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FOCUS: 	 As we commemorate Women’s History Month, we focus on the 
prevalence of women and girls as sex trafficking victims.

Women & Girls and Sex Trafficking
Human trafficking for sex is a massive global industry that generates billions of dollars annually.  It 
is also considered a low-risk and high-reward business for the perpetrators and is made possible by 
structural gender inequality worldwide.  
According to the United Nations' International Labour Organization, human traffickers victimize an 
estimated 27.6 million people worldwide. Among the victims of sex trafficking, 78% are women and 
girls, and 22% are men and boys. Women and girls are also affected by forced labor, forced marriage, 
forced surrogacy, and child marriage.
Discrimination and structural inequalities globally have created conditions that increase the 
vulnerability of women and girls.  Cultural and societal inequality deprives many women across the 
globe of fundamental rights and employment opportunities necessary for them to earn a living. Risks 
are greater for women and girls who also face racism or other forms of marginalization.  
Worldwide, discriminatory conditions include:  

	z Pervasive gender stereotypes and gender norms create perceptions of a lower social status of 
women and girls, and the oversexualization of women and girls.  In some cultures, women and 
girls are seen as a financial burden by their families.

	z Due to cultural norms, women and girls are not valued as highly as men, and this discrimination 
begins at birth.

	z More women and girls live in poverty than men and boys, both globally and in the U.S., with 
higher poverty rates for adult women and single mothers. However, children's poverty rates are 
similar, impacting more girls in some areas and linked to female caregivers.

	z Normalization of gender-based violence; the World Health Organization has estimated that one 
in three women worldwide is subjected to either intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual 
violence in their lifetime. Social media surrounds consumers with depictions of women whose 
primary role is sexual appeal, conditioning women to believe this is where their worth lies.

	z Lack of autonomy over financial resources and lack of representation of women in decision-
making processes

	z Unequal access to education. Again, in some societies, due to patriarchal and psychological 
norms, girls and women do not attend school.

	z Discriminatory labor or migration laws and gender-blind policies: Labor and migration laws that 
lack a human rights and gender-sensitive approach may restrict women's ability to move freely 
and change employment, increasing the likelihood that they will seek jobs in unregulated or 
informal sectors.

Societies worldwide and nationally need to make a collective approach to improve gender equality for 
women and girls who are vulnerable to human trafficking.

https://www.dhs.gov/human-trafficking-quick-facts#:~:text=77%25%20of%20all%20victims%20are,adults%20and%2027%25%20are%20children
https://stopthetraffik.org/why-are-women-and-girls-so-disproportionately-affected-by-exploitation/#:~:text=In%20developing%20regions%2C%20three%20quarters,risk%20and%20low%2Dprofit%20endeavour.
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Awareness
Normalization of 
Exploitation
According to an article on Violence Against 
Women in the Indian Journal of Psychiatry, 
masculine identity is often associated with 
feelings of power and dominance, contributing 
to toxic masculinity and the trafficking of 
women. This correlation leads to many men 
believing they are entitled to anything, including 
women’s bodies. 

Unhealthy masculinity not only affects women 
negatively but is also very psychologically 
harmful to men. It puts strain on mental and 
physical health that can lead to depression, self-
harm, and stress, highlighting the importance 
of understanding and the need to change. 
Unfortunately, societal views often see men as 
weak when seeking psychological help, which 
prevents many from getting the support they 
need and exacerbates their mental health 
struggles.

In the United States, women generally 

experience higher poverty rates.  In 

2024, women's rate of poverty was 

around 11.6%, while men's was 9.6%.

Nearly one in three single-mother 

families lived in poverty in 2024.

Poverty rates are much higher for Black 

women, Latinas, and Native women 

compared to white women.

According to the Global Gender Gap 

Report published by the World Economic 

Forum, it will take 134 years to achieve full 

gender parity economically, at the current 

rate of progress.

