ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

‘(ss EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal
Volume: 11| Issue: 5| May 2025|| Journal DOI: 10.36713 /epra2013 || SJIF Impact Factor 2025: 8.691 || ISI Value: 1.188

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL IMPACTS OF CHILD
TRAFFICKING AND COMMERCIAL SEXUAL EXPLOITATION:
IMPLICATIONS FOR PREVENTION AND REHABILITATION IN
THE UNITED STATES

Nancy Sibo', Yvonne Makafui Cudjoe-Mensah?
1 School of Social Work at Abilene Christian University, USA.
2 Department of Sociology, University of Ghana.
Article DOI: https://doi.org/10.36713/epra21708
DOI No: 10.36713/epra21708

ABSTRACT
Child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) are severe human rights violations that inflict lasting psychological and
social harm on vulnerable children in the United States. This paper examines the psychological and social impacts of child trafficking
and CSE in the United States, applying Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to identify risk factors across individual,
familial, community, and societal levels. It explores how systemic failures, legal, social, and institutional, compound trauma and
hinder recovery. The findings of this paper reveal that child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation in the United States are
driven by interconnected factors across individual, relational, institutional, and societal levels. Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, the study found that children with prior histories of abuse, neglect, or involvement in foster care and juvenile justice
systems are disproportionately vulnerable to trafficking. Institutional failures, such as poor coordination between schools, child
protection agencies, and law enforcement, often result in missed opportunities for early intervention. At the societal level, systemic
racism, gender inequality, and economic hardship contribute to the marginalization of victims, particularly youth of color and
LGBTQ+ children, who are often criminalized instead of being recognized as survivors. The paper also revealed that long-term
effects include severe trauma, disrupted development, and social exclusion, which reinforces the need for comprehensive, trauma-
informed, and culturally responsive interventions. In conclusion, addressing child trafficking and sexual exploitation requires a
multifaceted, systemic approach that prioritizes prevention, early intervention, and support for vulnerable youth, while also
challenging societal and institutional barriers.
KEYWORDS: Child Trafficking, Commercial Sexual Exploitation, Psychological Impacts, Social Impacts, Prevention,
Rehabilitation, Vulnerable Youth, Trauma, Intervention, United States.

1.1 INTRODUCTION
Child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE)
represent grave and pervasive social issues with profound

exacerbates their psychological trauma and disrupts their
psychosocial development.

psychological and social consequences for affected youth. In
the United States, as globally, children are frequently trafficked
and commodified within a multi-billion-dollar illicit industry
that operates with relative impunity (International Labour
Organization—International Programme on the Elimination of
Child Labour (Hepple, 2016). CSE is the most widely
recognized form of child trafficking, with heterosexual
prostitution constituting the most dominant and profitable
segment. Consequently, adolescent girls, particularly those
between the ages of 12 and 16, are disproportionately targeted
and victimized (Rosana & Sahide, 2025; Sibo et al., 2025).

Although girls constitute the majority of those exploited in this
context, there is a growing recognition of the trafficking of boys
for purposes including paedophilic abuse, sexual tourism,
pornography, and prostitution (KEVIN, 2013). Children are
often trafficked under false pretences, initially recruited for
domestic labor, factory work, or other forms of servitude, only
to be sold subsequently into sexual exploitation (Patterson &
Zhuo, 2018). This progression across exploitative domains

The repercussions of trafficking are compounded by systemic
failures in legal and social support structures. Instances of abuse
and exploitation frequently go unreported. Even when reports
are made, successful prosecution of traffickers, pimps, and
buyers remains rare. Instead, trafficked children are often
criminalized, penalized for offenses such as illegal border
crossing, undocumented residency, or prostitution-related
charges (Karenga, 2022).

This misidentification as offenders rather than victims obstructs
access to significant support services, including psychological
counseling, trauma-informed care, and legal assistance
(Karenga, 2022).

Although existing literature identifies several risk factors that
contribute to child trafficking and CSE, these are frequently
presented in isolation without the support of an integrated
theoretical framework. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory (1986) offers a valuable lens through which to
conceptualize these risk factors. This framework emphasizes
the dynamic interplay between individuals and their

€ 2025 EPRAIJMR | http://eprajournals.com/ | Journal DOI URL: https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013 858


https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013
https://doi.org/10.36713/epra21708

i

ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

‘(ss EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal
Volume: 11| Issue: 5| May 2025|| Journal DOI: 10.36713 /epra2013 || SJIF Impact Factor 2025: 8.691 || ISI Value: 1.188

environments, enabling a more comprehensive understanding
of vulnerability to trafficking and exploitation (Franchino-
Olsen, 2021).

