
Human Trafficking is a modern-day form of slavery 
involving the illegal trade of human beings for the purpose 
of exploitation or commercial gain. The Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000 defines sex trafficking 
as “the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision 
or obtaining of a person for a commercial sex act.” It is 
important to remember that every minor engaged in 
commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) (also called Domestic 
Minor Sex Trafficking or DMST) is a victim of human 
trafficking. These cases are not “typical” cases of child 
abuse.  

While any child can be a victim of human trafficking, some 
children are more susceptible than others. Traffickers prey on 
children with little or no social safety net. Many victims of 
trafficking include children who:

• Are in the child welfare system.

• Do not have a stable home environment.

• Do not have a large social circle.

• Have a history of sexual/physical abuse or neglect.

• Have a history of running away from home.

• Have an abundance of school absences.

Traffickers use a variety of strategies to lure their victims and 
drive them into labor or CSE. Common pathways of entry 
for children who are victims of human trafficking include:

• Sold by parents.*

• Violence and force.

• Kidnapping.

• Seduction and coercion.

• False advertising for modeling, acting or dancing 
opportunities.

• Peer recruitment.

• Internet enticement through chat rooms or profile-
sharing sites.

Working with Children Who Are 
Victims of Human Trafficking

There are unique issues that MDT members should be 
aware of in working with victims of human trafficking:

• Studies indicate that the average age a child is first 
exploited is 12 to 14 years.

• Most victims do not seek help because they feel guilt 
or shame about what others may think and/or fear that 
no one will believe their story. 

• Exploiters use manipulation and dehumanization 
techniques to control their victims. Physical and sexual 
assault, witnessing other victims being assaulted, and 
blackmail are just a few examples.

• Victims are trained to lie about their age and may 
not  have control of their identification documents; 
therefore, personal information such as age, name and 
date of birth may change with each telling of the abuse 
or appear contradictory. 

• Victims may exhibit fear, anxiety, depression, 
nervousness, hyper-vigilance and/or paranoia.

• Victims have likely been threatened by the trafficker 
who may know where the victim’s family lives.

• Drugs and alcohol may have been used during 
exploitation, which may hinder a victim’s ability to 
fully recollect all aspects of their experiences. 

It is important to be aware of the phenomenon of 
“Stockholm Syndrome” or “trauma-bonding,” which is a 
psychological situation in which victims sympathize with 
their traffickers and have positive feelings toward them, 
sometimes to the point of defending them. The victim 
will develop strong emotional ties to the trafficker because 
they rely on the trafficker for every emotional, mental and 
physical need. These feelings are not rational considering 
the danger they are in, but victims mistake any lack of 
abuse for an act of kindness. 
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Stockholm Syndrome or Trauma Bonding

* There appears to be a greater awareness of the form of human trafficking that involves children being recruited and forced into 
prostitution by exploiters known as “pimps.” However, just as egregious are those cases that involve a child’s parent or caregiver selling 
the child in order to obtain drugs or money. MDT members need to be aware of the various ways children are exploited through 
trafficking.



Victims have specific and tangible needs that should be met 
in order to make them feel safe and in a better position to 
cooperate in the investigative process. The family advocate 
will play an important role in meeting needs that may 
include: 

• A safe place to live (crisis and long-term housing) and 
safety planning.

• Food and clean clothing.

• Medical care (to treat any sexually-transmitted diseases, 
physical injuries, malnourishment, pelvic pain, etc.) and 
health education.

• Mental health services.

• Legal representation and/or advocacy support.

• Viable alternatives for employment/income.

• Transportation.

• Childcare and/or parenting skills. 

Victims are typically conditioned not to trust law enforcement 
and may be fearful of retaliation from their trafficker. When 
conducting a forensic interview or having a one-on-one 
conversation with the child, building rapport is critical for 
obtaining accurate information. Keep in mind the following:

• It is important not to use language that places blame or 
judgment on the child for the acts that they were forced 
to engage in because it will hinder the rapport process 
and reinforce what the trafficker told the victim would 
happen if they sought help.

• It may take several separate sessions over an extended 
period of time to build the relationship needed to 
successfully elicit useful information from the victim.

• Because of the extenuating circumstances of these 
cases, information initially received from the victim 
may change over the course of time. It is important 
to illicit as many details as possible so that they can be 
corroborated.

• The forensic interviewer should coordinate with the 
MDT prior to the interview to develop a list of topic 
areas to be covered (e.g., motels, locations, cell phones, 
internet ads, emails, cars driven by the trafficker, how 
they were lured into the life, etc.).

• As the bonds between the trafficker and victim begin 
to break, the relationships a victim has with MDT 
members may be pivotal to their recovery and the 
success of the case. Ensure the victim has an MDT 
member’s contact information and can reach them 
when needed.

MDT members will need to assess the child’s previous living 
situation to ensure that the child is not being returned 
to a potentially dangerous environment or to those who 
trafficked the child in the first place. When working with 
the non-offending caregivers, be aware that most caregivers 
do not understand what the child may have experienced. It 
is important to: 

• Educate them on the realities of commercial sexual 
exploitation. 

• Help them understand that what has happened to 
their child was not the child’s choice.

• Use non-blaming language that conveys knowledge of 
the issue.

