
The U.S. Department of State estimates that 14,500 to 17,500 people are traf-
ficked into the United States annually. Human trafficking has been identified by
law enforcement agencies in all 50 states. 

A 2013 article in the Journal of Emergency Nursing reported that:
• an estimated 100,000 to 200,000 American minors currently are exploited in

the sex industry
• approximately 2 million children and young women are trapped in sex slavery

worldwide
• global annual profits from human trafficking are $44 billion.

Cities with high rates of unemployment, poverty, homelessness, and drug ad-
diction are prime hunting grounds for traffickers looking for victims. Easy access
to interstate highways and waterways promotes trafficking by making it easier to
move victims across state and national borders. 

Human trafficking: Facts and figures 

To help identify victims in the emergency department or other healthcare setting,
check for the following findings:
• scars or bruises (usually on the lower back), burns, brands, or unusual tattoos
• genital or reproductive trauma from repeated rape or amateur abortions
• strain injuries or exhaustion from forced hard labor
• poorly healed fractures
• signs of malnutrition, dehydration, poor general health, untreated disease, and

poor dentition
• signs or symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, such as extreme startle re-

sponses, guardedness, anxiety, and a self-protective posture
• very late entry (or no entry) into prenatal care. 

Also suspect your patient is a trafficking victim if she or he:
• seems to be under surveillance at all times
• appears to fear a companion, yet relies totally on him or her
• is with a companion who won’t leave the victim alone with a healthcare

provider
• shows increased anxiety if the companion leaves the room (may ask “Who will

take care of me now?”)
• lacks identifying documents or the ability to pay for services
• has no clear means of supporting herself financially
• reports that someone else has his or her documents
• is reluctant to name or contact a family member
• doesn’t speak English 
• can’t read or write.

Keep in mind, of course, that many immigrants and other foreigners can’t read,
write, or speak English and are accompanied to the hospital by companions who
speak for them—yet aren’t trafficking victims. So don’t base your assessment
solely on these characteristics. 

Characteristics of trafficking victims  
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