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Examination of the Association between Specific ACEs and Sex 
Trafficking among Homeless Youth in Kentuckiana
Jennifer Middleton a, Emily Edwards b, Dominique Roe-Sepowitz c, Eleanor Inmana, 
Laura M. Freyd, and Maurice N. Gattise

aKent School of Social Work, University of Louisville, Louisville, Kentucky, USA; bSchool of Public Health and 
Information Sciences, University of Louisville, Louisville, Kentucky, USA; cSchool of Social Work, Arizona State 
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ABSTRACT
Youth experiencing homelessness have often also been exposed to child-
hood trauma or adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Aims: More informa-
tion is needed to determine the prevalence and impact of ACEs in youth 
experiencing homelessness who have also been trafficked for sex with the 
goal of developing services informed by this knowledge. The present study 
examines ACEs and sex trafficking in a convenience sample of 119 youths 
experiencing homelessness aged 12 to 25 years old in Kentuckiana—a region 
of counties within metropolitan Louisville, Kentucky, and Southern Indiana. 
Participants were asked questions regarding the 10 categories of ACEs as 
part of an enhanced version of the 60-item Youth Experiences Survey (YES). 
One hundred percent of the sample reported experiencing at least one ACE. 
Over two-thirds (69%) reported experiencing four or more ACEs. 
Approximately 52% of youth who had not been trafficked had experienced 
five or more ACEs, compared with 70% of trafficked youth. The ACEs most 
significantly related to sex trafficking were physical neglect, emotional 
neglect, emotional abuse, domestic abuse, and sexual abuse. Reports of 
sex trafficking and a higher number of ACEs from this sample of youth 
were found to be importantly correlated. Programs serving youth experien-
cing homelessness should require additional training and resources regard-
ing the identification, screening, and assessment of youth who are at risk of 
or who have experienced sex trafficking in order to more accurately connect 
youth with trauma-informed services.

KEYWORDS 
Homelessness; human 
trafficking; sex trafficking; 
adverse childhood 
experiences; trauma; youth

Introduction

Human trafficking is the fastest-growing criminal industry in the world, with 40.3 million human 
trafficking victims reported globally and hundreds of thousands reported in the United States. Human 
trafficking can include forced labor and sex trafficking; the current study will focus on sex trafficking 
(Walk Free Foundation, 2016). Sex trafficking can be understood by dividing sex trafficking victims 
into two populations: children under the age of 18 who are induced into commercial sex; and adults, 
aged 18 or older, induced into commercial sex through force, fraud, or coercion (Trafficking and 
Violence Protection Reauthorization Act, 2013). There has been varied terminology used including 
terms such as “survival sex,” “child prostitution,” and “commercial sex work” (see Greene et al., 1999; 
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Weitzer, 2000). Notably, the term commercial exploitation of children (CSEC) is often used more 
broadly to describe the sexual abuse of children through buying, selling, or trading their sexual 
services, including engagement with a child in prostitution, as well as pornography, stripping, exotic 
dancing, as well as other sexual services (see, Franchino-Olsen, 2021; Greenbaum, 2014). For the 
purposes of this study, the authors use the term sex trafficking to operationalize the experiences of 
trafficked adults and children.

Sex trafficking has been found to be associated with symptoms of mental and physical health that 
can have long-term effects. In samples of trafficking victims, sex trafficking has been found to co-occur 
with victims’ experiences of high rates of posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, suicidal ideation, 
drug addiction, and a multitude of somatic symptoms among the victims (Middleton et al., 2018; 
Zimmerman et al., 2008). Specifically, most victims experience symptoms of complex trauma, result-
ing from events that include entrapment; relocation; exposure to the abuse of others; and extended 
physical, sexual, and psychological abuse (Courtois, 2008). Trafficked youths are also at increased risk 
for suicide (Dubois & Felner, 2016; Frey et al., 2018).

Sex trafficking, especially of youth, is an epidemic in communities across the United States. In fact, 
young people make up a majority of all reported sex trafficking cases (see, Banks & Kyckelhahn, 2011; 
Kyckelhahn et al., 2009). In addition to young age being a risk factor for sex trafficking, many sex 
trafficking victims tend to come from vulnerable populations, many with a history of previous abuse. 
Risk factors that increase youths’ vulnerability to trafficking include experiences of childhood sexual or 
physical abuse or maltreatment, running away from home or homelessness, involvement in the child 
welfare and/or juvenile justice system, being LGBTQ+, experiencing substance abuse, poverty, and 
early adverse experiences like family member incarceration, parental separation, or mental health 
issues present in their families (Bryan, 2014; IOM (Institute of Medicine) and NRC (National Research 
Council), 2013). Similar to and often overlapping with the risk factors increasing vulnerability to 
trafficking is the risk factors increasing youths’ vulnerability to experiencing homelessness (see, Barr 
et al., 2017; Gattis, 2013; Whitbeck et al., 2000).

