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Executive Summary

Over the past decade, federal, state, and local policymakers across the United States have
devoted increasing attention to the plight of youth who are involved in the sex trade. Despite
growing national attention, the ability of policymakers to design effective programs and
strategies has been hindered by a paucity of valid research on the size, needs, characteristics,
and criminal justice experiences of these youth (e.g., see Institute of Medicine 2013).

Funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention of the U.S. Department
of Justice, the current multi-method, multi-site study aims to increase scientific knowledge.
Building on prior research using comparable methods in New York City and implemented by
some of the same researchers (Curtis et al. 2008; Muslim, Labriola, and Rempel 2008; and
see, also, Dank et al. 2015), this study includes interviews with youth and official records
data collection in six sites: Atlantic City, NJ; the Bay Area, CA; Chicago, IL; Dallas, TX;
Miami, FL; and Las Vegas, NV.

To date, the study has produced six reports providing comprehensive ethnographic findings
concerning the lives of youth in the sex trade in each of the research sites (Jones and Gamson
2016; Marcus, Riggs, Rivera, and Curtis 2016; Martin et al. 2016; Maurrasse and Jones
2016; Schaffner et al. 2016; and Wagner, Whitmer, and Spivak 2016). The current report
provides a quantitative, multi-site analysis of findings from nearly 1,000 youth interviews
across all six sites; a population estimate; findings from official criminal justice data sources;
and findings from interviews with service providers. All reports are available at
http://www.courtinnovation.org/youthstudy.

Overview of the Study Methodology

This study was animated by the goal of gaining a representative portrait of the lives and
needs of youth who are involved in exchanging sex for money, food, housing, drugs, or other
goods. The study was overseen by the Center for Court Innovation in collaboration with the
John Jay College of Criminal Justice. Researchers from John Jay developed the youth
interview instrument and led the fieldwork in the Atlantic City site, and researchers from the
Center for Court Innovation contracted with experienced ethnographers to lead the fieldwork
in the five other sites and conducted the multi-site analysis presented in this report.
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The six research sites were selected to represent a geographically diverse set of locations
that, at the outset of the project, were deemed likely to possess a relatively sizable population
of youth in the sex trade. Final site selection was informed by official prostitution arrest
statistics collected by the Federal Bureau of Investigation; call volume from a national
human trafficking hotline maintained by the Polaris Project; and key informant interviews
regarding perceived national “hub sites” for the sex trafficking of underage individuals. The
feasibility of implementing the study methodology was also considered in final site selection.
The four principal elements of the study methodology are summarized below.

Youth Interviews

To interview youth in the six sites, the research team employed respondent-driven sampling
(RDS), ethnographic fieldwork, and street and internet outreach. RDS methods are designed
for interviewing populations where there is involvement in stigmatized behavior; a dearth of
widely accepted research information; and participants who are difficult to reach through
traditional sampling methods (e.g., see Heckathorn 1997, 2002, 2007).

In this study, RDS started with “seed” interviews, most of whom were recruited through
street ethnography at known “tracks” or “strolls.” The interviews were all anonymous.
Participants were paid for their time (most received $40); given three numbered coupons;
asked to give the coupons to other eligible youth in their social network; and paid $10 for
each coupon that was redeemed for a subsequent interview. The combination of street
ethnography and RDS methods allowed the research team to access a wider pool of youth
than in prior studies that exclusively recruited youth through a single venue, such as service
providers or criminal justice agencies.

In total, interviews were completed with 949 young people ages 13-24 across the six sites.!
Ranging from 30 minutes to two hours, the interviews included both closed-ended and open-
ended questions on a wide range of topics. The present report only concerns responses to the

! Restricting eligibility exclusively to underage individuals (ages 13-17) would have limited the
effectiveness of the RDS methodology, since individuals just under or over the age of 18 are
frequently networked to each other. Further, prior research in New York City and Atlantic City,
the first site in the current study, led the research team to expect limited age-based differences in
interview responses. Indeed, across all six sites, the final data in the present study pointed to few
substantive differences in the experiences of the 13-17-year-old and 18-24-year-old subgroups.
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closed-ended questions and to questions that could be recoded into quantitative data. The six
site reports provide in-depth themes and findings from the open-ended questions.

Official Criminal Justice Records

For 2009, the number of prostitution arrests of youth under the age of 18 in all 50 states was
obtained from the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) program of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI). Given limitations in this data (see Chapter 2), comparable information
was also sought from state-based data sources; and data was obtained from the designated
Statistical Analysis Center (SAC) or some other state data source in 34 of the 50 states in the
U.S. In those states for which the arrest totals obtained from FBI and state-based data sources
diverged, the two results were averaged to create a final estimate for each state.

Additionally, the research team sought case-level data on demographics, criminal history,
prosecution outcomes, and re-arrests for youth ages 24 and under who were arrested on
prostitution charges in the six research sites. The research team also sought analogous data
on individuals arrested on commercial sexual exploitation of children charges.

Population Estimate

A national population estimate was constructed based on the number of underage individuals
arrested for prostitution in a given year (obtainable from official sources), combined with
youth interview data on the percentage of youth who are missed in official records—given
that only a fraction of youth in the sex trade are arrested each year. The methodology is
designed to correct for the underestimate of the true population that would result from
utilizing official arrest statistics alone. Nonetheless, as described in the body of this report,
the research team encountered limitations in the quality and precision of each data source,
rendering it unfeasible to produce a precise national estimate in the form of a single number.
Instead, the research team created a conservative (i.e., intentionally wide) range for a
national population estimate, varying assumptions to produce a lower and upper limit.

Service Providers and Law Enforcement

In four of the six research sites, interviews were conducted with staff from a total of 18 social
service and law enforcement agencies that interact with youth in the sex trade. (In some of
the 18 agencies, multiple staff were interviewed.) The interviews covered organizational
background; interactions between agency staff and youth; client characteristics; service
delivery; and challenges to working with the population.
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Characteristics and Needs of the Population

This section reports major themes and findings from the 949 youth interviews in all six sites.