Applied to the U.S. context, the ecological model situates child-
specific and familial vulnerabilities, such as gender, age,
ethnicity, educational disadvantage, and socioeconomic
marginalization, within a broader matrix of community and
societal influences. At the community level, geographic
isolation, poverty, and social disintegration intensify risk. At the
macro level, structural determinants, including gender
inequality, racial discrimination, and persistent demand for
child sexual exploitation, drive systemic victimization (Toro
Quezada, 2018). Furthermore, harmful cultural attitudes, such
as the myth that intercourse with virgins can prevent or cure
HIV/AIDS, contribute to the normalization of exploitation
(Attah, 2016).

Addressing the psychological and social impacts of child
trafficking and CSE necessitates a coordinated, multi-level
response focused on prevention, protection, and rehabilitation.
Interventions must be grounded in trauma-informed practice,
socioecological theory, and legal advocacy. Only through
systemic reform, targeted prevention efforts, and survivor-
centered rehabilitation can the cycle of exploitation be
disrupted, and affected children be fully supported on their path
to recovery and reintegration. The purpose of this paper is to
explore the psychological and social impacts of child
trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation in the United
States (Sibo et al. 2025). It aims to identify risk factors using an
ecological framework and examine systemic challenges in
prevention and recovery. The paper also proposes strategies for
effective rehabilitation and reintegration of affected children.

2.0 REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Child trafficking represents a devastating form of exploitation
with profound developmental consequences for young victims.
Existing literature demonstrates that trafficked children
experience complex trauma through systematic abuse,
manipulation, and isolation that disrupts relevant
developmental processes across multiple domains. This
literature explores the severe physical, psychological, and
social impacts of trafficking on children's development,
drawing connections between exploitation-related trauma and
long-term developmental outcomes.

2.1 Effects of Child Trafficking on Development

Child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) in
the United States cause serious harm to a child’s development.
Traffickers use fear, violence, and deception to control their
victims. They often isolate children, move them to unfamiliar
locations, and deny them basic needs such as food and water.
Many victims are forced to depend on drugs or alcohol. Some
are watched constantly using weapons, cameras, or threats
(Ottisova et al. 2016). This control makes escape very difficult.
What makes trafficking especially harmful is the ongoing abuse
and the manipulative relationship between the victim and the
exploiter.

Although there is limited research focused on trafficked
children in the U.S., many reports describe severe emotional
and physical trauma (Le et al., 2018). These children often face
daily physical, sexual, and psychological abuse (Sam, 2022).
Some victims die from the violence. Others go missing without
a trace. CSE has been described as one of the most damaging
forms of exploitation because of its constant and severe abuse
(Cole et al. 2016).

Research on child abuse and neglect helps us understand the
long-term effects of trafficking. Studies show strong links
between maltreatment and poor health, emotional problems,
and learning difficulties (Bottoms et al, 2016). Children who
experience repeated trauma are more likely to struggle with
trust, emotional control, memory, behavior, and identity.
Complex trauma theory helps explain how ongoing abuse
changes the way children think, feel, and grow (Lawson &
Hight, 2015).

Because the harm caused by trafficking affects many areas of a
child’s life, responses must be broad and informed. Prevention
and rehabilitation programs should include mental health care,
education, and social support. These services must be based on
a clear understanding of how trafficking affects children over
time.
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Figure 1: Developmental Impacts of Child Trafficking
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The chart presents a multidimensional framework illustrating
how child trafficking compromises three fundamental domains
of development: physical health, psychological functioning,
and social integration. Specifically, trafficked children
frequently suffer from physical harm, including injury,
malnutrition, and chronic health complications. Concurrently,
psychological sequelae such as trauma, depression, anxiety, and
identity disruption are common. Social development is also
severely impaired, as children experience disrupted educational
trajectories, strained interpersonal relationships, and social
isolation.

2.2 Educational Deprivation

In the United States, child trafficking and CSE commonly
intrude into the child’s educational reality and experience. The
victims are mostly sent away from school or are not allowed to
go to school at all. Consequently, they are deprived of one of
the limited opportunities that can help them enhance their
prospects of a better social and economic status (Kapur, 2018).
Studies of child neglect and abuse have established that one of
the consequences of educational neglect is negative. When a
child is exposed to physical, abuse of the sexual, or emotional
abuse, the results include developmental reversals, language
and movement disorders, and problems with memory, as well
as verbal reasoning (Klaunig, 2019). Such children have
reduced school achievement patterns and risk of grade retention
(Hinojosa et al. 2019). The sensitivity of such children is further
threatened by the loss of education, which is on top of the
emotional of physical abuse they undergo. They lose not only

academic knowledge but also the opportunity to be in a
structured environment, a safe place, and socialize with peers.
This poses a problem to rehabilitation because most of the
survivors need basic education to be completed, besides the
need for therapy to start the recovery process.