The violence literature has recently focused on emphasizing these comorbid forms of victimiza-
tion and multiple types of abuse, called polyvictimization (see, Finkelhor et al., 2007, 2005). 
Polyvictimization refers to the combined experience of several forms of victimization experienced 
by one individual, impacting health and wellbeing among children and youth. When compared to 
non-polyvictims, polyvictims are more likely to experience multiple types of lifetime adversities, 
including illnesses, accidents, family unemployment, parental substance abuse, and mental illness 
(Finkelhor, Shattuck et al., 2011a). Recent research indicates that polyvictimization can increase the 
vulnerability of children and youth to experience serious crime victimizations such as labor 
trafficking, through pathways of individual factors (e.g., emotional state, mental illnesses), and 
environmental factors (routine proximity to exploiters; De Vries & Farrell, 2018). Although the 
polyvictimization literature has implications for sex trafficking among children and youth, there is 
a lack of focus on sex trafficking specifically in that literature, particularly among youth experiencing 
homelessness.

The abovementioned polyvictimization literature inform the current study, particularly in light of 
the overall increase in vulnerability that often occurs when young people experience multiple 
adversities. In general, these at-risk youths, including youth experiencing homelessness and youth 
who run away from home, are more likely to become victims of sex trafficking and are often forced or 
coerced to trade sex for their basic needs such as food or shelter (Bigelsen & Vuotto, 2013; Hudson & 
Nandy, 2012). Many of the youth engaging in this type of exchange for something needed or of value 
meet criteria established by the 2000 Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act 
(U. S. Department of State, Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2000) and often 
move in and out of traditional third party involved sex trafficking situations (Dank et al., 2014). To 
develop effective evidence-based services for this population with increased susceptibility to long-term 
mental and physical health difficulties, this study examines adverse childhood experiences as potential 
risk factors for sex trafficking among youth experiencing homelessness.
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Prevalence of Sex Trafficking among Youth Experiencing Homelessness

Estimates of the number of youth experiencing homelessness in the United States vary. In January 
of 2016, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development reported that there were 35,686 
unaccompanied youths experiencing homelessness. Almost 4,000 of them were under-age 18 (U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2016). However, a more recent study by Morton 
et al. (2017) conducted a national survey, an in-depth interview, and a brief youth survey approach 
during local Youth Counts across the United States. Respondents included adult respondents with 
youth and young adults (aged 13–25) living in their household and adult respondents (aged 18– 
25) themselves. Among the sample of 26,161 people surveyed and interviewed between 2016 and 
2017, Morton et al. found that, over the course of a year, 4.3% of youth aged 13–17 and 9.4% of 
the young adults aged 18–25 were homeless. These estimates translate to roughly 700,000 home-
less 13- to 17-year-olds and more than 3.5 million homeless 18- to 25-year-olds. Of this popula-
tion, 73% experienced an episode of homelessness that lasted more than a month (Morton et al., 
2017).

Even though incidents of sex trafficking have been documented across communities and span all 
demographics in the United States, there are some vulnerabilities that may lead to a greater like-
lihood for experiencing sex trafficking. Current research indicates that youth experiencing home-
lessness are at greater risk of being trafficked for sex than youth with stable housing. Often these 
more vulnerable youths have been found to be forced or coerced to trade sex for basic needs such as 
housing, food, and clothing (Bigelsen & Vuotto, 2013; Hudson & Nandy, 2012). Accurate prevalence 
of data regarding the trafficking of minors in the United States are limited. Of the few existing 
studies, they are riddled with methodological challenges. However, some researchers have focused 
efforts on examining the prevalence of sex trafficking among young people who are experiencing 
homelessness. This focus is crucial to understanding the prevalence of sex trafficking because it 
involves starting with one of the most vulnerable populations that may be most at risk for 
trafficking.

