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DETECTIVE WORK IN THE MEDICAL FIELD:
UNCOVERING HUMAN TRAFFICKING VICTIMS 

IN THE CLINICAL SETTING

Shelley Sasser

Kevin Hope, RPh

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION

Human trafficking is a prevalent issue across the globe. It affects 
millions of people, and often happens all around us without our 
knowledge. This course offers insight into human trafficking and 
the large role health care providers play in communicating with 
and assisting victims. 

HISTORY OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Human trafficking has essentially taken place since the beginning 
of time. To this day, it occurs throughout the world and in a 
variety of forms.

A SUPPLY AND DEMAND RELATIONSHIP

Individuals across the globe are at risk of becoming “supply” as a result 
of the high demand for inexpensive goods and commercial sex.

ON THE INTERNATIONAL SCALE

• At this time, human trafficking is believed to be the second
largest criminal industry in the world. (Department of Homeland Security)

• It is estimated that 40.3 million people are victims of human 
trafficking worldwide. (International Labor Organization)

AS A HEALTHCARE PROVIDER, YOU HAVE A UNIQUE 
OPPORTUNITY TO INTERACT WITH VICTIMS OF HUMAN 

TRAFFICKING, OFFER THEM ASSISTANCE, AND 
POTENTIALLY SAVE THEIR LIVES. 
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OBJECTIVES

• Define the types of human trafficking, including sex trafficking 
and labor trafficking.
• Recognize validated assessment tools for identifying victims and 

general indications of abuse related to human trafficking 
• Identify procedures for offering information related to human 

trafficking to a patient
• Determine referral options for legal services, as well as public 

and private social services, available to victims

WHAT IS HUMAN TRAFFICKING?

According to the Department of Homeland Security,
“Human trafficking is modern-day slavery and involves the use of 
force, fraud, or coercion to obtain some type of labor or 
commercial sex act.”

TYPES OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Labor Trafficking
• Forced Labor
Victims of forced labor are obligated to work for little or no pay. They 
often play a major role in the production of items we use and consume 
every day.

• Domestic Servitude
Victims of domestic servitude work in isolation and are hidden in plain 
sight. They often identify with job positions related to domestic help.

TYPES OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Labor Trafficking
• Debt bondage: 
When a person agrees to work for someone to pay off a debt, but the terms 
of repayment are not clearly defined and the employer does not intend to 
notify the individual when their servitude is complete.

TYPES OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Sex Trafficking
Victims of sex trafficking are required to engage in sex acts to 
monetarily benefit another person.

TYPES OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Organ/Tissue Trafficking
• Victims of this form of trafficking may experience unknowing 

theft of body parts or be abducted specifically for their vital 
organs. 
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Labor Trafficking
• Domestic Work
• Agriculture
• Restaurants/Food Services
• Construction 
• Factories
• Carnivals

Sex Trafficking
• Illicit Massage/Spa Businesses
• Hotels
• Escort Services
• Truck Stops
• Residential Brothels
• Street Corners 

COMMON SETTINGS OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Organ/Tissue Trafficking
• At this time, no settings in which organ/tissue trafficking frequently occurs have been 

documented.

Labor Trafficking
• Busboy 
• Housemaid
• Farmworker
• Door-to-Door Salesperson

Sex Trafficking
(Any Type of Sexual Entertainer)

Examples Include:
• Prostitutes and Exotic Dancers

Mail-order brides and child brides 
are also considered “occupations” of 
sex trafficking. 

POSSIBLE OCCUPATIONAL TITLES OF VICTIMS

Organ/Tissue Trafficking
• No correlations exist in relation to occupational titles of organ/tissue trafficking victims.  

• High profitability: 
Each year, human trafficking is 
suspected to produce billions 
of dollars in profit. In fact, it is 
considered the second most 
profitable type of transnational 
crime.

WHY DOES HUMAN TRAFFICKING HAPPEN?

• Low risks: 
Human trafficking operations 
often overlap with legitimate 
households and businesses. In 
many ways, this offers 
protection from scrutiny and 
lessens the risk of detection. 

WHY DOES HUMAN TRAFFICKING HAPPEN?

• Power assertion: 
Traffickers prey on struggling 
individuals and maintain 
control by the use of means 
such as manipulation, threats, 
and brute force. Traffickers 
might view trafficking as a way 
to prove their dominance.

