Repair Act (DBRA) was created (United States Congress, 2021). The 
DBRA enables people who have been victims of human trafficking to escape the 
grips of their exploiters who have used their credit for fraudulent and exploitative 
purposes. Before the enactment of the DBRA, victims of trafficking who escaped 
the physical grips of traffickers and exploiters were still being victimized and 
monitored through their credit reporting. When traffickers and exploiters cause 
victims to apply for financial obligations that can sometimes tie the trafficker to 
the victim for years, such as is the case with home mortgages. If property or 
children are involved, this can continue the abuse, enabling parental alienation 
and exploitation through financial sectors.  
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Survivors of human trafficking who have come out of forced or child 
marriages and domestic servitude may see this more commonly. When these 
criminal elements lose power and control over their victim physically, they can 
often maintain their control by victimizing them through credit and financial 
exploitation. Their victims' whereabouts, addresses, phone numbers, and 
activities are easily attainable through credit reporting updates, which their 
exploiters monitor to ensure compliance or silence. If both the victim and the 
trafficker obtained credit or property, the trafficker can be given access to and 
monitored. Former victims are then forced to live in poverty because their credit, 
employment histories, or identities have become compromised. Forcing them to 
work for lower-paying jobs, and less-qualifying employment where payment is in 
cash or off-grid to avoid allowing their traffickers to track them through 
employment reported to the credit bureaus. 

When victims have taken steps to move on from their former 
trafficking, the criminals who were once tied to them and who have gained access 
to their identity, social security, or other identifying information may commit 
acts of fraud or identity theft. Victims who have been recriminalized through the 
use of their identities and credit should not be liable for their added 
victimization because of their trafficker’s criminal involvement in these kinds of 
activities. U.S. law has supported a ‘limited liability or no liability’ that allows 
states to alleviate victims of sex trafficking by having their criminal records 
expunged during those periods when they have identified trafficking 
victimization (Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2014), 
(Roe-Sepowitz, et al., 2020). However, even that remedy is limited to states that 
have passed laws to enact such protections. Without federal vacatur laws to 
protect the innocent in these cases, traffickers will rely on the naivete of the 
courts to continue their criminal activity unscathed. 

Through forced criminality, exploiters may force victims to commit 
criminal activity. Exploiters may coerce or manipulate their victims into engaging 
in illegal activity or create fake accounts under their victims’ names and identities 
to ruin their reputations and further the dependency upon them. Or, to extort 
money from their victim, blackmail them, or cause them to be in continuous 
desperation in the hopes of profiting further from the crimes they are forcing 
them to commit.  

Traffickers may take advantage of youth who are in vulnerable 
situations and have unmet needs, including lack of housing, education, job 
opportunities, or immigration status. By exploiting individuals through forced 
criminality, traffickers have been able to escape accountability since law 
enforcement and others are unlikely to identify their victims as victims of a crime  
(Anderson J. , 2020). 

  
Forms of Forced Criminality 
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(Anderson J. ,2020) 

Many times, victims of forced criminality are lured in through an 
initial victimization, such as investing money into a cryptocurrency. One example 
of this is when criminal entities lure people into online gaming or gambling, and 
then, once their funds have been exhausted, they are recruited into labor 
exploitation. From there, these victims of extortion and labor trafficking are 
forced to commit criminal acts such as cyber fraud, investment scams, and fraud 
syndicate crimes (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime , 2024).  

Cases of forced criminality include engaging in fraudulent activity, such 
as the case in the United States vs. Dickey (United States Court of Appeals, 
Seventh Circuit, 2022). Through the use of physical and mental coercion, 
spiritual abuse,  manipulation, and false promises, the trafficker forced her 
followers to engage in fraudulent employment activities. The trafficker created 
elaborate schemes to exploit the travel and tourism industry and force her 
followers to take employment opportunities and commit crimes that funneled 
proceeds back to the trafficker.  

Still other forms of forced criminality include begging, theft, drug 
dealing, burglaries, murder, child soldiers, prostitution, and perpetuating scams 
(Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2014). Asian countries 
such as mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Thailand, Vietnam, and Malaysia, 
once tourist destinations, before COVID, have since reported hotels and casinos 
becoming havens for organized criminals to host scamming and cryptocurrency 
operations (McCready, 2022). Whereby forcing former scam victims to 
criminally exploit new victims to fall for criminal scams by threatening them if 
they do not comply. Some freed victims have detailed that they would rather stay 
indoors than go outside for fear of kidnapping and returning to the scam 
compound (or luxurious hotel) where they were held prisoners of forced 
criminality (McCready, 2022).  
 