Although accurate prevalence data is limited, Greene et al. (1999) found that among the sample of 
631 shelter youths and 528 street youths across the United States, 28% of street youths and 10% of 
shelter youths reported having participated in “survival sex.” A study by Wagner et al. (2001) found 
that 41% of a sample of 272 Seattle youth experiencing homelessness had been sexually exploited 
through either “survival sex” or commercial sex work. A study of youth receiving services from 
Covenant House, an organization that provides services for homeless youth aged 17 to 25, found 
that 14% of the youth surveyed had been victims of sex trafficking. Furthermore, 19% of the youth 
interviewed had engaged in “survival sex” at some point in their lives, and 68% of the youth who had 
been trafficked or had engaged in survival sex had done so while homeless (Murphy, 2016). The Youth 
Experiences Survey (YES) study of 131 homeless youth aged 12 to 25 in Louisville, Kentucky, and 
Southern Indiana found that 41.2% reported being victims of sex trafficking (Middleton et al., 2018). 
57.6% of these youths were sex trafficked before they were 18 years old. The current study utilizes this 
same sample of homeless youth.

Consequences of Homelessness and Sex Trafficking

For many young people experiencing homelessness, sex trafficking may add to an already existing load 
of additional adverse experiences. There are numerous complex consequences for both youth home-
lessness and sex trafficking, many of which overlap. Homeless youth experience an increased like-
lihood of high-risk behaviors like unprotected sex, multiple partners, and intravenous drug use, and 
are also at greater risk of experiencing severe anxiety or depression (National Conference of State 
Legislatures, 2016). Victims of sex trafficking experience both physical and mental consequences, 
including sexually transmitted infections (STIs; e.g., HIV/AIDS), unwanted pregnancy, physical 
injuries, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts (Deshpande & 
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Nour, 2013). Outcomes associated with the overlap of youth homelessness and sex trafficking include 
increased substance use, criminal behavior, elevated violence, and exploitation, STIs, pregnancy, and 
suicide attempts (Chettiar et al., 2010; Greene et al., 1999; Halcón & Lifson, 2004; Walls & Bell, 2011).

Suicide risk is perhaps the most detrimental potential outcomes associated with the overlap 
between homelessness and sex trafficking. Using the same sample as the current study of youth 
experiencing homelessness in Kentucky and Southern Indiana, Frey et al. (2018) examined the 
prevalence of suicide attempts and suicidal ideation. They found that 53% of the 128 youths surveyed 
reported experiencing suicidal ideation at some point in their lifetime. Homeless youth who had 
experienced sex trafficking were 3.87 times more likely to report suicidal ideation compared to their 
peers who had not been trafficked. Eighty-four percent of youth who reported suicidal ideation also 
reported having attempted suicide, and youth with a history of sex trafficking were 4.96 times more 
likely to attempt suicide than their non-trafficked peers. This research suggests that youth experien-
cing homelessness and sex trafficking are at risk of severe consequences and require additional 
resources, including much-needed trauma-informed services. It is possible that the potential child-
hood experiences and risk factors making youth vulnerable to homelessness and sex trafficking further 
amplify these consequences.

Childhood Trauma as a Risk Factor

Many of the risk factors for sex trafficking have been linked to childhood experiences of trauma. Choi 
(2015) performed a literature review to study the risk factors for domestic minor sex trafficking. Choi 
(2015) found that childhood maltreatment, specifically sexual abuse, and running away from home, 
were the most significant risk factors for sex trafficking victimization. Varma et al. (2015) performed 
a retrospective study of the electronic medical records of patients 12–18 years old who presented to 
a pediatric emergency department or child protection clinic in the United States and were identified as 
suspected victims of commercial sexual exploitation compared to patients with allegations of child 
sexual abuse. They found that 44% of child sex trafficking victims had reported a history of physical 
abuse, 81% of child sex trafficking victims had a history of running away from home, and 50% had 
a history of multiple drug use. Not surprisingly, research (Coates & McKenzie-Mohr, 2010; Roos et al., 
2013) have also suggested that childhood trauma, particularly separation from caregivers and child 
sexual abuse serves as a risk factor for youth homelessness. Although research regarding adverse 
childhood experiences as a risk factor for sex trafficking and homelessness separately exists, literature 
focusing on the impact of adverse childhood experiences on these overlapping populations is lacking. 
Understanding childhood experiences that increase vulnerability to youth homelessness and sex 
trafficking is critical for developing trauma-informed services.