2.3 Physical Health Problems

There are more details to highlight when it comes to
physiologically abused children in the United States, including
those who were trafficked and exposed to CSE, including the
following: These children are often confined in confined and
unhygienic circumstances, suffer from hunger, diseases, and
abuse and are surrounded by violence. Such treatment results in
short-term and future detriments to the health of the victims
(Hounmenou & Her, 2018; Okonkwo et al., 2025). The victims
of CSE are at high risk of being exposed to various reproductive
health dangers. The unsafe sexual practices lead to high
instances of unwanted pregnancies, unsafe abortions, and
related complications due to recurrent or early pregnancies.
There is, therefore, a high likelihood of contracting STIs;
HIV/AIDS is prevalent within this group of women (Alvaré,
2013).

Similarly, findings on the effects of child abuse and
maltreatment have documented that any child who undergoes
physical or sexual violence has poor health indicators. Some are
chronic pain, gastrointestinal abnormalities, reproductive
diseases and immune deficiency diseases (Agarwal &
Cunningham-Rundles, 2019). This policy has a very negative
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impact on the children because the denial of access to health
care not only endangers their health, but it also hinders efforts
to rehabilitate them when they are rescued.

2.4 Emotional Well-Being

Sexually exploited children in the United States are sexually
exploited for commercial purposes, resulting to post post-
traumatic stress disorder. Loss of family, social and familiar
structures is the first step towards a distressing process that
inmates undergo. This is compounded by close to continuous
physical, emotional, and sexual abuse throughout the act of
exploitation of these victims (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2016).

However, few empirical studies are looking into the
psychological effects of trafficking in children, clinical
evaluations confirm that there are severe emotional effects
(Osifowokan & Adukpo, 2024). It consists of depression
symptoms, anxiety, shame and guilt, hopelessness, low self-
esteem, nightmares, and emotional detachment (Sutherland,
2015). Children tend to retain messages given to them as
negative from their abusers, such that the child will blame
themselves.

Similarities in these aspects are evidenced by broader studies
on child maltreatment. Psycho-emotional abuse that includes
threats, isolation, and observation of violence against a child
can compromise children’s identity, their willingness, and
ability to trust (Hart & Brassard, 1987; Sneddon, 2003). Neglect
has been reported to have various consequences such as social
isolation, low self-esteem and behavioral problems (Rajan,
2013). Child victims of sexual and physical abuse share
increased rates of developing PTSD, substance involvement
and abuse, and thoughts of suicide, as well as problems with
emotional regulation (Fisher et al. 2017).

Additionally, multiple and chronic childhood victimization also
increases vulnerability to different psychiatric disorders in
adulthood, such as depression, anxiety disorder and complex
PTSD (Horan & Widom, 2015). Such consequences point to an
important need for providing psychological assistance and
subsequent treatment and rehabilitation for children who have
been trafficked and exploited.

2.5 Behavioral Outcomes

A study has established that sexually exploited children
complain of various symptoms in the United States as follows.
These are: insecure attachments, lack of trust in the opposite
sex and adults, aggression, and interpersonal relationship
problems (Sam, 2022). Although there is a lack of sound
empirical research on CSE, there are many clinical case reports
detailing that the trauma inflicted by this type of abuse leads to
increased risk of mal-adaptive behaviours including sexualised
behaviour; this is especially the case where the child/adolescent
involved may feel that they are damaged beyond rehabilitation
by society (Sam, 2022).

Pater & Mynatt (2017) established that some of the young
children may hurt themselves, though others may use other
destructive ways of controlling themselves or to deal with
psychological pain. O'Brien et al. (2022) also stated that some

may turn to drug and substance abuse as a way of dealing with
psychological and physical abuse that is associated with
exploitation. Such coping mechanisms stem from such deep
feelings of loss and shame, and perceived lack of power as
depicted in the lives of trafficked youths.

The research based on the child abuse and neglect law data
suggests that early traumatic experiences shape the behavior of
children. Favourable conditions of physical child abuse result
in aggression and hostility as people are nurtured violently
(Banny, 2015). Physical or sexual abuse victims develop
difficulties in peer relationships, increased rates of suicidal
thoughts, and long-term emotional disturbances (Sneddon et al.
2020). Juvenile substance use also increases when youths have
been abused and exploited (Sneddon et al. 2020).

Child neglect or maltreatment can sometimes lead to violent
behavior in individuals in adulthood, apart from other antisocial
characteristics and frequent psychosocial difficulties (Widom,
2017). These patterns indicate the residual effects of child
trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation and endorse the
call for early behavior change interventions, trauma-centered
care, as well as comprehensive rehabilitation.

