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*721 Introduction
Over the past couple of decades, the United States' response to child and youth sex trafficking has simultaneously seen great
legislative advancements while exposing serious gaps that continue to confound and frustrate efforts to truly protect children
and youth from this crime.2 With the enactment of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) in 20003 and the
subsequent enactment of state human trafficking laws across the country,4 these advancements have brought increased
attention to the issue of child sex trafficking in particular. Yet, child sex trafficking victims5 continue to face criminalization
and barriers to needed services.6 The consequences of these inadequate protections for minors also have wide reaching
ramifications later in life; such consequences impact youth and adults who continue to experience the cycle of trafficking
victimization and criminalization but with fewer protections from the harms of that cycle.7 The reality is that the legislative
progress of the past decades cannot be celebrated until it is evaluated against the backdrop of how it is impacting those it was
intended to protect. An examination of how trafficking laws have been implemented and enforced demonstrates a core
inconsistency with the central purpose of these laws--the protection of trafficking victims.8 Since the failure to protect
trafficking victims largely stems from the common and widespread criminalization of sex trafficking victims, and the
particularly egregious impact this has on children and youth, this Article focuses *722 specifically on the criminalization of
sex trafficked children and youth for conduct committed as a result of their trafficking victimization by examining (I) the
consequences of relying on a juvenile justice response to child sex trafficking victims, (II) the failed promise of diversion
programs in responding to sex trafficked children and youth, (III) how inadequate non-criminalization laws fail to protect
against criminalization of children and youth, (IV) the intertwined nature of sex trafficking victimization and criminalized
conduct, and (V) how a trauma-informed lens can be applied to even the most complex challenges that arise in responding to
the criminalization of trafficked children and youth.
To highlight the issues identified, this Article contains graphic quotes and examples from real cases, which may be
particularly distressful and triggering for some readers.
I. The Consequences of Utilizing Juvenile Justice-Based Responses for Serving Child and Youth Victims of Sex
Trafficking
Following the enactment of 2008 legislation in New York state, “safe harbor” became a term widely used and revered within
the anti-trafficking field to denote an alternative, victim-centered response to child sex trafficking victims.9 The New York
legislation and systems-level change spurred a national movement to recognize children engaged in commercial sex as
victims, not perpetrators, of a crime.10 New York's 2008 Safe Harbour for Exploited Children law, however, validated the
continued reliance on juvenile justice to serve survivors.11 In many ways, the state's “safe harbor” process exemplifies the
challenge of developing a truly protective response outside of punitive systems; despite acknowledging the inherent
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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victimization experienced by children engaged in commercial sex, the New York response is rooted in the juvenile justice
system, allowing for an untraditional-diversion-response, although one still premised on addressing delinquent behavior.
Notwithstanding research demonstrating the ineffectiveness of a justice system response to survivors of sex trafficking,12 this
inadequate form of a “protective” *723 response is not uncommon. In an attempt to shift away from arresting and prosecuting
commercially sexually exploited minors for prostitution and other offenses related to their exploitation, a majority of states
have passed legislation requiring alternative responses to child sex trafficking victims, albeit still within a punitive justice
system, including the use of permissive or mandatory diversion programs, affirmative defenses, sentencing mitigation, or
Child in Need of Supervision or Services (CHINS) processes.13 The common, and flawed, denominator of such responses is
the inherent element of punishment and potential for additional trauma. Despite acknowledging in statute that children
engaged in commercial sex are victims of sex trafficking or commercial sexual exploitation,14 justice system-based alternative
responses contradict the acknowledgment of victimization. Importantly, the end goal in most states has shifted away from
offender accountability for child victims; however, the use of juvenile or criminal justice systems to accomplish the new
goals of safety and service provision often produce the same traumatizing results for child and youth survivors.
A. Harms of Punitive Response to Sex Trafficking Victimization
Any system response that permits arrest, detention, or court-ordered conditions and services for minor victims, even if well
intentioned, contradicts both the acknowledgement of victimization and promising practices.15 The criminalization of
survivors produces trauma, impedes healing, and perpetuates injustice; it also undermines the goals of establishing an
alternative response. The development of the juvenile justice system accounted for one of the original paradigm shifts in the
treatment of youth engaged in law-offending conduct.16 Intended to foster rehabilitation, rather than merely punish behavior
and choice, the development of juvenile court systems was a formal acknowledgment of the intrinsic differences between
children and adults and, as such, the need for age-appropriate accountability measures.17 Juvenile justice, however, was
developed for and remains a system for offender accountability, not victim assistance.18 Concerningly, the realities of the
juvenile justice system as a whole today are deeply disconnected from the ideologies and principles on which they were
developed in the late nineteenth century.19 In fact, *724 in pursuit of crime reduction and community safety, the very tenets of
rehabilitation and access to services have become secondary in some states and jurisdictions.20
Applying a punitive response to crime victimization and trauma-induced behaviors is deeply unjust, ineffective, and
uneconomical. While this is true for children and youth, generally, whose law-offending conduct often reflects historical,
chronic, or acute trauma or circumstances,21 it is particularly apparent for child and youth survivors of sex trafficking whose
conduct does not reflect choice or autonomy. The continued unjust criminalization of child sex trafficking victims
underscores narrow or vaguely defined “safe harbor” or non-criminalization protections,22 deep seeded biases,
misunderstandings, and cultural tendencies that tolerate the shaming of sexual and gender-based violence victims, including
survivors of sex trafficking.23 The phenomenon of blaming victims of sexual violence is not new, but it is increasingly
documented;24 occurrences of judges questioning victimization or undermining resulting harm, including suggesting that an
assault did not occur because “if someone doesn't want to have sexual intercourse, the body shuts down,”25 or reducing the
sentence of a 67-year-old man who purchased sex and assaulted two young girls on the grounds that the thirteen and fourteen
year old girls “were more an aggressor than a participant in the criminal conduct,”26 highlight the challenges of identifying
victimization and advancing truly protective, survivor-centered responses. The continued criminalization of survivors of sex
trafficking for offenses inherent or connected to their victimization is a formal *725 extension of victim-blaming, rooted in
the misguided belief that survivors are partially responsible for their own victimization.27 This ethical and systems-level
failure not only delays identification and the provision of appropriate care and services, it mitigates responsibility for buyers,
traffickers, and facilitators and diminishes the harm experienced by survivors.28
Beyond being unjust, utilizing the juvenile or criminal justice system to respond to child and youth survivors of sex
trafficking is ineffective and conflicts with established promising practices.29 Ultimately, our responses to child and youth
survivors should be guided by common goals of harm prevention, healing, wellness and self-determination; relying on
juvenile and criminal justice-based responses fails to contribute to or accomplish these goals. By contrast, such systems were
designed to hold accountable and rehabilitate offenders, not protect and deliver services to victims.30 It is unsurprising,
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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therefore, that depending on justice systems to serve victims results in additional trauma and relatively high rates of
recidivism.31
Utilizing the juvenile justice system to secure safety and services for child and youth survivors of sex trafficking may bandaid immediate concerns and challenges but ultimately creates barriers to success and healing. Even alternative, serviceoriented justice avenues, including formal diversion and CHINS programs, include punitive or coercive measures that are not
only incompatible with sexual violence-induced trauma, but result in re-victimization and compounded trauma.32 *726 Arrest,
court-mandated services, restrictive conditions, surveillance, and total compliance requirements are perhaps appropriate and
helpful when applied to cases involving law offenders. Yet, when applied to survivors of sex trafficking, they perpetuate
many of the same dynamics of exploitation and fail to account for the impact of trauma, often positioning survivors to face
additional consequences or charges.33
B. System Involvement and Increased Recidivism Rates
The harmful and cyclical consequences of utilizing a punitive system to serve child victims of sex trafficking cannot be
overstated.34 The mechanisms employed to connect children and youth to the system, including arrest, shackling,35 strip
searches,36 detention,37 or unsupported detox,38 are traumatizing experiences for any child, but particularly for survivors of
sexual violence living with the effects and symptoms of trauma.39 In fact, the arrest and detention process alone can have
serious mental and physical health impacts on youth, often triggering post-traumatic stress responses.40 Additionally, once
inside the justice system, child and youth survivors are subjected to processes and conditions that often exacerbate, rather
than address, trauma. Depending on the underlying charge(s) and circumstances, the child is either held in detention, which
increases the risk of revictimization and additional trauma,41 or is released back into the community, often accompanied by
heightened symptoms *727 of trauma.42 Efforts to cope with the underlying and pre-existing trauma and newly acquired
trauma often results in child and youth survivors resorting to behaviors, activities, or conduct that violate release conditions,
detention policies, or the law, resulting in additional arrests and charges.43 The accrual of charges and traumatic experiences
further entrenches the child or youth in a punitive cycle that is ultimately punishing trauma and mental health challenges.44 In
fact, the most common crimes for which justice-involved girls, including survivors of sex trafficking, are arrested for are
symptoms of and strategies to cope with trauma, including running from placement or home, substance use, and truancy.45
The Coalition Against Sex Trafficking (CAST) summarizes the ineffectiveness of a punitive response to survivors of sex
trafficking, stating,
In a report by the Urban Institute and Streetwise and Safe, published in The Guardian, researchers found that
“youth in the sex trades are caught in a vicious cycle of arrest and court involvement.”” Frequent arrests “create
instability and perpetuate youths' need to engage in survival sex as a result of far-reaching collateral
consequences.” The arrest-based approach is “part of an escalating sequence of cause and effect: instability in
home and school, inability to pay fines and surcharges, active warrants, incarceration, disqualification from
public benefits, deportation and consequences for future employment.” In other words, arrests breed more
arrests.46