Criminal Scams 

With many of the targeted victims being adults in the U.S. and 
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Europe, false romantic relationships develop through social media platforms such 
as Instagram and Facebook (McCready, 2022). Once they are hooked on their 
romantic relationship, the forced criminality starts. Catfish scam Western women 
into romantic relationships as well. One of the most prominent forms of fraud 
found by INTERPOL was the use of fake work advertisements. They solicited 
workers from basic phone operation skills to call center jobs to those who were 
looking for remote, ‘work-from-home’ jobs that have technical skills such as 
“information technology workers” and “digital sales executives”. Additional 
remote jobs recruiters looked for those with IT skills like data scientists, 
software developers, digital marketers, and social media managers causing this to 
be yet another way for traffickers to exploit, through cyber scams (Burke 
Preputnik, Dickson, Senko, & Friedman, 2024). The number of victims of 
forced scamming who are held against their will in these recruitment centers 
within Cambodia and Myanmar is believed to be around 220,000 (Burke 
Preputnik, Dickson, Senko, & Friedman, 2024). 

Another case of forced criminality intersected with sex trafficking, 
causing young boys and their families in Utah to believe the intentions of a 
predator and trafficker (Anderson & Strong, 2021). In this case, the trafficker 
exploited the young men through sex trafficking and then re-exploited them 
through forced criminality. Because the young men were committing the criminal 
act of dealing drugs, the trafficker used that to keep them quiet and in 
submission.  

In some cases, traffickers who are also pimps will instruct their victims 
to rob their clients. Because the clients are committing criminal acts of 
solicitation, they will not report them. Thereby yielding the trafficker more 
financial gain than the initial sex buy. This type of scheme is called a ‘Trick Roll’ 
(Roe-Sepowitz et al., 2020). This is where a commercial sex exchange is set up. 
However, the victim is instructed to rob the ‘trick’ of all his belongings instead 
of having sex with them. This may include using the victim of sex trafficking to 
poison the sex buyer or using another form of weapon to rob the ‘trick’ of all 
their valuables, vehicles, jewelry, whatever they can get their hands on. These 
types of Trick Roll schemes are used on popular dating sites or at casinos where 
thousands of dollars in chips and gambling proceeds are stolen from high rollers.  

As mentioned in U.S. v. Dickey, 52 F.4th 680 (7th Circuit 2022), this 
court upheld the forced labor conviction when the defendant moved the victims 
to commit fraud. Offenders in these types of trafficking cases take advantage of 
situations and individuals because they believe they will be able to escape 
accountability. With the hope of proper laws in place, the wrongful charges and 
arrests of exploited persons can one day be overturned. However, it takes 
educating lawyers, judges, and law enforcement on the trends of criminal activity 
to spot it before it victimizes and then revictimizes innocent individuals. 

  
Recycling of Minors for Fraudulent Immigration Purposes 

Traffickers and cartels are now using children to gain entry unlawfully 
into the U.S. through a process known as the recycling of minors: 
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RECYCLING.—The term ‘recycling’ means that a minor is being 
used to enter the United States on more than one occasion by an alien 
who has attained 18 years of age and is not the relative or the guardian 
of such minor (119th Congress, 2025);  
§ 1430. Recycling of minors (a) IN GENERAL.—Any person 18 
years of age or older who knowingly uses, to enter the United States, a 
minor to whom the individual is not a relative or guardian, shall be 
fined under this title, imprisoned not more than 10 years, or both 
(119th Congress, 2025). 

 
According to the End Child Trafficking Now Act, there is a new way 

of gaining illegal entry into the United States. Immigrant children are being used 
in recycling scams for cartels and those with nefarious plans to enter the United 
States. 

Since most immigrant families crossing the border into the U.S. lack 
appropriate documents indicating proof of family relationships, the U.S. 
government has come up with a way to prove their status so that more children 
are not exploited under this scheme. Under the End Child Trafficking Bill - 
SEC. 2. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services will be required to 
obtain DNA testing as necessary for anyone wanting to enter with a minor child 
when they cannot prove that the child is a relative. The purpose of this is so that 
the U.S. is not liable for admitting individuals into the country who are then 
putting them in danger of trafficking or recycling children to gain unlawful entry. 

