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Human Trafficking Basics
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?
Human Trafficking is perhaps one of the greatest social injustices of our time, and in the last several decades, has received
increased attention. While many assume human trafficking only impacts third world countries, in actuality, it touches
communities across the world - urban and rural, rich and poor, foreign and domestic. While human trafficking has been
occurring for centuries, it did not appear on the agenda of the United Nations General Assembly, the Commission on
Human Rights, and the World Conference until the 1990s (Gozdiziak & Collet, 2005). Therefore, our policy, advocacy, and
direct service response to this issue are relatively new.
• As defined by the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, human trafficking occurs when “a commercial
sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 years of age; or the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor
or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude,
peonage, debt bondage, or slavery” (US Department of State, 2000).
• Human trafficking is best conceptualized as an overarching term which can be further broken down into:
——Labor trafficking which typically involves forced hard labor, usually in agriculture or textile sweatshops, or
domestic labor, usually working as a nanny or house servant (Green, 2016).
——Sex trafficking involves the exchange of a sex act for something of value such as money, shelter, or food. It
is the commercial aspect which separates sex trafficking from other crimes such as sexual assault or domestic
violence.
• We can further break this term down by considering location of the crime:
——International trafficking is the force, fraud, and/or coercion of foreign nationals, both adult and juveniles,
to engage in trafficking (sex or labor) across borders outside their native country.
——Domestic trafficking is when a person engages in trafficking (sex or labor) within their native country.
• Unfortunately, due to the hidden nature of the crime, exact statistics regarding the prevalence of victims are
difficult to obtain and influenced by questionable research methods employed to assess the number of victims,
misidentification, and underreporting (Clawson & Dutch, 2009; Rafferty, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). Statistics provided are, at best, estimates.
——Across the world, anywhere between 12 to 27 million people are thought to be victims of human trafficking (US Department of State).
——The International Labor Organization estimates that forced labor and human trafficking is a $150 billion
industry worldwide.
——It is estimated that 100,000 to 300,000 youth are at risk for sexual exploitation each year in the United
States alone (Estes & Weiner, 2001; Smith et al., 2009).
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What? (cont.)
Employment
& Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth

"Human Trafficking is perhaps one of the
greatest social injustices of our time, and in the
last several decades, has received increased
attention."
• Individuals are exploited in a variety of ways (Richards, 2014). Note, this list is not exhaustive.
• Individuals may be sold by family members in order to pay off a debt or for general financial gain (Hodge & Lietz,
2007; Richards, 2014; Zimmerman et al., 2006).
• Alternatively, families or individuals may be tricked into believing a potential educational or employment opportunity exists in a foreign country, only to have their personal documents (passports and visas) confiscated once they
arrive at their destination (Richards, 2014).
——Additionally, victims may turn to trafficking as a means of survival or be manipulated through a relationship with a trafficker/pimp.
• While anyone can become a victim, certain characteristics can increase an individual’s risk.
——Pre-teen and adolescent girls; children who have a history of physical and/or sexual abuse; those living
in extreme poverty; individuals with a history of parental or personal drug or alcohol abuse; those who are
runaway or homeless; or have lost a parent due to death, divorce, or abandonment are more likely to become
victims of human trafficking (Clawson & Dutch, 2009; Countryman-Roswurm, 2012; Logan et al., 2009; Rafferty, 2013; Smith et al., 2009; Tyler & Johnson, 2006).
——Because of their age and inexperience, youth are particularly susceptible to the advances of a trafficker
(Banks & Kyskelhahn, 2011; Clawson, Dutch, Solomon, & Goldblett, 2009a; Smith et al., 2009).

So What?
• Human trafficking is a human rights issue with potentially devastating health consequences (Countryman-Roswurm, 2015; Richards, 2014).
——Survivors must endure physiological, physical, sexual, social, and spiritual abuse which results in severe
physiological trauma (Countryman-Roswurm, 2015).
——Virtually every body system is affected by the trauma associated with human trafficking (Richards, 2014;
Zimmerman et al., 2008).
——Victims/survivors of human trafficking suffer from anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, insomnia, dissociative disorders, low self-esteem, self-mutilation, mood swings, eating disorders, and drug and alcohol
dependency (Abas et al., 2013; American Psychiatric Association, 2000; Bremner & Vermetten, 2001; Farley, et al.
2003; Herman, 2003; Hossain et al., 2010).
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So What? (cont.)
Employment
& Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
——The most common issue survivors deal with is post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Bremner & Vermetten, 2001; Choi et al., 2009; Farley, 2003a).
• Victims will require long-term aftercare services which ensure their mental and physical health needs are
met while also addressing re-integration needs (job skills, education, money management, basic life skills, etc.)
(Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009).
• The needs of victims are vast; no one entity can meet them all. The complexity and scope of human trafficking
requires a multi-disciplinary approach (Clawson & Dutch, 2008; Smith et al, 2009; Countryman-Roswurm, 2012).
——Communities which have been able to successfully implement programs that allow for collaboration
across professions and disciplines are better able to meet the needs of Domestic Minor Sex Trafficking
victims (Countryman-Roswurm, 2012.).