ACEs, Sex Trafficking, and Homelessness

While some studies have taken into account the relationship between childhood trauma and sex 
trafficking, none have observed a link between adverse childhood experiences, youth homelessness, 
and sex trafficking. One way to assess childhood trauma in this population is by using the adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs) scale. The ACEs scale includes seven categories: psychological, physical, 
or sexual abuse; violence against their mother; or living with household members who were substance 
abusers, mentally ill or suicidal, or imprisoned. These domains of childhood adversity are important to 
measure because they closely align with the risk factors for youth experiencing homelessness and 
youth experiencing sex trafficking (e.g., childhood maltreatment, sexual abuse, physical abuse, sub-
stance abuse, mental illness, and criminal behavior).

In the 1990s, Vincent Felitti, Robert Anda, and colleagues surveyed a convenience sample of over 
17,400 adults who received services from the Department of Preventive Medicine at Kaiser 
Permanente in San Diego to measure ACEs. The results showed that childhood trauma is pervasive 
among adults, as more than half of the respondents reported at least one ACE, and one-fourth 
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reported two or more. The results also showed a correlation between the number of ACEs and the 
number of physical and mental health problems in adulthood. For example, those with four or more 
ACEs had 4 to 12 times increased risk for alcoholism, drug abuse, depression, and suicide attempts 
compared to those with zero (Felitti et al., 1998).

It is important to examine adverse childhood experiences in sex-trafficked populations that 
experience vulnerabilities similar to homeless youth in order to determine whether certain ACEs 
are risk factors for sex trafficking. Some literature has examined samples of justice-involved youth and 
found specific ACEs that serve as risk factors for sex trafficking. For example, a study by Reid et al. 
(2017) focused on a sample that included 913 juvenile justice-involved youth who had human 
trafficking abuse reports compared with 913 juvenile justice-involved youth who did not have abuse 
reports. Youth who had experienced sex trafficking had higher ACE scores than the control group in 
every domain indicative of child maltreatment: emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emo-
tional neglect, physical neglect, and family violence. Sexual abuse is the strongest predictor of sex 
trafficking for both boys and girls. Another study (Naramore et al., 2017) sampled a cohort of 102 
youths (all under the age of 18) arrested for offenses related to trading sex/prostitution in the state of 
Florida between 2005 and 2012. Youth who had been charged with trading sex had higher rates for 
each ACE, particularly experiences of sexual abuse and physical neglect. All youth charged with 
prostitution-related offenses reported they had experienced at least one ACE, 97.1% had more than 
one, and 81.4% had experienced at least four. In both of these studies, it was found that maltreated 
youth were more vulnerable than non-maltreated youth to sex trafficking and revictimization. 
Additionally, it was found that youth experiencing multiple victimizations have increased suscept-
ibility, which is congruent with the polyvictimization literature as well.

In a more recent, retrospective study, researchers also found that higher ACE scores and running 
away from home increased the odds of a child experiencing sex trafficking (Kulig, 2021). The study 
utilized a national sample of 996 adult women in the general population, aged 18–29 years old. These 
studies point to the possibility that increased ACE scores can serve as a predictor for increased 
vulnerability to sex trafficking.

Importantly, Reid et al. (2019) examined which type of ACEs combined with health risk behaviors 
was more prevalent among 913 trafficked youth in the juvenile justice system. A latent class analysis 
was conducted to identify profiles of risk for trafficking youth. These risk profiles, in relation to 
demographic characteristics, provide a more comprehensive depiction of the complexities of traffick-
ing among children and youth. Using a six-class model for each type of ACE and health-risk behavior 
across the six analytically derived classes, the researchers found that the majority of the trafficked 
youth were scattered across different risk profiles. These findings point to the need for identifying 
varying profiles of risk among trafficked youth as screening solely for one set of victim characteristics 
may result in other subsets of trafficked youth being overlooked and unidentified (see, also De Vries 
et al., 2020).

In regard to youth experiencing homelessness, in a previously published article pertaining to this 
same sample of homeless youth, Middleton et al. (2018) found that 66% of the homeless youth 
surveyed had an ACE score of four or higher, compared to 12% of the respondents in the original 
study by Felitti et al. (1998). However, this number applies to the entire sample of both trafficked and 
non-trafficked youth. There is limited information on the link between ACEs and sex trafficking 
among homeless youth and how certain types of childhood trauma change a youth’s odds of 
experiencing sex trafficking. This information could be an important component in urging public 
health approaches to combat sex trafficking and providing specialized training for homeless youth 
service providers and clinicians to identify and treat childhood trauma within this population. 
Moreover, additional information on the relationship between ACEs and sex trafficking is needed to 
target prevention efforts in appropriate populations (e.g., homeless youth service providers). 
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Therefore, this study aimed to determine prevalence of ACEs among youth victims of sex trafficking in 
Louisville, Kentucky, and Southern Indiana, and to determine the odds of youth victims of childhood 
trauma experiencing sex trafficking. Research questions for this study include:

(1) Are homeless youth who report experiences of sex trafficking more likely to report higher levels 
of ACEs when compared to non-sex trafficked homeless youth?