C. Juvenile Justice as an Impediment to Services
Utilizing the juvenile justice system to provide safety and services, in fact, impedes access to critical and comprehensive
services and long-term psychological, physical, and emotional safety.47 Rights4Girls--formerly Human Rights Project for
Girls--Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, and Ms. Foundation for Women noted this paradox in the 2015
“Sexual Abuse to Pipeline” report,
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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*728 Although some defend the practice of detaining victimized girls on the grounds that the system can provide
protection or needed services, that justification cannot counterbalance the significant psychological and physical
harms created by commitment. In fact, access to adequate services, if any, is severely limited; worse, the system's
routine processes can serve to re-traumatize girls; and, worse still, some report they experience new incidents of
abuse while inside.48
While well-intentioned criminal justice stakeholders49 may encourage system involvement to secure services, juvenile justice
systems and facilities not only lack resources and services that are sufficient and specific to the needs of child sex trafficking
victims, but in fact, they lack the minimum mental and physical health care necessary for the general population of systeminvolved children and youth.50 Consequently, child and youth survivors are forced into a system that is not only traumatizing
in nature, but unprepared to meet the complex needs of those victimized by commercial sexual exploitation. Simultaneously,
the process of forcing children and youth into justice systems can limit or preclude their engagement in community-based
activities and opportunities that positively impact a child's trajectory. In fact, research demonstrates that the experience of a
single arrest results in the increased likelihood of not completing high school, “not as a result of poor student engagement,
but as a result of the school's reaction to the arrest.”51 Barriers to educational attainment create widespread ripple effects,
impacting a child's long-term physical, emotional, and psychological health outcomes.52 Regardless of the underlying
motivation for arrest and detention--including safety and connection to services--it is clear that the consequences are wide
reaching and detrimental to the success and wellbeing of survivors.

