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Common Risk Factors of Trafficking Victims 

Human Trafficking can happen to anyone, and spans all demographics. However, there are vulnerabilities 
that can lead to a higher susceptibility to victimization.  

1) History of family violence, abuse, neglect, and / or abandonment  
2) Previous sexual assault, sexual abuse, and/or familial molestation 
3) History of running away  
4) Lack of stability and/or long term stable personal attachments  
5) Homelessness and/or economic disadvantage  
6) Substance abuse 
7) Mistrust of police and/or authority figures (usually due to a previous negative experience) 

Who are the victims?                        

• The most recent research, based on interviews of recovered youth, finds that the average age of 
juvenile sex trafficking victims is age 15. A majority of trafficked youth report that their first sexual 
experience was nonconsensual, and that they were younger than age 13 when they were 
assaulted.  

• The overwhelming majority of exploited youth are homeless, runaways, or “throwaways” from 
dysfunctional homes where often have already suffered physical, psychological, and sexual 
abuse. 

• Sexual abuse in particular is cited as a leading cause for entry into the sex industry. 66% of 
minors arrested for prostitution in 2014 were documented prior victims of sexual assault and/or 
familial molestation. 

• Nationally, 2.8 million children are homeless. 

• 1/3 of runaways are lured by Traffickers within 48 hours of running away.  

• The odds of a victim being rescued are 1 in 100. Traffickers target the marginalized youth, 
because they are less likely to be reported missing, and if so less likely to become a priority of 
law enforcement.  

Runaways: Majority of exploited youth are homeless, RUNAWAYS, or “throwaways” from dysfunctional 

homes where often they have already suffered physical, psychological, and sexual abuse. 

Victims Become Property: Traffickers “stamp” their victim, this is usually a tattoo on the shoulder, neck, 

or back, it is the traffickers “brand” or “logo”.   

Victim Recruiting   

• Traffickers are opportunist who will exploit anyone they can manipulate. Traffickers "bunny hunt" 

for victims through methods which allow them access to any child.   

• Traffickers recruiting methods to include; 

o Internet "Trolls" in chat rooms and social media sites 

o "Knockers" who befriend children & introduce them to the Trafficker 

• Foster Youth - Group homes, shelters, and foster facilities are magnets for traffickers because 

they prey on marginalized youth. Many children in foster care feel starved for love & attention. 

Traffickers often pretend to be in love with the foster youth and groom them by giving them 

attention and gifts.  

• Traffickers than use foster child in their “stable” to recruit & exploit other foster youth. 

• Traffickers manipulate youth they are enslaving into recruiting other teenagers for them.  

• Victims have daily quotas they must make or risk “punishment”  

• Traffickers tell victims that if they bring their friends, “into the family” they will count part of what 

the friend makes toward their quota.  



• It is common for victims to be in school during the day, where they invite their “friends” to meet 

their “boyfriend” or go to a “party”. 

Where do Traffickers “bunny hunt”?  

Anywhere children are;  

• Malls, parks, after school programs, in school using other youth recruit  

• Internet, Social Media 

Traffickers’ Disguises  

“ROMEO” Pretender: Pretends to be something they are not; boyfriend, big sister, father figure, etc. 

  Promiser: Promises great things, like an amazing job, a glamorous lifestyle, travel, etc. 

“DADDY”  Provider: Offers to take care of the victim’s needs, such as clothing, food, & shelter. 

Entice victim through glamorous lifestyle, parties & gifts; expensive purses, cell phones, 

nails, etc. the trafficker sees these expenses as investing in a product and selling an 

image.  

Protector: Uses physical power and intimidation to “protect”, but also control, the victim. 

“GORILLA”  Punisher: A trafficker who uses violence and threats to control a person. This happens 

after the previous “disguises” have been exhausted and the trafficker becomes the 

punisher to maintain control. 

The ABC’s of Sex Trafficking 

AWARENESS 

• Signs of physical abuse such as burns, bruises, or cuts  

• Signs of poor hygiene, may look sick, use makeup to cover injuries. 

• Victims may have “Branding” tattoos. 

• Signs of gang affiliation / preference for specific colors & displaying (flashing) gang symbols.  

• Clothing maybe too sexual, wrong size, popular brand-named but not appropriate for their age, 

the weather, or location where they are. 

• They have new nails, & salon styled hair, not appropriate for a teenager or child.    

• They have popular expensive, often impractical, accessories (purses, shoes, cellular phones)  

• At hospitality venues, their clothing may look less expensive than the adult they are with.  

• They have few personal items, but are in possession of multiple hotel room keys; & prepaid credit 

cards 

BEHAVIOR 

• Unexplained absences from school, distracted behavior, and /or tired in class. 