(2) Which ACEs are most strongly correlated with sex trafficking among homeless youth?

Method

Sample Characteristics & Sampling Plan

Respondents for this study were recruited from eight agencies providing services for youth experien-
cing homelessness within the Kentuckiana region, which consists of eight counties in Kentucky and 
five counties in Southern Indiana. Youth experiencing homelessness, aged 12–25 years old, were asked 
to complete a survey about their life experiences, with specific questions targeting whether they had 
experienced sex trafficking in their lifetime. The survey was completed onsite at one of the above- 
mentioned eight service provider agencies, took approximately 15 minutes to complete, and youth 
received monetary compensation through a $5 gift card for their participation. Respondents remained 
anonymous by depositing completed paper surveys into a locked box located at each site. The 
University of Louisville Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this study. Per the University’s 
IRB, participants completed the survey independently while they were inside the organization where 
they were receiving services. They completed the informed consent and assent process and were 
informed that participation is voluntary, and questions might cause some mild discomfort or stress. 
The on-site agency staff were available if anyone felt triggered or became upset. No such incidents were 
reported to the research team for the duration of the study. In addition, the research team also 
provided a list of potential resources for the participants to take with them as part of the survey packet. 
These sampling procedures resulted in 132 completed surveys and 119 of these surveys were included 

Table 1. Respondent Demographic Information (n = 
128).

Characteristic %

Gender
Girl/Woman 49.2
Boy/Man 47.7
Other 2.3
Sexual Orientation
Heterosexual 72.8
Bisexual 15.2
Gay 3.2
Asexual 3.2
Pansexual 3.2
Lesbian 0.8
Other 1.6
Race/Ethnicity
Black/African American 45.1
White/Caucasian 32.0
Biracial/Multiracial 9.0
African/Caribbean 6.6
Hispanic/Latino/Latina 3.3
Native American/American Indian 2.5
Arab 1.6
Asian/Pacific Islander 0.0
Indian/South Asian 0.0
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in data analysis. Thirteen surveys were omitted because respondents failed to answer the sex trafficking 
question. More details about the sampling and data collection plan has previously been published in 
Middleton et al. (2018).

The final sample of 119 respondents ranged in age from 12 to 25 years old (M = 19.62, SD = 3.70). 
See, Table 1 for a full list of respondent demographic information. The sample was evenly split 
between female (49.2%) and male (47.7%) respondents, with 2.3% reporting another gender (e.g., 
transgender, non-conforming, or two-spirit). The sample was primarily heterosexual (72.8%) and 
primarily African-American (45.1%). Twenty-five percent (n = 32) of the sample identified as gender 
or sexual minority. Respondents’ age at first experience of homelessness ranged from 3 to 25 years old 
(M = 16.58, SD = 4.07), and the number of times respondents had experienced homelessness ranged 
from 1 to 22 (M = 4.02, SD = 4.32). Approximately 41.2% (n = 49) of respondents reported that they 
had been victims of sex trafficking at some point in their lifetime.

Survey Measures

Data was collected via the Youth Experiences Survey (YES), which is a 60-item survey developed by 
Arizona State University’s Office of Sex Trafficking Intervention Research. The survey has been 
administered yearly from 2014 to 2018 with homeless young runaway adults aged 18–24 in Arizona 
(Roe-Sepowitz et al., 2016). It was administered to youth experiencing homelessness for the first time 
in 2016 in Kentucky. The YES included questions about the youths’ demographics, living situation, 
drug and alcohol use, mental and physical health, and treatment, family experiences, and negative life 
experiences. A section of the survey addresses experiences related to sex trafficking, including three 
questions that assessed whether they had ever experienced sex trafficking (i.e., “Have you ever been 
compelled, forced, or coerced to perform a sexual act, including sexual intercourse, oral, or anal 
contact for money, food, clothing, drugs, protection, or a place to stay?,” “Do you currently have 
a person who encourages/pressures/forces you to exchange sexual acts for money, drugs, food, a place 
to stay, clothing, or protection?,” and “In the past, has anyone encouraged/pressured/forced you to 
exchange sexual acts for money, drugs, food, place to stay, clothing, or protection?”). If a respondent 
indicated a “yes” to any of the three above-mentioned questions, they then responded to additional 
questions in the survey to determine characteristics of their sex-trafficking experience (e.g., age at first 
exposure, whether technology was used as a recruitment tool for sex trafficking).