This is an amended version of the Immigration and Nationality Act, 
which, if passed, will require adults 18 or over to submit to a DNA test when 
accompanying a minor across U.S. borders when no other proof of familial 
status is available to them. This is due to the lack of adequate evidence or 
documentation that immigrants have been able to provide at the border to 
determine that the adult accompanying the minor is in a “familial relationship 
between an alien and an accompanying minor” (119th Congress, 2025). 

One reason this bill is being introduced is due to the recycling of 
minors' criminal activity that traffickers and cartels are using to gain unlawful 
entry into and access to more victims within the U.S. This came to light when a 
report was documented  448,000 children who went missing from 2019- 2023 
(U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2024). In this report, ICE (U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement) was responsible for transferring the 
children who were identified as UC (Unaccompanied Migrant Children) into the 
custody of HHS (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services), but never returned 
for their day in immigration court (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 
2024).  

The U.S. Dept of Homeland Security acknowledged that those 
immigrant children who came into the U.S. “who do not appear for court are 
considered at higher risk for trafficking, exploitation, or forced labor” (U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, 2024). ICE has stated that it does not have 
the authority to intervene even when it has observed illegal and inappropriate 
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relations among immigrant minors and adults (U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security, 2024). The immigration court and hearings, which had fewer than 
32,000 migrant children appear during 2019-2023, were the primary venue for 
screening for human trafficking (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2024). 

That is why there are new laws in place to help protect children from 
going missing, into trafficking once they cross the border, as well as to protect 
them from being used in recycling schemes after they enter. 

 
CConclusion 

What is needed is more training and collaboration among law 
enforcement agencies and victim services providers, who can look beneath the 
surface and identify the possible indicators of trafficking and poly victimization. 
Providing training to law enforcement and judicial officers about how to identify 
human trafficking survivors and apply principles of non-punishment and non-
prosecution of LTFC victims, and de-biasing training will be critical in LTFC 
victim identification and healing (Einbond, Zedalis, & Stoklosa, 2023).  

Legal reform for all U.S. states is also required; incorporating Safe Harbor 
legislation nationwide will ensure a greater level of victim support before 
criminalizing the wrong people. 

“Human dignity is inviolable. It must be respected and protected.” Article 1 
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (2000) 
(European Centre for Law and Justice, 2019). It is imperative to make the 
industry of human trafficking in all of its various forms, a “High Risk and 
Low-Profit Crime” – European Commission (Huemer, 2023).  

 
Case Study 

Two and a half years after experiencing labor trafficking, the victim received 
a phone call from the U.S. International Trade Commission. She was informed 
that her name and credit had been used for criminal activity called dumping. She 
had to go through a series of personal questions to verify that it was not her, 
then she was asked to read the following: 

One of the Commission's primary mission areas is Import Injury 
Investigations. This includes antidumping and countervailing duty 
(AD/CVD) investigations and five-year reviews of existing AD/CVD 
orders conducted under Title VII of the Tariff Act of 1930, global 
safeguard investigations conducted under section 201 of the Trade Act of 
1974, and others. In AD/CVD investigations, we determine whether a U.S. 
industry is materially injured or is threatened with material injury, or whether 
the establishment of an industry is materially retarded, because of dumped or 
subsidized imports (United States International Trade Commission, 2024). 

 
The traffickers from two years prior had used all of the information they had 

obtained from the victim, including her social security number, date of birth, and 
identification; with that information, they were now committing identity theft 
and fraud. Because there was no justice in the case of the labor trafficking victim, 
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the traffickers were able to further exploit her by using her identity to commit 
fraud, which led to federal anti-dumping violations and violations against 
countervailing laws. After realizing that the victim did not have the financial 
resources to evidence such an elaborate scheme, the federal agent instructed her 
not to trust anyone around her. Stating that for her safety, she was not to answer 
any unknown calls. Further, she was not to tell anyone around her about the 
investigation because they did not know who else around her had participated in 
the scheme. 
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IIntroduction 
 
