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Executive Summary
Human trafficking, the “recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the
purposes of a commercial sex act, in which the commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or
in which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of age”, 1 is being recognized
increasingly as a social problem in the United States and worldwide. Trafficking of girls and boys for sex in
the United States has been cited as a serious concern. But more accurate information about who is being
trafficked, how that is occurring, what factors place these children at risk, and what protections might be
most effective is needed.
0F

Casey Family Programs is the nation's largest operating foundation focused entirely on foster care and
improving the child welfare system. Because of our work with many states and counties across the United
States, we wanted to learn more about what child welfare leaders and their colleagues think must be
improved to better prevent, assess, and respond to sex trafficking of children, including how sex trafficking of
children affected their communities, and the intersection with child welfare. We wanted to learn about their
knowledge of child sex trafficking and what their jurisdiction has done related to sex trafficking (including
available services, placement options, staff capacity, service gaps, and knowledge gaps). The information
will assist Casey Family Programs in better understanding the issues specific to the intersection of child
welfare and sex trafficking, as we continue to serve and advocate for vulnerable children and families.
As such, this national survey was a modest attempt to gather child welfare leader insights into this problem
and what they need to learn more about to combat it. This information will be used to help shape our
ongoing work with states and counties.
Representatives from 45 jurisdictions completed the interview in March and April 2014. This included 29
states, 13 counties, New York City, Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia.
In response to an open-ended question about the biggest challenges agencies face in providing services to
child sex trafficking victims, participants mentioned:
 Lack of appropriate resources and services for victims (40%)
 Identifying trafficking victims (33%)
 Having safe placement options for trafficking victims (31%)
 Lack of funding (20%)
 Understanding the scope of the problem (18%)

In response to an open-ended question about what the child welfare system as a whole could do better to
prevent and respond to child sex trafficking, participants suggested:
 Better collaboration between agencies and departments (36%)
 Better identification and assessment tools (27%)
 Addressing resource and service issues, such as staffing and funding (24%)
 Increasing public awareness (16%)
 Prevention strategies to decrease youth vulnerability (16%)
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In response to a question about what local communities could do to better prevent and respond to child sex
trafficking, participants suggested implementing community awareness campaigns and trainings (82%) and
developing alternative programs and services (40%).
The vast majority of respondents in this study wanted to know more about best practices for prevention of
sex trafficking of children, funding opportunities, and best practices for treatment of child victims of sex
trafficking. They also wanted to learn more about victim experiences and needs regarding treatment or
housing, prevention strategies to make children and youth less vulnerable, and placement options for
victims. Child welfare agency leaders recognized that frequently child sex trafficking survivors have a history
of violence and trauma that contributed to their vulnerability to sex trafficking.
While the survey provided a modest first step in learning about child welfare leaders’ thoughts and needs
regarding child sex trafficking, more accurate data about who is being trafficked, how that is occurring, what
risk factors place these children at risk, and what protections might be most effective are still needed.
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Introduction
Human trafficking is being recognized increasingly as a social problem worldwide and in the United States. 2
For example, from December 2007 through December 2012, the National Human Trafficking Resource
Center (NHTRC) in the United States answered 65,557 calls, 1,735 online tip forms, and 5,251 emails —
totalling more than 72,000 interactions. During the first five years of the hotline’s operation by the Polaris
Project:
1F

 The NHTRC experienced a 259% increase in calls between 2008 and 2012.
 In five years, the NHTRC received reports of 9,298 unique cases of human trafficking.
 The three most common forms of sex trafficking reported to the hotline involved pimpcontrolled prostitution, commercial-front brothels, and escort services.
 41% of sex trafficking cases referenced U.S. citizens as victims.
 Women were referenced as victims in 85% of sex trafficking cases. 3
2F

Trafficking of girls and boys for sex in the United States has been recognized as a serious concern:

“Children are particularly vulnerable to exploitation, and minors have been reported in nearly
every form of sex and labor trafficking. Of the 9,298 potential human trafficking cases reported to
the NHTRC, 2,668, or 29%, involved at least one child victim of human trafficking. Furthermore,
74% of child trafficking cases involved sex trafficking, and the majority of those involved
pimp-controlled prostitution. Child victims were also exploited in the pornography industry, escort
services, commercial-front brothels, and residential brothels. Minors were found in traveling sales
crews, peddling rings, domestic work, begging rings, and in the agriculture industry. The NHTRC
also found that a significant portion of trafficked minors had interacted with the child welfare
system in some capacity while in their trafficking situation.”
— National Human Trafficking Resource Center

4
3F

The phrase “sex trafficking of minors” in this report is based on the definition provided in the Federal
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000: “recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or
obtaining of a person for the purposes of a commercial sex act, in which the commercial sex act is induced
by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years
of age”. 5 In 2012, one out of every eight endangered runaways reported to the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children was likely a child sex trafficking victim. And of those children, 67% were in the care
of child welfare when they went missing. 6
4F

5F

|

5

|

Addressing Child Sex Trafficking from a Child Welfare Perspective

Two especially vulnerable groups appear to be runaways and children placed in out-of-home care in shelter
care, family foster care, group homes, residential treatment centers, and transition living group homes or
apartments. The Human Rights Project for Girls cited the following data: 7
6F

 In 2012, Connecticut reported 88 child victims of sex trafficking. Eighty-six (98%) were child
8
welfare involved, and most reported abuse while in foster care or residential placement.
7F

 In 2012, Los Angeles County, California reported that of the 72 commercially sexually
exploited girls in their Succeed through Achievement and Resilience (STAR) Court Program,
56 (78%) were child-welfare involved. 9
8F

 In 2007, New York City identified 2,250 child victims of trafficking. Seventy-five percent of
those experienced some contact with the child welfare system, mostly in the context of abuse
and neglect proceedings. 10
9F

 In Alameda County, California, a one-year review of 149 local trafficking victims found that 82
(55%) were from group homes for youth in foster care, and 122 (82%) had previously run away
from home multiple times. 11
10F