D. Economics of a Juvenile Justice Response to Child and Youth Survivors
Beyond being unjust and ineffective,53 the utilization of juvenile and criminal justice systems to protect and provide services
to child and youth survivors is *729 extraordinarily expensive and uneconomical.54 In fact, the use of justice systems to
connect or force children into services is far more expensive than the provision of services themselves.55 Concerningly, an
estimated $100,000,000 is spent annually to detain and hold youth who are not awaiting juvenile or criminal proceedings, but
are simply waiting for access to community mental health services.56 Relatedly, in responding to alleged juvenile offenders,
the juvenile justice processes themselves--often encompassing arrest, detention, investigation, adjudication, sentencing, and
probation--come with an enormous price tag;57 further, this does not include the cost of “lost earnings and tax revenue,
additional Medicaid and Medicare [expenditures]” for system-involved youth and the treatment for additional trauma accrued
due to system involvement.58 Combined with high rates of recidivism and limited access to services within the system,59
utilizing juvenile and criminal justice processes to secure safety and services yields a concerningly low return on the
enormous investment. In addition to being a low-return investment, the expenditures associated with unnecessary and
ineffective juvenile justice involvement impacts the availability of funding for vital and ongoing services, support, and care
for survivors.60 Contrary to a traditional juvenile justice-based response, investing in the upfront provision of high-quality,
specialized services and care outside of punitive systems prevents cyclical system involvement and dependency61 and
effectively increases safety, wellness, and success for child and youth survivors.62
*730 II. When “Safe Harbor” Isn't Safe: The Failed Promise of Diversion Processes and Programs
Despite the increasingly established harmful consequences of developing “safe harbor” responses within punitive systems,63
the relatively recent seismic shift toward alternative responses to child and youth survivors of trafficking has resulted in the
development of sex trafficking-specific diversion processes within the juvenile justice system.64 Since the development of the
first juvenile justice diversion response for child victims of sex trafficking in New York, several states have developed
similar statutory mechanisms for directing child and youth survivors away from traditional delinquency processes and toward
services; relatedly, other jurisdictions have created similar processes outside of legislation.65 Like other “safe harbor”
responses, diversion processes and requirements vary significantly; some are limited to underlying charges of prostitution,66
others demand complete compliance with rigid program requirements,67 including the absence of substance use despite
underlying dependencies,68 while others require the minor to self-identify as a child sex trafficking victim.69 Consequently,
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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varying eligibility or compliance requirements often limit the availability to child and youth survivors who fit within the
unattainable “perfect victim”70 construct.
*731 A. Types of Diversion Processes: Formal Versus Informal Diversion
Two diversion processes exist to direct alleged offenders away from the justice system: formal and informal diversion.71
While informal diversion allows for an alternative response in the absence of an arrest or charge, formal diversion is available
only after the offender, or in this case, the child or youth victim, has been arrested, detained, charged, and potentially
adjudicated.72 While informal diversion is increasingly regarded as a promising and effective practice,73 formal diversion
programs are the most commonly utilized diversion process in the context of responses to child and youth survivors.74 As
such, in order for a child or youth survivor to access services through such programs, they must first be arrested, charged,
identified, and, in some cases, initiate the diversion process themselves.75
B. Threshold Barrier to Relief: Requiring a Finding of Victimization
Child sex trafficking-specific diversion processes are limited in nature, as eligibility hinges on an element that is often
challenging, if not nearly impossible in some cases, to establish.76 Many processes and programs designed to provide an
alternative, juvenile justice-based response to commercially sexually exploited minors require a formal finding or allegation
of sex trafficking victimization.77 While such a requirement may appear as a simple and commonsense prerequisite to
participation, it is often a problematic gatekeeper. Most stakeholders responsible for the maintenance and operation of such
diversion programs have a general understanding of sex trafficking; however, many do not hold an expertise in trauma,
trauma-behaviors, or child sex trafficking victimization itself, let alone the interconnectedness of all three.78 Consequently,
child sex trafficking victims are *732 regularly misidentified, resulting in a denial of program eligibility and return to a
traditional juvenile or criminal justice track.79
Conversely, several child sex trafficking-specific diversion processes are available to minors suspected of experiencing sex
trafficking victimization, bypassing the requirement of a formal finding. Texas's child sex trafficking-specific diversion
process, for example, is available to a minor under seventeen years of age who “is alleged to have engaged in delinquent
conduct or conduct indicating a need for supervision and may be a victim of conduct that constitutes [Trafficking of
Persons].”80 Ohio's “safe harbor” diversion process is available to a minor charged with an offense connected to the child's
trafficking victimization, regardless of whether the court establishes a connection to the child's trafficking offender,
recognizing that engagement in commercial sex is fundamentally connected to sex trafficking victimization.81
In addition to requiring a court's formal finding of victimization, many processes and programs require the minor themself to
self-identify and acknowledge their experience of sex trafficking victimization, a mandate that is not only challenging for
many child victims to achieve but can result in re-traumatization.82 In fact, it is well-established among anti-sex trafficking
experts, and within the field generally, that a majority of sex trafficking victims do not self-identify, and the attempt to
circumvent what should be a trauma-informed and supportive process to elicit self-identification is deeply harmful to the
survivor's recovery.83 In issuing guidance to state and local child welfare agencies, the federal Children's Bureau *733
acknowledged this reality, stating that “[t]he dynamics of exploitation through sex trafficking coupled with the often
experienced history of sexual abuse renders most survivors of child sex trafficking reluctant to or unable to self-identify as
victims.”84
It is unsurprising that such requirements result in commercially sexually exploited minors being misidentified and,
resultantly, traditional delinquency or criminal proceedings commenced. The failure to identify sex trafficking victimization,
despite clear evidence to support a finding, or to discount its connection to the alleged criminal conduct,85 has resulted in
horrific outcomes and consequences for commercially sexually exploited minors charged with offenses related to their
victimization.86
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C. Limiting Diversion to Certain Offenses Limits Protection for Survivors
Diversion as an alternative response is not necessarily available to all identified child sex trafficking victims as these
processes and programs are commonly limited to minor victims charged with certain low-level offenses, typically prostitution
or prostitution-related offenses.87 This limitation not only conflates sex trafficking victimization and prostitution, confirming
the unjust perception that minors can be prostitution offenders, it renders the alternative track irrelevant for a significant
number of child victims. The increased understanding of sex trafficking victimization among juvenile and criminal justice
stakeholders has positively resulted in a notable reduction in the number of minors who are arrested and charged with
prostitution, even in states with laws allowing minors to be prosecuted for such offenses.88 This shift, however, has not
necessarily resulted in fewer child sex trafficking victims entering punitive systems; since child sex trafficking victims *734
often enter the juvenile justice system on other charges,89 diversion programs premised on prostitution charges are
increasingly unavailable to a significant number of child victims. For example, in an attempt to develop “safe harbor”
protections for commercially sexually exploited minors,90 Louisiana enacted legislation to divert exploited minors away from
a traditional juvenile response track and prevent unjust delinquency adjudications.91 This process, however, is available solely
to child sex trafficking victims who are charged with prostitution or prostitution-related offenses, including solicitation and
prostitution by massage.92
Importantly, some states have designed responses that recognize the impact of sex trafficking victimization on other juvenile
or criminal conduct, broadening eligibility requirements to minor victims who enter the system on a variety of charges.93 In
such processes, eligibility does not necessarily hinge on the offense or resulting charge, but on the identification of its
connectivity to sex trafficking victimization. For example, in seeking an alternative, service-oriented response, Ohio created
one of the first statutorily protected diversion processes for child sex trafficking victims charged with prostitution or with any
offense connected to their sex trafficking victimization.94
D. Unrealistic Expectations: How Mandatory Program Requirements Conflict with Trauma-Informed Practices
While diversion processes by design are intended to insulate child and youth sex trafficking victims from delinquency
adjudications or criminal convictions, this protection is contingent upon the successful completion of program requirements
and, ultimately, the court's satisfaction. Problematically, such requirements are often based on the discretion and
determination of the court, regardless of whether the presiding judge or magistrate has a comprehensive understanding of sex
trafficking victimization or trauma-informed, specialized service responses. Additionally, diversion requirements are
commonly incompatible with the realities of trauma and trafficking victimization, resulting in child and youth survivors
being unable to complete requirements and terms to the satisfaction of the court.
For example, the Ohio Safe Harbor diversion process allows the court to “make any orders regarding placement, services,
supervision, diversion actions, and conditions of abeyance ... that the court considers appropriate and in the best interest of
the child.”95 In such cases, “[i]f the juvenile fails to complete the diversion *735 program to the court's satisfaction, the court
will proceed on the complaint.”96 In such cases, the court has the discretion to prohibit a child victim from using substances,
failing to recognize that substance use is often a reflection of efforts to cope with trauma and that recovery occurs on a
continuum; similarly, requirements to attend therapy, school, or work without absence may fail to account for unreliable
transportation or environments that trigger a child's trauma. Other mandates, such as abstinence from “risky behaviors,” are
so arbitrary or subjective in nature that the risk of unsuccessful completion is especially high for child survivors.
Unsurprisingly, when program mandates are rigid and disconnected from the realities of sex trafficking victimization,
outcomes are unpromising. In a recent assessment of one Ohio Safe Harbor docket, researchers concluded that “relatively few
youth meet [the court's] standard, leading to a low successful graduation rate.”97
III. How Inadequate Non-Criminalization Laws Also Fail to Protect Child and Youth Survivors from Criminalization
A. Progress and Remaining Gaps in the Development of State Non-Criminalization Laws
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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Contrary to the TVPA's decree that trafficking victims not be criminalized as a result of their victimization,98 survivors
continue to be charged with crimes related to their trafficking. It took almost a decade after the TVPA's enactment before
states began addressing the conflict between the federal sex trafficking law, which identifies all commercially sexually
exploited children as victims of trafficking,99 and state prostitution laws, almost all of which permitted these same children to
be charged with prostitution.100 While some state “safe harbor” laws attempted to mitigate this conflict with diversionary
programs through the juvenile justice system,101 other states more fully addressed the conflict by enacting *736 “noncriminalization” laws that actually remove criminal liability for minors for prostitution and, in some cases, for other offenses
committed pursuant to their victimization.102
In the ensuing years, states made considerable progress in shifting their laws to protect, rather than punish, children who are
suspected of engaging in commercial sex.103 To date, thirty-one states and the District of Columbia have enacted laws to
remove criminal liability for child sex trafficking victims for prostitution.104 Despite the immense importance of these legal
changes, however, the degree of improvement in how some state laws have actually changed the response to exploited
children and youth still lags behind the protective purpose of the legislation--and notably, only three states have extended
these protections to youth over the age of eighteen.105
States have adopted varying approaches to prevent the criminalization of child sex trafficking victims, creating disparate
outcomes for survivors across the nation.106 The following discussion examines some of the areas where state noncriminalization laws are still failing to adequately address the needs of trafficked children and youth and protect them from
the harms of criminalization.
i. Limiting Protections by Offense
1. Prostitution and Related Offenses
Thirty-one states and the District of Columbia “prohibit the criminalization of child sex trafficking victims for prostitution.”107
This stands in stark contrast to just a decade ago when only five states provided this same protection to child trafficking
victims despite every state having a statutory rape law that recognized a minor's inability to consent to sex.108 This failure “to
recognize minors as victims of statutory *737 rape once the conduct [had] been commercialized,” reflects a misguided and
destructive belief that “the exchange of money seemingly sanitizes the underlying crime of child rape by creating the
perception that these victims [were] willing participants in their own exploitation.”109 As another author explained,
On the state level, this drive to punish minors stems in part from an unresolved legal debate about whether
minors consent to commercial sex and therefore are legally culpable for prostitution .... On the one hand,
statutory rape laws have presumed that, legally, minors cannot consent to sex .... On the other hand, state
prostitution laws contradict the policy underlying age-of-consent laws, namely that minors cannot legally
consent. State juvenile justice laws almost always have treated minors who engage in commercial sex as
criminals instead of victims.110
Over the years, increased understanding of the interplay between prostitution and consent laws has prompted wide
advancements in protecting commercially sexually exploited children and youth from being charged as prostitution offenders.
Limiting non-criminalization111 protections to prostitution offenses, however, fails to protect victims from being charged with
a wide array of offenses that child sex trafficking victims may commit as a result of their trafficking victimization.112

2. Masking Charges and Status Offenses
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.
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Although non-criminalization laws are intended to prevent commercially sexually exploited children from being
criminalized, many states limit protection to victims who violate the prostitution law.113 This narrow protection can lead to
misidentification and misperception of victimhood when children violate other laws as a result of their trafficking
victimization114 and also fails to protect against the use *738 of “masking charges.”115 Typically, masking charges will be
brought based on an actual or perceived “lack of viable options in removing victims from exploitive situations,” breaking the
trauma-bond between victim and trafficker, or “connecting survivors to [needed] services.”116 Despite the protective intent of
these arrests, they reflect the underlying belief that children who engage in commercial sex require some form of coercive
intervention in order to be kept safe.117 This lingering misperception may be conscious or unconscious but is nevertheless
grounded in the notion that the child is “on the wrong path” and needs correction to prevent commission of other offenses.
This protectionist rationale often applauds the use of masking charges as being for the child's own good, safeguarding
children from real or perceived dangers as well as bad reputations.118
Status offenses--law violations that only apply to persons under a specified age, including running away, curfew violations,
and truancy119--are common forms of masking charges brought against child sex trafficking victims.120 Rather than defining
such conduct as an offense, however, such behavior should serve as a notice that the child needs support and services as it is
oftentimes reflective of underlying issues that should be addressed through protective responses, including risk and safety
assessments, which consider the following:
Why is the child running away? What are they running from?

