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COMMON MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT HUMAN TRAFFICKING IN THE U.S
The following document summarizes some of the commonly-held myths and misconceptions regarding the definition of
human trafficking and the types of human trafficking operations that exist in the United States. The goal of the
document is to address these misconceptions and help shape a more accurate “lens” for identifying and understanding
trafficking. A “Top 10” List is provided below.
Myth 1: Under the Federal definition, trafficked persons can only be foreign nationals or are only immigrants from other
countries.
Reality: The Federal definition of human trafficking includes both US citizens and foreign nationals - both
are equally protected under the Federal trafficking statutes and have been since the TVPA of 2000. Human
trafficking encompasses both transnational trafficking that crosses borders and domestic or internal trafficking that
occurs within a country. Statistics on the scope of trafficking in the US are only accurate if they include both
transnational and internal trafficking of US citizens as well as foreign nationals.
Myth 2: Trafficking is essentially a crime that must involve some form of travel, transportation, or movement across
state or national borders.
Reality: The legal definition of trafficking, as defined under the Federal trafficking statutes, does not require
transportation, although transportation may be involved in the crime, and although the word connotes movement.
Human trafficking is not synonymous with forced migration or smuggling. Instead, human trafficking is more
accurately characterized as “compelled service” where an individual’s will is overborne through force, fraud, or
coercion.
Myth 3: Human trafficking is another word for human smuggling.
Reality: There are many fundamental differences between the crimes of human trafficking and human smuggling.
Both are entirely separate Federal crimes in the United States. Most notably, smuggling is a crime against a
country’s borders, whereas human trafficking is a crime against a person. Also, while smuggling requires
illegal border crossing, human trafficking involves commercial sex acts or labor or services that are induced
through force, fraud, or coercion regardless of whether or not transportation occurs.
Myth 4: There must be elements of physical restraint, physical force, or physical bondage when identifying a trafficking
situation.
Reality: The legal definition of trafficking does not require physical restraint, bodily harm, or physical force.
Psychological means of control, such as threats, or abuse of the legal process, are sufficient elements of the crime.
Unlike the previous Federal involuntary servitude statutes (U.S.C. 1584), the new Federal crimes created by the
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000 were intended to address “subtler” forms of coercion and to
broaden previous standards that only considered bodily harm.
Myth 5: Victims of trafficking will immediately ask for help or assistance and will self-identify as a victim of a crime.
Reality: Victims of trafficking often do not immediately seek help or self-identify as victims of a crime due
to lack of trust, self-blame, or training by the traffickers. It is important to avoid making a snap judgment based on
the first interviews and to understand that trust will take time to develop. Continued trust-building and patient
interviewing is often required to get to the whole story.

Myth 6: Trafficking victims always come from situations of poverty or from small rural villages. Reality: Although poverty
is highly correlated with human trafficking because it is often an indicator of vulnerability, poverty alone is not
a single causal factor or universal indicator of a human trafficking victim. Trafficking victims can come
from a range of income levels and many may come from families with higher socioeconomic status.

Myth 7: Sex trafficking is the only form of human trafficking.

Reality: Elements of human trafficking can occur in the commercial sex industry as well as in situations of
forced labor or services. Human trafficking encompasses both “sex trafficking” and “labor trafficking,”
and can affect men and women, children and adults.
Myth 8: Human trafficking only occurs in i llegal underground industries.
Reality: Elements of human trafficking can be identified whenever the means of force, fraud, or coercion induce a
person to perform commercial sex acts, or labor or services. Trafficking can occur in legal and legitimate
business settings as well as underground markets.
Myth 9: If the trafficked person consented to be in their initial situation or was informed about what type of labor they
would be doing or that commercial sex would be involved, then it cannot be trafficking or against their will because they
“knew better.”
Reality: A victim cannot consent to be in a situation of human trafficking. Initial consent to commercial sex
or a labor setting prior to acts of force, fraud, or coercion (or if the victim is a minor in a sex trafficking
situation) is not relevant to the crime, nor is payment.
Myth 10: Foreign national trafficking victims are always undocumented immigrants or here in this country illegally.
Reality: Foreign national trafficked persons can be in the United States through either legal or illegal means.
Although some foreign national victims are undocumented, a significant percentage may have legitimate visas
for various purposes. Not all foreign national victims are undocumented.
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Overview
Human trafficking is a form of modern-day slavery.
Human trafficking is prevalent in many countries around the world. Different countries may be primarily sites of
origin, transit, destination, and/or internal trafficking.
Cases of human trafficking have been reported in all fifty states of the United States (Free the Slaves).
Human trafficking is a market-based economy that exists on principles of supply and demand. It thrives due to
conditions which allow for high profits to be generated at low risk.
What is Human Trafficking?
As defined in the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, the legal definition of “severe forms of
trafficking in persons” is:
a) sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which
the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of age; or
b) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or
services, through the use of force, fraud or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary
servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.
Under the legal definition, trafficking victims in the US can be divided into three populations:
o Minors (under age 18) involved in commercial sex;
o Adults age 18 or over involved in commercial sex via force, fraud, or coercion;

o

Children and adults forced to perform labor and/or services in conditions of involuntary
servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery, via force, fraud, or coercion.

Victims are trafficked for a wide variety of purposes, such as commercial sex, agricultural work, or
housekeeping, yet they all share the loss of one of our world’s most cherished rights—freedom.
There is no one consistent face of a trafficking victim. Trafficked persons can be rich or poor, men or women,
adults or children, and foreign nationals or US citizens.
There is no one consistent face of a trafficker. Traffickers include a wide range of criminal operators, including
individual pimps, small families or businesses, loose-knit decentralized criminal networks, and international
organized criminal syndicates.
The Law
Human Trafficking is a crime under US and international law, as well as under many state laws.
The Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000 is the main US law on trafficking. It has been
reauthorized in 2003, 2005 and 2008.
The “Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children” is the
main international law on the subject.
Statistics
The number of trafficking victims in the US is largely unknown. However, hundreds of thousands of
US citizen minors are estimated to be at risk of commercial sexual exploitation, and the US State
Department estimates that 14,500-17,500 foreign nationals are trafficked into the country each year.
Myths and Misconceptions
It is important to dispel certain myths about trafficking.
o Trafficking is not smuggling or forced movement.
o Trafficking does not require transportation or border crossing, and does not only happen to
immigrants or foreign nationals.
o Trafficking does not require physical force, physical abuse, or physical restraint.
o The consent of the victim is considered irrelevant, as is payment.
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