Recently, a special commission on human trafficking in the state of Michigan underscored the seriousness
of this problem:

“Human traffickers take advantage of technology to remain anonymous and keep their victims
hidden in the shadows. Our daughters, friends, and neighbors are forced into prostitution,
domestic servitude and other forced labor by traffickers who take advantage of them. The
Commission on Michigan Human Trafficking has shined a light on these criminals and developed
a comprehensive statewide plan to bring them to justice. We have outlined a victim-centered
approach to end modern slavery in Michigan, and we look forward to putting our agenda into
action.”
— Attorney General Bill Schuette 12
1F

The key findings from the Michigan commission echo those of many other state or national commissions 13
as they highlighted the following pressing needs:
12F

 There is a severe lack of quality Michigan-specific human trafficking data. Survey results and
interview responses reveal that hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of victims are being
trafficked within the state.
 Significant gaps exist within the state’s human trafficking victim servicing framework and
substantial obstacles impede policymakers’ ability to address them, including a lack of funding
and specialized resources.
 Many professionals fail to recognize indicators of human trafficking and additional training is
needed to better assist them in recognizing the crime, reporting it to officials, and responding
to victim needs.
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 Many citizens are unaware that human trafficking happens in Michigan, meaning that more
public awareness efforts are needed to educate residents about the crime and help them
realize that it happens within local businesses, communities, and homes.
 Practitioners and trafficking experts recognize that there are significant gaps in Michigan’s antitrafficking laws. Michigan must strengthen its current anti-trafficking legislation and policies. 14
13F

Study purpose
Casey Family Programs is the nation's largest operating foundation focused entirely on foster care and
improving the child welfare system. Founded in 1966, we work to provide and improve—and ultimately
prevent the need for—foster care in the United States. As champions for change, we are committed to our
2020 Strategy for America's Children—a goal to safely reduce the number of children in foster care and
improve the lives of those who remain in care.
Because of our work with many states and counties across the United States, we wanted to learn more
about what child welfare leaders and their colleagues think must be improved to better prevent, assess, and
respond to sex trafficking of children. As such, this national survey is a modest attempt to gather child
welfare leader insights into this problem and what they need to learn more about to combat it. This
information will be used to help shape our ongoing work with states and counties.

Study Method and Participants
A structured set of interview questions was developed to assess jurisdiction leaders’ knowledge of and
response to the issue of child sex trafficking. Representatives from 45 jurisdictions completed the interview
in March and April 2014. This included 29 states, 13 counties, New York City, Puerto Rico, and the District
of Columbia. Respondents represented a variety of roles, including Commissioner, Deputy Commissioner,
Deputy Administrator, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Director of Special Initiatives, Director of Investigations,
Child Welfare Director, Human Trafficking Prevention Director, Sex Trafficking Coordinator, and Child
Welfare Program Specialist.
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Figure 1. Human Trafficking Survey Respondents

Strategic Consultants from Casey Family Programs interviewed respondents in person or by phone using a
structured set of interview questions. The Strategic Consultants provided a copy of the interview questions
to respondents in advance so they could refer to the items during the interview. Responses were recorded
on paper, in a Word document, or directly into the survey program (Survey Monkey). Respondents were
informed of their rights as participants, including the voluntary nature of their participation and confidentiality
of responses. The project was reviewed by Casey’s Human Subjects Review Committee and was deemed
exempt.

Findings
The problem of child sex trafficking
The vast majority of respondents (86%) indicated that they believe child sex trafficking is a problem in their
jurisdiction; about one in ten (11%) did not know whether trafficking is a problem, and one (2%) said it was
not a problem.
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Child welfare response to trafficking
Nearly two-thirds of respondents (64%) said that their agency had received training specific to child sex
trafficking.
Most respondents (71%) said that their state child welfare law allowed CPS or another child welfare agency
to screen in reports about child sex trafficking victims. 15 A smaller percent (49%) said that their state child
welfare law allowed screening in of reports about victims who are exploited by a non-familial offender, such
as a trafficker or pimp.
14F

Connecticut’s Department of Children and Families (DCF) has taken an active approach to
combatting child sex trafficking through mandatory training of all intake staff, DCF Careline
workers (the Careline was formerly known as the DCF Hotline), and adolescent workers. Since
2005, with the launch of a one-day training focused primarily on international victims, the training
has expanded to a three-day certification training. This training includes (1) education on the
scope of the issue both domestically and locally in Connecticut, (2) discussion of the issues of
demand and perpetrators, relevant laws, internet safety, social media, and pornography, and (3)
addressing victims’ acute trauma, use of the Stages of Change Model, motivational interviewing
skills, working with young men, and available resources. This three-day training is available to all
DCF staff and is also open to community providers. In addition, DCF has trained or presented to
Emergency Medical Response staff, law enforcement, community providers, foster parents, and
high school and college students.

Less than half of respondents (44%) said their agency has a policy to address child sex trafficking victims.
Of the 20 jurisdictions that had a policy, most covered intake (90%), screening (85%), response (85%), and
safety considerations (70%), while fewer covered placement (60%), treatment (60%), and training (40%).

