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Objectives
Participants will be able to explain the correlation 

between victims of childhood sexual abuse and 

commercial sexual exploitation.

Participants will be able to identify 3 pathways to entry into 

commercial sexual exploitation that do not involve 

kidnapping. 

Participants will be able to identify 3 social and 

environmental risk factors to commercial sexual 

exploitation to increase their understanding of youth 

vulnerabilities and reason for entry. 



What is the Commercial 

Sexual Exploitation of 
Children (CSEC)? 

“It’s not a choice, no one just wakes up 

and wants to do this. You can’t just walk away…”

- CSEC Survivor



CSEC is….

The commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) is:

Sexual abuse involving a child in exchange for something 
of value, or the promise thereof, to the child or another 

person or persons.   

•Treating a child as a commercial and sexual object.  

•A form of violence against children.

Under U.S. federal law, any minor under the age of 18 

years induced into commercial sex is a victim of sex 

trafficking—regardless of whether or not the trafficker 

used force, fraud, or coercion. 

Adapted from The Stockholm Declaration and Agenda for Action, 1996



CSEC includes:

• street exploitation

• pornography

• stripping

• erotic/nude massage

• escort services

• phone sex lines

• private parties

• gang and organized crime-based exploitation 

• familial exploitation

• Sex tourism

• forms of Internet-based exploitation

• Survival sex



Common statistics used 

•At least 100,000 to 300,000 youth are at risk for 

commercial sexual exploitation annually in the 

U.S. (Estes and Wiener, 2001)

•The most common age of entry into the 

commercial sex industry in the U.S. is 12-14 years 

old. (US Department of Justice, Child Exploitation and Obscenity Section)

*These numbers are often used incorrectly, without context or explanation 

of how limited or unreliable these numbers might be 



Common ‘statistics’ used

● 1 in 3 children will be trafficked within 72 hours of running 

away from home 

● The Superbowl is the biggest trafficking ‘event’ in the country

● The average life expectancy of a trafficked girl in the US is 7 

years

● Movie Taken is how most CSEC/trafficking happens

None of these are factual and are actually 

harmful to the issue.



Pathways and 

Precursors to CSEC

“Growing up for me was a lot of pain. I don’t know how 

to explain it. It was just a lot of pain.

- CSEC Survivor



Understanding and 

Recognizing Risk 



Children at risk for recruitment into 
CSEC are children who:

• Are under 18 years old

• Walk to school or to the store alone

• Own or have access to a computer

• Are attracted to consumer goods

• Desire to develop romantic relationships

• Sometimes feel insecure

• Feel misunderstood

• Fight with their parents

• Sometimes feel their parents don’t care

• Want more independence

• Test boundaries and take risks
Question:

According to this, who is at risk for recruitment 

into CSEC?



ALL CHILDREN



But we know there are 

children who are much 

higher risk...



Risk Factors

Individual:

events in, or characteristics of, an individual’s life

Environmental: 

come from a child’s neighborhood or community

Social:

the foundation set up in our culture that makes CSEC 

possible or ways in which our society promotes or 
perpetuates sexual exploitation



Activity:
Who’s at Risk?



Activity: Who’s At Risk?

Directions for Groups

•Decide if each risk factor card belongs in the 
individual, environmental, or social category.

•Tape it to the diagram in this category.

•Consider how each risk factor impacts children, and 
discuss as a group.



Multiple studies estimate that…

70 to 90 percent of commercially sexually exploited 

children have a prior history of child sexual abuse.

1. Bagley, C. & Young, L. (1987). Juvenile Prostitution and Child Sexual Abuse: 

A Controlled Study. Canadian Journal of Community Mental Health.

