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I. Introduction to Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC)

Growing recognition of sexually exploited children’s involvement in the juvenile court and child 
welfare systems has mobilized many court and community stakeholders to respond to this expanding 
and increasingly visible population.  Commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) is any sexual 
activity involving a child in exchange for something of value, or promise thereof, to the child or 
another person or persons.  When sexual exploitation occurs, the child is treated as a commercial 
and sexual object.  CSEC is recognized as a form of severe child abuse and can occur in various 
settings including:

OO street prostitution;

OO pornography;

OO stripping;

OO erotic or nude massage;

OO phone sex lines;

OO private parties;

OO gang-based prostitution;

OO interfamilial pimping; and

OO forms of internet-based exploitation.

II. Scope of CSEC Victimization

Accurate numbers of CSEC victims are scarce, but the U.S. State Department estimates that between 
244,000 and 325,000 American youth are at risk for sexual exploitation.  Another commonly cited 
statistic estimates that 199,000 minors are currently being exploited in the United States.1  The most 
common age of entry into the commercial sex industry in the U.S. is between 12-14 years of age.2  

Research confirms that child maltreatment, particularly abuse, increases the likelihood of a child 
becoming commercially sexually exploited.  Rates range from 70-90 percent of CSEC victims 
reporting a history of childhood abuse,3  and children who are victims of sexual abuse are 28 times 
more likely to be arrested for prostitution at some point in their lives.  Furthermore, according to a 
recent study on trauma and adolescents, 70-80 percent of CSEC victims experienced one or more 

1  Clawson, Heather J., et al. (August 2009) Human Trafficking Into and Within the United States: A Review of the 
Literature (Washington, D.C.: US Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for 
Planning and Evaluation). Available at http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/07/HumanTrafficking/LitRev/

2  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration for Children, Youth and Families (September 
2013) Guidance to States and Services on Addressing Human Trafficking of Children and Youth in the United States 
(Washington, D.C.: DHHS, ACF).

3  Ibid.

http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/07/HumanTrafficking/LitRev/
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traumatic events, most commonly witnessing violence 
followed by physical and/or sexual violence.  Leaving a 
home, either a family or foster-care home, at a young 
age, and being forced to the streets, sets the victim up 
for continued experiences of abuse.  When abuse is 
present during a young person’s development, it can 
affect important aspects of a young life including: 

OO physical health;

OO educational attainment;

OO sense of self-worth; trust with self and others;

OO emotional regulation;

OO sense of belonging and feelings of isolation.

Early abuse can also cause the victim to undertake a 
very difficult search for love and belonging.4  

The full impact of chronic trauma on the mind and body are only beginning to be fully understood.  
However, new research on the neurological impact of trauma on the brain sheds further light on the 
link between trauma and vulnerability to sexual exploitation.  According to research done by the 
neuro-psychiatrist Bruce Perry:  

4  U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs: National Institute of Justice (April 2003) Youth Victimization: 
Prevalence and Implications (Washington, D.C.: NIJ).

5  Perry, Bruce (2006) The Boy Who Was Raised as a Dog and Other Stories from a Child Psychiatrist’s Notebook (New 
York: NY: Basic Books).

“The brain tries to make sense of the world by looking for patterns.  When it links coherent, 
consistently connected patterns together again it tags them as “normal” or “expected”…we 
must use these patterns to predict what the world is like.  If early experiences are aberrant, these 
predictions may guide our behavior… As victims of CSEC regularly experience lifelong trauma, 
particularly childhood sexual abuse and neglect, some of the prevalent patterns that become 
normative are violence as a means of communication, deep worthlessness, distrust of people in 
positions of power and help, and a belief that the body is an object to be hurt.”5  

Bruce Perry
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The impact of trauma on a young person’s brain development and behavior can affect 
communication skills, including ability to communicate feelings, emotional regulation, such as the 
ability to match emotion to the situation, executive skills including organization and planning, as well 
as social skills such as recognizing impact of behavior on others.  When these areas of functioning 
are challenged because of chronic trauma, it can further thwart a young person’s ability to reach out 
for help and be identified as a person in need of help.  In turn, struggle in these areas can cause 
young people to become frustrated with themselves, and with systems and people who do not 
consider the underlying impact of trauma.6  Indeed, disruption in normal youth development and 
a lack of family and social support greatly affect the development of the key social and life skills 
necessary for healthy decision-making and growth. 

