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1

Youth sex trafficking is a complex, deeply harmful issue
that intersects with many forms of violence, including
those addressed by the Office on Violence Against
Women (OVW). Preventing and responding to this form of
exploitation requires informed, compassionate, and
coordinated approaches—especially from the adults and
professionals who work closely with youth.

This Facilitator Guide is designed to support service
providers in leading impactful group training sessions
using the accompanying curriculum. Whether you’re an
educator, advocate, caseworker, health professional, or
community leader, this guide offers practical tools to
engage participants in meaningful learning and dialogue.

Introduction
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Purpose of this Guide
The purpose of this guide is to help facilitators effectively deliver content on youth sex
trafficking and its intersection with violence against women in a way that is accessible,
survivor-informed, and adaptable to diverse audiences. It provides:

Key takeaways from each topic to anchor the learning experience
 Discussion prompts to encourage critical thinking and conversation
Suggested activities to deepen engagement and reinforce core messages
Tips for adaptation, so content can be tailored for different settings and
participant backgrounds

This guide prioritizes trauma-informed and youth-centered approaches, and encourages
facilitators to create safe, respectful spaces where participants can explore challenging
topics, reflect on their roles, and leave equipped to better support vulnerable youth.
Together, with care and intention, we can build a stronger, more informed network of
adults who help prevent exploitation—and stand ready to respond with empathy and
action when it occurs.

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Companion Slide 
Deck

This facilitator’s guide is
accompanied by a
companion slide deck
containing sample slides
to support and structure
your teaching.

See: www.iofa.org/ovwtta/

Learning Objectives
Define youth sex trafficking

Recognize signs and vulnerabilities

Apply prevention strategies

1
2
3

Respond with trauma-informed, survivor-
centered care4
Understand legal and ethical obligations5
Use resources and coordinate responses6
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Review the Relevant Topic(s)
Familiarize yourself with the content of the topic(s) you’ll be covering. Highlight
key takeaways, discussion questions, and any suggested activities. If you’re
adapting for a specific audience, adjust language and examples accordingly.

Print or Share Handouts
Distribute any handouts you plan to use—such as checklists, fact sheets, or
resource guides—in advance or have printed copies ready for in-person sessions.
Consider accessibility (e.g., large print or digital versions).

Set Up Videos or Slides
Test any multimedia in advance, including video clips or slide presentations. Make
sure sound and visuals work properly and are appropriate for the setting.

Prepare Trauma-Informed Ground Rules
Establish ground rules that promote emotional safety and respect. These may
include:

Speak from your own experience
 Listen without judgment
Take breaks if needed
 Confidentiality is expected and respected
Introduce these at the start and invite participants to add their own.

Know Your Local Referral Resources
Have a list of local, state, or national referral resources available in case
participants disclose trafficking experiences or related concerns. Be ready to
respond supportively and within the scope of your role.

Preparing thoughtfully for a training session ensures participants have a meaningful,
safe, and engaging learning experience. Use this checklist to guide your preparation
before leading any session from the Preventing and Responding to Youth Sex
Trafficking curriculum:
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Facilitation Tips

Create a Safe Space
Set clear expectations at the start of each session to promote respect, confidentiality, and
psychological safety. Encourage participants to listen actively, speak from personal
experience, and avoid judgment. Reinforce that participation is voluntary and that it’s okay
to pass or step away if needed. 

Facilitating conversations about youth sex trafficking requires sensitivity, preparation, and
an inclusive approach. As a facilitator, your role is to create a learning environment where
participants feel respected, engaged, and safe to reflect on difficult—but critical—topics.
The tips below are designed to help you lead effective, trauma-informed training sessions.

Use Active Facilitation
Keep learners engaged by incorporating moments for reflection and dialogue
throughout. Avoid lecturing—pause regularly to invite discussion, ask open-ended
questions, and validate different viewpoints. Encourage participation from a variety of
voices and gently guide the conversation back on track if it strays. 

Be Mindful of Trauma
Some participants—whether youth-serving professionals or survivors—may have
personal experiences related to trafficking, abuse, or exploitation. Use trauma informed
language and avoid graphic detail. Always provide space for participants to step away, take
breaks, or access support. Check in if someone appears distressed.

Example: “What’s shared here stays here. What’s learned here leaves here.”

Example: “What stands out to you?” or “How might this show up in your work with youth?”

Tip: Let participants know about available resources before and after the session.

15 iofa.org/tta

Focus on Practice
Help participants connect what they’re learning to real-life applications in their roles. Use
case studies, scenarios, or role-play activities to explore how concepts apply in practical
settings. The goal is not just awareness but also skill-building and readiness to act. 

Example: “How might you respond if a youth shares something concerning online?”

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide
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Remember: Facilitation is not about having all the answers—it’s about guiding a process
so attendees think critically, learn together, and commit to protect and empower youth.