Women account for approximately 
two-thirds of all illiterate adults 
globally.

https://educationnorthwest.org/insights/
literacy-lens-improving-literacy-rates-

women-and-girls

https://journals.lww.com/indianjpsychiatry/fulltext/2015/57002/violence_against_women.19.aspx
https://nwlc.org/issue/equal-pay-and-the-wage-gap/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2024/digest/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2024/digest/
https://educationnorthwest.org/insights/literacy-lens-improving-literacy-rates-women-and-girls

https://educationnorthwest.org/insights/literacy-lens-improving-literacy-rates-women-and-girls

https://educationnorthwest.org/insights/literacy-lens-improving-literacy-rates-women-and-girls
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Advocacy
Criminal Justice System Bias
Many girls and women who are victims of human trafficking for 
sex are often arrested, detained and punished for prostitution or 
other crimes they are forced to commit by their trafficker.  Also, 
Black women and girls who are victims of sex trafficking often 
receive worse treatment than their white counterparts when 
seeking services from law enforcement or healthcare providers. 
Women survivors also face significant barriers to long-term 
comprehensive support, including housing, healthcare access, 
and employment. This is often related to criminal records due to 
offenses committed as a victim of trafficking.  Women survivors 
also frequently face a lack of community and family acceptance 
upon returning home, perpetuating a cycle of vulnerability and, 
at times, re-trafficking.

Child Marriage
An estimated 22 million people are living in forced marriages worldwide, of which most, 14.9 million, 
are women and girls.
According to UNICEF, child marriage refers to any formal marriage or informal union between a child 
under the age of 18 and an adult or another child.  Despite a steady decline in this destructive practice 
over the past decade, child marriage remains widespread.  Today, one in five young women aged 20 
to 24 years was married as a child, compared with nearly one in four 10 years ago, while UNICEF data 
show that an estimated 640 million girls and women alive today were married in childhood.
In many places, the gains have not been equitable, leaving the most vulnerable girls behind. At the 
current rate, it will take another 300 years until child marriage is eliminated.
Nearly half of child brides live in South Asia (45 percent), followed by sub-Saharan Africa (20 percent), 
East Asia and the Pacific (15 percent), and Latin America and the Caribbean (9 percent). At the same 
time, India alone accounts for one-third of the world’s child brides.
Once forced to marry, women and girls face a heightened risk of sexual exploitation and violence, 
forced labor both inside and outside the home, and domestic servitude. Alarmingly, some countries 
allow rapists to avoid prosecution if they marry their victims. 
In the United States, child marriage is currently legal in 34 states; four of these states, California, 
Mississippi, New Mexico, and Oklahoma, do not require any minimum age for marriage, with a 
parental or judicial waiver.  The United States is the only United Nations member state that has not 
ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which affirms that the minimum age for marriage 
should be 18.  
Data from Unchained at Last shows that between 2000 and 2021, 315,000 minors were legally married 
in the United States, with almost 90 percent of these marriages involving a minor girl and an adult 
man. In some states, the girl cannot divorce her husband.   Also, many domestic abuse shelters do not 
accept minors. 

“The harms of trafficking are 
known to be more severe for 
women and girls than for men 
and boys, given the exposure 
of the former to specific forms 
of exploitation such as sexual 
exploitation and violence, domestic 
servitude, and forced marriage.”

The Inter-Agency Coordination 
Group against Trafficking in 

Persons, Secretary General Report

https://www.unicef.org/protection/child-marriage#:~:text=
https://data.unicef.org/resources/is-an-end-to-child-marriage-within-reach/
https://journals.lww.com/indianjpsychiatry/fulltext/2015/57002/violence_against_women.19.aspx
https://equalitynow.org/what-we-do/womens-rights-around-the-world/womens-rights-in-north-america/child_marriage_us/
https://www.unchainedatlast.org/child-marriage-in-the-u-s/#progress
https://icat.un.org/sites/g/files/tmzbdl461/files/publications/icat-ib-04-v.1.pdf
https://icat.un.org/sites/g/files/tmzbdl461/files/publications/icat-ib-04-v.1.pdf