Why is the child violating curfew? Do they have a safe place to go?

Why is the child absent from school? When in attendance, are there indicators of exploitation?

Investing the time to ask the right questions may aid victim identification efforts and avoid unnecessary and inappropriate
punitive responses including the utilization of Child in Need of Services/Supervision (CHINS) processes to service exploited
children. Despite what the name purports CHINS processes are oftentimes juvenile justice responses, in that the child may be
arrested, detained, and brought before a *739 juvenile court judge for a preliminary hearing or trial.121 “Ultimately, the major
distinctions that delineate CHINS trials from their delinquency equivalents are the dispositional options available to the
judge, but this distinction in punishment does little to overcome the overwhelming similarities in form, procedure, location,
burden, due process rights, stigmatization, and emotional impact.”122
Regardless of the intended purpose behind levying masking charges, including status offenses, against commercially sexually
exploited children and youth, their use ignores the re-traumatizing consequences of justice system involvement and the role
of specialized service responses in connecting child sex trafficking victims with the resources necessary to promote healing
and pursue justice.123 Accordingly, non-criminalization laws that fail to address the use of masking charges and status
offenses to continue arresting and charging trafficked children will fall short of the intended goal of shifting away from
penalizing child trafficking victims for their own victimization.
3. Non-violent Felonies
Commercially sexually exploited children and youth may be arrested and prosecuted for a broad range of “crimes that are
seemingly unrelated to [their] exploitation but in fact are intimately tied to it,”124 resulting in convictions or adjudications
which have a profound and devastating impact on survivors seeking to rebuild their lives post-exploitation.125 Accordingly,
non-criminalization laws that limit protections to prostitution offenses nonetheless leave child sex trafficking victims highly
vulnerable to punitive responses and collateral consequences. Notably, only eighteen states extend non-criminalization
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protections to offenses beyond the prostitution law, and several of those states only apply to related activity such as loitering
or solicitation,126 meaning the majority of non-criminalization laws fail to account for the array of non-violent offenses
trafficking victims may commit.
Of the eighteen states that extend non-criminalization beyond prostitution, “[t]he diversity of offenses that are included ...
seems to reflect states' varying policy positions on what can be attributed to trafficking victimization as well as the different
offenses that minor victims are most susceptible to committing and, therefore, face *740 punishment for in each particular
state.”127 Mississippi, for example, extends protections to child sex trafficking victims who commit promoting prostitution
offenses,128 while Nevada passed legislation protecting trafficking victims accused of obstructing a public officer, unlawful
trespass, unlawful gaming or employment in gaming, curfew violations, jaywalking, loitering, and solicitation.129 North
Dakota's non-criminalization law extends to the commission of misdemeanor forgery and theft offenses, insufficient funds or
credit offenses, manufacture or possession of controlled or counterfeit substances, and drug paraphernalia offenses.130 In
limited cases, some states broadly prohibit the criminalization of child sex trafficking victims for all non-violent offenses.131
Broad non-criminalization laws such as these account for the fact that “[t]rafficking victimization and the resulting trauma
response can uniquely impact a victim's susceptibility to coercion, not only in the context of being coerced into commercial
sex, but also in the context of being coerced to commit other crimes,”132 a common practice that insulates traffickers from
criminal liability, results in lower penalties and less disruption to the trafficking enterprise based on the child's age and
dispensability, and serves as a form of control over victims who, having committed a crime, are less likely to seek help for
fear of being punished.133 As such, “[u]nderstanding the nature and power of the coercion that traffickers exert over victims to
cause them to engage in [illegal] conduct is fundamentally important ....”134
ii. Hinging on Victim Identification Rather Than Age
Nine states restrict non-criminalization protections to those meeting the legal definition of “child sex trafficking victim,”
creating identification and response issues at the state level based on varying definitions.135 One of the most problematic
barriers to identification is third party control, a statutory scheme requiring trafficker involvement:
This means if a buyer directly pays a minor or offers food or shelter in return for sex acts, then this child may not
be identified as a victim. Alternatively, even when a trafficker is involved, if the minor does not identify the
trafficker, the exploitation will not be identified as an instance of sex trafficking. This is problematic since
victims often deny the extent *741 of their own exploitation and often experience trauma-bonding making it
difficult or impossible for children to disclose their trafficker. Instead of being identified and provided protections
as a trafficking victim, the child could be prosecuted for prostitution in [those] jurisdictions.136
Narrowing identification in this way hinders survivors' access to services and other remedies.137 Further, hinging legal
protection on a finding of victimization places an added burden on trafficked children who may be unable or unwilling to
disclose intimate details about their exploitation to provide proof of victimization--if they are ready or willing to self-identify
and/or testify at all.138 Finally, third party control requirements are problematic in practice as well because victims may “still
face arrest, detention, and a potential delinquency hearing before victimization is established.”139