1
2

Acknowledge that participants may feel discomfort when learning how widespread
and hidden trafficking can be. Remind the group that the goal is not to feel helpless
—but empowered to act with better knowledge.

3
Validate participants’ emotional responses. It’s natural to feel overwhelmed or
frustrated when discussing systemic failures—but these conversations are essential
to building more responsive, equitable support systems.

4
Remind participants that the goal is not to label or diagnose, but to observe
carefully, ask open-ended questions, and create a space where youth feel safe
opening up—when they’re ready.

5 Emphasize flexibility. Remember that strategies may overlap or shift as the needs
change for youth and project partners.

6
Remind participants that building and maintaining a resource network is an ongoing
process. Encourage creating directories, cultivating relationships with partners, and
updating referral protocols  to ensure timely, culturally responsive care.

7
Model trauma-informed communication by using respectful language, allowing
choice in participation, and being attuned to participants’ needs. Highlight the
importance of ongoing training and self-care to sustain trauma-informed practices.

8 Create a respectful environment where survivor experiences are honored without
judgment or assumptions. Emphasize the importance of humility, ongoing learning,
and collaboration with survivor-led organizations.

9
Create a respectful environment where survivor experiences are honored without
judgment or assumptions. Emphasize the importance of humility, ongoing learning,
and collaboration with survivor-led organizations.

Highlight that prevention is a shared responsibility with collaboration among
schools, social services, healthcare, law enforcement, and community organizations. 

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Module by Module Facilitation Tips
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Module 1: Introduction
Welcome to the first module of this training series,
where we set the foundation for understanding and
preventing youth sex trafficking. This module
introduces the scope of the issue, highlights why every
service provider has a role to play, and establishes a
safe, respectful learning environment. Together, we
will explore the goals of the curriculum and prepare to
engage deeply with the complex realities faced by
youth at risk of exploitation.

Goal: Set the stage for a safe, informed, and collaborative learning environment where
participants feel prepared to engage with sensitive topics related to youth sex
trafficking.

The goal of this training is twofold: to deepen understanding of youth sex trafficking
and to strengthen each participant’s capacity to prevent and respond to it.
Everyone has a role to play. Whether you’re a caseworker, educator, counselor, or
advocate, your connection to youth positions you as a potential protector and ally.
Youth voice matters. Prevention is most effective when it includes and respects the
perspectives and experiences of young people.

Facilitation Tips
Welcome attendees at the beginning of the session and introduce the topic to set the
tone for survivor-informed learning.
Review the learning objectives on page 3 aloud so participants know what to expect and
how each module contributes to the overall training goals.
Establish group agreements collaboratively to create a trauma-informed learning space.
Encourage participants to co-create guidelines that support respectful discussion,
confidentiality, and emotional safety. Sample agreements: “Speak from your
experience,” “Respect others’ stories,” “Take breaks when needed.”

17 iofa.org/tta

Key Messages

This opening module is essential for grounding participants and helping them approach
the training with curiosity, compassion, and readiness to engage.

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Discussion Prompt:
“What brings you to this
training, and what are you
hoping to learn or better
understand?” (Optional)
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Youth sex trafficking is a complex and often misunderstood
issue that affects diverse populations across communities.
Many common myths and stereotypes obscure the realities
of how trafficking happens and who it impacts. This module
provides a foundational understanding of youth sex
trafficking, clarifying definitions, dispelling misconceptions,
and highlighting the experiences of survivors. By building a
shared knowledge base, participants will be better
equipped to recognize trafficking and support prevention
efforts in their work with youth.

Goal: Build a shared, accurate understanding of what youth sex trafficking is—and is not
—by challenging myths and grounding participants in survivor-informed definitions and
real-world dynamics.

Trafficking can happen to any youth, regardless of background, community, or identity
—but some youth are at greater risk due to factors like instability, discrimination, prior
abuse, or unmet emotional needs.
Myths and misconceptions are common. Media and cultural narratives often
misrepresent trafficking as only involving abductions by strangers, when in reality it
frequently starts with manipulation by someone the youth knows or trusts.

Activities
Myth vs. Fact Quiz (Small Groups): Break participants into small groups to complete a
short quiz debunking common myths about youth sex trafficking. Afterward, review the
answers together to clarify any misunderstandings.
Watch the “Youth Sex Trafficking 101” Video: This video provides a survivor-informed
overview of how trafficking happens, who it affects, and what red flags may look like in
everyday situations. (See companion slide deck)
Review the “Youth Sex Trafficking 101” Factsheet: Use the factsheet to ground
participants in evidence-based data. Facilitate a group debrief to highlight key
takeaways and clarify questions.

18 iofa.org/tta

Module 2: Understanding Youth Sex Trafficking

Key Messages

Encourage honest sharing and reflection, noting that unlearning myths is a key step in
becoming an effective advocate.