The history of slavery is found in the Bible; the book of Exodus details when 
Moses led the Israelites to freedom (The History Press, 2018). This “Old 
Testament narrative is one of the earliest known written records of slaves 
attaining freedom”. Later, in the 15th century, the most significant and most 
widely documented form of slavery began with Portugal capturing and selling 
Africans in the Americas, Europe, and the Caribbean (Lewis, 2024) in the 
transatlantic slave trade. As the demand for slave labor increased, Africans, too, 
began kidnapping war captives or members of neighboring ethnic groups and 
selling men, women, and children into slavery (Lewis, 2024).  
 Slavery has evolved both in name and methodology. The motivation 
for enslaving people today remains the same: to turn a profit by exploiting 
others. Those who do the exploitation are still the same; they are the criminals. 
They are also businessmen and businesswomen; they are mothers and fathers. 
They are pimps, boyfriends, and girlfriends. Whatever the lay term, they are the 
ones who are responsible for the millions of people who are without freedom 
today. 

Is Solving Human Trafficking Possible? 
 Without demand, slavery would not be what it is. Demand is what 
pushes slavery to exist and to remain. People selling people is how exploiters 
made (and continue to make) their money today whether it was to profit off of 
the sugar or cotton industry during the transatlantic slave trade or to turn a 
profit off of exploited labor in today’s top industries such as agriculture (14 
trillion), construction (11 trillion), or healthcare (7 trillion) (All Top 
Everything, 2024).   
 

 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2024) 
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 Demand also exists in the 182 billion-dollar-a-year global sex industry, 
estimated to grow to 275 billion by 2032 (Maximize Market Research, 2025). 
 
Human trafficking is the only industry in which the supply and demand factors 
are the same: human beings; people demanding the sale of people (Gould, 2017).. 
 Profiteers always find a way to make money off the backs of other 
people. One way to know where traffickers will strike next is to look at what 
other industries make the most money. Wherever there is money to be made, 
organized crime and criminals are there to take advantage of. The fact that these 
other major global industries have yet to be exploited only means that their 
trafficking cases have yet to surface. 
 

� Retail Industry - $28 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry Workforce of 
100 Million People. 

� Oil & Gas Industry - $7 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry 
Workforce of 14 Million People. 

� Real Estate Industry - $7 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry 
Workforce of 10 Million People. 

� Insurance Industry – $7 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry Workforce 
of 15 Million People.  

� Banking Industry - $6 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry Workforce 
of 15 Million People.  

� Chemical Industry - $5 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry Workforce 
of 20 Million People. 

� Automotive Industry - $2 Trillion Annual Revenue; Industry 
Workforce of 20 Million People (All Top Everything, 2024).  
 

Learning From Our Past 
 Throughout history, there have always been those who stood up for 
what was right even in the face of greed and violence. Those who have bravely 
done so throughout the years are known as abolitionists. The founders of the 
abolition and anti-slavery movement, now known as the anti-trafficking 
movement, started in the U.K., with prominent figures like William Wilberforce 
and Thomas Clarkson (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2024). These 
men played a crucial role in campaigning for the abolition of the slave trade 
within the British Parliament, making the U.K. a central hub for the 
movement (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2024). 
 In 1807, the British government passed the Slave Trade Act, marking a 
significant step towards ending the slave trade within the British Empire. The 
Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 was passed in Parliament and went into effect 
on August 1, 1834, ending slavery in the British Empire (Henry, 2024).  
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(R.G. Williams for the American Anti-Slavery Society, 2025) 

 
 Since U.S. independence in 1776, abolitionist efforts began making 
moves to end slavery in the United States (The Editors of Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 2024). The U.S. abolitionists joined forces with the U.K. to ban 
slave-made goods in an attempt to end slavery. The formation of the American 
Anti-Slavery Society (AASS) created the U.S.-based abolitionist movement and 
within five years, the AASS had 1,350 local chapters and about 250,000 
members (R.G. Williams for the American Anti-Slavery Society, 2025). This 
movement pushed forward by publishing anti-slavery books, newspapers, and 
pamphlets and sponsored speaking tours of former slaves and orators, among 
whom included American Abolitionist Frederick Douglass (Trent, 2025). In 
1870, the society was dissolved with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment 
granting black men the right to vote (The Editors of Encyclopedia Brittanica, 
2025).  
 With all of that effort, there was still a demand for exploited and 
indentured individuals. The generational curse of enslaving people lived on. 
Which meant that there was still work to be done.  The civil rights activist, 
W.E.B. Du Bois historicized this emergence of a “dark and vast sea of human 
labor” during the African American emancipation.  U.S. slavery had 
fundamentally transformed the global racial degradation of labor. 
 