Accordingly, crafting clear definitions of “child sex trafficking victim”-- absent of burdensome barriers created by third party
control requirements--will ultimately allow states to address the more complex issues surrounding criminalization of offenses
resulting from trafficking and avoid disparate outcomes for survivors. Therefore, to accomplish their intended protective
purposes, non-criminalization protections should hinge on age, rather than a finding of victimization, to provide the greatest
protections to child and youth survivors.
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1. Breaking the Cycle of Exploitation through Trauma Informed Services
Access to trauma-informed services is vital for breaking the cycle of exploitation;140 however, critical gaps in state noncriminalization laws prevent them from accomplishing their intended purpose. As noted above, thirty-one states and the
District of Columbia prevent the criminalization of child sex trafficking victims for *742 prostitution.141 Yet, only sixteen
non-criminalization states and the District of Columbia provide for a specialized service response,142 and only eleven noncriminalization states provide for a general service response.143 Four states fail to provide for service responses, referrals to
child-serving agencies, or protective custody.144 Problematically, even states that provide for service responses may do so
through punitive avenues, which continue to burden survivors with unjust program requirements and re-traumatizing
interactions with a justice system that “continues to victimize, rather than serve, them.”145 Instead, non-punitive approaches
allow exploited children and youth to participate in personalized service plans designed to build trust, confidence,
empowerment, and healing on the survivor's terms and timeline.146
IV. The Intertwined Relationship of Trafficking Victimization and Criminalization and the Resulting Harm to
Trafficked Children and Youth
A. Criminalization of Survivors for Substance Use, Dependencies and Trauma Responses
When criminal and juvenile justice system stakeholders have a narrow or limited understanding of the impact and
manifestations of sex trafficking trauma, even the clearest of non-criminalization laws will fail to protect survivors of
trafficking from facing criminal accountability for their own victimization. Survivors of commercial sexual exploitation in
particular often face the double injustice paradox; traffickers and buyers exploit previously developed trauma or substance
use dependency or provide illegal substances to obtain compliance, maintain control, and numb the emotional, psychological,
and physical pain of exploitation, which subsequently results in the criminal justice system doling out punishment for trauma
behaviors, substance use disorders, and mental health illnesses.147 This pattern of criminalizing the symptoms and band-aids
of trauma is regarded as the “sexual abuse to prison pipeline,”148 appropriately depicting the cycle of misidentification and the
resulting unjust, trajectory-altering response provided. Often, child-serving and criminal justice systems are quick to identify
a *743 trauma-induced behavior rather than the traumatic experience itself, resulting in charges that criminalize the survivor's
vulnerabilities, abuse, and victimization.
B. Existence of Substance Use and Related Dependencies
A nuanced comprehension of the vulnerabilities that precede and exist within exploitation is critical for understanding a
survivor's behaviors, choices, and obstacles. In relation to substance use and dependency, specifically, research demonstrates
that survivors of exploitation are disproportionately impacted by substance use and related disorders prior to and concurrent
to trafficking victimization.149 Illicit substances have a significant impact on sex trafficking victimization and system
responses;150 pre-existing substance use or dependency can operate as a vulnerability factor to trafficking, traffickers may
introduce, create, and subsequently use dependency to maintain compliance, or a victim's dependency on or use of substances
may prevent accessing off-ramp opportunities or result in an unjust criminal justice response.151
C. The Criminalization of Substance Use and Dependencies
Survivors of sex trafficking are regularly and unjustly criminalized for offenses that are intrinsic or related to their
victimization, including the use, possession, or distribution of illicit substances. Specifically, a national survey of survivors in
2015 revealed that 40% of respondents had been arrested for drug possession while almost 20% had previously been arrested
on charges related to drug distribution.152 In addition to the quantitative findings, several survivor participants provided
detailed accounts of harmful and punitive responses related to substance use, possession, or distribution. One survivor noted,
“I was never arrested for prostitution, but I experienced the full spectrum of stigma from the cops that knew me on the street
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when I was homeless and addicted, trying to cope with complex PTSD after adolescent sexual abuse/assault, and after being
trafficked to Japan ...”153
Another survivor participant outlined some of the ways her trafficking victimization led to engaging in criminal activity,
stating, “[w]e may not only have prostitution charges as we are also used to facilitate drug trafficking and that leads to
various other charges all related. My theft charges were for food and clothing *744 during times I ran from [my] pimp in
order to survive but went to jail.”154 As states shift away from penalizing victims for violating prostitution laws, it is critical
for stakeholders to contemplate the consequences of criminalizing conduct or activities that reflect circumstances, not choice.
Substance use, distribution, possession, or dependency should all serve as red flags or, at a minimum, risk factors for sex
trafficking victimization and result in increased prevention, identification, and service delivery, not unjust arrests,
convictions, and sentences.
i. Traffickers' Facilitation and Exploitation of Substance Use and Dependency
Traffickers utilize illicit substances in variety of ways to support their ultimate objective: profiting from the commercial
sexual exploitation of another. In identifying vulnerability factors and opportunities for exploitation, traffickers often look for
and prey on individuals with pre-existing substance use habits or dependencies, recognizing the possibility to leverage a
dependency to obtain and maintain control over a victim.155 In fact, both anecdotal reporting and successfully prosecuted
cases demonstrate occurrences of traffickers recruiting victims directly from detox or substance use dependency treatment
facilities.156 Additionally, traffickers may lure in potential victims with both the promise and initial distribution of substances,
often before the concept or expectation of engagement in commercial sex is introduced.157 In such scenarios, once traffickers
have either cultivated a dependency or become the victim's sole provider of substances, the trafficker may exploit such
dependency, on both the substance and trafficker, to coerce victims into commercial sex to pay off a drug debt and/or to
continue receiving substances.158 *745 While pre-existing substance use and dependency is common among victims of sex
trafficking, some report the absence of substance use before their victimization; in such cases, traffickers intentionally
cultivated substance dependencies to develop a dependence on and attachment to the trafficker, as well as to diminish the
victim's ability to resist a trafficker's demands and acts of violence.159
While commonly used to lure and groom victims, traffickers also depend on substances to both coerce or force victims into
commercial sex acts and to reward or punish victims for their submission or lack thereof.160 Exploiting victims' dependencies
and related fears of withdrawal,161 traffickers often control the use of substances throughout the course of sex trafficking
victimization to facilitate compliance with demands and monetary quotes.
In addition to operating as a vulnerability factor to and driver of exploitation, substance use and related dependencies often
impact accessibility of exit-ramps, stakeholder responses, and services for survivors. In fact, it is believed that traffickers
facilitate or force substance use to intentionally jeopardize the credibility of victims;162 survivors who use or have a history of
using substances often report that disclosures of trafficking victimization are put into question or diminished as a result of
their substance use or dependency.163 Survivors also report obstacles in accessing services that, if available, could provide
safe exit opportunities, including housing, psycho-social and emotional care, and employment.164
ii. Buyers' Facilitation and Exploitation of Substance Use and Dependency
While traffickers rely on illicit substances to groom, coerce, or force victims into commercial sex and trafficking, buyers rely
on substance use and related dependencies to coerce or force victims to comply with violent and degrading sex acts.165 In fact,
research on demand demonstrates that a significant number of buyers *746 acknowledge the role substances play in
commercial sex and sex trafficking, either as the initial driving force or as consequence to the exploitation. Further, research
on buyers' attitudes and perceptions of commercial sex and those involved not only reflect an awareness of substance use and
dependency among victims, but a blatant disregard for the circumstances and consequences of their exploitation. Specifically,
a study on buyers in Cook County, Illinois resulted in disturbing findings that demonstrated both apathy and intentional
exploitation of the dependency.166 The researchers found that a portion of buyers hold an awareness of victims' circumstances,
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summarizing that “[s]ome men who post on the Illinois boards of the USA Sex Guide demonstrate awareness that many
women are involved in prostitution because of various types of desperate circumstances, including poverty, drug addiction,
inability to support children, and homelessness.”167 In fact, their findings revealed that buyers utilizing chat boards openly
discussed the role of substances and dependency in commercial sex. One buyer candidly discussed these factors, stating:
I put the $100 on the table and she told me to make myself comfortable. I assumed at that time that $100 would
be in a drug dealer's pocket 10 minutes after I walked out the door ... Call me a pussy but I have rarely (2 or 3
times in my life) done a street worker as I think it is too risky for my scenario [sic]. So to be fair, I don't see a lot
of the busted out crack hoes you street mongers do. C ****** was nice and did put me at ease. But to be candid,
she looked like she was addicted to crack or meth. Hey, she wouldn't be fucking me if she wasn't.168
Another buyer explicitly acknowledged the use of substances to coerce a victim into sex acts that she would not normally
engage in, stating, “Try L**** at [strip club]. Hot small and dirty girl ... Used to fuck her when she was ‘retired’
(temporarily). Get her drunk and she will do almost anything, in of [sic] out of the club.”169

Recent cases of sex trafficking also highlight buyers' intentional use of illicit substances to lure and entice child victims into
commercial sex. In one case, a buyer was under investigation for commercial sexual exploitation and child sexual assault at
the time he was killed by one of the children he had lured with substances, including acid, and repeatedly abused.170 In
recounting one incident of abuse and coerced substance use, the child victim stated,
*747 I had went into the house .... We were smoking, and he asked me if I wanted to drink any liquor. And then
he had gave me this drug. I don't know what it's called. And after that, we started to watch movies .... And then,
the drug, it made me feel weird or whatever .... He started to touch my leg and then I had jumped and tell him that
I didn't want to do that .... I tried to get up, to get away from him but I had tripped, and I fell on the floor, and he
had got on top of me ...171
As these survivor accounts and posts from buyer review boards demonstrate, buyers play a significant role in facilitating and
exploiting survivors' substance use and related dependencies, resulting in both immediate harm and exacerbated
vulnerabilities.

