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National Center on Child Trafficking

BUILDING BETTER QUALITY OF CARE

The National Center on Child Trafficking 
(NCCT) is a collaboration of professionals with 
expertise in child trauma and human 
trafficking funded by NCTSN. We use a 
science-driven approach to guide the 
development, adaptation, implementation and 
evaluation of trauma-informed interventions 
and resources addressing sex and labor 
trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation 
to improve the lives of impacted children and 
families and support the professionals who 
serve them.
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OBJECTIVES

1. Define child trafficking and identify the 
scope of the problem

2. Identify risk factors and vulnerabilities for 
child trafficking

3. Understand experiences and impact of 
child trafficking

4. Consider resources for responding to 
child trafficking 
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HUMAN TRAFFICKING
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HUMAN TRAFFICKING
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The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA)

Child Sex Trafficking 
The  recruitment, harboring, 
transportation, provision, obtaining, 
patronizing, or solicitation of a person 
under the age of 18 for the purposes of a 
commercial sex act (any sex act for which 
anything of value is given to or received 
by any person)

“Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children” or “CSEC”

Child Labor Trafficking
The recruitment, harboring, 
transportation, provision, or obtaining of a 
person under the age of 18 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
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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM

US Polaris Project estimates into hundred of thousands

(Polaris, 2020)

National Human Trafficking hotline reports

49,000+ cases documented since 2007

average 150 calls per day 
7
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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM

NHTH, 2016
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Locations of Human Trafficking Incidences (Polaris, 2020)
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Risk Factors & Vulnerabilities
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Risk Factors & Vulnerabilities

• Substance Use
• Familial Trafficking

• Immigrant, Unaccompanied & Refugee  Children & 
Youth

• LGBTQ+ Youth
• Poverty & Economic Factors

• Systems Involved Children & Youth

• Children & Youth of Color, Racism, and Racial 
Disproportionality

• Children & Youth Who are Homeless or Leave 
Placement Without Caregiver Permission

• Children with Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities 
(IDD)
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Substance Use
May precede experiences of being trafficked, 
often in an effort to cope with prior trauma.

Exploiters may utilize access to alcohol and 
drugs to recruit and entrap 

Youth with substance dependence may be 
vulnerable to exchanges of sex for access to 
substances

Youth use alcohol and drugs to cope with the 
experiences of being trafficked/exploited. 

After exploitation/trafficking, survivors may use 
alcohol or drugs in an effort to cope with their 
past trauma and trafficking experiences

Caregiver substance use and dependence is a 
risk factor for children
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Familial Trafficking
Psychological, physical, and/or sexual abuse 
are used to control or sustain involvement of 
children in familial trafficking. Examples: 

Family members allowing traffickers to 
exploit in exchange for drugs, money, or 
something else of value. 
Traffickers may fraudulently promise jobs 
or other opportunities for caregivers or 
their children 
Family members exploiting/trafficking 
their own children and potentially others.
Caregivers providing inadequate 
supervision leaving children/youth 
vulnerable to those who exploit them.
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Systems-Involved 
Children & Youth

Very high rates of involvement in multiple child-serving 
systems, especially child welfare  and juvenile justice

Foster care and congregate care appears to increase 
trafficking risk.*

Experiences while in care potentially exacerbate 
vulnerability, including degrading of a youth’s self-
worth, erosion of their belief or expectation that others 
will care for them, and the monetization of their care. 

Traffickers and buyers will target children who are not 
getting their basic needs met (including those for love 
and belonging) 

The child welfare system is increasingly the primary 
system to serve children and youth who have 
experienced child sex trafficking

* Dierkhising, C. B. & Ackerman-Brimberg, M. (2020). CSE Research to Action Brief Translating Research to Policy and Practice to Support Youth 
Impacted by Commercial Sexual Exploitation (CSE). National Center for Youth Law: California State University, Los Angeles.
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UNDERSTANDING EXPERIENCES
OF CHILD TRAFFICKING
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Child Sex Trafficking Examples

• A mother allows her drug dealer to 
engage in sex acts with her 6-year old 
son in exchange for drugs.
• An 11-year old boy is sent a cell phone 

from someone he meets on his gaming 
system in exchange for the boy 
masturbating live on camera.