Moreover, organizations around the country serving the CSEC population report findings that 
support and highlight the correlation between poverty, child sexual abuse, familial trauma, 
homelessness, child welfare involvement, and recruitment into the commercial sex industry.  For 
example the New York City based Girls, Education, and Mentoring Services (GEMS), a nationally 
recognized organization that works with sexually exploited young girls, found that:  

OO over 90 percent of GEMS participants have been sexually or physically abused as children;

OO 26 percent have attempted suicide;

OO 80 percent have a family member who has been or is currently incarcerated;

OO over 70 percent have spent time removed from their primary caregivers and are within the child 
welfare system; and 

OO 99 percent are now or have been under the control of a pimp. 

Figure 1 provides examples of common risk factors and recruitment pathways for girls in  
GEMS programs.

6  Greene, Ross W. and J. Stuart Ablon (2006) Treating Explosive Kids: The Collaborative Problem Solving Approach  
(New York: Guilford Press) pp. 9-18.
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Figure 1: Example Risk Factors and CSEC Recruitment Pathways 

Risk Factor Types Definition Examples
Individual OQ Events in, or characteristics of, an 

individual’s life.
OQ Sexual, physical, emotional abuse

Environmental OQ From a child’s neighborhood or 
community

OQ Gangs, poverty, violence

Social OQ Aspects of our culture that makes 
CSEC possible.

OQ Ways in which society promotes or 
perpetuates sexual exploitation.

OQ Pornography

OQ Exploitation of women 

OQ Use of women’s bodies in advertisement

OQ Blaming language

OQ Glorification of “pimp-ho” life style

Recruitment Pathways

OQ Parents selling children

OQ Violence and force

OQ Kidnapping

OQ Seduction and coercion

OQ False advertisement for “modeling, acting or dancing” opportunities

OQ Peer recruitment

OQ Internet enticement through chat rooms and profile sharing 

OQ Use of social media

II. Challenges of Identification: Hidden in Plain Sight

Sex trafficking of children is often a hidden crime that happens in plain sight.  In particular, vulnerable 
CSEC victims are young people pushed into the commercial sex industry, often by an exploiter pimp, 
family or gang member, and by circumstances such as abuse, neglect, and child welfare involvement.   
Research finds that age, poverty, unemployment, lack of work opportunities, lack of education, 
mental health issues, substance use, high crime rates, and young people who identify as LGBTQ 
are common themes among sexually-exploited young people.7  At the same time, the two most 
commonly cited experiences among CSEC victims are physical and sexual abuse-generated trauma 
and running away from home at a young age.  These two experiences often work together to cause 
a young person to be very vulnerable to sexual exploitation and multi-system involvement.8  Further, 
the complicated challenges experienced by CSEC victims also act as barriers to connecting victims 
to specialized help.  In short, deeply embedded messages of being unlovable, unworthy of care, and 
shame affect the young person’s capacity to disclose their experiences and reach out for help.

7  US Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation: 
Human Trafficking into and within the United States; A review of the Literature

8  Covenant House: Homelessness, survival sex, and human trafficking: A experienced by the youth of Covenant 
House New York
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In addition, these children do not commonly self-identify as victims, further preventing identification.  
Often they do not have the language or understand their experiences as trafficking victims, and their 
traffickers threaten them and their families.  Perhaps even more prohibiting, victims often view their 
traffickers as family and intimate partners and want to protect the relationship and their trafficker.  In 
short, the severity of trauma that survivors of commercial sexual exploitation have experienced both 
prior to recruitment and during “the life,” result in Stockholm Syndrome trauma bonds.9  In fact, the 
power of the traumatic bond and relationship can keep a victim with their trafficker for many years, 
even decades, and isolate the victim from help and support.

III. Strategies for Identifying Commercially Sexually Exploited Children

As previously noted, trauma, shame, stigma, and the underground nature of exploitation pose 
barriers to CSEC identification.10  Still, there is agreement among service providers about general red 
flags that offer some guidance in identification, including:

OO evidence of physical, mental, or emotional abuse;

OO inability to speak on one’s own behalf;

OO inability to speak to an official alone;

OO excess amounts of cash on hand;

OO frequent running away;

OO tattoos;

OO working for long hours with little or no pay;

OO presence of an older male or boyfriend who  
seems controlling;

OO loyalty and positive feelings towards a trafficker;

OO exhibition of fear, tension, shame, humiliation,  
and nervousness; and

OO lack of ability or unwillingness to identify  
as a victim.11  

9  Described as a victim’s emotional “bonding” with their abuser, Stockholm Syndrome was given its name following a 
hostage situation in Stockholm, Sweden when, following the end of a bank robbery, the hostages identified with and 
supported their captor. Stockholm Syndrome develops subconsciously and on an involuntary basis. The strategy is a 
survival instinct that develops as an attempt to survive in a threatening and controlling environment.

