Human Trafficking: At Risk Populations, Indicators, and Protective Factors

This resource is a service-planning tool. If previously undisclosed human trafficking is suspected, please refer to
SOP 2.15.9 Investigations of Human Trafficking.

Not all risk factors or indicators listed below are present in every human trafficking situation, and the presence or
absence of any of the risk factors or indicators is not necessarily proof of human trafficking. When indicators of
human trafficking are present, further screening or assessment may be warranted. The presence of protective
factors does not necessarily mitigate risk, but are important factors for consideration in case/service planning with
survivors and those at risk of human trafficking.

At Risk Populations: While anyone can be affected by trafficking, available research indicates some populations
that live and work in the communities you serve are at more vulnerable to trafficking. These include, but are not
limited to:

Youth who experience homelessness'?

Youth who have runaway episodes 13-

Youth who are, or have been, in out-of-home-care*®

Youth who are undocumented®

Black, Indigenous, or Youth of Color®7:2

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer/Questioning (LGBTQ+) individuals®!?

Youth who have physical, emotional and behavioral health challenge??

Survivors of other crimes, particularly child abuse, child maltreatment, or sexual assault®

Youth who are or have been involved with the Department of Juvenile Justice®*3

Youth who have previous allegations of human trafficking, regardless of confirmation

VVVVYVYVYVYYVY

Indicators: There are varieties of potential “red flags” that can be indicators of either labor or sex trafficking.*

None of these red flags directly indicates trafficking; rather they can offer potential clues that further screening or
information gathering may be warranted. These potential indicators are presented as guidelines with
encouragement that staff consider individual situations with each child or youth with whom they work.

Physical Indicators:

Untreated or undertreated workplace injuries

Bruising and burns

Exposure to toxic chemicals

Respiratory issues

High number of anonymous sexual partners/older partners
Multiple pregnancies/abortions

Physical impacts of long-term trauma

Frequent treatment for sexually transmitted infections and injuries
Physical and sexual abuse

Communicable and noncommunicable disease (e.g., TB, hepatitis)
Substance misuse

Dental issues

Tattoos, burns, or scarring to indicate branding
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Behavioral Indicators:
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Sudden changes in behavior

Confusing or contradicting stories

Inability to focus or concentrate

Unaware of location, age, time

Protects the person who hurt them, minimizes abuse
Guilt and shame about experiences

Reserved/avoiding interaction or providing limited information
Psychological trauma

Depression and anxiety disorder

Sexual acting out in children and young adolescents
Knowledge and behavior outside of typical range for age
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Environmental Indicators:

Accompanied by another person who answers for them, preventing them from speaking freely
Constantly accompanied by a person who won’t leave them alone

In school settings, students no longer coming to school when they should

Wearing the wrong clothing based on the season

Possession of multiple cell phones, hotel keys, fake ID’s, etc.

Living at work or living in overcrowded locations

Not allowed to take adequate breaks, eat, or drink at work

Recruited for different work than currently doing

Homeless minors, and those not living with relatives or foster parents (i.e., living in motel, “couch
surfing”, living with non-relatives who are several years older)

VVVVYVVYVYYVY

In addition to the aforementioned physical, behavioral and environmental red flags, ask yourself: Do you have any
other reason to believe the child may be a victim of human trafficking? Whatever this reason is, including your gut
feeling, if it is new and unexplored, consider it an indicator that warrants further screening.

Protective Factors for Children in Foster Care

Protective factors are conditions or attributes of individuals, families, communities, or the larger society that,
when present, promote well-being and reduce the risk for negative outcomes. These factors may “buffer” the
effect of risk exposure and help individuals and families negotiate difficult circumstances and fare better in school,
work, and life.