Identification of trafficking victims
Open-ended responses about the identification and assessment tools used to identify victims indicate that a
consistent tool or set of tools is not in use. One in five reported using a state-specific assessment tool, while
other respondents report using the Child and Adolescent Needs and Strengths (CANS) instrument (11%), a
general CPS assessment tool not specific to trafficking (9%), or relying on law enforcement to identify
victims (9%). One in five respondents also reported that identification and assessment tools were currently
being developed.
One-third of respondents (33%) reported that child trafficking victims were mostly identified as trafficking
victims, while 20% reported that they were generally not identified as trafficking victims but received
specialized services. A smaller percentage (13%) did not know how child trafficking victims were identified in
their jurisdiction. Open-ended responses about other methods for identification of victims indicate that 20%
identify victims as runaways, 13% identify victims as victims of abuse or trauma, and 7% identify victims as
being engaged in illegal activities.
Jurisdictions varied greatly in their estimates of the number of annual newly-reported sex trafficking victims.
Eight reported that they did not know the number of victims, while others reported numbers as small as three
to as large as 4,000. Jurisdictions reported directly serving (through child welfare or elsewhere) a smaller
number of victims annually, with most responses ranging from one to 100.
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In 2012, the New York City’s child welfare and juvenile justice agency, the Administration for
Children’s Services (ACS), released a comprehensive policy regarding assessment and safety
planning for commercially sexually exploited children. The policy provides guidance to staff on
how to identify, engage and support victims. In particular, it provides information on identifying
risk factors, sample screening questions, and guidance on safety and service planning. In
addition, ACS has utilized the specialized law enforcement expertise of over 100 Investigative
Consultants, led by a former Commanding Officer of the New York City Policy Department’s
Special Victims Division. These retired law enforcement professionals assist ACS’ child protection
specialists with various investigative activities, such as locating at-risk children and families,
interviewing subjects, fact gathering, and coordinating a response with law enforcement. A case
involving suspected sexual exploitation triggers an alert to the Investigative Consultants, who
utilize various databases, social media sites, and internet resources to assist workers in
identifying and locating trafficked children.

Tracking the number of child sex trafficking victims that come to the attention of the child welfare agency
annually was also inconsistent. One in three jurisdictions (33%) reported no tracking, 18% reported that they
were in the midst of developing a tracking system, 16% reported tracking victims in their child welfare data
system, and 16% reported informal tracking, such as through anecdotes or notes in files. A smaller percent
of jurisdictions reported other tracking systems, such as in an outside organization (9%) or through hotline
data (9%). One promising strategy is that Florida, Michigan, Ohio, and possibly some other states are
including trafficking questions in their SACWIS systems.
Improving the ability of child welfare agencies to identify and track the progress of these child victims is not
only dependent upon better assessment tools and databases, but raising public awareness to report as well,
as demonstrated by New Mexico:

Efforts by New Mexico Attorney General Gary King provide a useful example of how effective and
comprehensive public awareness campaigns can lead to real results for victims and justice for
their traffickers. Attorney General King’s Border Violence Division coordinates a statewide public
information campaign to educate citizens on human trafficking. In 2011, this campaign featured
billboards, radio interviews, newspaper articles, website publications, and television
advertisements. Its most prominent feature was the display of bus advertisements. Human
trafficking bus advertisements displayed pictures of men, women, and children next to the words,
“Stop Slavery” and “We are not for sale.” Additionally, the advertisements prominently displayed
the NHTRC hotline. Following the campaign, 24 new human trafficking investigations were
opened. 16
15F

Services for child trafficking victims
The most widely available services (provided by child welfare agencies) for child sex trafficking victims were
child advocacy centers (71% available somewhat or a lot), non-emergency assessment to identify child
victims (49% available somewhat or a lot), and treatment of child victims, including trauma treatment (47%
available somewhat or a lot). A small proportion of jurisdictions (9%) reported having specialized familybased placement for victims, and even fewer (7%) reported having drop-in or community-based counseling
programs specific to trafficking.
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Most jurisdictions (71%) did not report using specific strategies for international child sex victims, while 18%
reported working with governmental agencies such as the FBI or state department and 13% reported
working with an outside agency such as a faith-based organization or legal advocacy group.

“We do well with identification of victims, but what comes next?” – Survey participant

Figure 2. Availability of services for child sex trafficking victims
Permanency planning and reintegration of
victims
Prevention strategies to decrease
vulnerability
Specialized child placement for victims:
Institution
Specialized child placement for victims:
Family-based
Drop-in or community based counseling
programs specific to trafficking
Treatment of child victims, including trauma
treatment
Child advocacy centers

43

32

21

18

59

18

51

33

59

24

Non-emergency assessment to identify
child victims
Emergency assessment centers

7

40

7

38

20

33

31

33

48
0%

9

46
44

4

2

13 2
32

48
9

7

25%

23
50%

16
23

75%

7
100%

Percent reporting availability of each service
Does Not Exist

Available - A little

Available - Somewhat

Available - A lot

Since New York passed the nation’s first Safe Harbor Act in 2008, New York City has been
expanding its continuum of services for victims and those at risk of commercial sexual
exploitation. New York City services include specialized foster care and juvenile justice
placements, a transitional living program for sexually exploited young people, and preventive
services to keep high risk youth safely at home with their families. In 2013, recognizing the need
for cross-systems collaboration, the city’s child welfare and juvenile justice agency, the
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), and the Department of Youth and Community
Development (DYCD), which administers runaway and homeless youth services, implemented a
plan with state funding to strengthen this continuum of services. In addition to the specialized
placements and services, NYC is expanding its work with nationally recognized experts on
sexually exploited youth, including Safe Horizon and Girls Education & Mentoring Services
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(GEMS). The City’s Safe Harbor plan includes locating counselors with child sex trafficking
expertise at ACS’ foster care and juvenile justice placement facilities to work directly with young
people. In addition, NYC engages at-risk youth in its summer youth employment program and
provides specialized services for LGBTQ youth at-risk of sex trafficking.

Services for perpetrators (pimps) and clients (“Johns”)
Two jurisdictions (4%) said that they had services to treat perpetrators of child sex trafficking, while 13 (29%)
said they had special prosecution approaches for perpetrators. In addition, one jurisdiction provided
prevention services to potential Johns (clients) through the Man Up curriculum, 17 two had a “John school,”
and one had state legislation providing a “John school” but it had not yet been implemented. 18
16F

17F

Prevention strategies
Participants were asked to respond to an open-ended question about prevention strategies being used to
reduce the overall number of child sex trafficking victims. The strategies mentioned most frequently were
public awareness and community outreach (44%) and training (31%). In particular, five jurisdictions reported
using the “My Life, My Choice” curriculum. 19
18F

Partners and policy-making
The vast majority of respondents (91%) reported that they had a task force devoted to addressing child sex
trafficking. Of those, 95% indicated that the task force included a representative from child welfare.
According to open-ended responses, about half of task forces (54%) were convened by the state or local
government (including governor, mayor, prosecutor, law enforcement, judiciary, or city council), 10% by the
private sector, and 20% by collaboration between the government and private sector.

