
Who are Sex Traffick Victims?
Youth who are victims of sex trafficking can be in situations that one would not expect.  Victims can be tricked by intimate part-
ners, family members, peers or a marriage proposition.  Some of the risk factors for youth include:
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Child Sex Trafficking as defined by the federal Trafficking 
Victims Protection Act of 2000 is the recruitment, harboring, 
transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the pur-
pose 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 . 
“Commercial Sex Act” means any sex act in which anything of 
value is given to or received by any person. If a child exchanges 
a sex act for anything of value they are a victim of child sex 
trafficking, and force, fraud or coercion does not have to be 
proven.

• Rejection by peers and/or family
• Community violence
• Physical abuse and neglect
• Mental illness
• Learning disabilities 
• Developmental delay
• Childhood sexual abuse
• Promotion of sexual exploitation by family members or peers
• Lack of social support

• Runaways
• Isolation
• Emotional distress
• Homelessness
• Poverty
• Family dysfunction
• Substance abuse
• Bullying

Without someone to take notice of red flags, youth can easily fall into these dangerous environments.  Victims of human traffick-
ing come from all walks of life and can be anyone, regardless of race, color, national origin, disability, religion, age, gender, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, or citizenship status.  Traffickers frequently prey on individuals who are poor, 
vulnerable, living in an unsafe situation, or are in search of a better life.

Federal Protections Against Trafficking
Federal law 18 U.S.C. § 1591(a)(1) makes it a crime when a person “recruits, entices, harbors, transports, provides, obtains, adver-
tises, maintains, patronizes, or solicits by any means” a minor for the purpose of a commercial sex act. There is no requirement to 
prove that force, fraud, or coercion was used to secure the victim’s actions if the victim is a minor. The law has been refined and 
strengthened since its enactment in 2000 and reflects the best approach to criminalizing child sex trafficking. State laws that 
address this crime specifically and separately from other criminal sex offenses avoid the confusion of relying on a patchwork of 
laws that were not crafted specifically to apply in these cases and help law enforcement identify, investigate, and prosecute these 
crimes.
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Child sex trafficking cannot, and should not, be addressed solely at the federal level. States must engage their law enforcement 
and prosecutors to fight this crime at the state level with laws providing 
penalties for offenders and protections for victims comparable to those pro-
vided under federal law. Lack of a child sex trafficking law creates gaps that 
allow victims to slip through unidentified and unprotected and allow their 
exploiters to continue their crimes unimpeded. Child sex trafficking offenses 
may violate a broad range of state laws, but clearly making the purchase 
and sale of children for sex acts a separate crime is essential to effectively 
combatting child sex trafficking. 

To date, Connecticut laws do not align with all aspects of the federal  Traf-
ficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA).  The TVPA allows for buyers to be 
charged with trafficking for the exchange of anything of value, however, 
Connecticut law only holds the buyer accountable for trafficking if the sex 
act is for a fee.  

When laws do not clearly criminalize commercial exchange for sex with children, the victims are more likely to be misidentified 
and consequently denied important protections under the law.  Services should be coordinated across multiple service sectors.  
States need to establish a baseline knowledge of human trafficking and victim services and support the development of effective 
responses to the needs of human trafficking victims.  

Federal agencies are aware of the intersection between child welfare and juvenile justice systems and human trafficking. Ser-
vice providers and others who work with trafficking victims report that a significant percentage of trafficked minors have been 
involved in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  This makes it even more critical to have cross-agency collaboration.

Data in Connecticut
The Department of Children and Families has a Human Anti-trafficking Response Team (HART) that ensures the child and family 
have the most efficient and responsive approach during the most difficult times.  In 2018, HART received 210 referrals.  At the time 
of exploitation, youth were in the following place of residence:

The JuST Response Council and Shared Hope International have developed a Protective Response Model for States to consider in 
developing plans that provide the highest level of compassion and care.  The 10 Protective Response Model Premises are:

It is important to have a safety and services plan and have adequate resources available to meet the array of services that victims 
may need.  Ideally, communities should have a plan with programs tailored and informed to meet the needs of sex trafficking 

• Non-criminalization
• Trauma-informed
• Empowerment approach
• Safety concerns addressed
• Proactive identification efforts

• Flexible
• Accessible array of funded, specialized services
• Established protocols
• Continuity and consistency in support
• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation

• Parent/Guardian Home -133
• Foster home - 38 
• Congregate care - 20 

• Detention - 1
• Shelter - 0

• AWOL/Runaway - 7
• Missing/Unknown - 7
• Relative/Other Home - 4

The Race/Ethnicity data for 2018 are:

• Unknown – 0• African American/Black - 39 
• Caucasian - 55
• Hispanic  - 96

• Asian – 0
• Multi-racial – 18
• Other - 1
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victims, providing a range of services equipped through training, education and funding to connect that young person to the most 
appropriate service plan. 