Demographic Characteristics

e Gender: The interview participants displayed significant gender diversity, with 60% cis
female, 36% cis male, 4% trans female, and less than 1% trans male (6 youth total).?

e Sexual Orientation: The participants similarly identified with a range of sexual
orientations (53% heterosexual, 36% bisexual, 9% gay, and 2% other sexual orientation).

e Race/Ethnicity: More than two-thirds of the interview participants (70%) were
black/African-American. The other participants were white (12%), multi-racial (8%),
Hispanic/Latino (7%), or identified with an additional race or ethnic category (3%).

e Age: A total of 199 underage youth were interviewed (ages 13-17), accounting for 21% of
the total 13-24-year-old sample. However, pointing to a young age of initiation among
most participants, 77% of all respondents indicated that their first experience trading sex
took place while under the age of 18. (The average age was 15.8 years old.)

e Place of Birth: Only 3% of participants were born outside the United States. Most
participants entered the sex market after running away or otherwise leaving home at a
young age.

e Living Situation: Eleven percent of interview participants were either homeless/living on
the streets (5%) or living in a shelter (6%), and an additional 12% reported living alone.
The remaining 77% were living with family, friends, or in some other arrangement.

e Parent Status: Thirty percent of participants reported having children, with cis females
significantly more likely to report having children (37%) than cis males (20%) or trans
females (14%).

2 When someone is cisgender, they identify their gender as the gender they were assigned at
birth. When someone is transgender, they identify their gender as something other than what they
were assigned at birth. For example, someone classified as trans female was assigned male at
birth but identifies as female.
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Market Involvement

e Background to Market Entry: Almost three-fourths of interview participants (73%) had
left home under the age of 18, and 13% had left home under the age of 13. (The average
age having left home was 15.0 years old.) Almost one-third of participants (32%) had their
first sex experience under the age of 13. Further pointing to possible childhood trauma
among many participants, 24% (including 30% of cis females) reported that their first sex
experience was nonconsensual.

e Work Hours: Just over half of the interview participants (52%) reported working (in the
sex market) 10 or fewer hours in the previous week, 15% reported working 11-20 hours,
21% reported 21-30 hours, and 21% reported 31 or more hours.

e Weekly Income: Thirty-two percent reported weekly earnings of $300 or less—with 44%
of cis males compared to 25% of cis females and 30% of trans females reporting earnings
in this range. At the other end of the spectrum, 28% reported weekly earnings of $301-
$600, 21% reported $601-$1,000, and 19% reported $1,001 or more—with cis females the
most likely gender subgroup to report earnings in the higher income categories.

e Obtaining Customers: Interview participants reported obtaining customers through a
variety of means (often listing more than one), including: the street (63%), internet (42%),
friends (39%), referral from someone else they knew (26%), and a pimp (9%). The most
common internet sites used were Adam4Adam, Backpage, Craigslist, and Facebook.

e Working Conditions: More than half of the sample (53%) reported work conflicts,
including arguments with other sex workers, customers, pimps, and drug dealers. Most
conflicts were described as relating to competition and money. Thirty-five percent of all
participants recounted that they had experienced conflicts leading to physical fights, with
54% of trans females indicating as much—citing their gender identity as a basis for
discrimination and violence.

Pimps and Market Facilitators

e Definition: The six site reports make clear that interview participants were involved in
complex social relationships with others in the underground economy. To classify these
relationships for multi-site analysis, a “pimp” is defined as a person who exploits an
individual in the sex market through coercion, control, or force. A “market facilitator” is
defined as a person who helps obtain customers but without evidence of coercion, control,
or force. For coding purposes, researchers reviewed answers to a battery of both closed-
and open-ended questions asking participants how they obtain customers; whether they
shared their money with anyone (and who); whether that person had rules; and the nature
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of those rules. Coding for a pimp was liberal, meaning that researchers likely over-coded
the presence of pimps, including cases where participants did not themselves use this term.

e Prevalence of Pimps: Fifteen percent of interview participants had a pimp. Cis females
(21%) were significantly more likely than cis males (7%) or trans females (9%) to have a
pimp who exerted coercion, control, or force. Pimps were both male and female.

¢ Imposition and Nature of Rules: Of those participants who had pimps, 42% reported
that their pimp had rules. Examples involved returning a percent of earnings to the pimp
each day; stopping work for the day after reaching a quota of customers (potentially with a
threat of beatings for noncompliance); and being required to obtain money from customers
upfront. Other rules involved drug use, time limits with customers, ability to have
partners, and time of day to be back at home.

e Prevalence of Market Facilitators: Nineteen percent of participants were coded as
having a market facilitator who was not a pimp. As discussed in the site reports (see, e.g.,
Marcus et al. 2016; Wagner et al. 2016) and earlier New York City studies (Curtis et al.
2008; Dank et al. 2015), typically a market facilitator and the youth do not share money,
have no rules, and neither works for the other. The parties find the relationship to be
mutually beneficial, leading often, for example, to mutual support, discussions of
strategies to stay safe, and cross-referrals of potential customers.

e Legal Definition of Trafficking: Eighty percent of participants met the legal definition of
sex trafficking at some point in their lives, either because they had a pimp or, in most
cases, because they were under the age of 18 when they first traded sex. At the time of the
interview, 32% met the legal definition of trafficking.

Interactions with Law Enforcement and Other lllegal Activities

e History of Arrest: Overall, 65% of participants reported a prior arrest, 16% reported a
prior prostitution arrest, and 11% reported a prostitution arrest in the past year. Those with
a pimp were significantly more likely to report a prostitution arrest than others (28% v.
13%).

e Arrest Charges: Interview participants who had been arrested reported a diverse array of
charges. More than four-fifths (82%) were nonviolent. Charges other than prostitution
included property crimes (41% of all charges, including many low-level theft charges);
drug-related crimes (22%), and trespassing or loitering charges (8%).
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e Experience of Transgender Youth: Trans females (37%) were significantly more likely
than cis males (12%) or cis females (17%) to report a prior prostitution arrest and at least
three times more likely to report a prostitution arrest in the past year (30% v. 9% v. 10%).

e Drug Use: Nearly three-fourths (73%) of participants reported currently using at least one
illegal drug, including marijuana (66%), cocaine/crack (13%), heroin (7%), or some other
drug (often methamphetamines or pills, 20%).

Interactions with Social Services and Major Service Needs

e Physical Health: Most participants reported positive indicators of physical health,
including having seen a doctor within the past three months (64%) or within the past year
(93%), and using protection against pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (94%
reported “all the time” or “often”).

e Experiences with Services: About half (51%) of participants reported having ever been
to a service agency (48% of cis males, 51% of cis females, and 71% of trans females).

e Major Service Needs: The services sought most by participants involved basic survival
needs: employment or education (49%); housing or help paying for utilities (47%), and
food or money (36%). By comparison, counseling or advice was sought by 16% of
interview participants and addiction or health services by 11%.

e EXxiting the Life: Sixty-two percent of participants had tried to leave “the life” and 63%
reported that they would know how to leave they life if they wanted to do so.

