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Explanation of Child Exploitation and Sex Trafficking
	The exploitation of children comes in many disguises, many forms, many faces. They are not the “strangers” parents warn children of. They don’t look evil or gross. Often, they are average, nice-looking people. Many are very close to us. A perpetrator can be a close family member, a friend, the school counselor, a leader of the local church—someone considered trustworthy. Further, it may be someone on the Internet portraying themselves as a child, there to befriend other children with heinous intentions. It could be a teenage boy showing interest in a young girl, however, he is not who he says he is. The truth is, none of them are who they seem to be. In fact, they are child predators gradually grooming children with the very worst intentions.
There are many types of child exploitation. The legal dictionary defines child exploitation as, “using a minor child for profit, power, status, sexual gratification, or some other purpose.” Children of all ages are exploited all over the world and the United States has become one of the top destination points for child sex trafficking and exploitation (unicefusa.org). These children may be forced to work in sweatshops, on construction sites or in houses as domestic servants, on the streets as child beggars, in wars as child soldiers, on farms, in traveling sales crews or in restaurants and hotels. Some are forced to work in brothels and strip clubs or for escort and massage services (unicefusa.org). In addition, children are forced to participate in pornography to be distributed via the Internet and video. According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), as of 2014 analysts had reviewed over 147 million pornographic images and video of children to assist law enforcement to identify children depicted in the sexually abusive images (NCMEC, 2016; Owens, Eakin, Hoffer, Muirhead, & Shelton, 2016).
Risk Factors
There are many risk factors to take into consideration. According to Choi (2015), studies have shown children who have been victims of child abuse (including sexual abuse), children who have run away from home, children with peers or parents who have used sex as a trade, substance abuse within the home, and LGBTQ sexual identity are all at higher risk for child sex trafficking. Child predators seek out these children as they are easy targets; they are easy to groom “to get into readiness for a specific objective, or to prepare for a purpose” (merriam-webster.com). 
In attempt to groom victims of any type of exploitation, perpetrators come across as kind and caring people offering promises of wealth and safety in a time when the victim is, for instance, living on the streets because they have run away from home. They have limited food, are afraid, feel that no one cares about them—they are at the lowest point in their life. Therefore, they are easily preyed upon and lured into a dangerous life.
The Effects of Child Exploitation and Sex Trafficking
The multiple effects of abuse and the conditions these children are forced to live in have on a child’s overall well-being are detrimental. Children who have suffered the abuse of sex trafficking or exploitation in any form suffer significant negative impacts on physical and mental health as well as social functioning, leading to increased risk behaviors and mental health problems (National Research Council, 2013). Sex trafficking victims are at high risk of sexually transmitted disease, miscarriage, forced abortion, among many other problems. The psychological effects include post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, suicide, panic disorder, among others (Choi, 2015). In addition, victims have the tendency to blame themselves for the crimes committed against them because they were willing to leave with their perpetrator. 
While substance abuse within the family does put children at heightened risk, it is very common for children to become substance abusive during and after victimization. Often because drugs and alcohol are forced upon them by their abuser(s) and, in turn, they become addicted and use these drugs and alcohol to cope and numb themselves through the horrendous situation they have been forced into (Choi, 2015). 
Unfortunately, many victims go unnoticed due to feelings of shame and guilt. In addition, people who encounter victims of exploitation and trafficking are not well enough trained to notice the subtle signs of exploitation (Choi, 2015). Victims of sex trafficking and exploitation often do not trust police because they are often arrested for performing the crimes they are being coerced to commit, in turn, they are not willing to be open in any sort of communication regarding what is happening (Choi, 2015). Further, they are fearful of the repercussions of their abuser(s). Not only do they suffer sexual abuse, but also physical and emotional abuse from their abuser(s) as well as the multiple pedophiles they encounter.
In conclusion, we have a universal epidemic of child exploitation. Children are being exploited with pornographic material via the Internet, bought and sold through sex trafficking all over the world; used as sex slaves, domestic slaves, forced on the streets as child beggars, in strip clubs, brothels, et cetera. A high percentage of these children are runaways from homes where they suffered similar abuse. Which leads to the conclusion that children are being failed at home, where they should be safe from all harm; they should be protected, loved, nurtured, and given the skills needed to become high functioning adolescents and adults. We desperately need change in this country (and universally) to protect our children. It is my goal to educate myself and find a way—protecting our children is my passion.
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