Combatting sex trafficking requires creative policies to address all actors that may be involved in
facilitating the crime. In 2012, New York City passed the country’s first law that targets taxi and
livery drivers for their involvement in sex trafficking. 20 The law imposes a $10,000 fine on drivers
who are convicted of a felony related to sex trafficking and drivers could also lose their
professional license. Equally important, the law required the New York City Taxi and Limousine
Commission (TLC) to prepare a program that raises awareness about the law, the problem of sex
trafficking, and ways they can help victims. The TLC subsequently produced a nine-minute video
to clarify the law that is now mandatory viewing for all drivers. 21
19F

20F

Task force activities included cross- and inter-agency networking (36%), education/awareness building
(33%), development of protocols to address human trafficking (20%), and reviewing current legislation or
lobbying for new legislation or grants (20%).
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Figure 3. Task Force activities
Drafting reports with recommendations

4%
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18%

Development of protocols to address human
trafficking

20%

Developing resources and services for victims

13%
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legislation or grants

20%

Trainings

16%

Developing screening and identification tools

4%

Networking and cross- or interagency collaboration

36%

Education and awareness building

33%
0%

25%
50%
75%
Percent reporting each activity

100%

Ongoing policy activities (such as Safe Harbor Legislation) were reported as occurring at the following
levels:
 40% at the Governor or Attorney General level
 62% at the county or state legislative level
 40% at the agency administrative level

In addition, some jurisdictions reported that policy activities were occurring at other levels, such as the city
council or through faith-based organizations. These often take the form of passing Safe Harbor laws to
change attitudes so that trafficked children are considered victims, not offenders: 22
21F

Girls who are bought and sold are the victims, not the perpetrators, of the crime of sex trafficking.
Yet most jurisdictions treat victims of sex trafficking as offenders if they recognize them at all: girls
are arrested on charges of prostitution or related offenses and detained in custody, often without
access to support or treatment. 23
2F

Respondents indicated that the systems most commonly involved in addressing sex trafficking in their
jurisdictions were local law enforcement (98%), followed by the Juvenile Justice system (89%), state law
enforcement (76%), and Federal law enforcement, such as the FBI (73%). According to open-ended
responses, other involved systems include health care (20%), legal systems (20%), and non-profits and
community partners, including Child Advocacy Centers (16%).
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Figure 4. Systems involved in addressing sex trafficking of children
Local law enforcement
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State law enforcement
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25%
50%
75%
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100%

Ohio has developed multiple formalized relationships between law enforcement, child welfare,
and victim service providers throughout the state. They are working to learn who victims and
perpetrators are so they can better tailor services and address the gaps in the continuum of care.
The gaps that they have noted so far include (1) ensuring that youth involved in the criminal
justice system are able to access Safe Harbor hearings, (2) having appropriate shelter services
for youth; and (3) training collaborating partners—such as case workers, mental health providers,
and law enforcement—on trafficking.

Respondents were asked to answer an open-ended question about what policy changes would be most
beneficial. The most commonly-noted changes were (1) improving collaboration among agencies and
systems (27%); (2) developing clearer policies and procedures to help identify victims of trafficking so that
they can more readily receive assistance (27%); and an increase in funding and resources (27%).
Respondents were also interested in amnesty for victims so they avoid prosecution (16%), stricter penalties
for perpetrators and advertising (9%), and greater alignment between state and federal laws (9%).
As reflected in the comments above, in certain states, human trafficking task forces or commissions have
linked diverse systems and stakeholders to develop specific legislative and other proposals. 24 For example,
the Michigan Commission on Human Trafficking made recommendations to change legislative policy in the
following areas, with more details in Appendix A:
23F

1.

Pass a safe harbor law

2.

Reduce demand by increasing penalties for “johns” who solicit sex from children
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3.

Remove gender-specific references and archaic language from the state’s Prostitution Act

4.

Extend the filing deadline, prohibit fraudulent transfers, prohibit “willfully blind” owners, and
expand property coverage for trafficking under the Omnibus Forfeiture Act

5.

Include human trafficking as a condition to support a nuisance complaint, including direct
portion of funds from sale of forfeited property to trafficking victim, increasing the maximum
penalty for violating nuisance abatement order, and insert gender-neutral language under the
nuisance statute

6.

Update the state human trafficking act to remove “involuntary servitude” and define
“commercial sexual activity” language within the human trafficking act

7.

Allow trafficking victims to vacate prostitution offenses

8.

Make human trafficking a mandatory reportable offense by DHS

9.

Extend the statute of limitations for human trafficking offenses to ten years

10. Seek a resolution from the Michigan legislature urging congress to amend the federal
communications decency act to combat internet-based human trafficking
11. Enact a human trafficking awareness poster law

The Child Welfare Council in California produced a thorough report, which includes detailed suggestions for
strategies to prevent human trafficking and recommendations for responding to human trafficking in
California. 25 Some initiatives prioritized by the Child Welfare Council include:
24F

1.

Placement: Establish safe and secure emergency and transitional placements for CSEC
victims.

2.

Identification: Implement cross-system screening tools to systematically identify CSEC and
children at risk of exploitation in order to inform and improve service delivery and placement
decisions. 26
25F

3.

Training: Mandate training for all professionals working with youth in child-serving systems,
including, but not limited to, the child welfare, juvenile justice, probation, mental health and
education, to better identify CSEC and children at-risk, provide CSEC specialized services and
supports, and use culturally competent and trauma-informed practices.