Advocacy
United States Legislation that safeguards human 
rights for women and girls includes:

	z Equal Pay Act of 1963 (EPA), which 
mandates equal pay for equal work, 
regardless of sex, targeting the gender wage 
gap.

	z Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (1964): 
Prohibits employment discrimination 
based on sex (including pregnancy, sexual 
orientation, and transgender status).

	z Title IX of the Education Amendments 
(1972): Bans sex-based discrimination in 
federally funded education programs.

	z Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 
(1993): Allows eligible employees, both men 
and women, job-protected, unpaid leave for 
family or medical reasons.

Several international conventions that safeguard 
human rights for women and girls include:

	z Convention on Consent to Marriage, 
Minimum Age for Marriage and 
Registration of Marriages, 1962: A treaty 
agreed upon in the United Nations on 
the standards of marriage. The treaty was 
drafted by the Commission on the Status of 
Women,

	z Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW): A UN treaty defining states' 
obligations to ensure women's rights, 
covering civil, political, economic, social, 
and cultural areas.

	z Beijing Platform for Action (1995): A 
comprehensive blueprint for advancing 
women's rights, focusing on critical areas 
like violence, poverty, and education.

The United Nations has recognized gender equality as a necessary accelerator for achieving 

the Sustainable Development Goals (STG), including SDG Target 8.7, which calls for the 

eradication of forced labor, modern slavery, and human trafficking. The SDGs have a 2030 

deadline. Goals related to children, including ending child labor, were set for 2025 and have not 

been met. 

https://www.ilo.org/topics-and-sectors/decent-work-and-2030-agenda-sustainable-development/sustainable-development-goal-8-decent-work-and-economic-growth/ilo-contributions-achieve-sdg-target-87
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Gender Differences in Perception of Victims
Some studies indicate that there is a difference in how men and women view human trafficking 
victims and survivors, which may be ingrained in socialization patterns.  Women are less likely to 
blame trafficking victims than men, despite no difference in their knowledge or direct experience 
of human trafficking.  Women are more likely to blame systemic problems such as poverty and 
exploitation, while men are more apt to blame the victims.

Women who have been trafficked for sex face higher levels of fear and trauma, are more 
isolated, and have greater mental health needs than male victims of the crime.  Trafficked 
women and girls also encounter higher rates of physical and sexual violence, memory loss, 
sexually transmitted diseases, and traumatic brain injuries.

Depression, anxiety, and PTSD rates are also higher among female sex and labor trafficking 
survivors, emphasizing the need to understand their mental health challenges.  A study 
investigating physical and mental health, and experiences of violence among male and female 
trafficking survivors in England found 78% of women and 40% of men reported high levels of 
depression, anxiety, or PTSD symptoms.

Action

At STOP THE TRAFFIK, we harness the power of data, 

technology, and stories to drive change. By uplifting 

survivor stories and their lived experience, combined with 

our intelligence work, our aim is to alter the landscape of 

trafficking, making it a high-risk and low-profit endeavor. 

Please click here to listen 
to Trafficked, a podcast that 
chronicles the stories of sex 
trafficking survivors and advocates. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23322705.2025.2539000
https://www.janedoerising.org/human trafficking
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1016/j.jmwh.2009.12.017
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303095
https://stopthetraffik.org/
https://open.spotify.com/show/2MiHXk8UWGNbasApFXKsya
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Action

The mission of Global Renewal is to educate children and combat 
human trafficking. It states that one of the main risk factors that 
causes girls to be vulnerable to human trafficking is the lack of 
educational and vocational skills, especially among poorly educated 
ethnic minorities. They make a point that female weakness is 
ingrained in many traditional beliefs in many third-world nations 
to this day, and educational reform can work to slowly change 
these harmful ideologies and reduce vulnerability to trafficking 
circles by spreading awareness. Education will also increase self-
respect and the respect others have for them in society, thus 
improving their safety. 