Differences by Site

Themes and patterns were broadly consistent across sites with several notable exceptions.
Specifically, the average age of the Miami sample was younger than in the five other sites
(17.6 years v. 19.9 years) and more likely to be born outside the U.S. (8% v. 1%). In the Bay
Area, a significantly higher percentage of interview participants worked with a pimp than
elsewhere (29% v. 12%). In Atlantic City and Las Vegas, relationships with market
facilitators were particularly common (36% in Atlantic City and 24% in Las Vegas,
contrasting with 15% in the other four sites). Finally, social services appeared to be more
plentiful in the Bay Area than elsewhere. Seventy-five percent of Bay Area interview
participants reported having ever visited a service agency, compared to 46% in the other five
sites. Participants in the Bay Area were also significantly more likely to report that staff from
a service agency had approached them with an offer of services (35% v. 19%).
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The Criminal Justice Response

This section reports official arrest, prosecution, and recidivism outcomes—both for youth
ages 13-24 who are engaged in the sex trade and individuals who exploit these youth for
commercial gain.

e Underage Prostitution Arrests Nationwide: Combining FBI and state data sources
yields an estimate of 1,130 individuals under the age of 18 who were arrested for
prostitution in 2009. These arrests were spread unevenly, with 67% of all arrests taking
place in five states: California, Nevada, New York, Texas, and Washington.

e Arrest History and Recidivism: In all four sites where case-level data was obtained on
youth under the age of 25 who were arrested for prostitution (Chicago, Dallas, Las Vegas,
and Miami), at least 56% had a prior arrest, and at least 36% were re-arrested over a two-
year period. Notably, well over half of all prior and recidivist arrests were for offenses
other than prostitution. In Chicago, for example, the sample averaged 1.33 re-arrests on
any charge compared to 0.54 prostitution re-arrests over two years; and in Dallas, the
sample averaged 1.02 re-arrests on any charge compared to 0.37 prostitution re-arrests.

e Prostitution Case Outcomes: In sites providing data on prosecution outcomes for youth
under the age of 25 who were arrested for prostitution, the percent convicted was 28% in
Miami, 56% in Dallas, 58% in Chicago, and 59% in Las Vegas. Of those convicted, the
percent receiving jail time was 39% in Miami, 73% in Chicago, and 97% in Dallas.

e Characteristics of Defendants Arrested on Exploitation Charges: Across 11 states for
which such data could be obtained, 607 defendants were arrested on commercial sexual
exploitation of children-related charges in 2009, of which 65% were male and 35% were
female. This gender distribution was generally mirrored in four of the five research sites
for which relevant data was available (excluding Atlantic City); defendants ranged from
60% to 71% male in four sites, although they were 96% male in Las Vegas.

e Case Outcomes and Recidivism in Exploitation Cases: Conviction rates in commercial
sexual exploitation of children cases varied (12% in Las Vegas, 31% in San Francisco,
43% in both Chicago and Dallas, and 55% in Miami). The two-year re-arrest rates on any
charge also varied (9% in Las Vegas, 36% in Chicago, 39% in Dallas, and 50% in Miami).

e Problematic Data Collection on Underage Arrests: Focusing on aggregate data
concerning the number of underage prostitution arrests in each state, this study uncovered
substantial limitations in data quality. They included: incomplete reporting of arrest
numbers from local law enforcement to the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) program of
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the FBI (the low charge severity of prostitution offenses makes reporting optional); laws
in some states that group together prostitution, exploitation, and solicitation charges under
a single penal law code; the UCR practice of combining arrests in the aforementioned
three categories within the same overarching “prostitution and commercialized vice”
designation even where state penal laws could have enabled distinguishing prostitution,
solicitation, and exploitation charges; and general limitations in the existence and
reliability of data on juvenile (as opposed to adult criminal) arrests in some states.
Moreover, in 15 of 34 states for which both UCR and state-based data sources provided
numbers for underage prostitution arrests, including ten of 14 states where one data source
yielded a number of arrests greater than five, the UCR and state-based numbers diverged.

Population Estimate

Combining information from state and federal data sources yielded a total of 1,130 underage
prostitution arrests in 2009. Youth interview data yielded 10.75% of interview participants
reporting an arrest for prostitution in the prior year. Extrapolating from these numbers yields
a national population estimate of 10,506 youth under 18 years of age who are engaged in the
sex trade nationwide. A second estimate was produced by first obtaining the percent of
participants reporting a past year arrest within each site and then giving equal weight to each
site’s result (rather than according more weight to sites where we interviewed more youth).
This second approach yielded an estimate of 12.67% youth with a past year prostitution
arrest, which extrapolates to a total of 8,914 youth in the sex trade nationwide. Given notable
data limitations, we then varied our underlying assumptions to produce a population estimate
range with a lower limit of 4,457 youth and an upper limit of 20,994 youth. A particular
concern leading to this conservative range, as opposed to single estimate, is that youth in
tightly controlled situations may not have been located for interviews by the research team
and, more relevant to the population estimate algorithm, may also not tend to be located or
arrested by law enforcement.® To address this potential bias, the upper limit of the population
estimate range reflects a conservative assumption that only 5.38% of the true underage
population of interest is arrested for prostitution each year.

3 Interview data did not, per se, provide support for the premise that youth who are subject to
control are inaccessible to law enforcement, as those involved with a pimp were more than twice
as likely as others to report a prior arrest for prostitution (28% v. 13%). Nonetheless, it remains
plausible that those whose daily movements are subject to a deeper level of control than the
individuals represented in our sample are distinctly inaccessible to law enforcement.
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The Perspective of Social Service Providers

This section reports on themes and findings from interviews conducted with staff at select
social service and law enforcement agencies.

e Varying Perceptions of the Population: Staff varied in the extent to which they defined
the population of interest as female and as working with a pimp. In general, staff from
agencies that specialize in serving this population tended to perceive that the majority of
these youth are female and work with a pimp, whereas staff from agencies that do not
specialize primarily in this population tended to perceive the population as more diverse.

e Contended Nature of Language: Staff from some agencies referred to the population
with the term “commercial sexual exploitation of children” or “CSEC.” Staff at these
agencies also generally tended to use the term “victim” and expressed a view that most of
the population is female. Staff from other agencies used the term “youth engaged in
survival sex,” which one interviewee from a homeless shelter defined as “trading sex for
money, drugs, or housing.” Staff from still other agencies used the language of the youth:
“sex work,” “hookin’ and crookin’,” “hustling,” or “other job.” There was also tension
around the term “trafficking,” which some interviewees objected to for variety of reasons
(e.g., suggesting that it directs attention to international as opposed to domestic forms of
trafficking; or dovetails with labeling the youth as “victims,” potentially depriving them of

agency).