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

“What surprised you?
What common myths have
you encountered in your
work with
youth, families, or the
community?”

Discussion Prompt:
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Module 2.1: Youth Sex Trafficking Myth vs. Fact Quiz

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Myth or Fact?

Myth or Fact?

Myth or Fact?

1

2

8

Youth sex trafficking only
happens in large cities.

Most youth who are trafficked
are kidnapped by strangers.

A young person may still be
trafficked even if they
appear to “consent.”

Myth or Fact?

Myth or Fact?

5

6

Only girls are trafficked for
commercial sex.

Trafficking always involves
physical force.

Myth or Fact?4
Trafficked youth will always
ask for help when they see a
safe adult.

Myth or Fact?7
LGBTQ+ youth are at higher
risk of being trafficked.

Myth or Fact?3
Social media is a common tool
used by traffickers to recruit
youth.

 1. Myth — Trafficking occurs in rural, suburban, and urban areas.
2. Myth — Most youth are trafficked by someone they know or trust.
3. Fact — Online grooming and recruitment are increasingly common.
4. Myth — Youth may be afraid, coerced, or not recognize their situation as trafficking.
5. Myth — Boys, girls, and nonbinary youth can all be victims.
6. Myth — Trafficking can occur through coercion, manipulation, or exploitation of vulnerabilities
without physical force.
7. Fact — Higher rates of family rejection and homelessness increase risk.
8 . Fact — Minors cannot legally consent to commercial sex; any exchange is trafficking.

Instructions: Circle the correct answer below - Myth or Fact.

http://iofa.org/tta
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Understanding why some youth are more vulnerable to sex
trafficking is essential for effective prevention and
intervention. Vulnerability is shaped by complex and
overlapping factors such as trauma, homelessness, systemic
discrimination, and identity-based marginalization. These
factors are not signs of personal failure but reflect broader
social and structural inequalities. In this module, participants
explore the key risk factors that increase youth’s
susceptibility to exploitation, deepen their awareness of how
vulnerabilities manifest in the lives of youth, and reflect on
how service systems can better support at-risk youth.

Goal: Help participants understand the root causes and systemic conditions that
increase vulnerability to youth sex trafficking—and how those risk factors show up in the
lives of the youth they serve.

Youth sex trafficking doesn’t occur in a vacuum. Experiences like trauma, abuse,
housing instability, system involvement, and unmet emotional needs all increase a young
person’s risk of exploitation.
**Identity-based marginalization—**such as racism, homophobia, transphobia, and
ableism—also plays a critical role. Youth from LGBTQIA+, BIPOC, and disabled
communities are disproportionately targeted.
These are not individual failures. Vulnerabilities are rooted in systemic inequities and
social conditions—not in personal choices or behaviors.

Activities
Review the Risk Factors in the “Youth Sex Trafficking 101” Factsheet: Share and walk
through the infographic that maps common risk factors and how they intersect. Invite
participants to identify which pathways are most relevant in their communities.
Journal Reflection or Pair Sharing: Prompt: “Think of a time when a youth you supported
was vulnerable—what factors were at play? How did the system help or fall short?”
Participants may reflect silently in journals or share in pairs/small groups, depending on
group comfort level.

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 3: Risk Factors and Vulnerabilities

Key Messages

Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Encourage participants to share observations from their practice and identify both
protective factors and service gaps in their local context.

“Which risk factors are
common in the youth
you serve? What
supports are already in
place—and what’s
missing?”

Discussion Prompt:

10
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Module 4: Recognizing Signs and Red Flags
Recognizing the signs of youth sex trafficking can be
challenging—especially when the indicators are subtle,
misunderstood, or masked by issues like mental health
struggles, system involvement, or typical adolescent
behavior. Youth may not disclose what’s happening or may
not see themselves as victims at all. This module helps
participants recognize the signs of exploitation. Through
real-world scenarios and reflective discussion, service
providers will strengthen their ability to identify concerning
patterns early and respond with care, not judgment.

Goal: Equip participants with the awareness and tools to recognize potential indicators
of youth sex trafficking—especially in cases where youth may not disclose or see
themselves as victims.

Key Messages
Most trafficked youth do not identify as victims. Many see their traffickers as friends,
romantic partners, or helpers. Others may feel shame, fear, or confusion that prevents
disclosure.
Warning signs are not always obvious. Indicators can show up emotionally (withdrawal,
anxiety), behaviorally (sudden changes in friend groups, access to money or gifts), or
physically (injuries, fatigue, repeated running away).
One red flag alone doesn’t confirm trafficking—but a pattern may indicate risk. Trust
your professional instincts and approach youth with care, not confrontation.