WHY DOES HUMAN TRAFFICKING HAPPEN? HUMAN TRAFFICKING THROUGHOUT THE US

Polaris Project
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HUMAN TRAFFICKING THROUGHOUT THE WORLD

Global Slavery Index

HOW DO PEOPLE BECOME TRAFFICKING VICTIMS?

• Traffickers prey on individuals 
seeking a better life, as people 
who are desperately looking 
to find a new or better job, to 
move, or to get away from 
family could be more 
susceptible to persuasion and 
false promises.

HOW DO PEOPLE BECOME TRAFFICKING VICTIMS?

• Traffickers often seek out people 
who appear to be vulnerable. 
They may look for individuals 
who seem physically weak, 
psychologically or emotionally 
susceptible, and/or without 
many social ties. People affected 
by economic hardship, natural 
disasters, or political instability 
might also be targeted.

THE BIG PICTURE

• Victims of human trafficking come into contact with healthcare 
providers much more than we might realize. 

• According to a 2014 study, 87.8% of trafficking survivors recalled  
accessing healthcare services while involved in human 
trafficking. (Lederer & Wetzel)

• In an emergency

• After an assault

• After a workplace injury

• For gynecological services

• For prenatal care

• For routine checkups

• For mental health services

• For addiction treatment

• For pre-existing conditions

• For health issues unrelated to    
trafficking

WHEN DO VICTIMS SEEK HEALTHCARE?

National Human Trafficking Resource Center

HEIGHTENED AWARENESS

• On January 14th, 2015, a new law amending the Michigan Public 
Health Code went into effect. 

• The ruling requires all licensed health professionals to complete 
training related to identifying victims of human trafficking. 

• The ordinance was passed in recognition of the likelihood of 
health professionals, including pharmacists and pharmacy 
technicians, to encounter a potential victim of human trafficking 
while administering patient care. 

Michigan Legislature
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MICHIGAN STATE REQUIREMENTS

• Describe the types of human trafficking.

• Outline key factors that place a person at greater risk of being a 
victim of human trafficking.

• Recognize general indicators that a person may be a victim of 
human trafficking as well as validated assessment tools for 
identifying a human trafficking victim.

Michigan Legislature

MICHIGAN STATE REQUIREMENTS

• Identify methods for reporting human trafficking, including the 
National Human Trafficking Hotline.

• Outline referral options for legal services as well as public and 
private social services available for food, rescue, clothing, and 
shelter.

• Describe procedures for sharing information related to human 
trafficking with a patient. 

Michigan Legislature

HEIGHTENED AWARENESS

• A bill directing the Florida Board of Nursing to require two hours 
of continuing education on human trafficking was enacted on 
October 1st, 2017.

Florida Legislature

FLORIDA NURSING REQUIREMENTS

Recognize…

• The types of human trafficking

• Factors that place a person at greater risk of being a victim of human trafficking

• Public and private social services available for rescue, food, clothing, and shelter referrals

• Hotlines maintained by the National Human Trafficking Hotline and the US Department of Homeland 
Security for reporting human trafficking

• Validated assessment tools for identifying victims of human trafficking and general indicators of such 
victimization

• Procedures for sharing information related to human trafficking with a patient

• Referral options for legal and social services 

Florida Legislature

HEIGHTENED AWARENESS

• In addition to Florida’s continuing education requirements for 
nurses, state legislators recently passed a bill aimed to inform a 
larger amount of healthcare professionals on matters related to 
human trafficking (Chapter 2019-152). 

• The ruling requires individuals serving in a wide variety of 
medical professions to complete one hour of continuing 
education on this topic. Further, a sign about human trafficking 
must be posted in related facilities by January 1, 2021. 

• This measure was implemented on July 1st, 2019. 
Florida Legislature

HEIGHTENED AWARENESS

• Individuals licensed by the following Florida Boards must comply with 
this updated policy.

Acupuncture Dentistry

Medicine Nursing Home Administration

Osteopathic Medicine Occupational Therapy

Chiropractic Medicine Dietetics and Nutrition

Podiatric Medicine Respiratory Care

Optometry Massage Therapy

Pharmacy Physical Therapy

Florida Legislature
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NEW FLORIDA REQUIREMENTS

• Describe sex and labor trafficking. 