e Constraints on Policy and Practice Related to Funding: Some staff expressed that the
need to secure funding often required agencies to create singular narratives that tended to
limit both discourse and programming to a subset of all youth and, in particular, to focus
on girls. Some staff perceived that policymakers would be less willing to move away from
criminalizing youth unless they perceived that the population consists predominantly of
girls who are subject to force.

e Available Services: Service agencies whose staff were interviewed reported offering a
variety of services, although they tended to fall into the following categories: counseling,
support groups, case management, job assistance, parenting classes, and legal and
educational advocacy. Those interviewed expressed that youth have a particular unmet
need for safe housing to reduce vulnerability to entry or to help youth exit “the life.”

e Additional Service Agency Needs: Social service staff expressed particular needs for
more staff who could engage in visible outreach to the youth population (i.e., in lieu of
merely waiting for participants to locate and arrive at the door of services themselves);
more bilingual staff; more staff education around trauma in the juvenile justice system;
and more engagement with the youth on what is best for them.
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Conclusion

From speaking with almost 1,000 youth in six sites across the country, this study revealed
that young people who are engaged in the sex trade are a diverse population that does not
conform to any particular stereotype. The population varies in gender, sexual orientation, and
living situation, among other attributes. Some members of the population work long hours
and earn a sizable weekly income from their sex market participation, but a great many do
not. The population is often involved in complex social relationships that, for a vast majority,
does not involve direct coercion, control, or force—but often involves others who find
themselves in broadly analogous positions in the underground economy.

Many in the population of interest use one or more illegal drugs and have an arrest history
for an array of low-level illegal behaviors that are not limited to prostitution or related
offenses. Of those youth who are underage—and, indeed, most of the youth we interviewed
first entered the sex market when they were underage—most have not been arrested for
prostitution per se, although many have an arrest history on other charges. Thus, whereas an
estimated 1,130 underage youth were arrested for prostitution in 2009, even the lower limit
in our range of national population estimates is more than four times higher, given that most
youth do not experience a prostitution arrest in any given year.

Just as many of the involved youth are not arrested for prostitution, many also have not
accessed services. (Almost half reported never accessing services). Unfortunately, the
greatest service needs that the youth reported—which included the socioeconomic and
survival necessities of safe housing, employment, education, food, and money—are not the
most easily met needs, given the current funding and resource environment, which tends to
place a greater emphasis on counseling, therapy, support groups, and legal advocacy.

We found that most youth who enter “the life” have limited options available to

them. Most left home at a young age, many experienced severe forms of childhood trauma,
and their skills and capacity to leave “the life”” and enter the mainstream routines of stable
housing, education, and legal work are limited. Even those youth who are not subjected to
emotional, sexual, or physical violence by a pimp are still disadvantaged by social structures
(including poverty and discrimination) that restrict available life choices and leave some
youth particularly vulnerable to entry into the underground economy and “the life”—and
may pose seemingly overwhelming barriers to exiting the life.
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The prevailing narrative about young people engaged in the sex trade is that they are young
girls controlled by pimps. While a notable percentage of the population fits this description,
many do not. Our research suggests that many are male or transgender. The majority do not
have pimps. The vast majority are from the United States rather than other countries. Helping
these various subgroups escape “the life” will require more than a single, generic model; it
will require policymakers to create multi-faceted initiatives that grapple with the realities on
the ground—including how this young population conceives of itself.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Over the past decade, youth involvement in exchanging sex for money has become a
growing concern among youth advocates, policymakers, and researchers across the United
States. Federal, state, and local policymakers have responded with an array of initiatives,
including expanded federal and state enforcement of those who exploit underage youth for
commercial gain; training for law enforcement in identifying the involved youth; services for
female youth in particular; specialized human or sex trafficking courts that seek to connect
youth involved in the commercial sex industry with court-ordered services; and interagency
task forces designed to coordinate action across advocates as well as the criminal, juvenile
justice, child welfare, and social service systems (see Banks and Kyckelhahn 2011; Finklea,
Fernandes-Alcantara, and Siskin 2011; Finn et al. 2009; Monto 2004; Muslim, Labriola, and
Rempel 2008; Siskin and Wyler 2013; Small et al. 2008).

To date, there has been a paucity of rigorous research on the size, needs, and characteristics
of the relevant population of youth who exchange sex for money. The absence of an
evidence-based and representative understanding of the involved youth has hindered the
ability of those who care about this population to design relevant programs and to make
informed policy decisions. Accordingly, the Institute of Medicine’s recent report,
Confronting Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Sex Trafficking of Minors in the United
States (2013), called for rigorous research to advance understanding in order to create more
informed prevention and intervention strategies and better law enforcement responses.

About This Study

The current study, funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention of
the U.S. Department of Justice, aims to increase scientific knowledge concerning youth who
engaged in the sex trade. Utilizing a mixed method approach of collecting official arrest and
prosecution data, interviewing service providers, and conducting in-depth interviews with
youth and slightly older young adults in six sites (Atlantic City, NJ; Dallas, TX; Las Vegas,
NV; the Bay Area, CA; Miami, FL; and Chicago, IL), the goals of the study are:
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e To provide a rich qualitative and quantitative portrait of the characteristics, experiences,
and health and social service needs of these youth;

e To analyze arrest patterns and prosecution and recidivism outcomes for these youth when
they encounter the juvenile or criminal justice systems;

e To document the types of services that are available to this population; and

e To estimate the size of the national population of youth who are engaged in the sex trade.

Six separate reports provide systematic qualitative accounts of the emergent themes and
findings from the youth interviews that were conducted in each of the six respective research
sites (Marcus, Riggs, Rivera, and Curtis 2016; Jones and Gamson 2016; Schaffner et al.
2016; Martin et al. 2016; Maurrasse and Jones 2016; Wagner, Whitmer, and Spivak 2016).
This publication constitutes a multi-site synthesis and final technical report on the study.
Authored by researchers at the Center for Court Innovation, this report describes the research
methodology for each component of the study; reports findings from both a 50-state (national
scope) and six-site analysis of official arrest data; analyzes prosecution and recidivism
outcomes in select sites; synthesizes themes and findings from social service provider
interviews; and provides comprehensive quantitative findings from the youth interviews. The
qualitative, but not the quantitative, findings from the youth interviews are the primary focus
of the six aforementioned site-specific reports. Therefore, the current report focuses in
somewhat greater detail on presenting an original quantitative analysis. For this report and
the six site reports, see http://www.courtinnovation.org/youthstudy.