LLooking at Today’s Profiteers 
 Slavery within the United States, however, did not go away. Slavery 
still exists today; they have just gotten better at hiding it. In the U.S., cartels that 
were once feared for the vast amounts of money and power they displayed have 
now been declared by the President of the United States to be global terrorists 
(Trump, 2025). The cartel and their get-rich-quick lure of wealth and status 
have been glamorized in popular Hollywood movies, which enabled them to 
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recruit unsuspecting youth into their devilish schemes. Children who came across 
the border came with the mentality they learned in their home country, where the 
aspiration to be in the cartel was almost a national anthem. In countries largely 
influenced or controlled by cartels, children were brought up with a mentality 
and goal of pursuing that lifestyle to gain money, influence, and power. A 
mentality that children looked up to and boasted about, having family 
connections, and being criminally affiliated with the cartel. Once these children 
crossed the border and came into the U.S. school system, it became a new avenue 
for cartels to gain a foothold on the American public. That view, however, is 
changing. Thanks mainly to how the U.S. presidency is now viewing any cartel 
involvement. In the U.S., particularly in border states where there has been an 
influx of individuals influenced by the cartel, the stigma associated with cartel 
involvement, namely the murdering of women and children, kidnapping, human 
trafficking, and now terrorism, is turning people away from any association with 
them. 
 
Boycotting Slave Made Goods 
 Abolitionists during the height of the transatlantic slave trade were 
both people of color and white people who were steadfastly against racism and 
slavery. Most regular citizens were unwilling to go against the institutional norms 
that spoke out, even though they knew it was wrong. The enslavement of another 
human being for personal gain or profit has always been, and will always be, 
wrong. Further, the race-based codification of slavery created a dehumanizing 
effect of “otherism”. When asked about the impacts of slavery on himself and 
people of color today, one medical professional said, “that is why we have 
racism” (Arthur, 2023).  
 The abolitionists who protested slavery in the 1800s did so by 
boycotting (refusing to buy)  goods made with slave labor (Flete, 2023). Another 
way of boycotting slave-made goods today is when consumers deliberately 
buy the products of another company as a way to 
protest dubious ethical standards of exploitative companies (Harper Collins 
Publishers, 2025). An example of boycotting would be buying products from 
companies that utilize ethical labor in their supply chains. Many people in 
society do not even realize the power of the purse they have over companies from 
which they buy everyday products. Demand for cheaper goods and products, or 
ethically made goods and products, starts with us, the consumer. 

The slavery mentality that still exists in our culture today starts and 
ends with us. Despite all of the learning and education about equality offered 
today, ignorance still seeps into how people relate to one another. If this is the 
effect of slavery on people today, what will be the effect of human trafficking on 
our society in the future? 
The original term used for victims of exploitation during the transatlantic slave 

trade was slave or chattel, “an enslaved person held as the legal property of 
another” (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2024). We must look at our 

past to understand how and why people were enslaved or allowed to be 
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mistreated in such terrible ways; truly, learning is not allowing history to repeat 
itself. 

 
(Paul, 2016) 

  The definition of slavery during the transatlantic slave trade 
still applies to modern-day slavery.  

SSlavery is  the practice or institution of holding people 
as chattel involuntarily and under threat of violence (Merriam-
Webster, 2025). 
Chattel Slavery is  slavery in which a person is owned as a chattel 
(Merriam-Webster, 2025). 
Chattel is (a) an item of tangible movable or immovable property…an 
enslaved person held as the legal property of another (Merriam-
Webster, 2025). Chattel slavery is considered by law as property (or 
chattel) and deprived of most of the rights ordinarily held by free 
people (Hellie R., 2023).  

 The practices that modern-day traffickers engage in by confiscating 
passports and legal documents of laborers to ensure that traffickers own the 
rights to any monetary goods, services, and property earned by individuals whom 
they traffic are chattel slavery. 
 The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, as amended 
(TVPA), defines “severe forms of trafficking in persons” to include:   

The recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of 
a person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or 
coercion for subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt 
bondage, or slavery (U.S. Department of State, 2022). 