4.

Data: Develop protocols and strategies to coordinate, collect and share data across systems to
better understand the scope of the problem, the level of interaction with multiple systems, and
CSEC specific needs. (p. 55)

The full report from California’s Child Welfare Council contains specific recommendations to combat sex
trafficking in the areas of prevalence, identification, intervention, prevention, and legislation.
In 2013, The Institute of Medicine published a book that includes discussion of current and developing
strategies to address sex trafficking of minors and a thorough description of recommendations for
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addressing sex trafficking. 27 The authors call for comprehensive action in numerous groups, including
Congress; state legislatures; the Administration for Children and Families; the National Institute of Mental
Health; the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development; the National Institute of Justice; the
Office of Safe and Healthy Schools; the Institute of Education Sciences; national, state, and local bar
associations; academic and research institutions; foundation and nongovernmental organizations; and the
commercial sector. These action steps are listed in Appendix B.
26F

Knowledge and action needs
Respondents were asked to say what their jurisdiction needed to know and do more about related to sex
trafficking of children. The need for more knowledge about human trafficking, and action was made evident
by the high percentage of respondents endorsing certain items. For example, the vast majority of
respondents wanted to know more about best practices for prevention of sex trafficking of children (93%),
funding opportunities (93%), best practices for treatment of child victims of sex trafficking (87%). They also
wanted to learn more about victim experiences and needs regarding treatment or housing (84%), prevention
strategies to make children and youth less vulnerable (84%), and placement options for victims (82%).
Respondents indicated that more action was needed for child welfare in best practices for prevention of sex
trafficking of children (87%), providing appropriate service options for victims (84%), and best practices for
treatment of child victims of sex trafficking (82%).

“We are just at the beginning of identification and acknowledgment of the issue. We need to
learn, learn, learn.”
– Survey participant

Challenges faced by agencies
In response to an open-ended question about the biggest challenges agencies face in providing services to
child sex trafficking victims, participants mentioned:
 Lack of appropriate resources and services for victims (40%)
 Identifying trafficking victims (33%)
 Having safe placement options for trafficking victims (31%)
 Lack of funding (20%)
 Understanding the scope of the problem (18%)

Suggested child welfare system responses
In response to an open-ended question about what the child welfare system as a whole could do better to
prevent and respond to child sex trafficking, participants suggested:
 Better collaboration between agencies and departments (36%)
 Better identification and assessment tools (27%)
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 Addressing resource and service issues, such as staffing and funding (24%)
 Increasing public awareness (16%)
 Prevention strategies to decrease youth vulnerability (16%)

Suggested community responses
In response to a question about what local communities could do to better prevent and respond to child sex
trafficking, participants suggested implementing community awareness campaigns and trainings (82%) and
developing alternative programs and services (40%).
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Figure 5. Knowledge and action needs regarding child sex trafficking
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Successes
Open-ended responses to questions about the most successful approach to preventing and/or responding to
child sex trafficking from the perspective of child welfare included forming a task force or commission to
address the issue (29%), increasing collaboration between agencies to address the issue and assist victims
(27%), and raising awareness of the issue (27%). Other successes included developing and passing
legislation to protect victims and increase penalties for traffickers (13%), making sex trafficking a high priority
(11%), and building trust with trafficking victims so they can be helped (11%).

Discussion
Practice
The vast majority of respondents in this study wanted to know more about best practices for prevention of
sex trafficking of children, funding opportunities, and best practices for treatment of child victims of sex
trafficking. They also wanted to learn more about victim experiences and needs regarding treatment or
housing, prevention strategies to make children and youth less vulnerable, and placement options for
victims. Child welfare agency leaders recognized that frequently child sex trafficking survivors have a history
of violence and trauma that contributed to their vulnerability to sex trafficking.
Respondents indicated that more action was needed in best practices for prevention of sex trafficking of
children, providing appropriate service options for victims, and best practices for treatment of child victims of
sex trafficking. A report from Shared Hope International, ECPAT-USA, and the Protection Project declared
that there is “a severe lack of shelter and services for domestic minor sex trafficking victims in the United
States”; 28 and a 2012 review found that 39 programs provided beds for child victims of sex trafficking. 29
While definitive “best practices” do not exist, innovative service groups are tailoring a range of evidencebased practices to help child and youth trafficking victims cope with their current situation, heal, and recover.
They recognize that these survivors should not be detained if at all possible (though sometimes it can be
helpful to detain a survivor for a short period to begin the deprogramming process), that removing oneself
from the immediate trafficking environment is but one key step on a much longer healing process, and that
they can draw from a variety of clinical techniques from methods such as:
27F

28F

 Cognitive treatment for anxiety
 Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (Combines general clinical practice with
brief imaginal exposure and cognitive restructuring. Rapid eye movement is induced during the
imaginal exposure and cognitive restructuring phases.)
 Motivational Interviewing
 Stress Inoculation Training (Combines psycho-education with anxiety management techniques
such as relaxation training, breathing retraining, and thought stopping.)
 Substance abuse treatment (For those youth who “self-medicate” through alcohol or use of
illegal or non-prescribed drugs.)
 Trauma-focused cognitive behavioral treatment (TF-CBT) 30
29F

In addition, agencies should provide ongoing assessment and support to caseworkers who may experience
secondary trauma through their work with victims.
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More comprehensive responses are needed to respond to both perpetrators (pimps) and clients (“Johns”).
Only two jurisdictions reported having services available for perpetrators, and two others had a “John’s
school” for clients. The problem of child sex trafficking is one of supply and demand; it will not be resolved
without reducing demand.
With respect to prevention and services, child welfare agencies and other systems can draw upon the
expertise from a number of organizations that have been actively working in this area, such as the Love146
international human rights organization, National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, National Human
Trafficking Resource Center, Shared Hope International, and Safe Horizon. In addition, key reports have
been produced over the past few years that offer a detailed description of the problem and some ideas
about ways to intervene, including those from:
 ECPAT-USA 31
30F