Myths and Misconceptions
There are many misconceptions surrounding human trafficking that need to be debunked: 
• Only women are victims
• Victim knew what they were getting themselves into
• Victim had freedom of movement and opportunities to 

escape
• If a trafficked person consented to be in their initial situation, 

they cannot be trafficked.
• Victims are always poor
• It can’t be trafficking when the trafficker and victim are 

related, married or in an intimate relationships
• Human trafficking victims will self-identify
• US citizens are not trafficked outside of the US
• US citizens cannot be trafficking victims – only foreign 

nationals or immigrants can be trafficked
• Trafficking must involve some form of travel, transportation 

or movement across state or national borders
• Victim was paid for services

• Human Trafficking is only Sex Trafficking

For some children whose lives are otherwise characterized by instability and lack of safety or security, schools can and should be 
safe havens.  Possible behavioral indicators include:
• an inability to attend school on a regular basis and/or unexplained absences
• frequently running away from home
• references made to frequent travel to other cities
• bruises or other signs of physical trauma, withdrawn behavior, depression, anxiety, or fear
• lack of control over a personal schedule and/or identification or travel documents
• hunger, malnourishment, or inappropriate dress (based on weather conditions or surroundings)
• signs of drug addiction
• coached or rehearsed responses to questions
• a sudden change in attire, behavior, relationships, or material possessions (e.g., expensive items)
• uncharacteristic promiscuity and/or references to sexual situations or terminology beyond age-specific norms
• a “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” who is noticeably older and/or controlling
• an attempt to conceal scars, tattoos, or bruises
• a sudden change in attention to personal hygiene

• shyness

Therefore, teachers, principals, social workers and all school staff have an opportunity to identify behaviors that might indicate a 
child or youth is being trafficked. “I had a feeling that my teacher knew something was wrong in my life.  I would notice her looking 
at me…almost like she wanted to say something to me.  I wanted to open up to her, but I was afraid she would judge me.  I was 
afraid that she wouldn’t understand.” – Child sex trafficking survivor, 16 years old

Training is available for both adults and youth.  The DCF’s HART has developed training for Law Enforcement, Emergency Medical 
Services, Emergency Medicine, and Foster Parents.  HART also has specific curricula for youth: Youth Awareness on Child Traffick-
ing, and Youth Prevention - Not a #Number.  Anyone interested in these trainings should contact DCFHART@ct.gov.
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The Youth Survivor
In most cases, victims’ perception of justice for themselves differed from their perceptions of justice for their traffickers.  Many 
did not support traditional forms for justice for traffickers and felt instead, that justice should be focused on prevention.  Many 
survivors felt the best form of justice for them is “the ability to move on from their trafficking experiences and find autonomy and 
empowerment through achieving self-defined goals”.

In addition, youth survivors of domestic sex trafficking shared some of 
the perspectives of the process and what was important to them. Many 
of them had high levels of distrust often due to past mistreatment at the 
hands of law enforcement and others.

The biggest surprise for some reading this brief many be the things survi-
vors had to say about their experience.  

“I don’t want people getting hurt like the same way I get hurt. ...It doesn’t 
matter where you're from or where you come. I don’t want any human 
being to go through what I went through”. (Site 6, survivor 8, survivor of 
labor trafficking)

“For me, justice does not mean that my trafficker [is] put in jail or pay the 
consequences of the thing that she did to me. For me, justice is my freedom, for me to be able to do anything that I want”. (Site 7, 
survivor 4, survivor of labor trafficking) 

“I want to move forward, change my life. ...I just want to forget when I was a victim. Now I'm not a victim anymore. Now I can do 
whatever I want when I feel like it”. (Site 6, survivor 8, survivor of labor trafficking) 

In addition, the following are major themes shared by youth survivors:

What still needs to be done
Connecticut is in need of stronger legislation that will ensure child victims are treated as such and ensure traffickers are pros-
ecuted.   Shared Hope International produces an annual report card based on the Protected Innocence Challenge Legislative 
Framework, and sets a national standard of protection against domestic minor sex trafficking.  In 2018, Connecticut dropped from 
a B to a C with a score of 79. (You can learn more about the legislative framework at sharedhope.org/reportcards.)  That’s not 
acceptable.  

