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Female Victims of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC)
This resource is one of several topics addressed in the Shining Light on the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children:
A Toolkit to Build Understanding. The toolkit is designed to be a resource for multidisciplinary professionals, policy makers, volunteers, faith communities, and others involved in anti-trafficking work. While the information provided on each
topic is in no way exhaustive, you will find additional resources to facilitate further study.
Each topic is addressed in three sections. First, the “what?”– what we know about the topic which includes a review of
what we know from both research and the field. “So what?” addresses what this means – the reason this information is important to understand and how it will enhance our response to trafficking. “Now what?” considers the implications of this
information in practice - how the information can be used to enhance our response to human trafficking. This includes
specific implications for mentoring relationships, when applicable.

What?
While commercial sexual exploitation can and does happen to people of every demographic, women and girls are at
greatest risk (Clawson & Dutch, 2008; Logan, Walker & Hunt, 2009; Rafferty, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). Women who have
been sexually or physically abused, have a history of parental or personal substance abuse, have been involved in the child
welfare system, are runaway or homeless, and those living in poverty are particularly susceptible to trafficking (Clawson
& Dutch, 2009; Countryman-Roswurm, 2012; Logan et al., 2009; Phillips, 2015; Rafferty, 2013; Smith et al., 2009; Tyler &
Johnson, 2006). Traffickers are able to exploit these turbulent life experiences, often coercing girls with empty promises,
insincere acts of love, and a false sense of protection and stability (Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2013).
Unfortunately, current systems of care often fail to recognize female survivors of trafficking as victims and as a result, further contribute to their exploitation.
• Often girls who are victims of human trafficking are charged with prostitution or prostitution-related offenses
(Rights for Girls, n.d.). Instead of being identified as a victim and connected to services, they are prosecuted as a
criminal (Clayton, Krugman, & Simon, 2013).
——Statistics show that as many as 90% of youth who have been charged with prostitution have been sexually
or physically abused. Many have run away from home to escape abuse, only to encounter far worse on the
streets (Lloyd, 2005).
• Additionally, girls are often arrested on status offenses related to their exploitation such as truancy or running
away (Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2013).
• Such arrests further perpetuate a cycle of abuse. Girls are arrested for their own victimization, locked up
where they don’t have access to services, and then returned to a community that is unprepared to address their
unique vulnerabilities and needs (Rights for Girls, n.d.).
• Girls who are trafficked often have a history wrought with violence and trauma (Georgetown Law Center on
Poverty and Inequality, 2013).
——A disproportionate number of youth exploited through commercial sexual exploitation are African American girls (Rights for Girls, n.d.; Sherman & Black, 2015.).
——Between fifty and eighty percent of exploited youth have had contact with the child welfare system
(Philips, 2015).
——Many have run away from home to escape abuse (Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2013).

Mentoring Relationships in Female CSEC Survivors

• Many female victims/survivors of CSEC have experienced turbulent childhoods and may lack connection to
supportive relationships. Mentoring relationships can help repair some past damage while teaching victims/survivors about healthy relationships and boundaries (Dubois & Felner, 2016).
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So What? & Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
Employment
• Far too often our systems of justice and care fail to serve victims/survivors of human trafficking. Rather than
being recognized as victims, sexually exploited young women are seen as criminals, delinquents, and willing participants in their own abuse (Lloyd, 2005).
——Many judges and juvenile justice professionals believe that detaining girls can help keep them safe. This
is a misguided belief. Ultimately, involvement with the juvenile justice system causes further harm to female
victims and creates additional trauma (Sherman & Black, 2015).
——Additionally, by locking victims up, we fail to provide them appropriate support for the trauma they have
experienced (Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2013).
• Female victims of CSEC who become involved in the juvenile justice system are forced to navigate a system
that is designed specifically for males (Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2013; Sherman & Black, 2015.).
——Juvenile justice systems fail to respond appropriately to the trauma experienced by victims/survivors of
CSEC, rarely offering appropriate support services (Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2013).
——Once arrested, female victims of CSEC are more susceptible to abuse by staff and other juvenile offenders
inside the system (Rights for Girls, n.d.).
——Females are likely to be punished more harshly than boys for status offenses (truancy, running away, etc.)
(Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2013).

Mentoring Relationships in Female CSEC Survivors
• Because females are relational by nature, relationships can be particularly impactful to a female’s development
and behavior (Sherman & Black, 2015).
• Girls that are involved in mentoring relationships have greater potential for engaging in personally and socially meaningful activities, resulting in enhanced self-esteem (Liang, Lund, Mousseau & Spencer, 2016).
——Mentoring relationships have been shows to improve emotional and behavioral functioning of at-risk
youth (Erdem, DuBois, Larose, Dewit & Lipman, 2016).

