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MISSION

The Just Ask Prevention Project seeks to 

inoculate  communities against the 

disease of human trafficking,  an 

emerging public health crisis.



HISTORY

Just Ask was founded in 2013 in 
conjunction  with a federally funded 
regional task force

Initial focus was to provide awareness  
education to the community

Adopted a multi-vector approach:
-Peer-to-peer education
-Bystander empowerment

Community-tested, industry specific best  
practices which have yielded measurable 
results



Since its founding in 2013, the Just Ask 
Prevention  Project has educated over 

800 professional and  community-
based organizations in the 

identification,  prevention, and 
response to human trafficking and  

other forms of exploitation.



“Safeguarding 
communities  through 

partnership”



DEFINTION

Human trafficking is compelling a person to engage in  
commercial sex or forced, unfair labor.

A sex trafficker is someone who profits from someone 
participating  in sexual acts in exchange for anything of value 
(money, food, drugs,  clothes, a place to sleep, etc.) or 
someone who gives something of value to receive a sex act.

Trafficking is the second largest criminal enterprise in the world.

Traffickers can induce, recruit, harbor, transport, provide, or 

obtain.



PROSTITUTION VS SEX TRAFFICKING

Prostitution

 Choice

 Free to leave

 Makes decisions 
regarding when, how, and 
where they engage in 
commercial sex

 Has control over their 
own money

 Is not dependent on 
another person to further 
their commercial sex 
activities

Sex Trafficking

 Did not chose the lifestyle

 Not free to leave

 Decisions regarding the 
commercial sex activities are 
made by another person

 Does not have control over 
or access to a majority of 
their earnings

 Is dependent on another 
person to further their 
commercial sex activities



MYTHS

6) Human trafficking only affects foreign 

nationals or immigrants.

5) Human trafficking is a crime that involves 
some form of travel or transportation.

4) There must be elements of physical 
force, physical restraint or physical bondage 
to qualify the act as a form of trafficking.

3) Victims of human trafficking will always 
ask for help or self-identify as a victim.

2) If an individual initially consented to the 
situation, then it voids the crime.



MOST COMMON MYTH

Human Trafficking is 
not happening in my 

community.





TYPES OF TRAFFICKERS

Like victims, traffickers come from all parts of society –
every race, gender, and socio-economic group.

Boyfriend/Girlfriend: A common type is an attractive
polished man (or woman) in their early 20s, who
pretends to be a girlfriend or boyfriend to the teen.

Gangs: Criminal gangs also play a significant role in
trafficking, sometimes using associates with a less
threatening appearance to make the initial approach.

Employers: Fake employers also lure victims in to both
sex and labor trafficking with promises of modeling or
other glamorous careers.

Family: Finally, some victims are trafficked by their own
family members (or foster parents).



TRAFFICKER METHODS

SCOUT MANIPULATE TRAP

Traffickers are 
searching  for 
people to target.

Traffickers find
potential victims:
· On social media
· In shopping malls
· At bus stops
· In school
· Through friends

Traffickers relate to 
young  people and 
often times  seem “too 
good to be true.”
They:

•Pretend to be boyfriends 
or girlfriends
•Buy presents; treat their
intended victims very well
•Listen and act interested 
in  their lives
•Traffickers lie

Traffickers trick or 
control   people into 
staying in  the 
lifestyle.

These methods 
could be:
•False love or lies
•Drugs
•Violence or threats  
of violence



WHAT ALLURES VICTIMS?

• Fun and excitement

• Peer pressure

• Financial gain/drugs

• Social Status

• Protection

• Lack of understanding

• Seeking identity and a 

sense of belonging



Victims of human trafficking, and those
that are targeted by traffickers, can be
from any race, age, ethnicity, social or
economic group, gender, sexual
orientation or level of academic
achievement.



WHO IS BEING TARGETED?

Accessibility

Suggestibility

Vulnerability



TRAFFICKERS TARGET YOUNG PEOPLE

WHO:

● Lack a sense of belonging to others

● Don’t feel well respected or valued by family or 

friends

● Base their self-worth on popularity or relationships

● Are willing to keep secrets, including their 

relationship

● Don’t have a good relationship with their parents

● Are looking for a boyfriend or girlfriend

● Are often bored with not much to do

● Spend a lot time away from family and friends
● Are willing to take directions and believe the lies 

and false  promises of the trafficker



WHO IS VULNERABLE?