Activities
Scenario-Based Learning: “Would You Recognize the Signs?” Present realistic,
anonymized case scenarios that reflect different types of red flags (emotional,
behavioral, digital, or physical). Facilitate a group discussion around what participants
notice, what questions they would ask, and how they might respond.
Red Flags Checklist Review: Walk through the checklist together. Highlight that red
flags often appear differently depending on the youth’s identity, age, or circumstances.
Emphasize the importance of context and building trust before intervening.
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Invite participants to share their experiences with youth. Reflect on lessons learned,
shifts in perspective, or moments of missed signs. Focus on growth, not guilt.

“Think of a past case—
are there signs you
might recognize
differently now?”

Discussion Prompt:
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Module 4.1: “Would You Recognize the Signs?”
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injuries
branding

Behavioral signs:

fear
aggression
withdrawal

Social signs:

controlling
adult isolation

Scenario: Jada
Jada, aged 15, started coming to the drop-in center after school. She often arrived
hungry and tired, carrying all her belongings and avoiding questions about where she
was staying.

Over time, staff noticed changes: she guarded her phone, took frequent calls, and
rushed out to meet an older “friend” who gave her rides and meals. She appeared
with new clothes she couldn’t explain, became more withdrawn, and missed school
more often.

These shifts—housing instability, unmet needs, secrecy about relationships, sudden
gifts, and growing isolation—raised concern and highlight common red flags for
youth at risk of exploitation.

Signs of Youth Sex Trafficking
Physical signs:

Discussion Prompts
What changes in Jada’s behavior or
appearance stood out as potential red
flags?

What concerns arise from her secrecy
and dependence on the older “friend”?

Which signs in the vignette might
indicate grooming or manipulation?

How do her unmet basic needs (food,
housing, safety) increase vulnerability
to exploitation?

As a provider, what supportive next
steps could you take in response?

http://iofa.org/tta
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Module 4.2: Red Flags Checklist Recognizing
Potential Indicators of Youth Sex Trafficking

Behavioral Signs
Sudden changes in personality, mood, or self-esteem.
Increased secrecy about activities, relationships, or whereabouts.
Running away, staying out overnight without explanation, or vague stories.
Defensive or fearful when asked about peers, partners, or adults in their life.
Changed spending habits or unexplained money, new items, or access to
transportation.
Recruitment behavior: encouraging peers to join “hustling,” “quick-cash,” or
“money-making” activities.

1 iofa.org/tta Preventing Youth Sex Trafficking: Facilitators Guide

Physical Signs 
Injuries with inconsistent or repeated explanations (bruises, burns, cuts).
Signs of chronic fatigue, or poor physical health.
Lack of access to hygiene supplies or frequent requests for basic toiletries.
Overly revealing clothing or clothing provided by someone else.
Multiple cell phones, damaged phones, or phone monitoring by others.
Sexual exploitation signs: frequent UTIs, STI concerns, untreated injuries.
Tattoos or branding symbols associated with ownership, loyalty, or a
specific individual.

Social Signs
New relationships with significantly older adults or controlling peers.
Youth being picked up or dropped off by unfamiliar adults or vehicles.
Isolation from family, school, traditional peer groups, or supportive adults.
High-risk behavior: substance use, survival sex, gang involvement.
Housing instability: couch-surfing, hotels, or unsure of where they slept.
Digital red flags: secretive online communication, pressure to send images,
or meeting strangers from the internet.
Someone speaks for the youth or monitors their interactions with providers.

13

http://iofa.org/tta
http://iofa.org/tta


Prevention of youth sex trafficking is most effective when
approached at multiple levels, addressing community-wide
risk factors, identifying early warning signs, and providing
supports for those already affected. This module focuses on
distinguishing between primary (universal), secondary
(targeted), and tertiary (responsive) prevention strategies,
enabling providers to match the right approach to each
situation. Recognizing where your work fits in the prevention
spectrum can help maximize impact and ensure youth
receive appropriate care.

Goal: Help participants understand the three tiers of prevention—primary, secondary,
and tertiary—and apply them to various real-world situations involving youth at risk of or
impacted by sex trafficking.

Prevention happens at multiple levels: Primary prevention aims to stop trafficking
before it starts by addressing root causes and increasing awareness; secondary
prevention focuses on early identification and intervention with youth showing risk
factors; tertiary prevention supports youth who have experienced trafficking through
healing and recovery services.
Early screening and intervention matter: Timely recognition of risk and early action can
prevent exploitation or mitigate harm, reducing long-term trauma and improving
outcomes for youth.

Activities
Prevention Matching Activity: Provide participants with case examples representing
different points along the prevention continuum. In small groups, have them categorize
each example as primary, secondary, or tertiary prevention, and explain their reasoning.
Facilitate a group discussion to compare answers and clarify distinctions.
Wraparound Services Activity: After reviewing the services with the group, guide a
discussion on how these approaches can be adapted or embedded within participants’
own work settings. Examine how their role can connect survivors and families to
comprehensive, wraparound supports that reduce external pressures and create space
for relationship building, healing, and growth. 