 The use of force, fraud, or coercion (either for sex, for labor, or for 
marriage) would make a person feel as though they were the chattel or property 
of another. Deprived of most rights that are ordinarily held by free persons, 
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human trafficking victims do not have the freedom to move, act, or exist outside 
of the will of their ‘masters’ or traffickers. Traffickers take away their victims’ 
right to dignity and respect, as well as their identity to exist outside of the 
trafficker. Slaves and indentured servants are stripped of their identities and 
rights to self-determination.  
 By examining the past slave owners, we can see how their psyche and 
actions are similar to those of present-day traffickers. Traffickers today are held 
accountable for having committed an atrocious act; unfortunately, for our 
brothers and sisters of the past, their traffickers (slave owners) were not given the 
proper accountability for their criminal acts. 
 An estimated 11 million people were taken from Africa during the 
transatlantic slave trade. By the mid-19th century, the slave population in the 
U.S. had risen to more than four million, although slave imports had been 
banned since 1809. Most Africans sent to the United States worked on cotton 
or rice plantations in the South, their status governed by slave codes” (Hellie, 
2023). 
 Slavery has continued to exist as long as societies permitted it to. The 
beginning of the end of the history of the slave trade was when sound-minded 
individuals got together and began rising against the establishment of slavery, 
thus beginning the anti-slavery movement.   
 If slavery has been outlawed, then how does it still exist today? 
Looking at who profited from the use of slave labor back then, we can see who 
profits from the slave trade today. The cotton and rice plantations profited from 
the use of slave labor and cheap labor to produce cheap goods for consumers to 
buy. Slave labor and cheap labor are used today to make products cheaper for 
consumers to buy.   
 Through both public and privately owned U.S. prisons, about 800,000 
inmates annually are forced to work for little or no pay. Faced with punishment 
for not working, incarcerated workers can expect to be paid only 15-52 cents an 
hour, with much of their basic needs going unmet (The University of Chicago, 
2022). At the same time, large corporations benefit from the $2 billion in goods 
produced by ‘slave labor’, such as Starbucks, McDonald's, and Tyson Foods 
(The Democracy Labs, 2025). With most of a prisoner’s pay going to cover 
their prison room and board, there is an eerie similarity to the tactics that 
traffickers use when holding people against their will, compelling them to work 
in unsafe working conditions (The University of Chicago, 2022), without equal 
pay. 
 Through commercialism and internet buying power, slave traders of 
today are well-suited and well-hidden from public view. The need to end slavery 
still exists, but it starts with us, the consumer. Corporations and companies 
employing slave labor cannot exist without the consumer's buying power. By 
demanding greater accountability and transparency, the global community can 
extinguish these types of labor practices in our world today (Hope For Justice, 
2025).  

The Way to Freedom 
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 A generation turning a blind eye to an issue makes it the norm for 
another generation to live through. Prior generations normalized slavery even 
while they saw the effects of it. While some states have passed laws requiring the 
teaching of human trafficking within schools, there is still a need for all states to 
incorporate this education about sex as well as labor trafficking and forced and 
child marriages. While some states have passed laws to stop arresting minors and 
victims of human trafficking, many states have yet to pass Safe Harbor laws to 
protect the innocent.  