Victims of trafficking can come from 
dysfunctional families  which make them 
vulnerable to traffickers.

Examples include:
●Children whose parents are addicted to 
drugs or alcohol
●Children who come from psychologically 
and/or  physically and/or sexually abusive 
homes
●Children whose health and safety has 
been affected by  poverty; violence, lack of 
access to education



VULNERABILITY

Other Factors:

●Children from single-parent households 
following divorce,  separation or death of a 
parent
●Children from orphanages, group homes or 
foster care
●Children from refugee centers
●Runaway or “throwaway” children
●Children who are homeless
●Children or youth involved in the juvenile 
justice system
●Youth who identify as LGBTQ



Not all victims of trafficking have 
a history of  maltreatment but 
every child will likely  project low 
self-esteem and vulnerability at  
some point in their development.

VULNERABILITY



Those with pre-existing physical, 

emotional  and cognitive disabilities may 

be at greater  risk of falling victim to 

human trafficking due  to their vulnerable 

state.

VULNERABILITY



Unaccompanied minors also known as 

“unaccompanied alien children” are 

vulnerable to  human trafficking due to 

a lack of housing, resources  and care 

givers to keep them safe from 

traffickers  and other child predators.

VULNERABILITY



FIRST CONTACT WITH THE SYSTEM

Social Services

• Foster Care

• Abandoned 

Child

• Removed 

Child

Juvenile Justice

System

• CHINS

• Disorderly 

Conduct / 

Assaultive 

Behaviors

• Truancy

• Domestic 

Violence 

• Narcotics 

Violation

• Shoplifting



WARNING SIGNS & RED FLAGS

Youth may exhibit one or any 
combinationof the  following indicators:

● Change in behavior 

or mood
● Change in dress or

style
● Signs of physical

abuse
● Physical changes
● Appears tired and

sleepy
● Loss of skin color

● Noticeable change 

in weight

● Decrease in motivation
to do anything

● Increase in secrecy
● Unexplained material

possessions
● More sexually

promiscuous

● Materialistic / Focus on

money



WARNING SIGNS & RED FLAGS

● Sudden changes in peer group or affiliation
● May see indicators of gang involvement
● A sudden and unexplained increase in 

criminal behavior
● Trafficking victims will often describe their 

traffickers to others as a “boyfriend/girlfriend”
● An older, dominating/controlling 

boyfriend/girlfriend
● Frequent travel, local or long distance
● Tattoos that may have unexplained meanings, 

relate to

earning money, or gang affiliation



THE EFFECTS

Trafficking victims experience life-altering 
and long-term  physical, emotional, 
psychological effects.

According to the FBI, the average life 
expectancy of a  person trapped in 
trafficking is only 7 years.

It is estimated that 1 trafficking survivor 
requires the  resources of 10 domestic 
violence survivors and years of  support to 
recover.



Physical Effects of Exploitation of a  
Teenager Over 18 months

* These physical changes are NOT a 
result of drug or  alcohol abuse, simply 
the physiological effects of being  
exploited during childhood development.



BARRIERS TO GETTING HELP



•Runaway

•Problem-child

•Non-responsive to 

services

•Sexually promiscuous

•Homeless street youth

•Consenting participants

•Drug-user

•Gang members

TRADITIONAL IDEOLOGIES



KEY QUESTIONS IN ASSESSMENT

• Never directly ask about being trafficked or involvement in 
commercial sex until sufficient rapport and background has been 
established.

• Free to Leave Standard
• Current living situation and family dynamic questions to get a 

background of the person.  Questions should be geared to covertly 
determining if trafficking vulnerabilities are present.

• Inquisitive 
• As an interested party

• Arrest history to determine their level of involvement with the 
system, past experiences and assess their trust of you and other 
individuals that they may have to deal with during the process

• Partner history to determine if the person is currently in a 
relationship.  Trafficking victims will often talk about their 
“boyfriends” and the interviewer should be clued in for hints or 
warnings of an abusive or controlling situation.