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 5: Prevention Matching

Key Messages
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Encourage participants to reflect on their current programs and identify opportunities
to incorporate or enhance prevention practices across all tiers.

“How do prevention tiers
apply in your setting?
What’s one change you
could make to
strengthen prevention
efforts?”

Discussion Prompt:
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Module 5.1: Prevention Matching Activity
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Primary
Prevention

Indicators

Secondary
Prevention

Tertiary
Prevention

No known trauma; stable
family; youth exposed to
media/influences.

Tier

Known risk factors: poverty,
system involvement, identity-
based discrimination.

Disclosed abuse/exploitation;
risky behaviors; contact with
justice or foster systems.

Teach body safety, digital
literacy, healthy
relationships.

Offer mentoring, resilience-
building tools, and safety
planning. Begin caregiver
engagement.

Refer to trauma-informed
therapy, legal advocacy,
survivor services. Build
structured safety plans.

Recommended Approach

A social worker provides one-on-one
safety planning with a youth who
spends time online unsupervised.

A family advocate offers training to
caregivers on recognizing grooming
behaviors and communicating with
teens about online safety.

A school adopts a district-wide policy
requiring staff training on identifying
and responding to suspected
exploitation.

Instructions: Working in your small group, read each scenario below. Match each one to
the correct category: Primary (Individual Child), Secondary (Family/Caregiver), or Tertiary
(School/Community). Be prepared to explain your group's reasoning.

(Answer Key – small print)
Primary (Individual Child): #1, #4
Secondary (Family/Caregiver): #2, #5
Tertiary (School/Community): #3, #6

A mentor helps a youth build self-esteem
and develop refusal skills.

A community center hosts workshops for
parents on reducing risk factors and
strengthening protective factors at
home.

A citywide campaign promotes safe
community spaces and reporting
mechanisms for youth.

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Module 5.2: Wraparound Services Activity
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Review the listed wraparound services with your group. 
Discuss how these approaches can be adapted or integrated into your own work
settings. 
Consider how your role can connect survivors and families to comprehensive
supports that reduce external pressures and create space for relationship building,
healing, and growth.

Examples of Critical Wraparound Supports:
Housing Navigation: 
Emergency shelter, transitional housing,
rental assistance, or rapid rehousing.

Food Access: 
Enrollment in SNAP, WIC, food banks, or
school meal programs.

Transportation Assistance: 
Bus passes, mileage reimbursement, or
ride services for appointments or school.

Technology Access: 
Devices and internet access for school,
therapy, or parent support sessions.

Wraparound Services to Support Prevention
Effective prevention work must address the broader realities that families face. Supporting
a parent or caregiver in building protective capacity requires more than offering a class or
worksheet—it requires meeting them where they are, especially when they are surviving.

Service providers should consider connecting families to wraparound supports that reduce
external stressors and allow space for relationship repair, healing, and growth. When basic
needs are unmet, prevention loses its effectiveness.

Childcare & Parenting Relief: 
Safe childcare access, respite care, or short-
term in-home support.

Mental Health & Substance Use Services:
Free or low-cost therapy, recovery
programs, and peer support.

Legal Support: 
Help with custody, child protective services,
immigration, and criminal legal involvement.

Education Access:
GED programs, English language classes, or
vocational training for caregivers.

Task: Review Wraparound Services for Prevention

http://iofa.org/tta
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Prevention and intervention are most effective when
youth have access to consistent, comprehensive, and
coordinated care that meets their unique needs. No single
provider or organization can address all aspects of
prevention or recovery alone. This module focuses on
identifying available resources, understanding the roles of
different partners, and making informed referrals that
ensure youth receive the right supports at the right time.

Goal: Equip participants with the knowledge and confidence to connect youth at risk of
or experiencing sex trafficking to appropriate support services and community
resources.

Prevention requires access to consistent, wraparound care: Youth facing exploitation
or risk often need services that span mental health, housing, legal support, education,
and health care. A well-connected network strengthens safety and promotes healing.
You don’t need to do it all—use available networks: Collaboration and referral are key.
Knowing your community partners and when to connect youth with specialized services
enhances outcomes and avoids duplication.

Community Resources Discussion: Explore specific community resources and service
types. Discuss how services support youth on the continuum of prevention and
recovery.

Scenario: Present real-world or hypothetical case scenarios. In small groups or pairs,
discuss appropriate referral pathways for each scenario. Consider questions like: Which
services would be most helpful? What barriers might youth face? How can providers
facilitate warm handoffs?

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 6: Resource Matching

Activities

Key Messages
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Encourage participants to share their knowledge of local service networks and identify
areas where resources are lacking or where stronger partnerships could improve youth
support.