Some victims who have been incarcerated for their trafficking are 
doubly exploited when they are forced to work in prison camps. Inconsistencies 
in protection for victims persist, and so should we..  
 The prior generations who have seen women and children trafficked 
but did nothing about it, now have pimps fathering children with their victims 
and creating a new generation who normalize commercial sex and devaluing of 
life. Today’s sex-driven culture with movies and music glamorizing the pimp 
culture is creating acceptance of commercial sexual exploitation. Individuals in 
the spotlight who were once highly esteemed, like Sean P. Diddy Combs 
(Katersky & Forrester, 2025), are now being looked at for their part in potential 
racketeering and sex trafficking cases. This is just the tip of the iceberg since 
opening the Pandora’s box of ‘Me Too’ (MeTooMvmt.org, 2025) involving 
well-known individuals who have destroyed the lives of their innocent victims 
and of the public’s trust. 
 For abuse and exploitation to end in this generation, it has to start at 
home. When a child makes an outcry for help with bullies, abuse, or 
inappropriate sexual interaction, these outcries must be taken seriously. No 
outcry is too small. If a child sees that they matter, that their hurt is seen, and 
that something is being done to stop it or prevent it from going further, then 
that child knows they are loved and protected. That is the first line of defense 
against the greater evils of domestic violence and exploitation.  However, if a 
child witnesses abuse of their parents or those they love, without any 
consequences happening to the abuser, that child will grow up not trusting the 
world. If those initial outcries do not bring about some justice in that child’s life, 
then that child will grow up believing they do not matter, their bodies are not 
their own, and no one will hear them when they cry. In this next generation, we 
have to do better, we have to take outcries more seriously, be willing to listen, 
and then be ready to act accordingly. Being willing to stand up to injustice, 
whatever the cost.  

In our consumer lives, we can begin by demanding more transparent 
supply chains and accountability, including in the entertainment industry (also 
the adult entertainment industry). These industries benefit the most from today’s 
modern-day sex slavery. As slave traders before them benefited off the backs of 
others for their profit and gain, so now too, the entertainment industry benefits 
from the sale and use of women and children for sexual gratification. We cannot 
allow this to be another generational legacy passed down.  
 Boycotting industries was easier back when conglomerates did not rule 



H U M A N  T R A F F I C K I N G  A C R O S S  B O R D E R S  

328 

the economics of our daily lives. Additionally, boycotting can be easier said than 
done when a majority of our imports are dominated by certain countries that 
already engage in human rights violations. We can buy specific products that say, 
“MADE IN AMERICA,” and find out that only some parts were assembled in 
America, while most were made in other countries with suspicious labor 
practices.    
 
Closing Thoughts 
 There are so many labor and sex violations that occur every day, and in 
so many ways. It is impossible to catch them all. However, just by being aware of 
what constitutes the crime of human trafficking, and sharing that knowledge or 
this book with others, we can begin making it a safer global society for everyone 
to live in.   
 

Whatever career you may choose for yourself—doctor, lawyer, 
teacher—let me propose an avocation to be pursued along with 
it . . . make a career of humanity. Commit yourself to the noble 
struggle for human rights. You will make a greater person for it, 
a greater nation of your country, and a finer world to live in…It 
will enrich your spirit as nothing else possibly can. It will give 
you that rare sense of nobility that can only spring from love 

and selflessly helping your fellow man”.  
-Martin Luther King, 1959 
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AAFTERWORD - A Word From the Author 

 We are grateful for the collaboration across borders between law 
enforcement, nonprofit agencies, survivors, and others working within the 
anti-trafficking movement. However, it is with a heavy heart that I need 
to bring an important matter to your attention. An area that has been of 
great concern to me has been the occurrence of sexual predators attending 
anti-trafficking events, trainings, and local gatherings. As a survivor 
leader, I feel it is my duty to share these insights with you. Otherwise, 
some will never know. For some reason, predators have gotten bolder, 
showing up at events where survivors are presenting.  

They ingratiate themselves into the movement, attend events, 
and engage with the community in ways that would typically go 
unnoticed except for the survivors who are present.  

Please pay attention to and listen to the survivor leaders in your 
communities. It is difficult for people who have not lived through 
trafficking to understand. Still, daily, we carry around the burdens of our 
own stories, the stories of others because they trust us, and the burdens 
that predators unload onto us at these events, often making it 
uncomfortable and even dangerous for us at gatherings and in public 
places. Because we see them, and they see us. Some do not even care what 
we have gone through; they are looking for a way to absolve themselves 
of their guilt.  

So, I ask you to please be aware of these challenges that we are 
facing and take the necessary steps to ensure our safety and well-being 
when inviting a survivor to speak or to be present at events and 
gatherings.  You might want to consider partnering with local batterer 
intervention & sex addiction facilities to liaise with those who attend for 
the wrong reasons. Also, consider having a dedicated law enforcement 
officer on standby to help ensure the safety of survivors, to assist in 
protecting them from being harassed and then followed after the events. 
Remembering that, as one FBI agent told me, “Not everybody in the 
movement is who they say they are”. 
Thank you, Dr. Kat 
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