• Not showing up for plans with friends and /or withdrawing from friends. 

• They have an older “boyfriend” or “girlfriend”, who is controlling / violent.   

• Signs of depression / anxiety / drug use / alcohol abuse.  

• They begin talking about & displaying hypersexualized behavior.   

• They brag about making a lot of money, & seem obsessed with money.  

• They talk about wild parties & often invite other students to “party” with them.  

• Around adults they avoid eye contact, looking at their feet or back to another person.  

• May be disoriented, confused, fearful, timid, or submissive around adults. 

• Unease where there is visible security or law enforcement. 

COMMUNICATION 



• May become verbally vulgar when challenged by an authority figure. (watch for fight, flight, & 

freeze). 

• Often victims can’t provide details about where they came from or where they are going. 

• Their answers appear rehearsed, and they will become nervous or angry if pressed for details. 

• They appear to look to a companion for answers & they seem to be under that person’s control, 

they may be closely watched, or followed.   

Law Enforcement: Police patrol officers may be called to a case involving a conflict between paramours, 

which may actually be a trafficker using physical force against a victim. Traffickers often will refer to 

themselves as the victims “boyfriend”, or they may claim to be a temporary guardian (“I’m watching her for 

her mother”).  

Police Officers should note that sex trafficking victims often have histories of: 

• Family violence, abuse, neglect, and / or abandonment  

• Previous sexual assault, sexual abuse, and/or familial molestation 

• Running away 

• Homelessness and/or economic disadvantage  

• Substance abuse  

• Mistrust of police and/or authority figures (usually due to a previous negative experience) 

Juvenile Probation / Caseworkers / Social Workers: These professionals often work with persons who 

have histories common to sex trafficking victims.  

• Family violence, abuse, neglect, and / or abandonment  

• Previous sexual assault, sexual abuse, and/or familial molestation 

• Running away 

• Homelessness and/or economic disadvantage  

• Substance abuse  

• Lack of stability and/or long term stable personal attachments 

Health of a Trafficked Person                    
Trafficked persons are often treated as disposable possessions without much attention given to their 
mental or physical health. Accordingly, often have health problems that include; 

• Malnutrition, dehydration or poor personal hygiene 

• Sexually transmitted diseases / Signs of rape or sexual abuse 

• Bruising, broken bones, or other signs of untreated medical problems 

• Untreated chronic illnesses (diabetes, asthma, infections) 

• Post-traumatic stress and other psychological disorders 

Adopting a Victim-Centered Approach  

• A victim-centered approach employs patience, empathy, and compassion for victims while 

responding to their needs. Don’t neglect the physical needs of the survivor. If they are hunger, 

feed them. Have a warm coat or blanket. This can be given to a survivor to but on over their 

clothing without disturbing possible physical evidence prior to a SANE exam. Empathy and 

compassion are the first steps of the building rapport process.  

• Human trafficking is a violation of an individual’s inalienable human right to freedom. The 

exploitations and violence perpetrated by traffickers against their victims violate the very humanity 

of the victim. Traffickers work to make a victim believe their self-worth, and value, are based on 

pleasing the trafficker. Don’t “power up” victim. Giving them small choice like what they want to 

eat, and telling them that their physical well-being is important to you may begin to get them out 

of survival mode, and into high thinking.   



• Victims have been trained by the traffickers to be fear authority figures. They are expecting to be 

treated as a criminal, so their demeanor will be guarded and untrusting. Expect vulgar language 

and insults. Traffickers train victims to respond this way to deflect questioning. Traffickers know 

that many people in authority positions become defensive when engaging with “hostile” victims, or 

witnesses. Don’t fall for this trap. Showing concern for the victim, even when they are vulgar will 

quickly diminish the use of this ploy.  

• Victims have complex backgrounds. Many have existed without basic human rights for so long 

that they have been conditioned not to fight back. They may fear real consequences that the full 

disclosure of their activities may bring, and many mistrust formal systems.   

• Recovery for the victim will be a long and arduous process that can be facilitated or hindered by 

the types of interactions victims have with law enforcement and service providers.   

• Recovery and rehabilitation for the victim is dependent upon a restoration of their sense of “self” 

and restoration of their humanity while addressing their physical and mental health. Recovery is a 

long hard process. It does not begin until the victim recognizes that they are a victim. Often times 

Traffickers will use guilt to convince the victim they “choose” this life. The victim must process 

their internal struggle with shame and guilt. Additional guilt and shame from systematic 

accusations will only compound the damage.  