• A 13-year old girl runs away from her 
group home with a same-age peer. The 
friend takes pictures of her and places 
an ad for sexual services on an adult 
services website to get money to 
cover the cost of their hotel room and 
food.
• A 14-year old meets a “friend” online 

and engages in a relationship with him. 
To prove her love and commitment to 
their relationship, he convinces her to 
have sex with his friends for him to get 
money to pay his rent.
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Experiences
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•Child abuse 
•Exposure to intimate partner & 

community violence

•Traumatic loss & separation from caregivers
•Child Protective Services Involvement

•Foster care placement
•Juvenile justice Involvement
•Multiple caregiver & placement transitions, educational disruptions

•Impaired caregiving

Experiences BEFORE
being trafficked:

27
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• Witnessing the violence of others
• Community or gang related violence

• Betrayal by caregivers or trusted others
• Substance use 

• Physical & emotional abuse by traffickers & purchasers

• Neglect of medical & physical needs
• Sexual violence, multiple sexual contacts with different purchasers

• Unwanted pregnancies & STIs
• Separation from traditional supports of family & community

Experiences DURING 
being trafficked:

28

Experiences AFTER
being trafficked:
• Detention & arrest
• Placement transitions
• Threats, fear of harm by exploiters

• Efforts to re-exploit

• Isolation and shame
• Difficulties integrating in to typical educational & social settings
• Lack of access to resources
• Loss of community support

• Bias & discrimination by professionals & trusted others

29
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Experiences
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Child Trafficking Indicators

There is a wide range of reactions to trauma and loss
• Youth may respond to everyday challenges with defiance, recklessness, or by bonding with 

aggressors. Others may withdraw, emotionally shut down, dissociate, self harm, or mediate

Danger and safety are primary concerns
• Trafficked youth may believe that no person, relationship, or place can ever be safe or 

trustworthy. Continual exposure to traumatic experiences can make it more difficult for youth to 
distinguish between safe and unsafe situations, leading to significant changes in their own 
protective and risk-taking behavior. 

Developmental neurobiology underlies reactions 
• Trafficked youth may develop “survival brain”—an automatic focus on anticipating or 

counteracting danger rather than letting down their guard

(NCTSN, The 12 Core Concepts for Understanding Traumatic Stress Responses in Children and Families 
Adapted for Youth Who Are Trafficked)
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Indicators: Child Sex Trafficking

• Under 18 and selling or trading sex in any way

• Live with or are supported by or dependent on a family member with a substance abuse problem or who is 
abusive in other ways

• Have an older, or controlling parent, guardian, romantic partner or “sponsor” who will not allow you to meet 
or speak with the person alone or monitors their movements, spending and/or communications

32

(Polaris, 2020)
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• Pressured by employer to stay in a job or situation they want to leave
• Owe money to an employer or recruiter 
• Not being paid what they were promised or are owed
• Do not have control of their passport or other identity documents
• Living and working in isolated conditions
• Cut off from interaction with others or support systems
• Monitored by another person when talking or interacting with others

(Polaris, 2020)

Indicators: Child Labor trafficking
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Impacts

Educational/
Economic

Legal

Mental Health

Physical HealthSexual

Social/
Relational

Spiritual

35

Mental Health Impacts

• Impaired attention or concentrating

• Being easily irritated or angered

• Trouble falling asleep or sleeping too much, nightmares

• Dissociation

• Difficulty with emotional identification, expression, and regulation

• Intrusive thoughts 

• Difficulty relating with others

• Self-blame, guilt, low self-esteem and shame

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Substance use or dependence

• Suicidal thoughts or self-injurious behaviors

• Changes in sense of self and worldview
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Physical Health Impacts

• Impacts from physical violence
• Malnourishment, new medical illness or exacerbation of 

pre-existing chronic medical conditions
• Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV/AIDS
• Forced or elective abortion, miscarriage, maternal 

complications and fetal/newborn complications.
• Genital and/or anal trauma and rarely, more severe 

internal injury

• Dental complications 
• Substance use problems and related medical 

complications
• Forced tattoos or branding
• Chronic pain and/or fatigue
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Sexual Impacts