• Has some level of awareness of 
victimization and exploitation

• Desire to cooperate and disclose
• Typically historical victim

• Can be someone just recovered 
that was new to the situation or 
recently endured severe abuse

• Abuse victims can quickly 
switch to a different category

VICTIM MINDSET

POSITIVE 

VICTIMOLOGY



• Victim may or may not still be in the 
trafficking scenario

• Indifferent to own victimization, will 
often deny victimization (defense 
mechanism)

• Will typically discuss details of the 
scenario once rapport is established

• Does not present very well as a 
victim

• Typically denies or will not 
discuss force, fraud or coercion

VICTIM MINDSET

NEUTRAL 

VICTIMOLOGY



• Hardest victim to deal with
• Does not seem themselves as a 

victim
• They are a consenting participant

• Loyalty to the trafficker is deeply 
rooted

• Often requires multiple interviews
• Rapport building is essential
• Will disclose “hints” of the scenario
• Questions should not be direct and 

inquisitive as interested party and 
not an interrogator

VICTIM MINDSET

NEGATIVE 

VICTIMOLOGY



Interaction with Potential Victims

• Be Respectful!

• Discuss background

• Discuss likes/dislikes/motivators

• Address issues of mistrust for the 

“system”

• Address “wants”

• Do not promise something you 

cannot give

• Address perceived fears

• Humanize 



ENVIRONMENT / TONE

• Must be completed in a  safe and/or neutral environment

• Let them talk and focus the conversation

• Don’t limit yourself on time

• Be relaxed and mindful of your tone. demeanor, and body 

language. 

• Use empathic listening/eye contact

• Understand the client’s situation without making judgments.

• Try to avoid notes. If note taking is necessary, let the 

individual know why you need to write notes and for what 

purposes they may be used.

• Be clear about your role and goals, and about the services that 

your agency can and cannot provide.



LANGUAGE / QUESTIONS

• Rapport building: Try discussing lighter topics to engage the 

individual. This assists with building trust. 

• Initial Assessment may be beneficial to focus on their service 

needs, purpose of interview, and gradually focus on the difficult 

topics. 

• Mirror the language that the individual uses. (i.e. the individual 

refers to the offender as “boyfriend.” 

• Assessment/Interview should be conducted in their native 

language. 

• All assessments/interviews have the potential to be different from 

one another. Do not attempt to interview in a standard 

language/protocol.



PLEASE CONSIDER

• Often times the individual does not identify as a victim or being 

“trafficked.”

• Understand the power and control dynamics these individuals 

faces

• Be aware that often times the individuals are conditioned to speak 

and act a certain way in an interview/assessment

• Code of the Streets: “Do not trust law enforcement/outsiders.” 



CONTINUUM OF VICTIM NEEDS



WORKING WITH VICTIMS

Emphasize
• Consult victim on their 

needs/treatment plan

• Emphasize services 
not contingent on 
case/law enforcement 
cooperation 

• Empower victim
without allowing them 
to control investigation

Avoid

• Allow victim to control
placement or services

• Withholding/ delaying 
services until investigation 
begins 

• Trying to control victim to 
get more information for the 
case



TECHNIQUES: R.E.S.P.E.C.T.

R- Rapport

E- Equality

S- Secrecy

P- Purpose

E- Effective

C- Continuity

T- Trust



Assistance for Human Trafficking Victim 

• Form an appropriate safety plan

• Don’t make promises you can’t keep

• Use interpreter that is competent and understands 

victimization 

• Collaborate with local, state, and federal 

organizations that work specifically work with 

human trafficking victims

• Housing

• Counseling information/referrals

• Medical care

• Basic/immediate needs (clothing, food, etc.)

• Legal referrals—immigration lawyers



ADDRESSING LOYALTIES

• Validate their thoughts / feelings

• Do NOT insult or try to reason logically

• Rational thought vs. Irrational thought

• Allow them to draw their own conclusions

• Subtle suggestions towards negativity of the gang

• Use their loyalty to the gang as an aid (motivator) 

rather than viewing it as a road block



ADDRESSING FEARS

• Be respectful of their perceptions

• Remember what is logical to you is not always logical to 

the victim

• Give them control

• “What would make you feel safe?”

• “Rolling waves” method

• Patience coupled with dependability and persistence 

(over time)



FILLING THE VOID

• Level of dependency

• Newly established identity

• Concept of family

• Need to “reprogram”

• Psychological Effects



ATTACHMENT ISSUES

• Understanding the Psychological 

Effects

• Maintaining appropriate relationship / 

boundaries

• Sharing life events

• Finding appropriate support system to 

transfer dependency



WHEN RESPONDING TO A SUSPECTED

INCIDENT

It is important to know how you are going to 
respond when  you suspect a client may be 
a victim of   exploitation.

Having a plan in your head will make the 
process much  more comfortable and 
effective.