Since 2012, Connecticut has passed laws intended to strengthened the protections for victims of human trafficking but are missing 
some important components.  For example, the “rape shield” law, which reduces the trauma of cross-examination for testifying 
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victims does NOT extend to child victims of sex trafficking.   Existing legislation details can be found at cga.ct.gov and search Traf-
ficking in Persons under Bill Information:
• PA 13-166 An Act Concerning Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking in Persons
• PA 14-186 An Act Concerning the Department of Children and Families and the Protection of Children
• PA 15-195 An Act Strengthening Protections for Victims of Human Trafficking
• PA 16-71 An Act Concerning Human Trafficking
• PA 17-32 An Act Concerning Human Trafficking

• PA 17-129 An Act Concerning the Receipt of Annual Reports on Anti-Human Trafficking from Law Enforcement Agencies

The biggest needs in Connecticut are better and expanded laws around 
protections for victims and prosecution of buyers, additional provider ser-
vices, schools ensuring their staff are trained as mandated by existing law 
and allowing youth education into the schools.  Current legislation does not 
define and address some important distinctions made in the federal TVPA 
around its definition of a commercial sex act.  In Connecticut, it is isolated to 
the exchange of sex for a fee.  The TVPA is specific in denoting it as “anything 
of value”.  This is important in that much sex trafficking is for the purpose of 
food, shelter and other perceived protections.  Because of the narrowness of 
the language, buyers are not prosecuted many times because there has been 
no fee exchanged.  True “services and protections” are often not sought by 
the victims because they are afraid the information will be held against them. 
Unfortunately, with a lack of information provided, services are denied and 
those children return to the streets without support and services.  

For details on each law, resources, training and much more information, please visit portal.ct.gov/DCF/HART/Home.

Sources
1. Human Trafficking in America’s Schools, US Department of Education, January 2015

2. Office of Legislative Research, Research Report, Connecticut’s Recent Human Trafficking Legislation, Kirby, Michelle, Senior Legislative Attorney, 2017 – R – 0336, December 
13, 2017

3. National Human Trafficking Hotline Statistics, Connecticut Spotlight, July, 11, 2018

4. Connecticut: Efforts to Combat Human Trafficking, Department of Health and Human Services, Office on Women’s Health, Adminstration for  Children and Families Office on 
Trafficking in Persons, August 31, 2017

5. Human Trafficking and the Runaway and Homeless Youth Population, The National Network for Youth
6. 2017 Statistics from the National Human Trafficking Hotline and BeFree Textline, Polaris, December 31, 2017
7. Connecticut Report Card – 2018, Shared Hope International, Center for Justice and Advocacy
8. Connecticut Report Card – 2017, Shared Hope International, Center for Justice and Advocacy
9. Identifying Domestic Minor Sex Trafficking Victims in Connecticut, Connecticut Department of Children and Families, DCF Careline
10. Domestic Minor Sex Trafficking and the Law, Connecticut Department of Children and Families, DCF Careline
11. Connecticut’s Response to Child Trafficking, Polaris, DCF, Connecticut Children’s Alliance, ICF, 2017 
12. Trafficking in Persons Council, State of Connecticut General Assembly, Gilchrest, J., MSW, Council Chair, January, 2019
13. Protected Innocence Challenge, Toolkit 2018, Shared Hope International, Center for Justice and Advocacy
14. No Exit: Connecticut’s Trafficking Crisis, The Politic, February 21, 2017
15. CT law brings more arrests, awareness of human trafficking,, Greenwich Time, January 14, 2019
16. JuST Response Council Protective Response Model, Shared Hope International, November 2016,
17. Federal Strategic Action Plan on Services for Victims of Human Trafficking in the United States, 2013-2017

This Issue Brief is a collaboration with Tammy Sneed with the Department of Children and Families.  
Tow Youth Justice Institute thanks Tammy for her content and expertise!

https://www.facebook.com/towyouth/
https://twitter.com/towyouth
https://www.linkedin.com/company/11270794/admin/
http://www.newhaven.edu/academics/centers-institutes/tow-youth-justice-institute/news/issue-briefs.php