10  Op. cit., footnote 2.

11  Op. cit., footnote 8.
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While these signs and symptoms provide a starting point for identifying victims of CSEC, they do not 
assure identification.  Nonetheless, as will be shown in greater detail in the next two sections, judges, 
court staff and stakeholders can increase their awareness of red flags as a way to begin the dynamic 
process of identification.  Courts, child welfare agencies and stakeholders can begin to screen more 
closely for these red flags when cases are being processed through juvenile courts.  By creating 
multidisciplinary screening opportunities, there is a greater chance that CSEC victims will not fall 
through the cracks of the existing support systems and safety nets. 

IV. What Can Judges and Court Practitioners Do in a Case that Involves 
Possible Human Trafficking Activity?

Judges and court practitioners need to be aware of some issues relating to the safety and protection 
of trafficking victims, particularly those who are charged with crimes committed on behalf of or at the 
direction of a trafficker, and may want to take steps to protect someone who shows signs of possibly 
being a trafficking victim.  Here are some safety issues that may arise.

OO Judges need to be aware of indicators of trafficking and conversant with the screening tools used 
by service providers, probation officers, and others.

OO If the trafficker is a family member or other caretaker, he or she may be in the courtroom, so a 
trafficking victim may be reluctant to answer certain questions.

OO A guilty plea by a juvenile trafficking victim charged with a crime, such as prostitution, coupled 
with a placement with a family member, may give the trafficker more control over the victim.

OO There may be a need for a protocol with prosecutors, defense attorneys, and guardians ad litem 
to identify a potential trafficking victim before the victim has to testify in court.

OO The judge may want to recess or continue a trial if a trafficking situation appears to be present, to 
determine what steps, if any, need to be taken to protect a possible trafficking victim.

OO Judges need to be aware of local resources to assist trafficking victims.

As suggested previously, the following are some of the elements that a juvenile court judge may see 
in a case file for a delinquency or dependency case that may indicate that the juvenile is at risk of 
being trafficked.  The indicators all involve a disruptive home or school environment that leaves the 
juvenile vulnerable with no safe or stable place to go:

OO absence of supervision at home;

OO parents who are or have been in prison;

OO a history of involvement with child welfare;

OO multiple foster care placements or schools attended;

OO a family history of domestic violence;

OO frequent runaway or truancy, particularly three or more runaways in a twelve month period or a 
runaway at age 12 or younger;
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OO a history of alcohol or drug abuse;

OO behavioral problems at school; and

OO behind in grade level.

A juvenile judge may have the option to treat a delinquency case as a dependency case, if it 
appears that the delinquent behavior was committed due to coercion by a trafficker or was the 
result of victimization.  Some states have options for certain juveniles charged with prostitution to be 
classified as sexually exploited juveniles and sent to diversion programs rather than being convicted 
of prostitution.  

Options for placing juvenile trafficking victims may be limited.  Juvenile trafficking victims can be 
uncooperative and unruly, making them poor candidates for foster care.  Juvenile detention or 
residential juvenile facilities can be a prime recruiting ground for new victims, and trafficking victims 
may be pressured into recruiting others.  This may affect where to place a juvenile trafficking victim, 
for the protection of both the victim and others who may be vulnerable to recruitment.  It may also 
affect where to place at-risk juveniles who may not be trafficking victims yet but are vulnerable to 
victimization due to their family, economic, social, health, or educational situation, to avoid exposing 
them to potential recruitment efforts. 

Judges and court practitioners need to be aware of any required findings or orders required in 
order to get a trafficking victim into services.  There may be circumstances where the state court is 
unable to provide services to a juvenile offender unless the court has a conviction on which to justify 
requiring the person to enter a treatment program.  For example, there may be no secure housing 
available for a juvenile victim of sex trafficking unless the juvenile is convicted of prostitution and 
sentenced to a juvenile detention facility.

In some states there are statutes that limit what a judge can do with runaways and other status 
offenders.  These offenders are among the highest risk category for becoming trafficking victims.  
The statutes may prevent juvenile judges from placing status offenders into secure detention unless 
the case also involves a delinquency charge, thus taking away one element of court control over the 
victims.