To assess the prevalence and context of ACEs among youth experiencing homelessness in 
Kentuckiana, 10 questions related to personal history with childhood trauma were added to the YES 
(Adverse Childhood Experiences Survey, Felitti et al., 1998). For each question that participants answered 
“yes” to one point was added to their ACE score. The maximum ACE score is 10. The ACEs are split into 
10 categories: physical, emotional, and sexual abuse; physical and emotional neglect; mental illness in the 
home; an incarcerated relative; domestic violence in the home; substance abuse in the home; and divorce. 
Participants were asked questions like “Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever touch 
or fondle you or have you touch their body in a sexual way?,” “Did you often or very often feel that no 
one in your family loved you or thought you were important or special?.” and “Was your mother or 
stepmother often or very often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her?”

Data Analysis

Chi-square tests for independence were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics to assess whether ACEs, 
and certain ACEs in particular were associated with the youth also identified as having been sex 
trafficked. The Phi coefficient (φ) was used as a measure of association. Effect sizes were manually 
calculated and were considered meaningful if they were medium to large, which was at least 2.5 for 
odds ratios in chi-square analyses (Cohen, 1988). Throughout the study, p-values < .05 were used to 
determine statistical significance. Reliability testing of the ACE scale indicates a Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability coefficient of 0.740, which is considered acceptable per George and Mallery (2003).
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Results

Descriptive information related to ACE variables is presented in Table 2. The most common 
ACEs for both trafficked and non-trafficked youth were parental separation or divorce (58.3%), 
followed by emotional neglect (54.5%), emotional abuse (53.8%), and physical abuse (50.8%). 
Almost 40% (37.9%) of the participants had been sexually abused as children. Results from a chi- 
square (χ2) test for independence (Table 3) indicate a significant relationship (p < .05) between 
five ACEs (physical neglect, emotional abuse, domestic abuse, emotional neglect, and sexual 
abuse), and sex trafficking.

A previously published study (Middleton et al., 2018) reported significant differences in total ACE 
scores between sex-trafficked and non-sex-trafficked youth. The current study explores differences 
across individual ACE items. Fifty percent of sex-trafficked youth had experienced physical neglect, 
compared to 35.6% of the non-sex trafficked youth. Youth who had experienced physical neglect were 
2.421 times more likely to have also been sex trafficked. Approximately 68.5% of sex-trafficked youth 
indicated that they had been emotionally abused in childhood, compared to 53.8% of the sample of 
trafficked and non-trafficked youth. Youths who had been emotionally abused were almost 2.539 times 
more likely to be sex trafficked. Forty-eight percent of the sex-trafficked youth reported that they had 
witnessed domestic abuse as children, compared to 31.1% of the non-sex trafficked youth. Youth who 
witnessed domestic abuse were 3.383 times more likely to also experience sex trafficking. 68.5% of sex 
trafficked youth reported experiencing emotional neglect in childhood, compared to 54.5% of the non- 
sex trafficked youth. Youths who had experienced emotional neglect were 2.387 times more likely to be 
trafficked than their peers. Finally, 59.3% of youth who had been sex trafficked had also been sexually 
abused, compared to 37.9% of the non-sex trafficked youth. Youths who experienced sexual abuse 
were over 4 times (OR = 4.107) more likely to be trafficked.

Table 2. Frequencies of Respondent Reports of ACE-Related Variables (n = 119).

Variable Yes No Missing Valid % Yes

Emotional Abuse 71 61 0 53.8
Physical Abuse 67 65 0 50.8
Sexual Abuse 50 82 0 37.9
Emotional Neglect 72 60 0 54.5
Physical Neglect 47 85 0 35.6
Parent Separated/Divorced 77 55 0 58.3
Domestic Abuse 41 91 0 31.1
Substance Use 55 77 0 41.7
Mental Illness 37 95 0 28.0
Prison 42 90 0 31.8

Table 3. Number of Respondents Reporting ACEs and Chi-Square Results Based on History of Sex Trafficking (n = 128).