Chapter 1 of this report reviews the relevant literature to date. Chapter 2 describes the multi-
site research design and methodology. Chapter 3 presents findings from interviews with
youth in our six sites. Chapter 4 presents findings from the official records analysis of arrest,
prosecution, and recidivism data; it also includes a population estimate for the entire United
States. Chapter 5 presents an analysis of social services, including services currently
available as well as challenges and youth needs that are not currently being met. The report
concludes in Chapter 6 with a summary of findings, lessons learned for policymakers and
practitioners, and recommendations for future research, policy, and practice.
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The Hidden Nature of the Population

Young people involved in the sex trade are often difficult to locate and reluctant to
acknowledge their age (Spangenberg 2001). These youth may have contact with myriad
agencies, including law enforcement, criminal courts, juvenile courts, child welfare agencies,
educational institutions, shelters, and a wide range of service providers (Muslim et al. 2008).
Except in jurisdictions with rigorous systems for interagency communication—which by
many accounts are rare—different agencies may each encounter a subset of the population
(Muslim et al. 2008; Finn et al. 2009). In turn, researchers who draw a sample or conduct a
study based on youth who come into contact with only one system (law enforcement,
juvenile detention, child welfare, or social services) may reveal only part of the population
and only part of the story.

In the absence of a comprehensive research sample, several studies have sought information
from service providers (Estes and Weiner 2001; Gragg et al. 2007; Williamson et al. 2010).
Yet, many of the youth involved in the commercial sex market may be resistant to services;
unaware or unable to find services that meet their needs; or unable to escape from their
exploiter in order to reach services safely. Hence, those who end up at the door of service
agencies may not be representative of the population overall. A representative sample may be
even less likely to emerge from arrest or court statistics—population estimates that rely on
criminal justice data may be biased by the particular arrest and prosecution policies in those
jurisdictions where research is conducted (see Puzzanchera al. 2011).

At the time of the first International Congress against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children (CSEC) in 1996, the research literature was described as plagued by problematic
methodologies (Ennew et al. 1996). While the situation has improved, a consensus has yet to
emerge on the magnitude of the problem or the characteristics or needs of the population,
either domestically or internationally. Policymakers and service professionals need more
detailed information about the attitudes, orientations, and behaviors of these youth in order to
develop effective responses.
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Population Estimates

The extant literature has produced a small number of national population estimates, all of
which have serious methodological limitations, as well as several state and local estimates, of
which several of the most scientifically rigorous are summarized below.

National Population Estimates

Perhaps the most widely cited population estimate comes from the research of Estes and
Weiner (2001). They estimated that between 244,000 and 325,000 children are at risk of
commercial sexual exploitation in the United States, in addition to the additional estimated
105,000 children who are victims of other types of child sexual abuse annually. To produce
their population estimate, Estes and Weiner (2001) conducted interviews and focus groups
with “runaway and throwaway” youth living on the streets, as well as interviews and focus
groups with a number of state, local, and federal law enforcement agencies, social service
providers and others. Surveys were sent to hundreds of local, state, and federal agencies.

Despite this mixed-method approach, the limitations of Estes and Weiner’s (2001) estimates
are well documented (see, e.g., Stransky and Finkelhor 2008) and are clearly acknowledged
by the authors. For instance, the estimates are based on youth whom are ““at risk” for
commercial sexual exploitation; the estimates are not based on actual youth engaged in the
commercial sex market. In tallying “at risk” youth, individuals may belong to multiple risk
categories (homeless, gay, victim of child sexual abuse, etc.). These young people would be
counted multiple times in the estimates. The authors did not take into account individuals
who may belong in multiple risk categories (Stransky and Finkelhor 2008). Although the
authors describe how the methodology corrects for some portion of the duplicate counts, the
true extent of duplicate counting cannot be known. The authors themselves acknowledge that
“a different type of study from ours—one that used a different methodology and a higher
investment of resources—is needed to carry out a national prevalence and incidence survey
that could produce an actual headcount of the number of identifiable commercially sexually
exploited children in the United States” (Estes and Weiner 2001: 143).

Another study attempting to produce a national prevalence estimate analyzed the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a nationally representative sample of 13,294
adolescents enrolled in grades 7-12 in the United States (Edwards, Iritani, and Hallfors
2006). This study found that 3.5% of youth reported that they had ever exchanged sex for
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drugs or money. The median number of times that youth who have exchanged sex reported
doing so was one. Critiques regarding the wording of questions in the study, in particular the
possible misunderstanding of what it means to exchange sex for goods, have been raised
(Stranskey and Finkelhor 2008).

Some estimates draw upon law enforcement data sources. In particular, Finkelhor and
Ormrod (2004) analyzed police reports of juvenile prostitution cases from 1997 through
2000. They found that 200 prostitution incidents reported in the National Incident Based
Reporting System (NIBRS) from 1997-2000 involved juvenile offenders. Mitchell, Finkelhor
and Wolak (2010) built upon this earlier work and surveyed a national sample of law
enforcement agencies about the characteristics of crimes involving juvenile prostitution and
the numbers of arrests and detentions for these crimes during a one-year period. They
produced a national estimate of 1,450 arrests or detentions in cases involving juvenile
prostitution during a one-year period (Mitchell, Finkelhor and Wolak 2010). Of course, not
all youth who exchange sex for money or other goods are arrested. And when arrests do take
place, many law enforcement agencies charge the youth with offenses other than prostitution,
such as drug possession or a curfew violation (Smith, Vardaman, and Snow 2009). Just as the
Estes and Weiner estimate of at-risk youth is almost surely far higher than the actual number
of youth in the population, the Mitchell et al. estimate likely omits a large swath of the
population who are not arrested for prostitution in a given year.

Finally, Smith, Vardaman, and Snow (2009), working with local human trafficking task
forces, provided an estimate of underage sex trafficking in ten Department of Justice-funded
sites. While this study did not produce a national estimate, the study reported findings for ten
key hub cities. The estimates used a different measurement period in each site and relied
largely on official government records. From 1994-2007, Smith et al. (2009) estimated that
there were 5,122 individuals suspected to have been sex trafficking victims in Las Vegas, but
no more than 227 for each of the nine other sites, which Kansas City, Dallas, Fort Worth,
San Antonio, Salt Lake City, Buffalo, Baton Rouge, Tampa, and one site in the northern
Mariana Islands.