Discussion Prompt:
“Who are your go-to
partners or resources?
What gaps exist locally?”
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Module 6.1: Community Resources Discussion
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Key Supports

Housing

Mental Health

EducationTrusted Adults

Wraparound Care Parent/caregiver  support

Legal Aid

Scenario: Jordan
Jordan is a 14-year-old who recently started missing after-school activities and
spending more time online. Teachers have noticed changes in mood—Jordan appears
withdrawn and tired. At home, Jordan’s mother is working two jobs and often feels
overwhelmed, leaving little time for supervision or connection. Recently, Jordan began
talking with an older teen online who offers compliments, gifts in video games, and
promises of “help” when Jordan feels misunderstood at home and school. A school
counselor learns that Jordan has been pressured to share personal photos and is
feeling scared but unsure what to do. The family is also experiencing housing
instability, and their support network is limited. This situation raises concerns about
elevated vulnerability and potential grooming, while also revealing stressors affecting
both the youth and the family.

Discussion Prompts
Primary: What universal strategies
could reduce risk for all youth (e.g.,
education, safe spaces, policies)?

Secondary: With early warning signs,
what supports or interventions would
help reduce youth vulnerability?

Tertiary: For exploited youth, what
long-term healing, safety, and
stabilization supports are needed?

Scenario Application: Given a real-
world situation or the described
scenario, how would you apply each
tier of prevention?

System Reflection: Where do gaps
exist in your current system or
practice across the three tiers—and
what opportunities for strengthening
prevention emerge?
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Trauma is a common experience among youth
impacted by sex trafficking, often affecting how they
trust others, communicate, and engage with services.
A trauma- informed response centers safety, choice,
and empowerment, recognizing the profound impact
of trauma on a young person’s life and well-being. This
module focuses on cultivating provider self-
awareness, understanding trauma’s effects, and
adopting practices that foster trust and resilience.

Goal: Equip participants to respond to youth who have experienced or are at risk of sex
trafficking with approaches that avoid further harm and actively support healing and
empowerment.

Trauma-informed care is about safety, choice, and empowerment: Providing care in a
way that prioritizes physical and emotional safety, respects youth autonomy, and
supports their strengths is essential for promoting recovery.
Self-awareness is critical for providers: Providers’ own biases, triggers, and emotional
responses can affect interactions. Reflecting on these helps maintain supportive,
nonjudgmental environments.

Activities
Survivor Story Reflection Activity: Watch a video or read a written testimony from a
survivor of youth sex trafficking. Facilitate reflection on key moments that illustrate
trauma’s impact and what helped the survivor feel safe and supported.
Trauma-Informed Self-Assessment: Participants complete a self-assessment tool to
evaluate how well their current practices align with trauma-informed principles. Use
results to identify strengths and areas for growth.

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 7: Trauma-Informed Response

Key Messages
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Encourage sharing of strategies and challenges, reinforcing that trauma-informed care
is an ongoing commitment.

Discussion Prompt:
“What does trauma-informed
response look like in your day-
to-day work? How can you
foster safety and empowerment
with the youth you serve?”
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Module 7.1: Survivor Story Reflection Activity
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Scenario: Lizzie
Lizzie is a 15-year-old navigating life between two caregivers after her parents
separated. To the outside world, Lizzie appears resilient and independent, but her
experiences at home reveal a more complex picture of risk and protection. In one
home, Lizzie is surrounded by care, encouragement, and structure. 

Adults are engaged and well-intentioned, believing that a loving environment is
enough to keep her safe. Yet, conversations about boundaries, healthy relationships,
and online safety rarely happen. Changes in Lizzie’s behavior (isolating from friends,
increased secrecy, and mood shifts) are dismissed as normal teenage behavior rather
than potential indicators of distress.

In the other home, ongoing financial strain and unresolved trauma shape daily life. The
caregiver uses strict rules and control to manage fear and stress. Lizzie’s privacy is
limited and she trusts very few adults. Feeling unheard and isolated, she seeks
connection and validation outside her family, becoming vulnerability to exploitation. 

School staff and community members notice signs that Lizzie may need support, but
responses are fragmented and inconsistent. Later, Lizzie reflects that what helped her
were adults who listened without judgment, respected her autonomy, and connected
her to trauma-informed resources tailored to her situation.

Discussion Prompts
1 What is the impact of the survivor’s

trauma?

What are short-term and long-term
effects, including isolation, fear, or
mistrust?

2 What helped the survivor feel safe and
supported?

In this scenario, prevention and safety depend on coordinated, individualized supports that
recognize trauma, strengthen protective factors, and support the needs of youth/families.

3 How did experiences of abuse, neglect,
or exploitation affect the survivor’s
emotional, social, and developmental
well-being?

4
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For each statement, rate how well your current practice aligns with trauma-informed
principles. Complete the assessment and identify areas of strength and for growth.