Getting trafficked juveniles into services is complicated 
by the fact that in juvenile delinquency cases the 
adjudication takes place in the county where the crime 
was committed, but the disposition is determined in the 
county where the juvenile lives.  As a result, there is a 
need for cross-jurisdictional coordination to ensure that 
human trafficking victims are identified and provided 
appropriate services.  State services may be available for 
juveniles prosecuted in one county and sent to another 
for supervision and services.

Finally, there are special dangers facing juvenile 
trafficking victims in delinquency proceedings who are 
immigrants.  A delinquency conviction may make the 
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immigrant juvenile ineligible for certain immigration benefits.  In particular, any of the following can 
be problematic:

OO known or reasonably believed to have engaged  
in drug trafficking;

OO being a drug addict;

OO having engaged in prostitution;

OO violation of a protection order;

OO use of false documents; or

OO having a mental condition that is a threat to others.

Violent offenses, sex offenses, and gang activity are 
particularly problematic for the immigrant juvenile, as 
they often can lead to denial of any immigration benefit.

V. CSEC Resource Needs

A history of trauma and victimization results in a range of psychological and behavioral issues that: 
(1) make it difficult to engage young people, (2) help them to become free from commercial sexual 
exploitation, and (3) help them to begin to heal and recover.  In particular, CSEC needs for services 
include: 

OO Basic needs – Food, clothing and housing are some of the immediate needs of CSEC.  Many 
victims are likely to be homeless upon identification and/or have no basics as result of fleeing 
their trafficker.  Available emergency resources are paramount in creating safety and building 
rapport.

OO Emergency, transitional and permanent housing – CSEC victims are often in need of immediate 
safe housing that is non-judgmental and sensitive to the special issues affecting this population, 
for example policies on running away.  Once safe and stable, the need for supportive and loving 
environments continues to be a major need. 

OO Medical care – Repeated physical and sexual abuse can cause victims to need a range of medical 
care, including a care provider who is sensitive to the challenge for victims of being touched, 
even by a professional. 

OO Counseling – Trauma-informed counseling is needed so victims may begin to process and heal 
from the tremendous abuse they have experienced.  Individual counseling creates a victim’s 
own space to process and heal, while supportive group counseling can help decrease feelings 
of isolation and shame because survivors have the opportunity to meet others who have been 
through similar experiences.
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OO Substance use treatment – CSEC victims may struggle with substance use.  Substance may 
have been introduced and used by their trafficker as a means of control and by the victim as a 
coping mechanisms for dealing with their traumatic experiences.  A continuum of care options is 
necessary ranging from immediate detox to longer-term recovery programs that incorporate the 
trauma of being a victim of CSEC as it relates to substance use. 

OO Education and vocational support – CSEC victims often have dropped out of school and may 
need specialized one-on-one tutoring to get back on track.  Access to a variety of education 
services, such as one-on-one tutoring and certificate programs, can help.  Similarly, specialized 
vocational programming may be a better path for some young people who have completed high 
school or their GED.

OO Intensive case management – Having an intensive case manager who is trained in accessing 
relevant resources and navigating systems is helpful in smoothly connecting victims to necessary 
services.  Having a point person who can assist with making appointments and who can 
accompany the victim to appointments helps ensure that the victim receives essential services.  
Additionally, many of the resources needed may trigger shame and fear; thus, having a dedicated 
person the victim grows to trust is extremely beneficial. 

OO Healthy adult relationships and mentoring – The value of healthy adult relationships is a requisite 
for healing.  Within the last few years there has been a growing recognition that mentoring, an 
evidence based practice, can be used effectively with CSE youth.  The benefits of a successful 
mentoring program are replicable and exponential.12  Connecting high-risk youth with caring 
adult mentors helps young people develop supportive, consistent relationships with these adults, 
leading to increasing engagement in multiple aspects of their lives.

VI. Elements in Court Strategies for Addressing the Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children

Victims of CSEC are some of the most vulnerable people in our systems.  Judges, court staff 
and stakeholders have begun to enhance their awareness and response to these cases and this 
knowledge will increase the likelihood of early identification and intervention for these young 
people.  In particular, while many barriers remain to identifying and assisting CSEC victims, promising 
practices such as the following are emerging: 

OO Training and capacity building – Training is at the heart of creating change in response to CSEC 
victims.  Training about the CSEC population and the elements that increase the risk of a young 
person to be sexually exploited is needed across systems and stakeholders, with ongoing and 
detailed training for stakeholders who are likely to have contact with or already work with CSEC 
victims.  Additionally, it is recommended that existing agencies that do not traditionally work with 
CSEC victims build internal capacity by incorporating CSEC-specific questions into screening and 
assessment tools.  