Local Population Estimates

A series of case studies have examined the problem in central hubs across the county. Most
of the findings from these studies are based on official arrest records or convenience samples

Chapter 1. Introduction Page 5

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



of interview subjects; they do not indicate the extent of “hidden” youth who exchange sex for
money.

New York City: Possibly the most studied “hub” is New York City. Beginning with the
mayoral administration of Rudolph Giuliani (1994-2001), all “adult establishments,”
including stores specializing in sexually explicit magazines, books and videos, as well as
strip clubs and peep shows, had to be located at least 500 feet apart from each other and at
least 500 feet away from churches, schools, and residential districts. These establishments
were also restricted from operating in certain commercial and manufacturing districts. The
regulations severely limited the number of adult establishments located around Times Square
and significantly reduced street prostitution in the Midtown area (Sviridoff et al. 2000),
displacing much of the sex business away from Manhattan and into the outer boroughs
(Spangenberg 2001).

In January 2002, the next mayor, Michael Bloomberg, announced “Operation Clean Sweep,”
with the purpose of abolishing “quality of life” problems by targeting repeat offenders with
high numbers of arrests, including those involved with prostitution. But as law enforcement
devoted more attention to pursuing the street-level sex market and their participants, the sex
business adapted and diversified, becoming reliant on technological innovations such as the
internet and cell phones to conduct business. While New York City can rightfully claim to
have made progress in addressing the most blatant sex markets (e.g., in and around Times
Square), there is scant evidence that the overall sex market across the city has been reduced
in size. Indeed, professionals and child advocates have become concerned that the population
of exploited youth in New York City has grown in recent years (Covenant House 2013).

Spangenberg (2001) estimated that in 2001, there were up to 5,000 youth who were sexually
exploited in New York City. Another more recent study, based on a comprehensive survey of
social service and public sector agencies, estimated that the population of sexually exploited
children in New York City was approximately 2,200 (Gragg et al. 2007). Since many
exploited youth are unlikely to have had direct contact with the agencies surveyed, the
authors believed that their methodology probably yielded a significant undercount of the
actual population.

Indeed, in 2008, researchers from John Jay College of Criminal Justice (as part of a larger
study conducted in partnership with researchers on the current project) conducted a
population estimate using respondent-driven sampling (RDS). RDS uses a network-based
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strategy for accessing and interviewing statistically representative samples of hard-to-reach
populations, such as young people involved in the commercial sex market, by recruiting
eligible “seed” interviewees who then refer others they know to be interviewed for the study
to build a sample pool. The 2008 study (Curtis et al. 2008) estimated that there were 3,946
children ages 18 and younger in New York City who were exchanging sex for money or
other goods. An original reanalysis of the same dataset by the current research team, which
engaged in a small number of methodological corrections, changes the estimate to 2,726.

Atlanta: A team of researchers sought to estimate the prevalence and scope of child sexual
exploitation in Atlanta. Multiple estimation methods produced a surprisingly low set of
figures (Finn et al. 2009). Over a four-year period from September 2003 to September 2007,
the study identified only 24 prostitution-related arrests of youth under 18. The study also
found that only one in 12 homeless youth participating in research interviews had engaged in
sex for money; only 15 youth whose cases were documented in a citywide interagency
tracking system had experienced forms of child sexual exploitation; and only 2.3% of 697
surveyed social workers, psychologists, and other Atlanta area counselors reported having
served youth with a history of involvement in the commercial sex industry. This estimate
seems low for Atlanta and was not based on a representative sample drawn from all
institutions that might conceivably have contact with the relevant population.

Another study conducted in Atlanta, Georgia surveyed street activity, internet service
postings, escort services, and large hotels for juvenile prostitution during a one-month period
(The Schapiro Group 2010). Surveying street activity involved video recording of individuals
suspected to be engaged in prostitution. Researchers also counted adolescent females in
advertisements on Atlanta Craigslist and placed their own ads looking for youth prostitutes to
count response rates. To study escort services, researchers called escort service phone
numbers throughout Georgia. To study hotel activity, researchers were placed in lobbies of
major hotels in the Atlanta area. The researchers counted that on any given night, there were
41 girls under age 18 involved in street activity, 26 girls involved in Craigslist sex postings,
20 girls involved in escort services, and 7 girls selling sex in major hotels, for a total of 94
girls under 18 per night. The utility of these numbers in informing a general population
estimate for Atlanta is unclear, absent further information about the behavior of this
population.

Ohio: The Ohio Trafficking in Persons Study Commission Research and Analysis Sub-
Committee examined data from the Innocence Lost Initiative and from Immigrations

Chapter 1. Introduction Page 7

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



Customs Enforcement, reviewed governmental and nongovernmental reports and studies,
and spoke with social service workers. Similar to Estes and Weiner (2001), the authors
developed low, medium and high risk categories to determine the number of American-born
youth at risk for trafficking in Ohio, as well as the number of foreign-born youth that have
been trafficked (Williamson, Karandikar-Chheda and Barrows 2010). They arrived at an
estimate of 2,879 American-born youth in Ohio at risk of sex trafficking, over 1,000 of
which are estimated to be currently trafficked in the state. Since the methodology closely
mirrors that of Estes and Weiner (2001), similar caveats apply, especially concerning the
distinction between at-risk youth and participants in the sex trade. In addition, youth can
easily be placed in one or more of the three tier categories and, thus, counted multiple times.

Also in Ohio, information from the Ohio Network of Children’s Advocacy Centers shows
that 51 minors from across the state were potential human trafficking victims over a nine-
month period, including five youth under the age of six. The network has a state contract to
screen children referred by law enforcement, children’s services agencies and others, to
determine whether they may have been trafficked. Statistics from July 2013 to March 2014
showed all but five of the 51 minors reported were 13 to 18 years old. Only one case
involved a male. They came from both urban and rural areas of the state. Information on at
least three of the five youngest victims indicated they were trafficked sexually by one or both
of their parents in exchange for drugs, rent, goods or money (Ohio Network of Children’s
Advocacy Centers 2014).

Population Characteristics and Needs

Numerous studies have been conducted on the causes and correlates of youth involvement in
the commercial sex market in general and prostitution in particular. These studies have
identified a host of underlying factors, including childhood abuse (e.g., Busbhy et al. 2000;
Edwards et al. 2006; Estes and Weiner 2001; Greene et al. 1999, Schissel and Fedec 1999;
Williamson 2009); runaway status (Edwards et al. 2006; Greene et al. 1999; Kennedy and
Pucci 2009; Seng 1989; Simons and Whitebeck 1991); and exposure to criminal behavior,
drug use, and domestic violence (Burgos et al. 1999; Kennedy and Pucci 2009; Schissel and
Fedec 1999; Silbert and Pines 1982).