2.6 Implications for Psychology and Social Policy in the
United States

Addressing the psychological and social consequences of child
trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) in the
United States demands a coordinated, interdisciplinary
response rooted in human rights principles and informed by
empirical research. Recognizing trafficking as a fundamental
violation of children's rights is an essential first step. This
requires sustained commitment at the federal, state, and local
levels to dismantle systemic inequities, particularly those
related to gender-based discrimination, socio-economic
marginalization, and structural racism, that heighten children's
vulnerability to exploitation.

The field of psychology is uniquely positioned to contribute to
this effort. Prevention initiatives must be evidence-based,
developmentally informed, and tailored to at-risk populations
(Goddard & Myers, 2017). Psychological research can inform
program design by identifying social and cultural factors that
perpetuate demand for CSE, including the role of male
socialization, media narratives, and normalization of gender-
based violence. Public awareness campaigns grounded in
behavioral science can also shift societal attitudes and reduce
stigma against survivors (Goddard & Myers, 2017).

The advancement of gender justice through early education is a
comprehensive preventive strategy to be explored in the United
States to address child sex trafficking. To eradicate gender
prejudice and incorporate trauma-informed, human rights-
based, and culturally sensitive content, school curricula should
be updated. Information on trafficking, consent, sexual health,
and digital safety should all be part of educational initiatives in
high-risk populations (Mallia, 2023). Using teaching, teachers,
caregivers, and community members can learn how to see early
warning indicators of exploitation and react correctly.
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At the policy level, psychologists can collaborate with
lawmakers to design and evaluate comprehensive prevention
frameworks that address both supply- and demand-side drivers
of trafficking. This includes advocating for robust legal
protections for children, ensuring perpetrators are held
accountable, and strengthening enforcement of anti-trafficking
legislation. Jones et al. (2024) noted that “Survivors must never
be criminalized; instead, child-centered, restorative justice
approaches should guide all interactions with trafficked
minors”.

Psychologists also play an essential role in the rehabilitation
and reintegration of trafficking survivors (Loomba, 2017).
Conceptually, Rapid identification protocols and coordinated
response systems are necessary to ensure timely and
appropriate care. When safe, reunification with families should
be prioritized, accompanied by ongoing risk assessments and
therapeutic support. Where reunification is not feasible,
alternative care arrangements must be trauma-informed and
stable.

Specialized, multidimensional intervention programs should be
developed to address the full range of survivors’ needs,

physical, psychological, educational, legal, and social
(Loomba, 2017). These programs must be adaptable, culturally
sensitive, and subject to rigorous evaluation. Inferences from
the literature indicated that survivors exposed to complex
trauma may benefit from comprehensive psychological
assessments that guide individualized treatment plans.
Psychological research should examine the developmental
trajectories of trafficked children, comparing their outcomes
with those of youth exposed to other forms of adversity, such as
war, community violence, or natural disasters.

Further research is needed to identify risk and protective factors
associated with trafficking outcomes in the U.S. context. These
may include child-level variables (for example, age, gender,
trauma history), characteristics of the trafficking experience
(for example, duration, type of exploitation), and contextual
mediators (for example, access to social support, quality of
care, resilience processes). Qualitative studies are especially
valuable in capturing survivor narratives and identifying gaps
in current support systems. Additionally, the development of
best-practice approaches for interviewing trafficked children is
critical for both research and clinical care.

Figure 2: Implications for Psychological and Social Policy in Child Trafficking
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The interdisciplinary response required to combat child
trafficking is thoroughly mapped out in the table across four
crucial domains: research, prevention, intervention, and
rehabilitation. The table highlights the fundamental link
between evidence-based psychological practice and human
rights-centered policy creation by providing examples of how
psychological competence is translated into tangible policy
measures. The table also illustrates how coordinated efforts
across multiple systems are necessary for effective responses to

dismantle exploitation pathways, provide trauma-informed
care, and develop data-driven prevention strategies. It does this
by organizing contributions from researchers such as Goddard
& Myers, Mallia, Jones, and Loomba.

3.1 Discussion and Conclusion

Child trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) in
the United States cause psychological and social consequences
that result in long-standing post-traumatic stress disorder
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(PTSD). It also results in major depressive disorder, anxiety
disorder, substance dependence disorder, and poor
interpersonal relationships. Studies have given meaningful
findings on the physical and psychological impact of child
abuse and help in their treatment, trauma-informed care, and
treatment for sexually acting out behavior. Preventive and
rehabilitative interventions must cover characteristics of
children's environments that lead to risk factors such as
homelessness, foster care, racism, and immigration status. This
requires a collaborative approach from the government and
non-government to address policies and implement more
prevention programs, more rehabilitative services to survivors
with trauma-sensitive mental health care service with
sensitivity to the cultural practices of the people. An effective
and holistic plan for response and treatment on any child that
has been sexually exploited needs to be developed, as, as a
society, there is a responsibility to protect children from
exploitation and offer them a chance to recover with respect and
justice.
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