• Recognize general indicators that a person may be a victim of 
human trafficking.

• Identify methods for reporting cases of human trafficking.

• Outline resources available to victims for food, rescue, clothing, 
and shelter.

IDENTIFYING VICTIMS IN THE CLINICAL SETTING

• Individuals may exhibit a wide variety of signs and symptoms 
which can enable you to determine whether they are human 
trafficking victims. 

• It is important to keep in mind that all cases and victims of 
human trafficking are different. Even individuals forced into 
similar forms of exploitative work often respond differently to 
their circumstances. 

IDENTIFYING VICTIMS IN THE CLINICAL SETTING

• Additionally, different types of trafficking usually feature their 
own unique forms of abuse. 

• The length of time victims have been involved in this criminal 
industry may also play a role in their symptoms and 
mannerisms. 

• Ultimately, the large amount of physical and behavioral 
indicators victims might display occurs as a result of the 
previously stated aspects. 

GENERAL INDICATORS

Physical Behavioral
Injuries related physical abuse or assault Anxiety

Signs of malnourishment/dehydration Fear of authority figures 

Poor hygiene Avoidance of eye contact

Fatigue Depression

Untreated illnesses Symptoms of sleep deprivation

Impaired vision or hearing abilities Confusion

Chronic back pain Submissiveness

Cardiovascular or respiratory issues Paranoia

Somatization Affect dysregulation/irritability

Evidence of being confined, such as bruises in various 
stages of healing caused by physical restraints

Inability to explain various things, such as 
whereabouts or how recent wounds (lacerations,  

burns, etc.) occurred

GENERAL INDICATORS

Questions to Ask Yourself
• Is the individual unable to leave their work environment?
• Can this individual speak/understand the native language of the country 

they are in?
• Is this individual overworked? How many hours do they work per week?
• Does it appear the individual has limited access to medical care?
• Does the individual travel with or live in a group?

GENERAL INDICATORS

Questions to Ask Yourself
• Can this individual communicate freely with others?
• Does this individual have falsified government-issued identification or 

travel documents?
• Is the individual uncomfortable discussing immigration or their citizenship 

status?
• Does this individual act as if they were coached on how to respond to 

certain questions and situations? Are they accompanied by another person 
who appears controlling or communicates on their behalf?
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GENERAL INDICATORS

Questions to Ask Yourself
• Does this individual receive compensation for their work? If so, can they access 

their earnings?
• Is this individual or their family being threatened?
• Does this individual know the addresses of their home or workplace?
• Is this individual able to access personal documents, or are they kept by 

another person?
• Does this individual live at their workplace or in unsafe conditions?

GENERAL INDICATORS

• If the answer to any of these questions is “yes,” it is imperative to 
consider the possibility your patient could be a victim of human 
trafficking.

• The following slides consist of signs and symptoms specific to 
labor and sex trafficking. Use this additional information to 
further deduce whether your patient could be an unwilling 
participant in human trafficking.

LABOR TRAFFICKING INDICATORS

Physical

Injuries or illnesses related to harmful chemical exposure

Musculoskeletal disorders

Skin inflammation

LABOR TRAFFICKING INDICATORS

Questions to Ask Yourself
• Does this individual rely on their employer to receive necessities such as food and 

transportation?
• Does this individual sleep in a shared or inappropriate space?
• Does the individual lack basic job training, a labor contract, or professional 

licenses?
• Is this individual forced to pay fines as a disciplinary measure?
• Does this individual have access to proper work attire or protective gear?

SEX TRAFFICKING INDICATORS

Physical Behavioral
Urinary difficulties Frequent emergency care visits

Pelvic pain Signs of alcohol or drug use
Pregnancy Usage of slang and common terminology related to 

the industry
Rectal/vaginal trauma Aggressiveness

Evidence of an abnormally high number of sexual 
partners

Lack of institutional education

Impacted tampon Highly sexualized mannerisms or attire
Multiple or recurrent STIs Knowledge of gang activity

Suspicious tattoos or branding History of running away from home or foster care 
placement

SEX TRAFFICKING INDICATORS

Questions to Ask Yourself
• Is this individual escorted or followed every time they go to and 

return from work or other activities?
• Does this individual own very few items of clothing?
• Has this individual engaged in unprotected and/or violent sex?
• Is there evidence this individual has been bought or sold?
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VALIDATED ASSESSMENT TOOLS FOR IDENTIFYING VICTIMS

• During this presentation, we will discuss two validated assessment 
tools for identifying victims.