Child prostitution may further exacerbate the risks of drug use (Edwards et al. 2006; Inciardi
et al. 1991); unplanned pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases (Busby et al. 2000;
Decker et al. 2012; Ireland and Widom 1994; Kidd and Krall 2002, Schissel and Fedec
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1999); physical and sexual abuse (Schissel and Fedec 1999, Simons and Whitbeck 1991;
YWEP 2009); and criminal behavior (Loeber and Farrington 1998; Widom and Kuhns
1996). Finally, psychological problems such as depression, self-abusive behavior, and
schizophrenia may either cause or result from youth involvement in the commercial sex
market (e.g., Brannigan and Brunschot 1997; Kennedy and Pucci 2009; Schissel and Fedec
1999; Seng 1989). Professionals continue to struggle with the challenges posed by these
youth, including flight risks and lack of willingness to cooperate in investigations; in many
places, there is a lack of appropriate housing to keep these youth safe and provide them with
much needed services (Kennedy et al. 2007).

There is broad agreement concerning many of the causes and correlates of youth
involvement in the sex market. Yet, many questions related to the characteristics, needs, and
experiences of the population during the period when they are actively involved in the sex
market remain unanswered. Moreover, since much of the research focuses on young people
that are referred to social services or housed in juvenile detention centers or other criminal
justice settings, there is a need to provide a more representative examination of this
population.

The more that data analysis is not limited to a particular slice of the population (e.g., those
who are arrested or those who appear at the door of available service agencies), the more that
boys appear to comprise a significant percentage of the overall population. Indeed, in
analyzing the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a nationally representative
sample of 13,294 adolescents enrolled in grades 7-12 in the U.S., researchers found that 68%
of those who involved in the sex trade were male (Edwards et al. 2006).

In recent years, more research is focusing on LGBTQ youth. Ashley (2008) found that
transgender youth reported that prostitution was a kind of “game” or “competition.” They
also reported that being in “the life” made them feel included and part of a family. Some
reported that they faced employment hurdles due to their gender, so selling sex was a way to
survive. Participatory action research conducted by the Young Women’s Empowerment
Project also found that girls were denied help from institutional systems, such as the
Department of Children and Family Services and the police, because of their sexual
identification (YWEP 2009). According to a recent study of LGBTQ youth engaged in the
commercial sex market in New York City, 47% identified as male, 36% as female, 11% as
trans female, 3% as trans male, and 3% as other (Dank et al. 2015).
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Another issue yet to be resolved is the extent to which the youth who are involved operate
independently or work for a true “exploiter.” In a New York City-based study that involved
respondent-driven sampling interviews, 10% of those who exchange sex for money worked
for a market facilitator or “pimp” (Curtis et al. 2008). A cross-sectional survey of female
patients in five family-planning clinics (affiliated with Planned Parenthood) in Northern
California found that of the 9% of young women (aged 16-29 years old) who sought services
at these family planning clinics, 16% reported pimp involvement (Decker et al. 2012).
However, an acknowledged limitation in the methodology in both of these studies was the
potential for under-representing youth who were trafficked into the country or held in tightly
controlled indoor environments.

The Law Enforcement Response

There is little research to indicate how frequently youth are arrested and prosecuted for child
prostitution. In general, evidence indicates that prostitution providers are arrested far more
frequently than their customers and procurers (Thukral and Ditmore 2003). Several cities
have attempted to address this disparity (Monto 2004), but some believe that only federal
standards can ensure consistency (Estes and Weiner 2001). However, a recent study
concludes that because prostitution-related offenses are regulated at a state level, the federal
law is rarely applicable (Lutnick 2016). In many cases, police charge the young person with
another crime, like loitering or disturbing the peace, in places where prostitution for minors
has been decriminalized (Lutnick 2016). Law enforcement officials often state that arresting
these minors is for their own good, to get them away from their pimp and off the dangerous
streets, but this recent research suggests that involvement with the criminal justice system
only leads to additional barriers, such as employment, education, housing and benefits and
not to safety or the ability to escape an exploiter (Lutnick 2016; YWEP 2009).

To facilitate a consistent response, specific laws such as the Victims of Trafficking and
Violence Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA) and the Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to
end the Exploitation of Children Today Act of 2003 (PROTECT) were created to define and
address youth engaged in the sex trade. TVPA, in particular, states that any person below 18
years old “induced to perform” a commercial sex act is considered a victim of a “severe form
of trafficking” and the crossing of state lines is not required for it to be designated a federal
crime. The TVPA and its reauthorizations in 2003, 2005 and 2008, as well as the PROTECT
Act of 2003 and the 2008 Adam Walsh Act, have funded task forces to better identify
victims, increase penalties for perpetrators, and enhance victim services.
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In addition to the federal statutes, all states have laws addressing various aspects of
commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking of minors, although most states do not
mention those terms in particular. A much smaller subset of state laws, usually those enacted
more recently, contain specific provisions that address sexual exploitation or sex trafficking
of minors or the particular situation and needs of those minors who have been victimized.

A recent study found that since the passage of the new federal statutes, many jurisdictions,
especially in California, Florida, and Texas, saw a significant increase in the number of
investigations, case filings, and convictions where a prison sentence is imposed for
exploitation (Small et al. 2008). The study found that it was not just the passage of this
legislation that led to these increases, but the creation of task forces and convening of
national summits that brought an increased awareness and focus on prosecuting the
perpetrators using a collaborative, victim-centered approach.

Another step towards a national response was taken in 2003 with the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s Innocence Lost initiative. This initiative re-conceptualizes prostituted
children as victims and focuses on providing them with services, while increasing legal
responses to the adults who exploit them. This re-conceptualization is reflected in a range of
local initiatives, such as passage of the Safe Harbor for Exploited Children Act in New York
in 2008, and the recent rise of specialized prostitution, human trafficking, and sex trafficking
courts that seek to help youth who are arrested through court-ordered services. Nonetheless,
it is unclear whether available services are truly suitable or effective or whether the use of
“back-end” policies after a youth is arrested will truly reduce or inadvertently dovetail with
the criminalization of the involved youth.