In addition, caregivers may be able to provide information on 
the child’s prior psycho-social history. Learning about how 
the child interacted with others prior to being trafficked 
may provide the MDT information on how the victim 
was lured by the trafficker. In addition, ask about the 
child’s strengths and hobbies. This information may prove 
beneficial in the rapport building process.
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Meeting Victim’s Immediate Needs Non-offending Caregiver Considerations

Interview & Communicating



Working with Children Who Are 
Victims of Human Trafficking
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Term/Phrase: Meaning:
The Life/The Game The commercial sexual exploitation or the sex industry.
Automatic The victim’s routine when her pimp is out of town, in jail, or otherwise not in direct contact 

with those he is prostituting.
Bottom Bitch/Bottom Girl The head girl.
Breaking When a victim gives all their money to their pimps.
Brothel/Bordello/Cathouse/
Whorehouse

A large apartment or a house where sex is sold.

Caught a Case Pimp or prostituted person has been arrested and charged with a crime.
Choosing To choose another pimp.
Circuit (or Track) A set area known for prostitution activity.
Daddy A victim’s pimp (evoking images of fatherhood).
Dates/Johns/Tricks/Buyer Buyers of commercial sex.
Escort Service Organization, operating via cell phone or via Internet, that sends a victim to a buyer’s location 

or arranges for the buyer to come to a location.
Exit Fee Money a pimp demands from a victim who is thinking about leaving.
Facilitator Any business or person allowing a trafficker/pimp to carry out exploitation.
Finesse Pimp Prides himself in controlling others primarily through psychological manipulation.
Folks/Family The pimp or person for whom the victim works.
Gorilla Pimping A pimp who uses force to get a child.
Ho Line A loose network of inter-city or interstate communications between pimps, chiefly by phone, 

used to trade, buy and sell prostituted women and children.
In House Someone who works from inside a house.
Kiddie Stroll An area featuring prostituted children under 16, often much younger.
Out of Pocket To look at or talk to another pimp.
P.I. In reference to another pimp.
Pimp Circle A group of pimps surrounding a girl for purposes of intimidation.
Pimps Up, Hos Down A reference to power and status or a rule of standing in the street and not being allowed on the 

sidewalk.
Quota Set amount of money a girl must make each night before she can come “home”.
Seasoned Girl Girl that works below the “bottom girl” in the organization.
Seasoning Combination of psychological manipulation; intimidation; gang rape; sodomy; beating; 

deprivation of food or sleep; isolation from family, friends, and other sources of support; and 
threatening of holding hostage of a victim’s children.

Squad Cops.
Square Those who were never in “the life”.
Squaring Up To get out of the game.
Stable A group of women/girls under pimp control.
Stay in Pocket To play by the rules of “the game”.
Survival Sex When a homeless youth trades a sex act with an adult in exchange for basic needs.
Track/Stroll A street location for commercial sex.
Trade Up/Down; Buy/Sell To move a victim like merchandise.
Trafficker/Pimp Anyone who receives money or something of value for the sexual exploitation of another person.
Trick The act of prostitution; also the person buying it.
Turnout Someone who recruits a victim into the life.
Wife-in-Law A group of girls who work for the same pimp.

Common Terms Used in the Human Trafficking Industry
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Myth:  Sex trafficking only happens overseas to young girls.

Fact:  Commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking occur every day in the United States. Victims include both males 
and females who live in both cities and small towns in the United States.

Myth:  Minors who are commercially sexually exploited or trafficked for sex are recognized as victims of crime and abuse.

Fact:  Sexual exploitation and sex trafficking are forms of child abuse, but children and adolescents who are victims can still 
be arrested for prostitution, detained or incarcerated, and subject to permanent records as offenders in most states. 

Myth: People who buy or engage in the sale of sex with minors are caught and punished for these crimes. 

Fact:  Despite laws in every state that enable the prosecution of these individuals and the hard work of prosecutors and law 
enforcement in many jurisdictions, those who sexually exploit children and adolescents have largely escaped accountability.

Myth:  It is easy for professionals who interact with minors to recognize victims, survivors and at-risk youth of commercial 
sexual exploitation.

Fact:  Many teachers, doctors and nurses, child welfare workers and other individuals who interact with youth are unaware 
that commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors occur in their communities or lack the knowledge or training 
to identify and respond to them. 

Myth:  Help is readily available for victims and survivors of commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking. 

Fact:  There are too few services to meet current needs. The services that do exist are unevenly distributed geographically, lack 
adequate resources and vary in their ability to provide specialized care. 

Myth:  There must be elements of physical restraint, physical force or physical bondage when identifying a human trafficking 
situation.

Fact:  The legal definition of trafficking does not require physical restraint, bodily harm or physical force. Psychological means 
of control, such as threats, fraud or abuse of the legal process are sufficient elements of the crime. The Trafficking Victims Pro-
tection Act (TVPA) of 2000 statutes were intended to address “subtler” forms of coercion and broaden previous standards that 
only considered bodily harm. 

Myth:  Victims of human trafficking will immediately ask for help and will self-identify as a victim of a crime.

Fact:  Victims of human trafficking often do not immediately seek help or self-identify as victims of a crime due to a variety 
of factors, including lack of trust, self-blame, or specific instructions by the traffickers regarding how to behave when talking to 
law enforcement or social service professionals.

Myth: Human trafficking only occurs in illegal underground industries.

Fact:  Elements of human trafficking can be identified whenever the means of force, fraud or coercion are used to make 
a person perform commercial sex acts, labor or services. These situations can occur in legitimate business settings as well as 
underground markets.

Additional information can be found through the Polaris Project website at: www.polarisproject.org 

Common MYTHS & FACTS Concerning the Human Trafficking Industry