 Georgetown Law School Center on Poverty and Inequality 32
31F

 Institute of Medicine 33
32F

 Loyola University Center for the Human Rights for Children 34
3F

 Michigan Commission on Human Trafficking

35
34F

 Shared Hope International 36
35F

 University of Southern California, Annenberg Center on Communication Leadership and
Policy 37
36F



State and local policy
As of 2013, 18 states had Safe Harbor provisions in their state law. 38 Yet, three of the participating
jurisdictions indicated that youth who are found to be victims of child sex trafficking are prosecuted.
37F

Child welfare leaders at all levels need to be informed about current policy. We found different responses
regarding state child welfare laws when interviewing people from the same state.
Shared Hope International’s “Protected Innocence Challenge” created a report card for each state based on
its child sex trafficking legislation. The report cards include recommendations for improving the state’s
response to trafficking. 39
38F

National policy
Policymakers recognize that some policies are best designed and enacted at the local level. But national
legislation may be needed. For example, some of the national legislation related to human trafficking under
consideration by the U.S. House of Representatives at the time of the survey administration included bills to:
 Increase penalties for people convicted of sex trafficking crimes
 Award grants to develop, improve, and expand programs to deter sex trafficking
 Require states to pass legislation treating minors involved in sex trafficking as victims rather
than criminals, discouraging prosecution and encouraging referral to child protective services
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 Enable the federal government to prosecute web-based advertisers of child trafficking, who are
currently shielded from prosecution because they are online
 Direct the Attorney General to implement and maintain a national strategy to combat human
trafficking that includes, among other things, improved integration and coordination among
agencies at all levels of government
 Provide special programs and services to youth in foster care to protect them from sex
trafficking

Some components of the recently proposed legislation would require the states to do some of the very
things that the survey respondents flagged as areas where they are challenged and in need of more
information, training, tools, access to best practices and resources. For example, challenges faced by
agencies included a lack of appropriate resources and services for victims (40%) and identifying trafficking
victims (33%).
Additionally, some legislative components complement the needs identified by survey respondents, such as
treating youth as victims and not as criminals, and imposing tougher penalties for perpetrators.
In 2013, the Department of Health and Human Services, the Department of Homeland Security, and the
Department of Justice co-chaired a task force of 17 federal agencies, which developed a national plan for
serving victims of human trafficking from 2013 through 2017. 40 The plan, to be implemented over five years,
includes the following goals and objectives, as well as over 130 actions to improve services for victims:
39F

1.

Increase coordination and collaboration: Increase guidance, collaboration, and civic
engagement at the national, state, tribal, and local levels
 Coordinate effectively through dedicated commitment at all levels of government
 Build stronger partnerships with key nongovernmental stakeholders

2.

Increase awareness: Increase understanding of human trafficking among key governmental
and community leaders and the general public
 Enhance understanding of human trafficking
 Improve and expand public awareness
 Improve understanding of human trafficking through research

3.

Expand access to services: Increase victim identification and expand the availability of
services for victims throughout the United States
 Build capacity to better identify and serve victims
 Foster collaborations and partnerships to leverage resources
 Improve access to victim services by removing barriers

4.

Improve outcomes: Promote effective, culturally appropriate, trauma-informed services that
improve the short- and long-term health, safety, and well-being outcomes of victims
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 Identify promising practices in responding to victims’ needs
 Support survivors in attaining health and independence

The plan includes a timeline and specifies a responsible federal agency for each of the more than 130
actions.

Conclusions
Because of our work with many states and counties across the United States, Casey Family Programs
wanted to learn more about what child welfare leaders and their colleagues think must be improved to better
prevent, assess, and respond to human trafficking of children. As such, this national survey was a modest
attempt to gather child welfare leader insights into this problem and what they want to learn more about to
combat it. The information gathered provides much to think about, and it will be used to help shape our
public policy and technical assistance efforts.
While the survey provided a modest first step in learning about child welfare leaders’ thoughts and needs
regarding child sex trafficking, more accurate data about who is being trafficked, how that is occurring, what
risk factors place these children at risk, and what protections might be most effective are still needed.
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Appendix A: Michigan Commission on Human
Trafficking Legislative Policy Recommendations
1.

Pass a Safe Harbor Law.
Police who encounter minors involved in prostitution sometimes view them as offenders rather than
victims. They often feel constrained to arrest due to a lack of effective tools available to get the child off
the streets and into a secure location. Other times, law enforcement personnel mistakenly view minors
as willingly engaging in commercial sex.
Most human trafficking victim advocates believe that current anti-prostitution practices infringe on the
rights of victims, create further emotional trauma, and exacerbate mistrust of authority figures. The first
priority, they assert, should be delivery of necessary social services for stability, safety, and recovery
that will help victims escape from traffickers and recover from lives of prostitution. States confronting
this problem have tried to balance these considerations through “safe harbor” laws that shield victims
from criminal prosecution for committing crimes (most often prostitution) they were forced by their
traffickers to commit. This protection has most often been limited to minors.” (p. 45)
The Commission recommended that the legislation provide the following four items:” (1) a victimcentered approach for minors that favors service provision over criminal prosecution; (2) a mandatory
referral to DHS any time law enforcement suspects a minor is engaging in commercial sex; (3)
necessary services through DHS and the courts to assist the child and stop the cycle of re-victimization;
and (4) a presumption that a minor found engaging in prostitution is a victim in need of services. This
presumption should exist so long as the minor cooperates and substantially complies with court-ordered
services” (p. 45)

2.

Increase Penalties for “Johns” to Reduce Local Demand for Commercial Sex.
Under current Michigan law, “johns” face up to 93 days in jail and a fine of up to $500 for soliciting a
person for sex. These penalties are the same regardless of whether a “john” propositions a minor or an
adult. Penalties increase only for repeat offenders: a one-year misdemeanor for second-time offenders
and a two-year felony for third-time offenders. Potential fines also increase accordingly.