2. Annual Report. (1991). Council for Prostitution Alternatives. Portland, Oregon.

3. Murphy, Patricia. (1993). Making Connections: Women, Work, and Abuse. Paul M. Deutsch Press, Florida.
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Pathways to Entry

Ways recruitment can happen:

•Parents selling children

•Violence and force

•Kidnapping

•Seduction and coercion

•False advertising for “modeling,” “acting,” or 
“dancing” opportunities

•Peer recruitment

•Internet enticement through chat rooms or profile-
sharing sites



Activity:
Pathways to Entry 

Case Studies

Handout 2.2 Case Studies



Activity: Pathways to 
Entry Case Studies

Working Group Questions

•What made this child vulnerable to CSEC?

•How was the child recruited into the sex industry? 
What was his or her path of entry?

•Write down ALL of the choices (without adding value 

judgments)the child in your case study made

Handout 2.2 Case Studies
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Activity:
Self-Reflection



Activity: Self-Reflection

•What were some of the individual, environmental, or 
social challenges you faced?

•How did they influence your choices?

•What protections, support, or lack thereof did you 
have?

•How did these factors influence your choices, and the 
outcomes of your choices?



Victim Identification

I needed someone to talk to me, like, everyone makes 

mistakes; to tell me, you know, it’s going to be ok and I’m 

better than that.”

- CSEC Survivor



If the age of an individual has been verified to be 

under 18, and the individual is in any way 

involved in the commercial sex industry, or has a 

record of prior arrest for prostitution (or related 

charges), then he or she is a CSEC/trafficking 

victim.

Identifying CSEC Victims



Identifying CSEC Victims

• Most sexually exploited children have been trained to 

lie about their age.  Sometimes a child’s appearance 

and/or actions can contradict the information they 

give.  Be sensitive to clues in behavior or appearance 
that could indicate that a child is underage. 

• Personal information – such as: age, name, and/or 

date of birth – might change with each telling of his or 

her story, or the information given might contradict 
itself.

• Has no identification or is not in control of his or her 
identification documents. 



• Physical and sexual violence are the everyday reality 
of many sexually exploited children and may leave 
visible signs of abuse, such as: unexplained bruises, 
blackeyes, cuts, or marks. 

• Exhibit behaviors including fear, anxiety, depression, 
submission, tension, and/or nervousness.

• Exhibit “hyper-vigilance” or paranoid behavior.

• Sexually exploited children and youth often express 
interest in, or are in relationships with, adults or older 
men.

• Truancy or tardiness from school, failing grades, 
doesn’t complete homework, exhausted

Identifying CSEC Victims



• Evidence of controlling or dominating relationships, 

including: repeated phone calls from a “boyfriend” 

and/or excessive concern about displeasing 
partner.

• Unexplained shopping trips or possession of 

expensive clothing, jewelry, or a cell phone could 

indicate the manipulation of an exploiter. Traffickers 
often groom their victims in the beginning. 

• Not in control of their own money.

• Use of lingo or slang from “the life.” 

Identifying CSEC Victims



• Wearing “inappropriate” clothing can be an indicator of 

commercial sexual exploitation.  Not an indicator in and 

of itself.  Wearing new clothes of any style, or getting hair 

or nails done with no financial means to this 

independently, is a more general indicator of potential 
commercial sexual exploitation.

• Unable to make eye contact.

• A tattoo that he or she is reluctant to explain may be the 
result of tattooing or branding by a pimp. Pimps and 
other sexual exploiters often tattoo or brand children 
and youth, particularly girls.  Youth are commonly 
branded with their exploiter’s name tattooed on the 
neck, chest, or arms.

Identifying CSEC Victims



• Has an explicitly sexual online profile

• Doctors and nurses can consider frequent or 
multiple sexually transmitted infections (STIs), 
pregnancies or abortions a warning sign.

• Homeless, runaway, group home children

• Presence of PLUS 1at medical, legal, mental 
health, etc appointments

• “Cash and Flash” particularly in school settings

Identifying CSEC Victims



• Have you seen these warning signs (or a 
combination of them) displayed by children?

• Are there other red flags you’ve seen?

Identifying CSEC Victims



Question and Answer Time!



Contact Info
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svalente@truenorthwellness.org