iii. Substance Use as a Coping Mechanism
The consequences of experiencing continuous and often unavoidable violence cannot be underestimated. In addition to forced
or coerced substance use, survivors also report using substances to cope with the violence and degradation they are subjected
to by traffickers and buyers alike.172 Victims of sex trafficking experience extensive psychological, physical, and emotional
violence at the hands of exploiters; coupled with high rates of childhood abuse and trauma,173 illicit substances often become
the agent for psychological survival. Numerous studies support survivors' anecdotal accounts of violence; in fact, it is
estimated that anywhere from two-thirds to 100% of persons impacted by commercial sex have experienced at least one form
of violence.174 Such high levels of violence, compounded with the violence that is inherent to sex trafficking victimization,
results in many survivors turning to coping strategies, behaviors, and habits, including substance use, to survive their
circumstances.175
iv. Criminalization of Trauma and Trauma Behaviors
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*748 Trauma is both an event, or series of events, and a lasting consequence of harm experienced or witnessed. Trauma, both
as an event and consequence, often results in long-term challenges and negative physiological and psychological outcomes176
for those impacted, including survivors of sex trafficking. In fact, research demonstrates that trauma can impact every aspect
of a person's body and mind, manifesting in psycho-social disorders, physical diseases or disorders, and emotional
challenges.177 For victims of sex trafficking, trauma is unavoidable; the experiences of being groomed, commodified, abused,
and dehumanized are traumatic; the physical, emotional, and sexual violence that an overwhelming majority of victims
experience,178 in addition to the violent acts of exploitation, serve to compound the trauma. Research also demonstrates a
correlation between the length of trafficking and exploitation and heightened levels of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), depression, and anxiety.179 The experiences and consequences of such trauma or complex trauma are thought, by
some, to be comparable to the characteristics and consequences of torture.180 Survivors of sex trafficking also report
disproportionately higher rates of historical traumatic experiences, including childhood sexual or physical abuse, sexual
violence, or dating violence.181 The consequence of complex trauma--“expos[ure] to multiple traumatic events”182--results in
most survivors living with its extensive physical, physiological, and psychological effects.
The impact and outcomes of complex trauma vary widely; complex trauma can manifest in acute and chronic physical health
conditions, mental health disorders and illnesses, behavioral challenges, or a combination of all.183 Research specific to the
experiences and outcomes of survivors of sex trafficking living with complex trauma has, however, revealed several common
outcomes: a majority of survivors meet the *749 criteria for PTSD, experience multiple, co-occurring psychological and
behavioral health challenges, and use substances to cope with the toxic stress and haunting trauma.184 While crime victims,
generally, have a “crisis reaction” to the victimization experienced, survivors of sex trafficking tend to display
“unconventional” reactions, reflecting high levels of trauma-induced behaviors and illnesses, as well as an altered state of
“equilibrium.”185 Specifically, survivors may cope with trauma and its consequences, even post-victimization, by running
from home or placement, defying safety or service plans, fighting with peers or family, or resorting to activities that were
once pivotal to their survival, including home burglaries, weapons possession, drug distribution or running, substance use, or
shoplifting.186
A survivor's response to unaddressed trauma can manifest in behaviors, coping mechanisms, or activities that are commonly
misidentified as delinquent or criminal conduct, resulting in justice system contact or involvement. The misidentification of
trauma is especially apparent among survivors of color, and Black survivors in particular,187 whose very existence is already
deemed threatening, aggressive, or oversexualized by justice system stakeholders, with trauma behaviors confirming
discriminatory and fabricated stereotypes.188 While trauma behaviors have historically been used to justify a juvenile or
criminal justice response, when viewed within the context of sex trafficking victimization and the survivor's lifetime of
experiences, such behaviors can serve as red flags of exploitation and shape non-punitive, trauma-informed service
responses.189 For example, leaving home or placement may indicate that such placement is unsafe--physically, emotionally, or
psychologically--for the survivor; similarly, seeming defiance with a service or safety plan may denote the absence of built in
agency, autonomy, or decision-making power for the survivor. Likewise, survivors may continue using substances as they
embark on the challenging work of addressing trauma and healing; alternatively, continued substance use may reflect an
underlying and unaddressed dependency. When contextualized, unconventional behaviors and activities demand a quest to
uncover and address traumatizing experiences and outcomes.
A juvenile or criminal justice response to trauma behaviors is not only unjust and ineffective, but also comparable to coercive
tactics employed by trafficking *750 offenders, causing the survivor to be tethered to their exploiter or, in this case, the
system. Traffickers cement control over a victim by exploiting vulnerabilities, substance use disorders, and mental health
challenges. Similarly, juvenile and criminal justice systems obtain and maintain control over victims by criminalizing
substance use, substance use dependency, trauma behaviors, and survival mechanisms. Like exploitation, juvenile and
criminal justice involvement, especially when hinged on the punishment of trauma, is a cycle that is all but impossible to
break; survivors are charged for behaviors or activities stemming from their trauma,190 and their trauma prevents them from
participating in court ordered treatment and conditions, ultimately resulting in additional charges.
In addition to operating as a revolving door into a system that is all but impossible to leave without addressing the underlying
causes of involvement, the phenomenon of criminalizing trauma behaviors operates as an impediment to the provision of
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critically needed treatment and care. While juvenile justice systems were originally designed to “rehabilitate” a child
offender, very few are equipped to address complex trauma with comprehensive services, let alone to address a child's
environment or the historical root causes of sexual or gendered violence.191 Criminal justice systems, conversely, operate
primarily from the premise of punishment and accountability, centering the response on criminal offenders, not crime
victims.192 As such, it is unsurprising that survivors of sex trafficking who are system involved are rarely identified as such or
afforded responses that are appropriate to their victimization and resulting trauma.
V. Where to Draw the Lines in Complex Cases--Exploring Responses in the Gray Areas of Victim-Offender
Intersectionality

Not every case is the same. Not everything that you see on the news is what it is ... not every sex trafficking case
has the same elements and the same story. Everything is different and when you guys are working on these cases,
are involved with all of these different girls and people, take time to get to know their story. Take time to
understand the reasons and *751 the elements that they were involved in. Take time. Don't just cross them off or
just think of everything as black and white because it's not ....193

The fact that the anti-trafficking field is grappling with complex issues in responding to child and youth sex trafficking,
including victim-offender intersectionality,194 reflects both the progress that has been made by the field as well as the hard
work that lies ahead in developing truly trauma-informed responses to this crime.195 Expanding protections from
criminalization for both child and youth victims of sex trafficking to a broader range of offenses is essential to achieve
trauma-informed responses to this crime,196 and yet, it is precisely when we push the line beyond prostitution offenses and
push protections beyond children to also protect youth that complex issues arise. These issues require balancing victims'
rights with public safety while employing a victim-centered and trauma-informed lens to identify more appropriate
approaches for addressing the intersection of trafficking victimization and criminal conduct.197 When this intersection
involves children and youth, additional factors must also be considered, such as stages of brain development,198 how past
victimization is identified and considered,199 and which systems are involved in responding.200 Not only are children being
charged with *752 prostitution201 and status offenses as a result of their victimization, but in cases across the country children
are facing serious charges, such as murder, sex trafficking, and other felony offenses, arising from conduct directly related to
their trafficking victimization.202
Meanwhile, an issue that receives far less media attention is the fact that youth aged eighteen to twenty-five are particularly at
risk of being pulled into sex trafficking investigations as offenders, rather than victims, and often face prosecution for
trafficking conduct that was coerced by their trafficker.203 Despite the legal transformation from child to adult at the age of
eighteen in most states,204 youth aged eighteen to twenty-five remain especially susceptible to sex trafficking victimization as
their brain development continues during a highly vulnerable phase *753 of their lives.205 This is particularly true for the most
marginalized youth,206 such as those aging out of foster care who lose access to critical support systems207 at the same time as
they reach the age of majority, which is compounded by force, fraud, or coercion requirements under the trafficking law that
restrict how their exploitation is identified.
In some cases, a youth survivor might be charged as a co-conspirator alongside their trafficker while minor victims are
treated as non-offending victims in the case even though the minor victims were equally or more involved in recruiting other
victims than the youth victim.208 Since it would be contrary to a trauma-informed approach to suggest that the minor victims
should also be charged in this scenario,209 this raises some important questions. Should the same force, fraud or coercion
requirement that applies to prosecution of sex trafficking involving victims aged eighteen and older be applied when
identifying underlying victimization? Even if evidence of force, fraud, or coercion is not present, should we consider the fact
that the youth survivor was originally trafficked as a child by the same trafficker who is alleged to be their co-conspirator?
While there may be strategic reasons for using charges to coerce testimony when a victim-witness is unwilling to testify
against their trafficker,210 the trauma this causes, and the inherent injustice of charging a victim as a co-conspirator alongside
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their exploiter, must be given adequate weight in order to align the prosecution with the intent and purpose of the trafficking
law being enforced.
Coercion in the trafficking context can also take many forms--including, but not limited to, infliction of severe physical
violence, threats of violence against victims or their families, inducement into drug dependency, and confiscation of *754
documentation--all of which may compel victims to engage in unlawful behavior at their trafficker's behest.211 Physical
violence is not always involved, however. Subtle psychological manipulation may also induce victims to engage in criminal
behavior:
[P]eople who have experienced trafficking often feel trauma bonds with their traffickers wherein they develop
positive, loving or loyal feelings toward the very people who are hurting and exploiting them. Especially for
individuals who have had past experiences of trauma, abuse or neglect, they may view the trafficker as the only
person who has cared for them and loved them. Such a relationship can lead a victim to engage in criminal
behavior out of loyalty or through emotional coercion from their trafficker.212
As such, victims may perceive “no alternative but to obey,” hoping to mitigate their own exploitation by engaging in the
criminal conduct as ordered.213