• Experiences and understanding of 
healthy sexual relationships
• Problems with sexual function and 

pleasure
• Reproductive health challenges
• Fears and concerns regarding 

acceptance by partners
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RESPONSE AND RESOURCES
FOR CHILD TRAFFICKING
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RESPONSE: West Virginia

• Mandated reporting is required when there is 
reasonable cause to suspect that a child is 
neglected or abused, including sexual abuse or 
sexual assault, or observation of a child being 
subjected to conditions that are likely to result in 
abuse or neglect.
• Includes human trafficking

• The West Virginia Age of Consent is 16 years old. 
• Individuals aged 15 or are not legally able to 

consent to sexual activity

The report must be made immediately and 
not more than 24 hours after suspecting 
abuse or neglect to the Department of Health 
and Human Resources Child Abuse and 
Neglect Hotline

CALL: 1-800-352-6513

EMAIL: dhhromcfhfamplan@wv.gov
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National Human Trafficking Hotline

• Since 2007, operated by Polaris

• 24/7 support and a variety of options for 
survivors of human trafficking to get 
connected to help and stay safe.

• Trained hotline advocates take tips of 
suspected human trafficking from community 
members and help survivors build plans so 
they can safely leave their situations or get the 
help they need to rebuild their lives

• More than 200 languages

46

¡ CALL: 888-3737-888

¡ TEXT: BEFREE or HELP to 233733 or text 
“befree”

¡ CHAT: Humantraffickinghotline.org/chat

¡ EMAIL: Help@humantraffickinghotline.org

¡ National Human Trafficking Referral Directory

PolarisProject.Org

(Polaris, 2020)
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West Virginia Human Trafficking Task Force

• Agencies working collaboratively to fight against 
sex trafficking

• Includes resources, a schedule of upcoming events 
related to sex trafficking across the U.S., and how 
an individual may get involved.

WV State Police Missing Children Clearing House: 
1-800-352-0927

WV Abuse and Neglect Hotline: 1-800-352-6513

WV Fusion Center: 1-866-WVWATCH

StopHumanTraffickingwv.org
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West Virginia Center for Children’s Justice

• Provides resources and information to protect, 
prevent, educate, advocate and provide services for 
children who have experienced abuse and neglect

• Identifies:
• Risk factors for human trafficking
• Venues for sex trafficking
• Networking characteristics
• Trafficking indicators 
• Victim identification
• What if I suspect a child being trafficked?
• Programs, resources, and supports 
• WV service providers 

HandleWithCareWV.org
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West Virginia Child Advocacy Network

• 21 Child Advocacy Centers 

• Works to ensure that children receive the 
services and supports they need in cases of 
abuse

CALL: 304-414-4455
EMAIL: info@wvcan.org

WVCAN.org

50
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CAMC Children’s Resource Center

• Provides children and families with the 
necessary care to reduce and minimize 
trauma from victims of child abuse

• Conducts medical evaluations for the child 
to identify the child’s needs and services 
available to them

CALL: 304-388-9860
EMAIL: camcfoundation@camc.org

51

• Resiliency Services: Forensic interviews, Family advocacy, Therapy

• Programs:
• Child Advocacy Center (CAC) Program: Services for children who 

have experienced abuse.
• Community Education (CE) Program: Provides education on child 

abuse, prevention, and resources.
• Preventative Care (PC) Program: Program for at risk children who 

have experienced trauma, loss, anxiety, depression, domestic 
violence., etc.

• Drug Endangered Children (DEC) Program: Treatment program 
for families impacted by substance use disorders.

• Resources:
• Including Teaching children internet safety

CALL: 304-598-0344

Monongalia County Child Advocacy Center
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NCTSN Resources

NCTSN Website: www.NCTSN.org 
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NCTSN Resources
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about:blank
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NCTSN Resources
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NCTSN Resources
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NCTSN Resources

NCTSN Website: www.NCTSN.org 

59

NCTSN Resources

NCTSN Website: www.NCTSN.org 
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Take Aways & Next Steps 

üTrafficking is adaptable, personal and doesn’t happen in a vacuum

üBe aware of indicators and experiences before, during and after trafficking

üIdentify national and local resources for you and your clients

NEXT STEPS:
qJOIN The National Center on Child Trafficking Email List
qCheck out RESOURCES:

qNational Center on Child Trafficking (NCCT)
qNational Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN)
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(Polaris, 2020)
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