ACE Variable

Sex Trafficking

No Yes χ2 p φ OR*

Emotional Abuse 30 37 5.997 .014 .224 2.539
Physical Abuse 32 31 .792 .374 .082 –
Sexual Abuse 17 32 13.346 .000 .335 4.107
Emotional Neglect 31 37 5.224 .022 .210 2.387
Physical Neglect 19 27 5.366 .021 .212 2.421
Separated/Divorced 39 32 .007 .935 −.008 –
Domestic Abuse 14 26 9.359 .002 .280 3.383
Substance Use 25 29 2.765 .096 .152 –
Mental Illness 18 18 .445 .505 .061 –
Incarcerated Relative 23 17 .201 .654 −.041 –

*OR = Odds Ratio
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Discussion

The impact of a high ACE score has been well documented, and the lasting effects on health, both 
physical and emotional, and wellbeing have been shown to be impacted (Shonkoff et al., 2012). How 
the toxic stress resulting from experiencing abuse and observing family problems (violence, drug use) 
impacts the vulnerability of human trafficking victimization has not been well studied. This study 
explores the association of a high ACE score with victimization, particularly sex trafficking victimiza-
tion in a novel population, homeless young people aged 12 to 25 in Kentucky and Indiana. This study 
confirms the finding of Reid et al. (2017)’s study of justice involved youth with a similar finding of 
higher scores found among the sex trafficked youth on many of the child maltreatment questions 
(physical neglect, emotional neglect, emotional abuse, and sexual abuse) but did not find significance 
with physical abuse. This may be due to an overall difference between the two samples as physical 
abuse is a consistent predictor of youth participation in violence and the resulting juvenile justice 
involvement (Maas et al., 2008). Also, similar to the Reid et al. (2017) study, we found that sexual abuse 
was the most highly predictive risk factor for sex trafficking. This study also confirms the findings of 
Naramore et al. (2015) of youth charged with prostitution. Naramore et al. (2015) also found that 
sexual abuse and physical neglect were important predictors of involvement in prostitution as a minor.

The study of emotional abuse is a complex endeavor, and in another study of sex trafficking and 
emotional abuse, Roe-Sepowitz (2012) found that childhood emotional abuse along with sexual abuse 
was predictors of sex trafficking among adult survivors of sex trafficking. The combination of physical 
and emotional neglect, emotional abuse, and sexual abuse along with observed violence between 
primary caregivers appears to be a critical formula for later victimization among homeless young 
people. Unfortunately, traditional victimization risk screenings for youth may not recognize the 
combination of risks that lead to sex trafficking (Reid et al., 2019). This suggests the need for 
developing prevention programs, screening instruments, and interventions that recognize the unique 
patterns of risk for sex trafficking among the highest-risk youth found in both child welfare services, 
where previous victimization may be identified, and homeless youth service programs.

Implications for Practice

Young victims of sex trafficking often experience an increased risk for adverse physical, psychological, 
and social issues (Deshpande & Nour, 2013). Youth who experience childhood maltreatment are 
already at a higher risk for many problems including committing and being a victim of violence due to 
having complex family issues, which indicate limited support and caregiving (National Institute of 
Justice, 2017). Child maltreatment, specifically physical and emotional neglect, emotional abuse, and 
sexual abuse add to a higher risk for sex trafficking. In addition, young people experiencing home-
lessness are at greater risk for sex trafficking due to having fewer resources and support systems to act 
as protective factors and a higher ACE score appears to add more vulnerabilities. Sex traffickers are 
particularly nimble at using their knowledge about their victim’s vulnerabilities to sexually exploit 
them (Reid, 2016).

The findings from this study indicate that prevention and early intervention for specific issues that 
increase risk for later sex trafficking should be implemented. Cases where child welfare agencies or 
homeless youth serving organizations identify physical neglect, emotional abuse, domestic abuse, 
emotional neglect, and sexual abuse should be flagged as additional prevention and awareness services 
to build awareness and resilience to sexual exploitation. These prevention and awareness programs 
can include material including recognizing the grooming processes used by sex traffickers, internet 
safety, and what adults to tell if they are approached by a possible sex trafficker. Children with these 
maltreatment experiences are often referred to clinical treatment to address trauma symptoms and 
encourage healing. Providing clinical providers for children in child welfare services with awareness 
training and prevention tools for sexual exploitation is also recommended.
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Screening tools for sex trafficking of children and youth vary widely with their questions and 
inclusion of ACEs. Most screening tools focus on the current behavior of a child or youth, for example, 
they include items that ask if the child is currently with an older adult or using sex trafficking language 
(Middleton & Edwards, 2021). This study indicates that sex trafficking screenings should also include, 
and potentially weigh, specific maltreatment experiences that were associated with sex trafficking in 
this study including physical neglect, emotional abuse, domestic abuse, emotional neglect, and sexual 
abuse.