REMEMBER

It is hard for a victim of human trafficking or
exploitation to trust a professional or other
adult. Victims have often been convinced
by traffickers not to trust people that say
they truly want to help.



Build rapport gradually and 
support the victim  in learning 
and weighing options for a  
courageous action. Slowly gather 
additional  information.

BE PATIENT



It might be necessary to delay 
intervention  until additional 
information is gained or  
resources are put in place, but 
also report  suspected incidents 
of human trafficking or  
exploitation to supervisors.

TIMING IS EVERYTHING



BE AWARE OF

Body Language & Spoken Language

To ensure that you do not convey sentiments of:
•Judgement
•Disgust
•Shock
•Disappointment
•Confusion

Doing so may hinder the disclosure process,  
revictimize the child, and increase the likelihood 
of  self-blame. A child will most likely close 
down and  not want to talk about their situation.



• Emotional support

• Confidence and self-

esteem building

• A vision of a better life, 

better options

• Assurance

• Trust

• Patience

• Understanding

PROVIDE



CREATE A SAFETY PLAN

• Ask if the traffickers are nearby or expected soon.

• Phone and messaging accounts might not be safe to 
use,  arrange a safe communication system.

• Determine:

• Does the client have a safe place to go home 
to?  

• Are others involved or aware?

• Let the client tell you what they action steps would 
be

comfortable for them.

• Ask the client what would make them feel safe.

• Ask the client what their needs are.

• Intervention and removal from the situation may take 
time – Be patient.



Victim may:
• Run away, disappear
• Refuse to cooperate (after initial 

cooperation)
• Relapse on drugs
• Commit new crimes
• Engage in prostitution

Solution: 
• Stable residential placement
• Comprehensive services
• Ongoing rapport with ALL - law 

enforcement, prosecutors, service 
providers, social workers

VICTIM BEHAVIOR PENDING TRIAL



FEAR AND INTIMIDATION

Victim may:
• Be afraid to face pimp/trafficker in court
• Worry about stigma/public judgment
• Be fearful of court process/court room

Solution:
• Build rapport with entire support network
• Develop a safety plan
• Extensive preparation for court appearances
• Support in the courtroom
• Reassure conviction not resting on testimony



COLLABORATION: OVERCOMING 

IDEOLOGIES

… of Law 

Enforcement
…  of Service 

Providers
• Handcuffs and Jail
• Inability to be 

victim-centered
• Prosecution 

focused
• Controlling
• Distrust
• Narrow-minded
• Detachment
• Lack of cultural 

assimilation

• Hugs and kisses
• Inability to grasp 

reality
• Protecting the guilty
• Controlling
• Distrust
• Open-minded
• Personal attachment
• Conduct their own 

investigations



SOLUTION: OVERCOMING 

IDEOLOGIES

• Cross training

• Active communication

• Clarification of mission 

statement

• Finding that common 

ground



ROADBLOCK TO COLLABORATION

• Attitude
• Willingness to be open-minded and 

accepting
• Pride

• Fear of judgment / dis-accreditation 

• Understanding of varying missions

• Trust Issues

• Policy Issues



LAW ENFORCEMENT SENSITIVE

• Rules of Evidence

• Need to protect the integrity of the 

investigation

• Need to protect the victim

• There is an acceptable balance of 

maintaining sensitivity of information 

while sharing pertinent information



LAW ENFORCEMENT SENSITIVE

• Establish mutual trust and 

understanding

• Share the workload

• Be willing to sit down at the table 

together

• Be respectful of agency specific policies

• Think outside the box

• Don’t be afraid to be seen together

• Use all resources available to you
• Each other
• Third party



BENEFITS FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT

• Develop a stronger case for prosecution

• Identification of offenders and additional victims, as well as 

methodology

• Location and recovery of valuable evidence

• Victim testimony

• Victim support

• Transportation

• Overall long term support structure

• Better understanding of the overall problem



BENEFITS FOR THE ADVOCATE

• Assistance in forming safety plans

• Availability of emergency services / intervention in times 

of crisis

• Resources

• Funding

• Client needs

• Therapeutic

• Clarification with regards to the Victim-Offender Paradox



BENEFITS FOR THE VICTIM

• Victim-centered approach

• Advocating for self

• Identify themselves as victims, not offenders

• Availability of multiple resources/services to address 

varying needs

• Approach is long-term and victim develops a trust for 

the “system”

• Ensuring safety