With regard to enhancing efforts to prosecute the exploiters, some evidence suggests that
new policy initiatives have produced positive results. On a national scale, the average federal
prison sentences imposed on exploiters recently increased from 53 months in 1999 (prior to
when the TVPA went into effect) to 80 months in 2004 (Small et al. 2008). Over that same
time, the percentage of offenders receiving probation (i.e., non-custodial) sentences
dramatically decreased. A quasi-experimental analysis of a specialized prosecution initiative
of the District Attorney’s Office in Queens, New York confirmed that it resulted in a
significant increase in jail or prison sentences imposed on those convicted of exploitation
offenses (Muslim et al. 2008).
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Available Services for Youth

A wide array of barriers hinder efforts to provide effective assistance to youth engaged in the
sex trade, beginning with the hidden nature of a significant portion of the population and
continuing with resource and funding limitations to the provision of crisis housing and other
services (Gragg et al. 2007; Muslim et al. 2008; Lutnick 2016)). The complexities of their
lives may bring these youth into contact with multiple institutions: criminal justice, child
welfare, health care, and education. Furthermore, providers who work with youth have
expressed concern about training deficits for clinical staff, police officers, and judges (Gragg
et al. 2007). Existing services range from enforced detention programs (Busby et al. 2000) to
shelters and safe housing (e.g., Children of the Night; Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights) to voluntary counseling, health, educational, and job
training services.

More than two-thirds (68%) of youth who were interviewed in one of the New York City
studies reported having visited at least one service agency; many reported visiting multiple
agencies (Curtis et al. 2008). Yet, little research has been conducted into the efficacy of
services for this population (Wahab 2005). One evaluation of the Salt Lake City’s First
Offender Prostitution Program made a number of recommendations, including that programs
balance the priorities of criminal justice and service agencies; use empirically-driven,
structured intervention strategies; limit the scope of issues to be addressed; train counselors
to deal with sex work issues; and establish clear goals, objectives, and roles for staff (Wahab
2005). Impact studies could not be located, however, that employed rigorous quasi-
experimental methods and included re-offense or similar outcomes.

On Language: A Challenge for Researchers,
Policymakers, and Practitioners

Throughout our research, we came across numerous words and phrases to describe the
population of interest for our study, including: commercially sexually exploited children,
youth engaged in survival sex, child sex workers, child or juvenile prostitutes, teenage
hookers, or trafficking victims. Many of these terms entail non-empirically-based
assumptions or do not accurately capture everyone in the population.
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In the current study, we conducted interviews with 949 young people ages 13-24 who
exchange sex for money, housing, food, or drugs. In the remainder of this report, we
generally refer to this population simply as “youth engaged in the sex trade,” although we
recognize that this language too is imperfect. As our research indicated, some youth often
exchange sex outside of a commercial sex market and are instead exchanging sex for things
other than money, including housing, food, drugs, or some other good. More broadly, our
intention is to be inclusive of anyone who was eligible for our study, where eligibility
encompassed youth ages 13-24 who exchange sex for either money or some other good.
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Chapter 2

Research Design and Methodology

This study was animated by the goal of providing a better understanding of the lives,
experiences, and needs of the wide range of young people (ages 13-24) engaged in the sex
trade in the United States. In addition, the project assesses the criminal justice response to
this population, analyzing arrest numbers in all 50 states and prosecution and recidivism
outcomes for both the youth and exploiters in select sites. Finally, the project seeks to
provide information regarding the total size of the population of interest. The study was
designed and overseen by the Center for Court Innovation in collaboration with the John Jay
College of Criminal Justice. Researchers from John Jay developed the youth interview
instrument and led the fieldwork in the Atlantic City site. Researchers from the Center for
Court Innovation contracted with experienced ethnographers to lead the fieldwork in the five
other sites and conducted the multi-site analysis.

The study involved four concurrent research strategies: (1) respondent-driven sampling
(RDS) methods to locate and interview youth engaged in the sex trade in six sites across the
country; (2) collection and analysis of prostitution-related arrest nationwide; (3) collection
and analysis of prosecution, sentencing, and recidivism data in research sites where relevant
data could be obtained; and (4) interviews with select representatives from service providers
and law enforcement agencies in four of six sites. This chapter outlines the design and
methodology of these four strategies. Relevant limitations to the methodology are described
within the sections that follow.

Youth Interviews

The lead research agency, the Center for Court Innovation had previously teamed up with
researchers from the John Jay College of Criminal Justice to conduct a similar study on
youth in New York City (Curtis et al. 2008; Muslim et al. 2008). The current study sought to
replicate much of the New York City study. After first outlining the site selection process,
we provide an overview of the cross-site research methodology that built on the past
experience of the research team.
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Site Selection

The youth interview component of this study occurred in six sites around the United States:
Atlantic City, NJ; Bay Area (San Francisco and Oakland), CA; Miami, FL; Dallas, TX;
Chicago, IL; and Las Vegas, NV. Each site was initially tasked with seeking to complete
200-300 interviews with young people engaged in the sex trade. At each site, a local
professor or consultant was hired as a site coordinator to oversee a team of research
assistants (often local graduate students) to conduct the interviews.

The Atlantic City site was chosen as a pilot for the following reasons: 1) as the second
largest gaming market in the United States, it stands second only to Las Vegas in its
reputation as a hub for prostitution and related illegal leisure activities; 2) with the only no-
charge beach in New Jersey and a boardwalk that runs nearly the length of the island, the city
is, during the summer months, a magnet for runaway youth; and 3) a robust sex market (not
specifically youth though) was detected in early reconnaissance trips. The site was also
attractive as a pilot site due to its proximity to New York City, where the research team was
located.

To determine the other five sites, a multi-step process was implemented. First, general
research was conducted on the prevalence of youth engaged in the sex trade using
information provided by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Office of the Inspector
General. This first step allowed for the development of a short list of possible sites based on
official prostitution arrest numbers of people under the age of 18 (FBI Uniform Crime
Report) and the 13 high-intensity child prostitution areas identified by the FBI’s work with
the Innocence Lost project (Office of the Inspector General).

Second, the research team spoke with key stakeholders at two leading organizations. The
Polaris Project coordinates the national human trafficking hotline, provides client services
through specialized local offices, and runs campaigns to fight human trafficking. During our
discussion with Polaris, the research team confirmed the short list of sites with the numbers
Polaris was receiving from its hotline.

Discussions were also held with Shared Hope International. At the time of site selection,
Shared Hope International was finalizing field assessments designed to measure and evaluate
the access to and delivery of services for youth who were involved in the commercial sex
market. The field assessments involved interviewing justice officials, non-
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governmental/service provider organizations, and child protection organizations regarding
how the involved youth are identified and routed through the criminal justice or social
service systems. Share