Results indicate the need to develop a well-coordinated system of care to identify and treat 
homeless youth sex trafficking victims and the interventions can be led by the ACE identified in this 
study. Helpers who come into contact with homeless young people, including case workers, group 
home/shelter staff, social workers, psychologists, juvenile probation officers, child welfare workers, 
and juvenile court and family court judges and staff should all be trained to screen and identify sex 
trafficking risks among their clients. Clinical service providers, including counselors and social work-
ers, should be trained specifically on how to use trauma-informed treatment approaches to support 
and provide healing treatment interventions to homeless youth sex trafficking survivors. The process 
of unlearning the lessons of being a child victim of abuse and neglect and observing dysfunctional 
relationships in their homes is complicated and should be addressed early and with intensity to 
prevent sex trafficking victimization.

Further, results suggest that programs servicing youth experiencing homelessness should incorpo-
rate additional training and resources regarding the identification, screening, and assessment of youth 
who are at-risk of or who have experienced sex trafficking in order to more quickly connect these 
youths with trauma-informed services. These sex-trafficking screening and assessment protocols 
should also include childhood trauma (e.g., ACEs) measures and the screening should focus on 
a combination of physical neglect, emotional neglect, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and observing 
domestic violence. In addition, the findings from this study highlight the need for childhood trauma 
prevention and intervention approaches tailored to address the needs of sex-trafficking victims and for 
increased efforts to deliver these services to populations of youth experiencing homelessness.

Implications for Future Research

This study explores the ACE in homeless young people and sex trafficking along with other studies by 
Reid et al. (2017) and Naramore et al. (2015), have built a foundation for the development of validated, 
targeted screening tools using ACE questions specifically for those at high risk for sex trafficking. The 
screening tools should integrate the five maltreatment variables found to be predictive in this study: 
physical neglect, emotional neglect, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and witnessing domestic violence. 
Future research should include exploring the ACE questions among other high-risk populations 
within the homeless youth population, including those struggling with substance use disorders, 
those kicked out of their homes compared to those who ran away, and homeless youth that live 
unsheltered on the street compared to those who live in shelters or group homes. In addition, 
considering the fact that the current study is exploratory in nature, future research should move 
beyond bivariate associations, and explore multivariate implications, paying special attention to the 
potential importance of length and frequency of homelessness. Furthermore, longitudinal studies 
should explore the complex pathways through which ACEs may exert their influence, and particularly 
consider the indirect effects of ACEs on increased risk of sex trafficking, as mediated by homelessness.

Limitations

The findings from the present study should be considered along with their limitations. The study 
relied on a convenient sample of youth experiencing homelessness in the Kentuckiana region. 
Therefore, similar prevalence rates may not occur among samples from other regions of the US. 
Similarly, recruitment methods targeted at young people receiving services, and rates of risk and 
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victimization may differ among young people who choose not to access or who cannot receive 
services. Additionally, there was no follow-up with respondents who reported experiences to ensure 
that trafficking was not ongoing. Data collection for this study also relied on brief, self-report 
measures that generated categorical data. This type of information limits the ability to conduct 
more sophisticated data analyses. The data also did not allow for mediation and moderation 
analyses. Given the increased risk for suicide among those with posttraumatic stress disorder 
(Krysinska & Lester, 2010), substance use issues (Pompili et al., 2012) and family distress or 
isolation (Frey & Cerel, 2015), it is likely that youth who have experienced childhood trauma 
have additional factors that increase their risk for sex trafficking. Future research needs to examine 
the role of additional risk factors in understanding the relationship between ACEs and sex traffick-
ing more clearly. The data collected in the survey also were dependent on the respondents’ 
willingness to be honest about their experiences. Therefore, there may be some experiences that 
were not captured by this study.

Conclusion

The findings that specific child maltreatment experiences contribute to the sex trafficking victimiza-
tion of young people experiencing homelessness give vital information to professionals working with 
this population. Specifically, the present study highlights important questions to ask and additional 
information regarding intervention and treatment for specific clients. Sex-trafficking-specific aware-
ness training as well as training on trauma-focused treatment interventions with young people 
experiencing homelessness are recommended for all-helping professionals who may have contact 
with this population. Without this preparation, professionals will continue to be unprepared to help 
address not only the risk factors leading to sex trafficking victimization but also the negative 
consequences that can result from it.
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