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HUMAN TRAFFICKING INDICATORS 
 

PLEASE NOTE:  The following list of trafficking indicators is neither definitive nor static.  This 
list should not be used for profiling purposes, but as information to assist you in identifying 
whether an individual may be a victim of trafficking. 
 
Key indicators  

 Someone else has possession of legal/travel documents 

 Existing debt issues 

 One attorney claiming to represent multiple undocumented immigrants detained at 
different locations 

 Third party who insists on interpreting 
 
May Be Indicators 

 Victim living/working conditions 

 Live on or near work premises 

 Restricted or controlled communication 

 Frequently moved by traffickers 

 Large number of occupants for living space 
 
Victims May Lack 

 Personal items/possessions 

 Cell phones, calling cards, etc. 

 Private space 

 Financial records 

 Transportation 

 Knowledge about how to get around in a community 
 
Personal/physical indicators 

 Injuries from beatings or weapons 

 Signs of torture (e.g., cigarette burns) 

 Brands or scarring indicating ownership 

 Signs of malnourishment 
 
Workplace Indicators 

 Security intended to keep victims confined 

 Barbed wire 

 Bars on windows 

 Self-contained camps 

 Bouncers, guards, and/or guard dogs 

 Only allowed to shop at “Company Store” 
 
Forced Prostitution 

 Large amounts of cash and condoms 

 Customer logbook or receipt book (a.k.a. “trick book”) 

 Sparse rooms  

 Men come and go frequently 

 PLUS other trafficking indicators 
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Youth Indicators on Need for Further Screening 
• Evidence of physical, mental, or emotional abuse 
• Inability to speak on one’s own behalf and/or alone 
• Excess amounts of cash on-hand 
• Working for long hours, often with little or no pay 
• Presence of older male who seems controlling 
• Loyalty and positive feelings towards trafficker 
• Exhibition of fear, tension, shame, humiliation nervousness 
• Inability or unwillingness to identify self as victim 
• Over-sexualized behavior 

 
Identifying Offenders 

 Do they maintain employee records? 

 Do they file social security deductions? 

 Who does their payroll?   

 How are employees paid? 

 How do they determine employee wages? 

 Who is their accountant? 

 What are their hours of operation? 

 Do they have a written vacation policy? 

 Where do employees’ children go to school? 
 
Victim Realities 

 May not identify themselves as victims 

 May not speak English  

 Likely to use rehearsed stories initially  

 May be behaviorally dependent on trafficker 

 Trauma, shame, lack of trust may deter victims from telling the full story 

 Victims may be reluctant to speak to someone wearing a gun, badge, or uniform 

 Victim may not want family to know of his/her circumstances 

 Victim may exhibit “Stockholm Syndrome” behavior 

 Empathy for traffickers 

 Concerned for safety of the victim’s family in the home country 
 
Victim Screening Considerations 

 Victim should be given a choice of speaking with male or female  

 Use informal conversation 

 Allow victim to set length and pace 

 Watch for nonverbal cues 

 Do not make promises 

 Victim services/nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) should be involved as soon as 
possible—even if only a slight indication of victimization 

 Don’t expect to get full story right away  
 

Building Collaborative Responses to Trafficked Victims of 
Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault 

 
Futures Without Violence 



What do all these terms mean? 
 

 Trauma-informed care is an approach to engaging people with histories 

of trauma that recognizes the presence of trauma symptoms and 

acknowledges the role that trauma has played in their lives. -National 

Center for Trauma Informed Care (NCTIC, www.samsha.gov/nctic, 2013)  

 

 Victim-Centered –The provision of culturally appropriate and immediately 

available services based on the unique needs and circumstances of 

victims and survivors. Services are specific, client-focused and driven by 

the individuals impacted by the abuse/assault/exploitation. – Washington 

Coalition of Sexual Assault Programs 

 

 An Empowerment –Based philosophy means that we believe that 

survivors of abuse/exploitation are competent and should have the 

freedom to be independent. 

 

 Our clients have just come from a situation where they were controlled. It 

is not our job to replace one form of control with another. It is not our job 

to teach them or manage them. 

 

 Empowerment means focusing on clients’ strengths and believing that 

they can make a difference. Empowerment means never judging clients’ 

decisions and never making them feel like they need to hide thing 

 

Source:  Community Solutions 

 

 

Resources: 
 

Utilizing Trauma‐Informed Approaches to Trafficking‐Related Work (Trauma Center) 
 

Promising Practices an Overview of Trauma-Informed Therapeutic Support for Survivors of 
Human Trafficking (Polaris) 
 
 

Survivor Informed Practice: Assessment Tool  (National HT Training and TA Center) 

 

Toolkit for Building Survivor-Informed Organizations: Trauma-Informed Resources And 

Survivor-Informed Practices to Support and Collaborate With Survivors of Human Trafficking 

as Professionals (NHTTAC / ICF 2018) 

 

http://www.traumacenter.org/clients/projectreach/H-O%20Trauma-Informed%20Case%20Study_final.pdf
https://freedomnetworkusa.org/app/uploads/2018/11/HHS-OTIP-Survivor-Infromed-Practice-Assessment-Tool.pdf
https://freedomnetworkusa.org/app/uploads/2018/11/HHS-OTIP-Survivor-Infromed-Practice-Assessment-Tool.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/otip/toolkit_for_building_survivor_informed_organizations.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/otip/toolkit_for_building_survivor_informed_organizations.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/otip/toolkit_for_building_survivor_informed_organizations.pdf