3.

Update Michigan’s Prostitution Act
Update Michigan’s Prostitution Act. Michigan Compiled Law 750.448 et seq. criminalizes prostitution,
the acceptance of money in exchange for sex acts. It also criminalizes solicitation, the propositioning of
another individual to exchange sex for money.

4.

Civil Forfeiture
Federal anti-trafficking efforts have historically focused on trafficking of foreign nationals into the United
States, and federal funding tends to be directed to foreign national trafficking victims

41
40F

States and

NGOs have become the primary service providers for U.S. citizen and permanent resident trafficking
victims. Considering victims’ physical, psychological, residential, and social needs, the costs can be
considerable. One way to legislatively defray these costs is to frustrate traffickers’ ability to retain the
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profits of their illicit operations. Civil forfeiture is a common tool used to hit criminals in their
pocketbooks.
5.

Nuisance Abatement
The state’s nuisance law, if amended, may also provide a potential funding source for victims. A public
nuisance exists when property is used or left in a condition that significantly interferes with the public’s
health and safety. Under state law, a nuisance per se exists when a building is used for a number of
illegal activities, including prostitution, gambling, and narcotics trafficking. 42 The Commission offers the
41F

following recommendations to further increase funding availability for Michigan based human trafficking
victims:
 The Commission recommends that human trafficking be included as a condition that could
support a nuisance complaint.
 A portion of the funds from the sale of any forfeited property be directed to victims of human
trafficking, where the court has found trafficking to be the basis for the nuisance. The court
should decide the extent to which a victim would be compensated for losses according to
factors listed in the Crime Victim’s Rights Act, including lost wages and adequate
compensation for services rendered.
 Increase the maximum penalty a court can impose for violating a nuisance abatement order
from $1,000 to $25,000.
 Expand the Filing Period, Allow Recovery of Litigation Costs, and Insert Gender-Neutral
Language under the Nuisance Statute.
6.

Amend the Human Trafficking Act
Address the inconsistencies within the Michigan Human Trafficking Act. Michigan has enacted two
versions of the law. Both are still on the books, and the inconsistencies that exist between them have
created confusion.

7.

Vacate Conviction Records
“Victims of sex trafficking are often misidentified as criminals, arrested, prosecuted, and convicted of
prostitution and other related crimes. As convicted offenders, they are saddled with criminal histories for
crimes they were forced to commit. Convictions, particularly those that carry the stigma of a prostitution
crime, can present considerable barriers to victims’ reintegration into society because disclosure of
criminal histories is often required for employment, obtainment of student loans, and housing
applications. Recognizing this, a growing number of states now offer trafficking victims a legal
mechanism to render such convictions null and void. This process is known as vacating or expunging
convictions and sentences. 43” (p. 49)
42F

8.

Mandatory Reporting
All trafficking allegations should be reported and investigated. To address this concern, the Commission
considered whether human trafficking should be added as a mandatory reportable offense by the
Michigan Department of Human Services (DHS).
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9.

Extend the Statute of Limitations for Human Trafficking Offenses
Most crimes have a six-year statute of limitations, however, certain particularly serious crimes are
considered so egregious that they justify a longer limitations period.

10. Amend the Federal Communications Decency Act
Recognizing the growing trend of conducting trafficking operations online, the Commission believes that
action must be taken to address the problem of Internet-based human trafficking.
11. Pass Poster Laws
The Polaris Project’s National Human Trafficking Resource Center (NHTRC) hotline has established a
nationwide human trafficking hotline, providing victims, witnesses, and the public with a confidential way
to report suspected trafficking. Created in 2007, the hotline now receives nearly 20,000 calls annually. 44
43F

Its popularity is partially attributable to state legislation incentivizing or requiring the display of posters
and other materials relating to the hotline at locations where victims and the public are likely to see
them. Over the last five years, 18 states have enacted legislation requiring the posting of this resource
in certain public areas. 45 In some cases, states prescribe a detailed but non-exhaustive list of required
4F

locations, while others leave such determinations to the discretion of designated state departments or
agencies. When specific locations are required, they often include businesses requiring state licensure
for the sale or consumption of alcoholic beverages, sexually-oriented businesses (i.e. strip clubs),
airports, bus and railway stations, truck stops, emergency rooms, urgent care centers, job recruitment
centers, roadside rest areas, post-secondary educational institutions, and businesses providing
bodywork services (i.e. tattoo and massage parlors).
Most state poster laws have adopted the proposed legislative language of the Polaris Project, which
operates the national hotline. 46 The proposed language informs the public that the toll-free hotline is
45F

“available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week,” is “anonymous and confidential,” is “accessible in 170
languages,” and is “able to provide help, referral to services, training, and general information.” 47 Of the
46F

18 states requiring notice placement, six states provide a penalty for non-compliance with the poster
statute. Generally, the first “penalty” is a warning. For subsequent violations, fines range from $50 $500. Two states go so far as to issue $1,000 and $5,000 penalties for non-compliance resulting in two
or more convictions.” 48 (p. 51)
47F
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Appendix B: Recommendations and Implementation
Strategies from the Institute of Medicine Report
Source: Institute of Medicine report, Box 11-1, pp. 386-393.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: The Department of Justice, the Department of Health and Human Services, and the
Department of Education, working with other partners, should increase awareness of commercial sexual
exploitation and sex trafficking of minors by supporting the development, implementation, and evaluation of
 national, regional, state, and local evidence-informed training for professionals and other
individuals who routinely interact with children and adolescents;
 national, regional, state, and local public awareness campaigns; and
 specific strategies for raising awareness among children and adolescents.