Now What?
General Practice Implications
Individuals
• Tailor services to meet the unique needs of the victim/survivor you are serving. Be cognizant of past trauma
and gender-specific needs while allowing the victim/survivor to direct their own recovery plan.
——Provide victims/survivors with access to long term prosperity and support services such as job training,
educational opportunities, safe housing (from emergency to long term), and mental health services and substance abuse treatment.
——Additionally, support victims/survivors in developing life skills such as problem solving, communication,
decision making, conflict resolution, managing interpersonal relationships, empathy, and coping with emotions and stress (Rafferty, 2013).
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Now What? &
(cont.)
Employment
Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
Service Providers
• To reduce arrest and detention of female victims of trafficking, ensure that law enforcement is equipped to
respond to girls at risk (Sherman & Balck, 2015). Law enforcement should be trained to recognize signs of victimization and properly respond to girls who have experienced trauma (Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, 2013).
• Improve screening and assessment at all levels of juvenile justice involvement to help divert girls from detention to more suitable services (Sherman & Balck, 2015).
• Acknowledge survivors as experts on their own lives. Utilize survivor-centered methods to validate the experience of the survivor, promote trust and safety, and allow survivors to direct their own healing process (Hom &Woods,
2013).

Community
• Advocate for the implementation of gender responsive services in all juvenile justice facilities.
• Advocate for policies that ensure underage girls are not arrested for prostitution but, rather, are connected to
treatment services (Rights for Girls, n.d.).
• Advocate for educational access for all girls. Research shows that providing girls with education, especially
secondary and higher, can serve as a protective factor against gender-based violence. Additionally, education has been
found to be an important preventive factor for children at risk for trafﬁcking (Rafferty, 2013).

Mentoring Practice Implications
Individuals
• Strive to engage girls in meaningful conversation. Girls get the most out of mentoring relationships when they
feel comfortable talking to their mentors (Darling, Bogat, Cavell, Murphy & Sanchez, 2006).
• Be patient! A history of trauma may impede closeness and satisfaction in the early stages of the mentoring
relationship. It may take time for mentees, especially females, to forge trusting ties (Dubois & Fulner, 2016; Rhodes,
2008).

Service Providers
• Combining group mentoring with one-on-one mentoring can provide girls with opportunities to make multiple connections. Numerous connections may help keep girls satisfied and involved with programming. (Deutsch,
Wiggins, Henneberger & Lawrence 2013).
• Female-to-female mentoring relationships offer a greater level of friendship, counseling, and personal support
than other gender combinations (Darling, et al., 2006; Sosik & Godshalk, 2000).
• Consider recruiting survivors of trafficking to serve as mentors. They can likely offer support and empathy in
ways that others cannot (Dubois & Felner, 2016).
——It is important to ensure that survivor mentors are well trained and in a healthy place in their own recovery before engaging in a mentoring relationship (Dubois & Felner, 2016).
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Resources & Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
Employment

"While commercial sexual exploitation can and
does happen to people of every demographic,
women and girls are at greatest risk."
• Rights 4 Girls
• OJJDP: Girls in the Juvenile Justice System
• OJJDP: Girls at Risk
• Mentoring for Youth with a Background of Involvement in Commercial Sexual Activity
• Gender Injustice: System-Level Juvenile Justice Reform for Girls

TOPIC: Female Victims of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
Developed by: Wichita State Unversity Center for Combating Human Trafficking // In Partnership With: MANY

5

References & Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
Employment

•

Bromfield, N. F. (2016). Sex slavery and sex trafficking of women in the United States: Historical and contemporary parallels, policies, and perspectives in social work. Journal of Women & Social Work, 31(1), 129.
doi:10.1177/0886109915616437

•

Clawson, H. J., Solomon, A., & Grace, L. G. (2009). Treating the hidden wounds: Trauma treatment and mental
health recovery for victims of human trafficking. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant
Secretary for Planning and Evaluation.

•

Coalition for Juvenile Justice. (2013). Girls, status offenses and the need for a less punitive more empowering approach. SOS Project Emerging Issues Policy Series, 1, 1-9.

•

Countryman-Roswurm, K., & Bolin, B. (2014). Domestic minor sex trafficking: Assessing and reducing risk. Child
and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 31(6): 521-538.

•

Darling, N., Bogat, G. A., Cavell, T. A., Murphy, S. E., & Sánchez, B. (2006). Gender, ethnicity, development, and
risk: Mentoring and the consideration of individual differences. Journal of Community Psychology, 34(6), 765-780.

•

Deutsch, N. L., Wiggins, A. Y., Henneberger, A. K., & Lawrence, E. C. (2013). Combining mentoring with structured group activities: A potential after-school context for fostering relationships between girls and mentors. Journal
of Early Adolescence, 33(1), 44-76.