Note:
• If your patient is a victim of human trafficking, they might be afraid 

to speak to you. They will also most likely not respond truthfully to 
your questions. On many occasions, victims are trained to lie and led 
to believe they are criminals. Additionally, they might act in 
compliance with orders given by their traffickers to ensure the 
survival of their family members, as relatives of victims are sometimes 
held hostage.  

VALIDATED ASSESSMENT TOOLS FOR IDENTIFYING VICTIMS

• The National Human Trafficking Resource Center has developed 
a framework to assist healthcare workers with the identification 
of human trafficking victims.

• The next slide features an image of this diagram.

VALIDATED ASSESSMENT TOOLS FOR IDENTIFYING VICTIMS

• The Vera Institute of Justice also developed a tool for identifying victims. Their 
Trafficking Victim Identification Tool (TVIT) was originally intended for use by 
social service providers, but it has also proven to be helpful in the clinical setting. 

• This tool guides the patient interviewer through a series of questions and serves 
as a baseline of how questions should be asked. It also assists in the 
determination of information relevant to identifying a victim. 

• There are two versions of this tool. These feature different lengths to compliment 
the time limitations of various screenings.

• The next slide features a small excerpt from the long version of the TVIT.

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL VICTIMS

• Establishing trust with victims is very important. This is the first 
step to providing them assistance.

• When asking questions, try to avoid sounding accusatory or 
skeptical, as this might discourage them from seeking help. 
Instead, approach all situations as neutrally as possible. 
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ADDRESSING POTENTIAL VICTIMS

• In clinical settings, one of the key elements of facilitating a 
conversation with a patient is to make sure inquiries regarding their 
identification as a victim are asked without the presence of the 
potential trafficker. 

• Getting a victim away from their trafficker can be very challenging 
and require creative measures by the health care provider. 

• Utilizing normal health care tests or exams, such as x-rays, is a smart 
way to maneuver a victim away from their trafficker. 

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL VICTIMS

• Never use interpreters who accompany non-English speaking 
victims, as they might be involved in the trafficking taking place. 

• In such situations, always use professional translation services. 

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL VICTIMS

• The Department of Health and Human Services has a resource 
page which provides appropriately worded messages health 
care providers can use to build trust with victims. 

• These messages work well in clinical settings and aid 
professionals who may not be confident establishing rapport 
with a victim. 

• A sample of these messages is included on the next slide.

Strategic Messages to Establish Trust with Victims

You are a victim, not a criminal.

We will give you the medical care you need.

You have rights.

You are entitled to assistance. We can help you get that assistance.

You are safe here.

Under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, victims of trafficking can apply for 
special visas or receive other forms of immigration relief.

You have the right to live without being abused.

You deserve the chance to become self-sufficient and independent.

If you are a victim of human trafficking, you can receive help to rebuild your life safely in this 
country. 

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL VICTIMS

• If a victim is not willing to seek immediate help, ensure they are 
provided the phone number of the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline (located on next slide). 

• If the victim is afraid to write the number down, help them 
memorize it so they can use it at a later time.

TO REPORT HUMAN TRAFFICKING ACTIVITY:

Contact Information to Remember

• Department of Homeland Security Tipline, (1)-(866)-347-2423
• Department of Labor OIG Hotline, (1)-(202)-693-6999 or (1)-(800)-

347-3756
• Department of Labor, Wage, and Hour Division, (1)-(866)-487-9243
• National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, (1)-(800)-THE-

LOS
• National Human Trafficking Hotline, (1)-(888)-373-7888 
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AS ALWAYS, IN THE CASE OF AN EMERGENCY, CALL 911 
IMMEDIATELY.

WHERE CAN VICTIMS GET HELP?

• Assistance can be found by calling 911, the National Human 
Trafficking Hotline (1-888-373-7888), or any of the additional 
numbers below.

• Department of Justice Worker Exploitation Complaint Line:
(1)-(888)-428-7581

• ICE’s Victim Assistance Program:
(1)-(866)-872-4973

WHERE CAN VICTIMS GET HELP?