Recognizing the impact of trauma and the nature of control exerted by traffickers over victims demands that we closely
examine these cases, set aside the traditional black and white delineation of victim or offender,214 and develop responses that
work in the gray areas. It is critically important that the complexity of these cases not become a reason for limiting noncriminalization protections for victim-offenders.215 Given the importance of working through the complexity of these issues,
this section considers three types of factual scenarios that raise complex challenges for responding to victim-offender
intersectionality and examines how a trauma-informed lens can be applied to those scenarios to work toward a more just
response.
A. Trauma-Informed Considerations for Distinguishing Between Actual and Apparent Autonomy in Sex Trafficking
Cases
In examining cases where victim-offender intersectionality is involved to determine whether a victim-offender should be
excused as not culpable for their actions due to duress or coercion,216 the victim's culpability as an intentional and knowing
criminal actor often hinges on the degree of autonomy the victim-offender had when engaging in the criminal conduct.217 This
analysis of the facts, however, *755 can be dramatically skewed by the effects of trauma218 experienced by the victimoffender as well the nature of the trafficker's control over the victim-offender, which might leave the impression of autonomy
where there is actually complete control over the victim-offender.219 This misperception by the survivor of their own
autonomy is often a reflection of the trafficker's motive to put the trafficking survivor in the position of “taking the fall” for
acts that were done on behalf of, and under the control of, the trafficker. Indeed, assigning trafficking activities in order to
avoid culpability is often the reason that traffickers assign status within the trafficking enterprise.220
Status in this context must not be confused with actual autonomy. In fact, status may be bestowed on those who are most
submissive and is often just another exercise of control.221 This false sense of autonomy is perpetuated by some of terms
commonly used to describe trafficking victims who play this role for the trafficker, such as “bottom girl,”222 which focuses on
the supposed status of the victim-offender in the trafficking enterprise without consideration of the trauma and victimization
that lies under the surface, the same trauma and victimization that are likely the motivating factors behind the victimoffender's conduct.
Autonomy often comes into question when the victim-offender is helping to run the trafficking “business” by recruiting other
victims, posting ads, driving other victims to “dates,” or setting up dates.223 All of these acts potentially violate the sex *756
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trafficking law,224 but they must not be viewed in isolation, apart from the victim's circumstances, history, and vulnerabilities,
the impact of trauma, or the trafficker's conduct.225 This includes the circumstances that led to the child or youth being
trafficked and vulnerabilities that existed before they were trafficked.
For example, consider a 15-year-old who, after being thrown out of their home, experiences homelessness and begins a
relationship with a trafficker; in exchange for shelter and basic necessities, the trafficker requires the child to engage in
commercial sex and turn over the profits. That child may not see their trafficking experience as exploitation, but instead as
survival. When that 15-year-old meets another teen experiencing homelessness and offers to introduce them to their trafficker
so they can have a place to stay too, is that 15-year-old acting with the intent to exploit? Consider another child victim who,
after being trafficked from a very young age, recruits another child at the direction of their trafficker. Are they acting with the
intent to harm, or has their exploitation become so normalized that they do not see the recruitment as a harmful act? In yet
another scenario, an 18-year-old who has been trafficked since age fifteen recruits another victim, knowing their quota will
be reduced as a result that their own commercial sexual exploitation may be lessened, or that they will avoid abuse when they
fail to make their quota. Does that trafficked youth really see a choice to act otherwise, or are they just operating in survival
mode? While these anecdotal examples do not reflect the full range of complexity that can arise in cases where trafficking
victims recruit other victims, they can help illustrate how examining the circumstances of a victim-offender's trafficking
experience, relationship with the trafficker, and past history, as well as intersectional factors,226 can expose the intertwined
nature of trafficking victimization and offending conduct and how that impacts culpability.
B. Contextualizing Violence and the Criminal Intent of Trafficking Victims Who Commit Violent Crimes
Violent acts committed by trafficking victims raise some of the most complex issues in responding to victim-offender
intersectionality. Since the circumstances of these cases can vary dramatically, it would be unjust to draw a line at nonviolent *757 offenses, even though that approach is sometimes cited as the most appropriate solution for determining when to
grant relief in these cases.227 A more just approach may be achieved when the diversity of circumstances is addressed through
a nuanced and case-specific approach, rather than drawing a bright line that excludes protections in all cases when trafficking
victims are involved in violent offenses. In general, trafficking cases involving violence perpetrated by a trafficking victim
can be divided into three categories that each require unique analysis and raise different questions for assessing criminal
intent and/or liability as well as appropriate defenses: (1) acts of violence committed against an exploiter (e.g., trafficker or
buyer), (2) violence that was committed by the trafficker but is imputed to the victim-offender as a co-conspirator, and (3)
direct acts of violence committed by a victim-offender against other victims.
i. When Acts of Violence are Committed Against the Trafficking Victim's Exploiter
Over the past few years, there have been several cases that received media attention involving child sex trafficking victims
who committed acts of violence against their trafficker or buyer. Some of these cases received media attention well over a
decade after the child victim-offender had been prosecuted and sentenced,228 while others received media attention at the
outset of the case.229 While some of the *758 older cases were prosecuted at a time when states had not enacted a trafficking
law230 and at a time when the crime of human trafficking was largely misunderstood and often went unrecognized,231 the cases
charged in recent years are strikingly similar to the cases that concluded many years ago. The most notable similarity in the
recent cases has been an unwillingness to acknowledge the trafficking victimization of the minor defendant despite the clarity
that now exists in the state sex trafficking law. Another notable similarity in the cases is the lack of success that child
trafficking victims have had in asserting affirmative defenses based on self-defense and related intimate partner violencerelated defense theories. Considering the challenges that child victims face in asserting affirmative defenses, youth are even
more likely to face hurdles in presenting similar defenses since their victimization is harder to legally establish under most
state trafficking laws and federal law.232 Further, cases involving youth generally do not receive the same degree of media
attention as cases involving minors; typically, media attention for youth has focused on victims of child sex trafficking who
became adults while serving sentences for acts they committed as a minor.233
ii. When an Exploiter's Violence is Imputed to a Trafficking Survivor
© 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.

17

Brooks, Tina 12/2/2021
For Educational Use Only
TRAUMA, COERCION, AND THE TOOLS OF TRAFFICKING..., 109 Ky. L.J. 719

Cases involving violence committed by a trafficker or exploiter that is imputed to a child sex trafficking survivor because of
alleged involvement or even mere presence at the crime scene have also received media attention recently,234 reflecting a
potential shift in how these cases are viewed. As with the first category, these cases *759 involve child sex trafficking victims
charged many years ago who are just now receiving media attention and more recent cases that are still making their way
through the justice system. Again, the child victims faced similar challenges in asserting defenses based on their trafficking
victimization and consequently face severe penalties, even capital murder, despite never having pulled the trigger or being
involved in the violent act itself.235 In addition to having to prove their own victimization, these survivors face the uphill
battle of trying to prove how duress and coercion operate in the trafficking context--which is generally very difficult to
prove236--and how this form of coercion impacts or precludes their involvement in the conspiracy.237 Indeed, despite evidence
of trafficking victimization (and despite these cases occurring years apart), these child sex trafficking victims have been put
in the position of disproving that they were a willing participant rather than starting from the understanding that someone
under the control of a trafficker is not in a position to agree to participate in the crime.
iii. When Trafficking Victims Commit Acts of Violence Against Other Victims
The third and most challenging category is violence committed against other victims, particularly when this violence is
perpetrated in the context of furthering or assisting in the sex trafficking of other victims.238 This category raises the most
difficult questions in determining an appropriate response because it requires a careful balancing of the non-offending
victims' rights, public safety, and a trauma-informed understanding of the victim-offender's actions.239 There also needs to be
a close examination of the context in which the violent act occurred and what *760 motivated the violent act. When a violent
act occurs within the trafficking situation, this raises the threshold question of whether the violent act was coerced. Coercion,
however, should be evaluated from the perspective of the individual, not a reasonable person standard.240 This means that the
violent act must be understood through a broader understanding of the victim-offender's circumstances, including the
presence (or lack) of immediate control to past victimization and past trauma and other historical circumstances that could
have impacted the victim-offender's susceptibility to coercion and whether the victim-offender actually perceived a choice
under the circumstances in which the violent act occurred.241 This highly individualized assessment is also necessary to
understand when there is a nexus between the trafficking victimization and the coercion to commit the violent act.242
The nexus between the violent act and coercion resulting from trafficking victimization is also an important consideration for
determining investigative and prosecutorial approaches that balance the victim-offender's rights as a crime victim with the
rights of the non-offending victim. For example, if the violent act was not motivated by the trafficker's coercion, but instead
by other external factors, such as interpersonal conflict, accountability for that act may be appropriate but should not be the
basis for charging a victim-offender alongside their trafficker as a co-conspirator. Instead, the violent act can be redressed in
a separate proceeding if it is appropriate for the victim-offender to be held accountable for a violent act they committed
outside the trafficking context or without coercion.243
Due to these competing interests, affirmative defenses can be one appropriate avenue for seeking justice:
Just as traditional affirmative defenses allow criminal defendants to demonstrate that they lacked criminal intent
to commit the crime, trafficking victims need an opportunity to demonstrate the nexus between criminal conduct
and their trafficking victimization .... If successful, a sex-trafficking-specific affirmative defense would allow sex
trafficking victims accused of engaging in criminal conduct as a result of their victimization to avoid unjust
criminalization for acts they were coerced to *761 commit. Importantly, a sex-trafficking specific affirmative
defense can account for the actual dynamics of trafficking, the nature and extent of control exerted by sex
traffickers, and the influence of trauma on the decision-making process and behavior of sex trafficking
survivors.244
An affirmative defense that converts to a presumption of coercion once trafficking victimization is established provides
greater protection to the survivor who has been charged with criminal conduct and reflects the immense barriers that
trafficking victims face in asserting and establishing an affirmative defense. The rebuttable presumption still allows the
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prosecution to make a meaningful inquiry into the nexus between the trafficking victimization and the unlawful act,245 thereby
ensuring both the victim of the offense and the trafficking victim-offender have access to justice.246