Reflection and Action Planning
Strengths: Which areas did you score mostly 3-4?
Areas for Growth: Which areas did you score 1–2?
Next Steps: What specific actions can you take to strengthen trauma-informed
practices in your work?

Always
Some-
times

Rarely Never

Safety
I create safe physical & emotional interactions with youth.
I explain procedures & what to expect in our services.

4 3 2 1

Trustworthiness & Transparency
I use clear, honest communication with youth & families.
I follow through on commitments to youth & families.

4 3 2 1

Peer Support & Collaboration
I support youth & families in planning & decision-making.
I partner with peer & community for healing & resilience

4 3 2 1

Empowerment, Voice & Choice
I honor & validate youth & family perspectives & choices.
I provide opportunities to develop youth skills & agency.

4 3 2 1

Community Context Responsiveness
I consider contexts in planning services or interventions.
I actively work to reduce biases & barriers in my practice.

4 3 2 1

 Trauma Knowledge
I recognize reactions to trauma & adjust my approach.
I seek training & resources to improve my trauma literacy.

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

Module 7.2: Trauma-Informed Self-Assessment
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Survivor-centered practices prioritize the voices,
experiences, and choices of youth who have
experienced sex trafficking. Recognizing survivors as
the experts of their own lives ensures that support
respects their autonomy and promotes empowerment.
Healing from trauma is a long-term journey that requires
consistent, compassionate care beyond immediate
crisis intervention. This module highlights principles and
approaches that center survivors in all aspects of
prevention, intervention, and recovery work.

Goal: Empower participants to provide care and support that honors the dignity,
autonomy, and lived expertise of survivors, fostering long-term healing and resilience.

Survivors are the experts in their own lives: Listening to and validating survivor
perspectives leads to more effective, respectful support that meets their actual needs
and goals.
Long-term support is key—beyond immediate safety: Healing involves ongoing access
to mental health services, community connection, education, and opportunities for
growth over time.

Activities
Journal or Small-Group Reflection: Invite participants to reflect individually or share in
small groups their understanding of survivor-centered care. Prompt with questions like,
“What does survivor-centered care mean to me?” and “How do I currently incorporate
survivor voices into my work?”
Optional Media Sharing: Play a survivor-led podcast episode or video that shares
firsthand experiences and insights. Use this as a springboard for discussion about
centering survivor narratives in practice.

Podcast Transcript: https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/podcast/honoring-
survivor-s-unique-human-trafficking-experience-vital-providing-appropriate
Podcast Transcript: https://www.justice.gov/archives/ovw/podcast/human-
trafficking-helping-survivors-break-free-housing-and-other-support 

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 8: Survivor-Centered Practices

Key Messages
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Encourage participants to identify practical steps and attitudinal shifts they can
implement to enhance survivor-centered approaches.

Discussion Prompt:
“How can you better support
long-term healing in your
role? What changes might
help survivors feel more
empowered and heard?”
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As the training comes to a close, it’s important to take
time to reflect, consolidate learning, and identify concrete
next steps. Preventing and responding to youth sex
trafficking is ongoing work that requires intention,
collaboration, and continued growth. This final module
helps participants assess where they and their
organizations stand, recognize opportunities for change,
and commit to practical actions they can take moving
forward. By ending with reflection and planning, we
reinforce that meaningful change begins with the steps
we choose to take after the training ends.

Goal: Provide space for reflection, assess learning, and support participants in planning
actionable next steps to enhance their work in preventing and responding to youth sex
trafficking.

Review the Policy and Procedure Check List: Guide participants through a checklist
that helps identify strengths and areas for growth within their organization related to
youth sex trafficking prevention and response. Encourage honest discussion about what
is working well and what needs improvement.
Create a Personal or Team Action Plan: Support participants in setting clear, achievable
goals based on what they have learned. This can include individual commitments or
collaborative initiatives to implement new strategies, improve policies, or build
partnerships.
Collect Feedback: Invite participants to share feedback on the training’s content,
facilitation, and relevance. Use this input to refine future sessions and address any
remaining questions or concerns.

1 iofa.org/tta

Module 9: Final Wrap-Up

Activities
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Encourage participants to voice their commitments aloud or write them down,
fostering accountability and motivation.

Discussion Prompt:
“What’s one change you’re
committed to making after
this training?”
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Module 9.1: Policy and Procedure Checklist
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ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT TO ADDRESSING YOUTH
SEX TRAFFICKING

Establish a formal policy recognizing human trafficking as a critical
issue and outlining the organization's role in prevention and
response.

Designate a trafficking liaison or point of contact to oversee the
organization’s efforts.

Ensure leadership is committed to embedding anti-trafficking
policies into all areas of service delivery.

TRAINING & CAPACITY BUILDING

Provide ongoing training for all staff on identifying risk factors and
warning signs of trafficking.