• Human trafficking victims can also receive help by going to a 
local police department or hospital.

• Victims can receive aid by contacting the BeFree textline (Text 
HELP or INFO to "BeFree" (233733)) as well.

REFERRAL OPTIONS FOR VICTIMS

• The Department of Health and Human Services offers housing, 
food, clothing, medical care, counseling, legal assistance, job 
training, education, and visas to certified victims of human 
trafficking. 

• Certain states, such as New York and California, also offer stat-
sponsored assistance to help victims while awaiting HHS 
certification. 

REFERRAL OPTIONS FOR VICTIMS

• Many non-governmental organizations are also dedicated to 
assisting victims of human trafficking. These include:

Polaris Project
https://polarisproject.org/

Shared Hope
https://sharedhope.org/

Physicians for Human Rights
http://physiciansforhumanrights.org

THORN
https://www.wearethorn.org/

National Sexual Violence Resource Center
https://www.nsvrc.org/

REFERRAL OPTIONS FOR VICTIMS

Tips for Preparedness
• Keep a regularly updated list of local resources to provide a victim in 

need of immediate assistance.

• The National Human Trafficking Resource Center has a referral 
directory which consists of “anti-trafficking organizations and 
programs that offer emergency, transitional, or long-term services to 
victims and survivors of human trafficking as well as those that 
provide resources and opportunities in the anti-trafficking field.”

https://humantraffickinghotline.org/training-resources/referral-directory
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Activity Test 
Detective Work in the Medical Field: Uncovering Human Trafficking Victims in the Clinical 

Setting 
Activity tests must be completed online at www.freeCE.com. 

A passing grade of 70 or higher and completion of an online activity evaluation are required to earn credit. 

 

1. Human trafficking is believed to be the _________________largest criminal industry in 

the world. 

A.  first 

B.  second 

C.  third 

D.  fifth 

 

2. The first step to assisting human trafficking victims is ____________. 

A.  offering shelter 

B.   establishing trust 

C.   sharing food and water 

D.  providing clean clothes 

 

3. All the following are strategic messages you could share with a human trafficking victim 

to gain their confidence EXCEPT: 

A. You are a victim, not a criminal. 

B. We will give you the medical care you need.  

C. Under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, victims of trafficking can apply 

for special visas or receive other forms of immigration relief. 

D. Though it is possible, victims of human trafficking often struggle to gain freedom 

from traffickers and rebuild their lives.   

 

4. If a non-English speaking patient you suspect to be a human trafficking victim is 

accompanied by a translator, should you utilize their services? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

C. Sometimes, depending on the circumstances 

D. Only upon request of the patient 

 

 

 

 

 

13 
Detective Work in the Medical Field: Uncovering Human Trafficking Victims in the Clinical Setting

http://www.freece.com/


 

5. What is the name of the tool created by the Vera Institute of Justice which assists 

individuals with the proper identification of human trafficking victims? 

A. Trafficking Victim Identification Tool (TVIT) 

B. Clinical Human Trafficking Survey (CHTS) 

C. Victim Verification Booklet (VVB) 

D. Victim Recognition in Clinical Settings (VRCS) 

 

6. Which of the following occupations would a victim of forced labor most likely retain? 

A. factory worker 

B. personal chef 

C. secretary 

D. salesclerk 

 

7. According to the International Labor Organization, how many people are estimated to be 

victims of human trafficking worldwide? 

A. 40.3 million 

B. 4.3 million 

C. 20.6 million 

D. 32.4 million 

 

8. If you encounter a human trafficking victim and they are not interested in seeking 

immediate help, what should you do? 

A. Provide them with the phone number of the National Human Trafficking Hotline 

B. Give them advice regarding how to escape 

C. Try to convince them to reconsider 

D. Offer them food and shelter in exchange for their agreement to obtain assistance 

 

9. Which of the following is NOT a type of human trafficking? 

A. labor trafficking 

B. sex trafficking 

C. organ trafficking 

D. physical trafficking 

 

10. Which of the following organizations maintains a referral directory featuring resources 

for victims of human trafficking? 

A. National Human Trafficking Resource Center 

B. Global Slavery Index 

C. Counter-Trafficking Data Collaborative 

D. UNICEF 
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