• When treating, or engaging, with a trafficking victim be cognizant of the physical and emotional 

abuse that has been exacted. The exploitation suffered by victims is extensive, pervading body 

and mind. The tattoo branding is a physical representation that the victim’s mind, body and soul 

belong to the trafficker.   

• Law enforcement, prosecutors, service providers, and medical professionals must ensure that 

advocacy for victims must is not overlooked and must remain central in the process.  

• Victims have to be heard, and believed.  Criminalizing, or further ostracize, of the victim will 

hinder the recovery process, and further the victims mistrust of “the system”. The traffickers tell 

victims that they are the only one who can love them. They warn them that “the system” will 

mistreat them. So, when this is actualized it creates a paradigm where the trafficker is the “better 

choice”.  

Why do victim’s runaway back to the Traffickers?  

According to The International Institute of for Trauma & Addiction Professionals; 

“Trauma bonding happens when someone uses fear, sexual feelings … and excitement to entrap 
someone else. It is a result of continuing cycles of abuse where alternating reward and mistreatment to 
form an emotional bond that is not easy to break” 

• Traffickers use this alternating system of rewards and punishments to create an emotional bond 
to the child, like the bonds seen in domestic violence and cults.    

• The child believes the Trafficker is the only person who “loves” them.   

• Children who have experienced abuse and neglect tend to have weaker attachments, and 
therefore are more susceptible to trauma bonding.  

Screening Questions 

Control Screening Questions  

• Could you leave your situation if you wanted to?  

• Can you come and go as you please?  



• Have you been threatened if you try to leave? 

• Did you ever witness any threats against other people if they tried to leave? 

• Has your family been threatened?    

• Have you been physically harmed in any way?  

• Were there any objects or weapons used in the physical abuse? 

• Where are these objects or weapons located? 

• What are your working or living conditions like?  

• Where do you sleep, and eat?  

• Do you sleep in a bed, on a cot or on the floor?  

• Have you ever been deprived of food, water, sleep or medical care?  

• Do you have to ask permission to eat, sleep or go to the bathroom?  

• Are there locks on your doors and windows so you cannot get out?  

• Has anyone threatened your family?  

• Has your identification or documentation been taken from you?  

• Did anyone force you to do anything that you did not want to do?  

• Was anyone else ever abused or threatened with harm in your presence? 

•  Was knowledge of this abuse ever communicated to a person outside of this situation (e.g., police 

reports, domestic violence reports, hospital records, social service records)? 

• How were medical problems handled and who attended to them? 

 Fraud/Financial Coercion Questions  

• How did you get your job?  

• Are you getting paid to do your job?  

• Do you actually receive payment or is your money being held for you?  

• Do you owe your employer money?  

• Are there records or receipts of what is owed to your employer/recruiter?  

• Are there records/receipts of what was earned/paid to you?  

• How were financial transactions handled?  

• Are you in possession of your own legal (I.D.) documents? If not, why?  

• Were you provided false documents or identification?  

• Are you being made to do things that you do not want to do?  

Freedom of Movement Questions  

• Is your freedom of movement restricted?  



• Do you live and work in the same place?  

• What were the conditions under which you were left unattended?  

• Were there instances of physical restriction through locks, chains, etc.?  

• Where are, the locks used and who has the keys to them?  

• How was movement in public places handled (e.g., car, van, bus, subway)?  

• Who supervised your movement in public places?  

 How was the purchase of private goods and services handled (e.g., medicines, prescriptions)?  

• What forms of media or telecommunication did you have access to (e.g., television, radio, 

newspapers, magazines, telephone, the Internet)?  

Resources 

• SANE examination 

Where do we take them?  

• State resources 

 What can CPS do or not do? 

• Local resources 

What can JV Justice do or not do?  

What is currently available (e.g. transitional housing) 

• National resources 

National Center for Missing and Exploited Children 

http://www.missingkids.com/home  

https://www.facebook.com/MissingKidsTexas/ 

• Trauma informed care 

What is re-traumatizing a victim? 

Trauma care for children who’ve experienced abuse 

• Online resources  

• Polaris Project  

https://polarisproject.org/  

https://www.facebook.com/polarisproject/  

• Truckers Against Trafficking (TAT)  

http://www.truckersagainsttrafficking.org/   

https://www.facebook.com/truckersagainstrafficking/   
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• Texas Department of Public Safety 

Interdiction for the Protection of Children training 

https://leb.fbi.gov/2015/february/interdiction-for-the-protection-of-children  

Texas DPS Mobile App & Texas DPS Fusion Center 
http://dps.texas.gov/mobileApp/default.htm  
 

• Texas Office of the Attorney General 
https://www.texasattorneygeneral.gov/cj/human-trafficking  
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