12  Grossman, Jean Baldwin and Eileen M. Garry (April 1997) Mentoring: A Proven Delinquency Prevention Strategy 
(Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention). This bulletin reports that mentored youth 
were 46 percent less likely than controls to initiate drug use (minority youth were 70% less likely), 27 percent less likely 
to initiate alcohol use, and almost one third less likely to hit someone. They skipped half as many days of school and 
had improved relationships with their peers.
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OO Use of multisystem approach and cross-system coordination13 – CSEC victims interact with 
many systems and need the help of multiple systems as they heal from their experiences.  
Multisystem approaches—the involvement and collaboration of systems to provide wraparound 
services—have proven successful.  Creating forums such as coalitions and collaboratives with 
protocols aimed at providing streamlined care helps to build a strong network to support victims.   
Building multidisciplinary teams is one way to coordinate across systems.  Including child welfare, 
probation, attorneys, service providers and the judge establishes efficient communication 
pathways. 

OO Screening and assessment – While there is still debate as to which screening and assessment 
tools are best for this population, incorporating trafficking-sensitive questions into general 
screening and intake forms can help assist in identification.  Also, special consideration of who is 
conducting the screening and assessment, and where it is being done, are important to promote 
safety.  

OO Trauma-informed programming – Trauma-informed programming is important across systems 
and providers.  According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMSHA), trauma-informed organizations, programs, and services are based on an 
understanding of the vulnerabilities or triggers of trauma survivors that traditional service delivery 
approaches may exacerbate, so that these services and programs can be more supportive and 
avoid re-traumatization.  Using this lens can create a sense of safety and understanding for 
victims as they begin to heal. 

OO Meaningful engagement and relationship development – Engagement is the beginning of the 
change process.  The relationships that victims begin to form with stakeholders are most helpful 
when they are consistent, non-judgmental, and supportive, and recognize that change takes 
time.  Building transformational relationships with caring, committed adults, and drawing on peer 
support, mentoring and role modeling to cultivate a “family-like” atmosphere helps support the 
survivor.

OO Creation of specialized services and treatment options – The establishment of foster homes and 
group homes run by foster parents and staff that are trained in working with CSEC victims and 
offer specific programming is recommended.  Offering young victims a stable home with adults 
who understand the impact of CSEC can be life changing.  Additionally, policies that are aware 
of CSEC experiences, like protocols for running away, help provide the unconditional love that 
CSEC victims need.  

Putting it All Together: The GEMS Victim, Survivor, Leader Model

GEMS has developed a program model that incorporates the features mentioned above.  In 
particular, the GEMS Victim, Survivor, Leader (VSL) Model, incorporates a variety of evidence-
based practices and concepts, building on two foundational principles—survivor leadership and 
transformational relationships—and six core values: (1) gender-responsive, (2) trauma-informed, 
(3) strengths-based, (4) culturally competent, (5) developmentally grounded, and (6) social justice 
oriented.  Figure 2 provides a diagram of the GEMS VSL Model.

13  U.S. Department of State (June 2013) Trafficking in Persons Report (Washington, D.C.).
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Figure 2: The Girls Educational and Mentoring Services (GEMS) Victim, Survivor, 
Leader Model for Serving Trafficking Victims 

Moreover, from its inception, all GEMS services and programming have sought to minimize barriers 
for girls and young women who have experienced commercial sexual exploitation and domestic 
trafficking (called “members” at GEMS) by incorporating the following strategies:

OO providing a secure, non-judgmental, drop-in space, access to 24-hour crisis support and a 
continuum of housing services to address safety; 

OO meeting members with support tailored to where they are in the change process using the Stages 
of Change model to understand the stages of exiting the commercial sex industry;

OO incorporating trauma-informed care and survivor input and leadership to ensure services and 
programs are responsive to survivor needs;

OO building transformational relationships with caring, committed adults, and drawing on peer 
support, mentoring and role modeling to cultivate a “family-like” atmosphere;

OO offering opportunities for positive youth development, and utilizing a strengths-based, member-
identified approach to empower survivors to become authorities in their own lives;

OO providing financial incentives for participation that address practical barriers to engagement and 
success, while publicly recognizing, celebrating and honoring achievement; 

OO advocating on behalf of all at-risk youth within child welfare, education, legal and housing 
systems to affect policies and practice;

OO designing, implementing and maintaining evidence-based programming where possible; and

OO employing staff who embrace GEMS principles and core values, and are committed to providing 
high-quality services.
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