The availability of affirmative defenses may be all the more important in cases where trafficked children and youth are
certified to stand trial as adults.247 Under automatic certification statutes, children alleged to have committed certain offenses,
including violent felonies such as murder, are statutorily precluded from facing delinquency proceedings and are, instead,
automatically transferred into the criminal justice system.248 Because child sex trafficking victims may commit violent
felonies as a result of their victimization, affirmative defenses are particularly important to ensure their victimization is
considered during the trial process.
Equally important is ensuring trafficked children and youth have access to both an affirmative defense and vacatur--and that
assertion of one does not bar assertion of the other.249 While an affirmative defense can provide relief at the commencement
of the criminal justice process, this remedy must be utilized when a survivor has only recently been removed from their
trafficking situation and most likely has not had trauma treatment. Without trauma treatment, survivors are more likely to
view *762 themselves as willing participants despite having been coerced by their trafficker250 Additionally, even if a
survivor identifies as a victim of trafficking and is willing to cooperate in the criminal justice process, trauma can interfere
with a survivor's ability to accurately recall and recount the circumstances of their victimization and/or involvement in
criminal conduct.251 Consequently, trafficking survivors may struggle to meet the threshold burden of demonstrating their
trafficking victimization and may, nonetheless, face prosecution and conviction for offenses related to their trafficking
victimization. Accordingly, survivors need both remedies: if they are unsuccessful in avoiding prosecution under an
affirmative defense, they must retain the opportunity to seek relief under vacatur laws following their conviction.
1. The Coercive Role of Imputed Liability in Sex Trafficking Victim-Offender Cases
Conspiracy laws and felony murder laws, which both impute criminal liability on the basis of a defendant's potential to
anticipate the scope of harms that could have resulted from their conduct,252 play a central and problematic role in the
criminalization of children and youth for sex trafficking offenses.253 The use of conspiracy laws can also be particularly
harmful for youth victims who are more likely to be pulled into the sex trafficking prosecution as offenders254 because they
are past the age of majority and their exploitation must involve force, fraud, or coercion in order to constitute sex trafficking
under most state trafficking laws and the federal criminal sex trafficking statute.255 The predominant problem with the use of
these laws to charge sex trafficking victims with serious offenses, or alongside *763 their traffickers as co-conspirators, is
that this practice is deeply discordant with a trauma-informed approach that acknowledges the role of trauma and the nature
of control exerted over victims by their trafficker--the same control that must be alleged and proven beyond a reasonable
doubt when the trafficker is prosecuted.256 In the context of children and youth, imputing liability in this manner also ignores
the role of brain development in the ability to foresee the full scope of consequences of particular conduct.257
Indeed, the same youth who are charged as co-conspirators alongside their trafficker may also be called to testify against their
trafficker, and that testimony could be central to the successful prosecution of the trafficker.258The centrality of victimoffenders' testimony in these cases is likely a motivating factor for bringing charges in many of these cases among other
considerations related to trial strategy259 and perhaps simply the efficiency of prosecuting defendants together. The need to
weigh these considerations against the harm to victim-offenders and the injustice of coercive charging tactics, however, has
prompted some states to enact non-criminalization protections to protect against criminalization of victim-offenders in these
cases. For example, New Mexico's human trafficking law prohibits human trafficking victims from being charged as an
accomplice to trafficking,260 while Mississippi, South Carolina, and Wyoming all prohibit human trafficking victims from
being charged with trafficking if the offending conduct arose from their trafficking victimization.261
Few other states, however, have remedies for victim-offenders facing trafficking charges or other serious charges related to
their trafficking victimization. While many states have enacted laws that allow human trafficking victims to assert an *764
affirmative defense to charges related to their trafficking victimization,262 the majority of these laws are limited to prostitution
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offenses and do not allow a victim-offender charged as a co-conspirator to assert a defense.263 Additionally, common law
defenses of duress and coercion are rarely applicable in sex trafficking conspiracy prosecutions because they are generally
structured narrowly and fail to reach the conduct of trafficking victims or the nature of control exerted by traffickers.264 In
addition to the lack of options available to victim-offenders to challenge the prosecution in these cases, their options for postconviction relief are equally limited in most states265 and remain unavailable under federal law as well.266 Conspiracy laws
may also be misapplied to victim-offenders in other types of prosecutions. Two common scenarios where victim-offenders
may be charged alongside their trafficker as co-conspirators for offenses that do not necessarily involve trafficking charges
are “trick rolls”267 and drug-related offenses,268 both of which involve the trafficker utilizing the victim-offender as a shield to
detection. In all of these cases, the coercion and control exercised by the trafficker should preclude any finding of an
underlying agreement necessary for establishing a conspiracy between a trafficking victim and their trafficker.
Additionally, given the potential for conspiracy laws to be used coercively, as well as the inherent harm in charging sex
trafficking victims alongside their trafficker, barring the use of these charges in the trafficking law further clarifies the
incongruence of these concepts as New Mexico has done in its human trafficking law. Additionally, training is needed for
law enforcement and prosecutors on *765 pursuing victim-centered investigations and prosecutions that do not rely on
coercive tactics to gain witness testimony.
VI. Conclusion
Survivor's access to holistic safety269 and specialized services is essential to breaking the cycle of exploitation and opening
pathways to sustainable healing and wellbeing.270 This cannot be accomplished, however, without reconstructing the systemslevel response provided to trafficked children and youth, shifting from rehabilitative, juvenile justice-based practices to
protective, healing-oriented responses. While all systems must be prepared to identify and serve trafficked children and
youth, practice and policy-based solutions centered on access to services through non-punitive systems are the best solution
for preventing the criminalization and re-victimization of child and youth survivors. In addition to committing needed
resources and funding to ensure the availability of trauma-informed services,271 ensuring access to specialized services can be
achieved through: (1) increasing prompt identification of victimization and connection with trauma-informed services
regardless of system involvement, (2) permitting identification of possible victimization to serve as a sufficient basis to
trigger access to trauma-informed services, (3) strengthening proactive efforts by all criminal or juvenile justice stakeholders
to identify potential victimization throughout the justice process, and (4) expanding funded, accredited, and mandatory
training for criminal and juvenile justice stakeholders on identification of, and responses to, victims of sex trafficking who
commit criminal acts as a result of, or in relation to, their trafficking victimization
Equally important is the development of a range of specialized legal protections to provide bright lines for protection where
appropriate (e.g., removing criminal penalties for children and youth for prostitution) and to provide more flexibility for cases
that involve complex balancing and highly individualized factual assessments (e.g., violent felonies). In addition to legal
protections that prevent juvenile and criminal justice system involvement at the outset, it is important to ensure remedies that
mitigate the harms of justice system involvement at the sentencing stage and through post-conviction relief are available.
Truly protective responses for addressing the needs of trafficked children and youth cannot be achieved through a single
policy, practice, or legislative change. *766 Effective responses for addressing the needs of impacted children and youth
requires transformative culture and systems change centered on, and aspiring for, the long-term wellbeing of survivors.
Identifying avenues to safety, services, and meaningful opportunities void of collateral roadblocks and obstacles is key for
anti-trafficking stakeholders seeking to support sustainable success. As such, states can improve outcomes for survivors and
systems by reimagining, redesigning, and reinvesting in non-punitive avenues that deliver both comprehensive safety and
services.
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