•

DuBois, D., Felner, J. (2016). Mentoring for youth with backgrounds of involvement in commercial sex activity.
National Mentoring Resource Center. Retrieved from http://www.nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/index.php/
component/k2/item/125-mentoring-for-youth-with-backgrounds-of-involvement-in-commercial-sex-activity.html

•

Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality. (2013). Blueprint: A multidisciplinary approach to the domestic sex trafficking of girls. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Law Center.

•

Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality. (2015). Executive summary the sexual abuse to prison pipeline:
The girls’ story. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Law Center.

•

Erdem, G., DuBois, D. L., Larose, S., De Wit, D., & Lipman, E. L. (2016). Mentoring relationships, positive development, youth emotional and behavioral problems: Investigation of a mediational model. Journal of Community
Psychology, 44(4), 464-483. doi:10.1002/jcop.21782

TOPIC: Female Victims of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
Developed by: Wichita State Unversity Center for Combating Human Trafficking // In Partnership With: MANY

6

References (cont.)
Employment
& Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
•

Hom, K. A., & Woods, S. J. (2013). Trauma and its aftermath for commercially sexually exploited women as told by
front-line service providers. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 34(2), 75-81. doi:10.3109/01612840.2012.723300

•

Liang, B., Lund, T. J., Mousseau, A. D., & Spencer, R. (2016). The mediating role of engagement in mentoring
relationships and self-esteem among affluent adolescent girls. Psychology in The Schools, (8), 848. doi:10.1002/
pits.21949

•

Lloyd, R. (2005). Acceptable victims? Sexually exploited youth in the U.S. Encounter, 18(3), 6-18.

•

Logan, T., Walker, R.., & Hunt, G. (2009). Understanding human trafficking in the United States. Trauma, Violence, and Abuse, 10(1), 3-30.

•

Phillips, J. (2015). Black Girls and the (Im)Possibilities of a victim trope: The intersectional failures of legal and
advocacy interventions in the commercial sexual exploitation of minors in the United States. UCLA Law Review,
62(6), 1642.

•

Pritchard, M., & van Nieuwerburgh, C. (2016). The perceptual changes in life experience of at-risk adolescent girls
following an integrated coaching and positive psychology intervention group programme: An interpretative phenomenological analysis. International Coaching Psychology Review, 11(1), 57-74

•

Quarles, A., Maldonado, N., & Lacey, C.H. (2005). Mentoring and at-risk adolescent girls: A phonological investigation. American Educational Research Association. Montreal, CA April 11-15.

•

Raben Group & Human Rights Project for Girls. (2016). The Use of the Phrase “Child Prostitute” in the Media: A
critical examination and course for action. Retrieved from http://rights4girls.org/wp-content/uploads/r4g/2015/03/
NoSuchThing_Report.pdf

•

Rafferty, Y. (2013). Child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation: A review of promising prevention policies
and programs. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 83(4), 559-575. doi:10.1111/ajop.12056

•

Rights for Girls. (n.da). Domestic child sex trafficking and African American girls. Retrieved from http://rights4girls.org/wp-content/uploads/r4g/2015/02/Af-Am-Girls-Trafficking-July-2016.pdf

•

Rights for Girls. (n.db). Domestic sex trafficking and the juvenile justice system. Retrieved from http://rights4girls.
org/wp-content/uploads/r4g/2015/02/JJ-Trafficking-July-2016.pdf

•

Rhodes, J., Lowe, S. R., Litchfield, L., & Walsh-Samp, K. (2008). The role of gender in youth mentoring relationship formation and duration. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 72(Mentoring), 183-192. doi:10.1016/j.
jvb.2007.09.005

•

Sherman, F, & Balck, A. (2015). Gender injustice: System-level juvenile justice reforms for girls. The National Crittenton Foundation. Portland, OR.

•

Smith, L., Vardaman, S., & Snow, M. (2009). The national report on domestic minor sex trafficking: America’s
prostituted children. Vancouver, WA: Shared Hope International.

•

Sosik, J.J., & Godshalk, V.M. (2000). The role of gender in mentoring: Diversified and homogeneous mentoring
relationships. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 57, 102–122

•

Tyler, K. A., & Johnson, K. A. (2006). Trading sex: Voluntary or coerced? The experiences of homeless youth. Journal
of Sex Research, 43(3), 208-216.

•

Zimmerman, C., Hossain, M., Yun, K., Roche, B., Morison, L., & Watts, C. (2006). Stolen smiles: The physical
and psychological health consequences of women and adolescents trafficked in Europe. London: London School of
Hygiene. Retrieved from www.lshtm.ac.uk/php/ghd/docs/stolensmiles.pdf

TOPIC: Female Victims of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
Developed by: Wichita State Unversity Center for Combating Human Trafficking // In Partnership With: MANY

7