Recommendation 2: All national, state, local, tribal, and territorial jurisdictions should develop laws and
policies that redirect young victims and survivors of commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking from
arrest and prosecution as criminals or adjudication as delinquents to systems, agencies, and services that
are equipped to meet their needs. Such laws should apply to all children and adolescents under age 18.
Recommendation 3: All national, state, local, tribal, and territorial jurisdictions should review, strengthen,
and implement laws that hold exploiters, traffickers, and solicitors accountable for their role in commercial
sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors. These laws should include a particular emphasis on
deterring demand.
Recommendation 4: The Department of Justice, the Department of Health and Human Services, and the
Department of Education should collaborate and partner with others to implement a national research
agenda focused on
 advancing knowledge and understanding of commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking
of minors in the United States;
 developing effective, child- and adolescent-centered, multisector interventions designed to
prevent children and adolescents from becoming victims or exploiters and to assist those who
have been exploited; and
 developing strategies and methodologies for evaluating the effectiveness of prevention and
intervention laws, policies, and programs.
Recommendation 5: The Coordinating Council on Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, in
collaboration and partnership with national, state, local, tribal, and territorial governmental and
nongovernmental entities, should develop guidelines on and provide technical assistance to support
multisector collaboration and information sharing.
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Recommendation 6: The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention should create and maintain
a digital information-sharing platform to deliver reliable, real time information on how to prevent, identify, and
respond to commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States.

Summary of Key Implementation Strategies for the Committee’s
Recommendations
Source: Institute of Medicine Report, Box 11-2, pp. 394-396.

Congress
 Authorize and appropriate funds for demonstration and pilot projects designed to cultivate
sustainable multisector collaboration to prevent, identify, and respond to commercial sexual
exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States. Require demonstration and pilot
projects to include work with particularly vulnerable populations, such as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) children and adolescents; racial and ethnic minority
populations (including Native Americans); homeless/runaway children and adolescents; rural
children and adolescents; and multisystem-involved children and adolescents.
(Recommendation 4)
 Require the implementation, enforcement, and evaluation of laws, policies, and practices
designed to prevent, identify, and respond to commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking
of minors in the United States through federal legislation. (Recommendations 2 and 3)

State Legislatures
 Direct states to conduct needs assessments to inform appropriate planning, implementation,
evaluation, and resource allocation for strategies designed to prevent, identify, and respond to
commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States.
(Recommendation 4)
 Direct states to review and amend, as appropriate, state laws addressing commercial sexual
exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States to ensure that exploited and
trafficked children and adolescents are treated as victims/survivors, not criminals, and to
promote reduction of demand. (Recommendations 2 and 3)

Administration for Children and Families
 Develop and disseminate an annual Domestic Trafficking in Persons report. Require states to
submit reports annually on specific prevention, protection, prosecution, and partnership
activities for inclusion in this report. (Recommendations 1 and 6)
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National Institute of Mental Health and National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development
 Support research on the root causes and prevention of commercial sexual exploitation and sex
trafficking of minors in the United States, including commercial sexual exploitation and sex
trafficking of boys, risk and protective factors for all children and adolescents, short- and longterm intervention needs and strategies, and the delivery of services and support to difficult-toreach populations. (Recommendation 4)

National Institute of Justice
 Support research on laws, policies, and practices that reduce demand for commercial sexual
exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States and on the individuals who
commit and benefit from these crimes. (Recommendation 4)

Office of Safe and Healthy Schools and Institute of Education Sciences
 Provide technical assistance to school districts for conducting school needs assessments on
the prevention and identification of and response to commercial sexual exploitation and sex
trafficking of minors within the school district, at individual schools, and in the immediate
community. Produce and disseminate needs assessment reports that serve as benchmarks
against which future gains can be measured.
 Support research to evaluate implementation strategies for meeting needs identified in these
school assessments. (Recommendation 4)

National, State, and Local Bar Associations
 Examine and report on the impact of existing and emerging federal, state, and local laws
addressing commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States.
Particular attention needs to be focused on new laws that redirect young victims and survivors
of commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking from arrest and prosecution as criminals
or adjudication as delinquents to systems, agencies, and services equipped to meet their
needs. (Recommendations 2 and 3)
 Support laws, policies, and practices that reduce demand for commercial sexual exploitation
and sex trafficking of minors in the United States, and punish the individuals who commit and
benefit from these crimes. (Recommendation 4)
 Conduct reviews of laws, policies, and practices in consultation with other law-related
professional organizations, including associations of prosecutors and law enforcement, and
publish the results of these reviews every 3 years to support the development and refinement
of laws and policies. (Recommendations 2 and 3)
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Academic and Research Institutions
 Establish formal relationships with victim and support service providers, especially
nongovernmental organizations, to develop studies, to collect data, and to evaluate the
effectiveness of prevention and intervention activities. (Recommendation 4)
 Provide guidance and technical assistance to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention on the delivery of reliable, real-time information about how to prevent, identify, and
respond to commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States.
(Recommendation 5)

Foundations and Nongovernmental Organizations
 Support and disseminate national, regional, state, and local public awareness campaigns,
including specific strategies for raising awareness among children and adolescents.
(Recommendation 1)
 Develop, support, and evaluate effective prevention and victim and support service strategies
for underage victims and survivors of commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking.
(Recommendation 4)
 Support the development and maintenance of a digital information-sharing platform that can
deliver reliable, timely information about how to prevent, identify, and respond to commercial
sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States. (Recommendation 5)

Commercial Sector
 Provide technical expertise to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention on the
development and maintenance of a digital information-sharing platform that can deliver
reliable, real-time information about how to prevent, identify, and respond to commercial
sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United States. (Recommendation 5)
 Leverage core capacities (e.g., big data, new media) to create and disseminate national,
regional, state, and local public awareness campaigns, including specific strategies for raising
awareness among children and adolescents. (Recommendation 1)
 Leverage core capacities to support prevention, identification, and response efforts of law
enforcement, social services, and other governmental and nongovernmental organizations
working to address commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors in the United
States. (Recommendation 1)
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