Now What?
General Practice Implications
Individuals
• It is important for direct service providers to be trained on trauma-informed methods in order to effectively
address the complex mental health needs of human trafficking victims (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009; Hardy et
al., 2013; Orme & Ross-Sheriff, 2015).
——Trauma-focused cognitive–behavioral therapy (TF-CBT), dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT), and eye
movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) have been found useful for addressing PTSD symptoms in survivors of trafficking (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009; Fong & Cardoso, 2010; Kotrla, 2010; Orme
& Ross-Sheriff, 2015). Courtois (2008) advised that these methods should be implemented in a manner that
avoids retraumatizing the client.
——Group therapy may also be helpful for building interpersonal skills, working on affect regulation, and
establishing connections (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009).
——In addition to more traditional modes of therapy, it may be helpful to offer alternative therapeutic supports such as yoga, art therapy, journaling, and mindfulness (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009; Polaris Project,
2015). Such services offer survivors another strategy for dealing with the effects of trauma.
• Being tolerant of a victim’s possible distrust of the system and remaining supportive over a long period of time
can assist in the healing process (Orme & Ross-Sheriff, 2015).

Service Providers
• Organize training sessions for direct service staff as well as those in other systems of care that may come in
contact with victims/survivors (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009; Hodge & Lietz, 2007).
• Since identifying victims is the first step to ensuring they receive appropriate services, it is critical for agencies
to integrate a human trafficking protocol that includes specialized assessment/screenings and coordination of
services (Hardy et al., 2013).
——Additionally, agencies should review current program policies and procedures to ensure they will not cause
undue stress or re-traumatize victims/survivors (Clawson, Solomon, & Grace, 2009).
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Now What? &
(cont.)
Employment
Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
• If your community does not already have one, consider organizing a multidisciplinary team to address the
multifaceted challenges associated with human trafficking (Hodge & Lietz, 2007).
——Multidisciplinary teams can help victims/survivors coordinate services across agencies and improve communication to develop a more effective system response to human trafficking.

Community
• Raise awareness regarding human trafficking through prevention and educational outreach programs (Orme &
Ross-Sheriff, 2015).
• Advocate for effective local, state, national, and international policies regarding human trafficking (Hodge &
Lietz, 2007; Linhorst, 2002).
• Educate the community on what to do if they encounter a victim of trafficking. Ensure they are aware of community resources that can assist in an emergency.

Mentoring Practice Implications
Individual
• Youth with a history of human trafficking will face a number of unique challenges because of the trauma they
have endured (Dubois & Felner, 2016). Educate yourself on the impact of trauma to best serve your mentee.
• Mentors can help youth stay accountable and prevent backsliding to old behaviors (Dubois & Felner, 2016).
Seek to connect mentees to services and program that can be helpful in their healing. Encourage them to stay
committed to programing in which they are already engaged. Help them identify and address issues that are holding
them back from full recovery.
• Be patient. Youth who have a history of human trafficking can greatly benefit from a caring relationship with a
positive adult mentor. However, there will be a number of ups and downs in the relationship and building trust will
take time (Dubois & Fulner, 2016).

Service Providers
• Provide mentors with comprehensive training on human trafficking.
• Include mentor training on the impacts of trauma, and how to use a trauma-informed approach in their interactions with their mentee.
• Provide support for mentors who are matched with youth who have a history of human trafficking. Work with
them to set appropriate boundaries and expectations with their mentee.

Community
• Advocate for support of mentoring programs in the community.
• Educate others on the benefits of mentoring for youth with a history of trafficking.
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Resources & Education Experience of Transition-Aged Youth
Employment

•

Office of Trafficking in Persons

•

US Department of State Trafficking in Persons Report

•

National Human Trafficking Hotline

•

National Institute of Justice: Human Trafficking
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