The following presents the nine protective factors with the strongest evidence to date for youth in and aging out of
foster care. 1°

Individual Level Relationship Level Community Level
Self-regulation skills Parenting competencies Positive school environment
Relational skills Caring adults Stable living situation
Academic skills Living with family member(s) Supports for independent living

The impact of stability and healthy relationships with safe adults cannot be overstated. Traffickers exploit existing
vulnerabilities; youth are less likely to fall prey to these tactics when they have caring adults around them. As you
assess the child’s needs and identify potential resources, keep the child’s risk and protective factors in mind.
Services should strive to decrease risk while increasing natural supports/protection.

This tip sheet was created with the support of grant 2020-NZ-NX-0003-00, awarded by the Office for Victims of Crime, Office of Justice
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this content are those of the
contributors and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



References

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)
9)
10)
11)

12)

13)

14)

Greene JM, Ennett ST, Ringwalt CL. Prevalence and correlates of survival sex among runaway and homeless youth. Am J Public
Health. 1999;89(9):1406-1409. https://dx.doi.org/10.2105/ajph.89.9.1406

Greenbaum, V. J,, Livings, M. S,, Lai, B. S., Edinburgh, L., Baikie, P., Grant, S. R., Kondis, J., Petska, H., Bowman, M., Legano, L., Kas-
Osoka, O., & Self-Brown, S. (2018). Evaluation of a tool to identify child sex trafficking victims in multiple healthcare settings. Journal
of Adolescent Health, 63(6), 745-752.

Fedina, L., Williamson, C., & Perdue, T. (2019). Risk factors for domestic child sex trafficking in the United States. Journal of
interpersonal violence, 34(13), 2653-2673.

Gibbs, D. A., Henninger, A. M., Tueller, S. J., & Kluckman, M. N. (2018). Human trafficking and the child welfare population in Florida.
Children and Youth Services Review, 88, 1-10.

Latzman, N. E., Gibbs, D. A., Feinberg, R., Kluckman, M. N., & Aboul-Hosn, S. (2019). Human trafficking victimization among youth
who run away from foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 98, 113-124.

David F, Bryant K, Joudo Larsen J. Migrants and their vulnerability to human trafficking, modern slavery, and forced labour.
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/migrants and their vulnerability.pdf. Published 2019.

Landers, M., McGrath, K., Johnson, M. H., Armstrong, M. |., & Dollard, N. (2017). Baseline characteristics of dependent youth who
have been commercially sexually exploited: Findings from a specialized treatment program. Journal of child sexual abuse, 26(6), 692-
7009.

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 L. Rev., 62, 1642.

Dank, M., Yahner, J., Madden, K., Bafiuelos, I., Yu, L., Ritchie, A., & Conner, B. (2015). Surviving the streets of New York: Experiences
of LGBTQ youth, YMSM, and YWSW engaged in survival sex. Urban Institute.

Lutnick A. Domestic minor sex trafficking: Beyond victims and villains. New York: Columbia University Press; 2016.

Martinez O, Kelle G. Sex trafficking of LGBT individuals: A call for service provision, research, and action. Int Law News. 2013;42(4).
Reid JA. Sex trafficking of girls with intellectual disabilities: An exploratory mixed methods study. Sex Abuse. 2018;30(2):107-131.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063216630981

Anderson, V. R., England, K., & Davidson, W. S. (2017). Juvenile court practitioners’ construction of and response to sex trafficking of
justice system involved girls. Victims & Offenders, 12(5), 663-681.Choi, K. R. (2015). Risk factors for domestic minor sex trafficking in
the United States: A literature review. Journal of forensic nursing, 11(2), 66-76.

SOAR to Health and Wellness, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Development Services Group, Inc., & Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2015). Promoting protective factors for children and
youth in foster care: A guide for practitioners. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration on
Children, Youth and Families, Children’s Bureau.

This tip sheet was created with the support of grant 2020-NZ-NX-0003-00, awarded by the Office for Victims of Crime, Office of Justice
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this content are those of the
contributors and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.


https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/migrants_and_their_vulnerability.pdf.%20Published%202019
https://nhttac.acf.hhs.gov/SOARtoHealthandWellness