Incorporate specialized training on the unique vulnerabilities of
youth with disabilities.

Equip frontline staff with trauma-informed response strategies to
support survivors appropriately.

SCREENING & IDENTIFICATION

Implement trauma-informed screening as part of intake and
assessment processes.

Use accessible and youth-friendly approaches to assess trafficking
risk without requiring self-identification.

Recognize the heightened vulnerabilities of youth in foster care,
juvenile justice, and runaway/homeless situations.

http://iofa.org/tta
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Module 9.1: Policy and Procedure Checklist cont.
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TRAINING & CAPACITY BUILDING

TRAUMA-INFORMED, SURVIVOR-CENTERED SERVICE DELIVERY

Offer low-barrier, voluntary services to build survivor trust and
engagement.

Prevent re-traumatization by limiting unnecessary interviews and
avoiding criminalization of survival strategies.

Ensure survivors have access to mental health care, safe housing,
and legal advocacy.

ACCESSIBILITY & EQUITY IN RESPONSE

Ensure all services are accessible to individuals with physical,
sensory, and intellectual disabilities.

Provide materials in plain language, large print, Braille, and
alternative formats to accommodate diverse needs.

Train staff to recognize and address implicit bias and systemic
barriers when supporting survivors.

COLLABORATION & REFERRAL NETWORKS

Maintain an updated referral network with trafficking-specific
service providers, including housing, legal aid, and healthcare.

Partner with child welfare, law enforcement, disability service
providers, and mental health organizations for a coordinated
response.

Engage in multi-disciplinary teams (MDTs) to ensure survivors
receive comprehensive, wraparound support.

http://iofa.org/tta
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Module 9.1: Policy and Procedure Checklist cont.
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CRISIS RESPONSE & SAFETY PLANNING

Develop and implement a clear protocol for responding to
trafficking-related emergencies.

Use a survivor-led approach to safety planning, considering
individual needs, disabilities, and autonomy.

Train staff to recognize and respond to the fight-flight-freeze
response in a trauma-sensitive way.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT & POLICY EVALUATION

Regularly review and update policies to align with best practices in
human trafficking prevention and response.

Involve survivor leaders and individuals with disabilities in policy
development and feedback processes.

Collect and analyze data on trafficking risk and service accessibility
to measure impact and improve response efforts.

http://iofa.org/tta
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Adaptation Ideas

 iofa.org/tta

PARENTS & GUARDIANS

Identify early warning signs of
trafficking and maintain open,
nonjudgmental communication
with their child.

EDUCATORS & SCHOOL STAFF

Detect potential trafficking
indicators in students and respond
appropriately using trauma-
informed, mandated protocols.

YOUTH

Learn to recognize and resist
grooming and exploitation tactics
— especially in online and social
settings.

SOCIAL WORKERS & 
CHILD WELFARE PROFESSIONALS

 Prevent trafficking by assessing
vulnerabilities and coordinating
trauma-informed care for at-risk
or system-involved youth.

COMMUNITY &
FAITH-BASED ORGANIZATIONS

Empower and educate community
members to recognize trafficking
risks and provide safe, supportive
spaces for youth.

LAW ENFORCEMENT &
 FIRST RESPONDERS

Respond to suspected trafficking
cases with a victim-centered
approach that prioritizes safety
and support over punishment.

HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS

Screen for trafficking risk using
trauma-informed practices and
connect youth to appropriate
services.

BUSINESS OWNERS & 
HOSPITALITY WORKERS

Identify and report suspicious
activity that may indicate
trafficking within commercial or
public spaces.
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Projector or screen
Printed handouts (factsheets,
checklists, maps)
Access to videos/podcasts
Flipchart (optional)

The International Organization for Adolescents (IOFA) and Courtney’s
House provide survivor-led Training and Technical Assistance (TTA) on
preventing and addressing youth sex trafficking and its intersections with
violence against women.

For more information visit: iofa.org/ovwtta

Disclaimer: This project was supported by Grant No. 15JOVW-23-GK-05122-CY from the U.S. Department of Justice,
Office on Violence Against Women. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in this
publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice.

Training & Technical Assistance 

Materials Needed

 iofa.org/tta

Youth Sex Trafficking 101 Fact Sheet
Organization Policies and Procedures
Addressing Youth Sex Trafficking Fact
Sheet
Intersection of Youth Sex Trafficking and
Violence Against Women Fact Sheet
Intersectionality of Youth Sex Trafficking
and Disabilities Fact Sheet
Meaningful Engagement of Youth in
Addressing Youth Sex Trafficking Fact
Sheet
Youth Sex Trafficking: A Checklist for
Service Providers Fact Sheet
Designing Effective Public Awareness
Campaigns on Youth Sex Trafficking Fact
Sheet

Resources
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Resources & Training and Technical Assistance
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