Equality Now delivers against one of four strategic aims, 
each addressing a key driver of global gender inequality: 
achieving legal equality, ending sexual violence, ending sexual 
exploitation, and ending harmful practices. Their website 
has material on child marriage in the United States and the 
loopholes that allow marriage under the age of 18 in most states in the United States.

Nicole was 17 when she was pulled into the 

world of underage prostitution and human 

trafficking. Now 27, Nicole is one of countless 

young women victimized by child sex 

traffickers. But with the assistance of the FBI 

and their partners, she and other victims are 

turning their lives around—and helping to put 

hundreds of pimps behind bars. Please click 

here to view this five-minute YouTube video.  

Please click here to access this excellent YouTube video on child marriage in the United States and 
globally by the Council on Foreign Relations.

https://www.globalrenewal.org/our-blog/why-education-is-the-greatest-weapon-in-fighting-human-trafficking#:~:text=One%20of%20the%20main%20risk,Global%20Renewal%20Education%20Projects%20today!
https://equalitynow.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wjAO-0ub1m8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tqxae8T2suA


Click on the links below to visit 
the websites of our sponsors

•	 Adorers of the Blood of Christ 
•	 Adrian Dominicans 
•	 Benedictine Sisters of Chicago 
•	 Benedictine Sisters of Mount St. Scholastica, Atchison, KS
•	 Benet Hill Monastery 
•	 Congregation of Notre Dame 
•	 Congregation of Sisters of St. Agnes
•	 Congregation of S. Joseph 
•	 Conrad N. Hilton Fund for Sisters
•	 Daughters of Charity, Province of the West
•	 Daughters of Charity, Province of St. Louise 
•	 Daughters of the Holy Spirit 
•	 Dominican Sisters of Houston, TX 
•	 Dominican Sisters of Mission San Jose, CA 
•	 Dominican Sisters of Peace 
•	 Dominican Sisters of San Rafael, CA 
•	 Dominican Sisters of Sinsinawa, WI 
•	 Dominican Sisters of Sparkill
•	 Dominican Sisters of Springfield, IL 
•	 Felician Sisters of North America
•	 Franciscan Sisters of Peace
•	 Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration 
•	 Franciscan Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
•	 Holy Spirit Missionary Sisters 
•	 Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary    
•	 Marianites of Holy Cross 
•	 Maryknoll Sisters 
•	 Medical Mission Sisters 
•	 Medical Missionaries of Mary
•	 Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary
•	 Northern California Catholic Sisters Against Human 

Trafficking 
•	 Our Lady of Victory Missionary Sisters 
•	 Presentation Sisters, Aberdeen 

•	 Presentation Sisters, San Francisco 
•	 Racine Dominicans 
•	 Religious of the Sacred Heart of Mary 
•	 Religious Sisters of Charity
•	 School Sisters of Notre Dame, North America 
•	 School Sisters of St. Francis of Christ the King 
•	 Sisters of Bon Secours 
•	 Sisters of Charity of Cincinnati 
•	 Sisters of Charity of Halifax
•	 Sisters of Charity of Leavenworth
•	 Sisters of Charity of New York
•	 Sisters of Charity of St. Joan Antida
•	 Sisters of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
•	 Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word - Houston 
•	 Sisters of Charity of Nazareth
•	 Sisters of Charity of Seton Hill
•	 Sisters of Christian Charity Mendham, NJ & Wilmette, IL 
•	 Sisters of Mercy Catherine’s Residence 
•	 Sisters of Mercy of the Americas 
•	 Sisters of Notre Dame of the United States
•	 Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, USA
•	 Sisters of Providence, Mother Joseph Province
•	 Sisters of St. Chretienne
•	 Sisters of St. Dominic - Racine, WI
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Clinton 
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Colorado Springs 
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Dubuque
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Mary Immaculate
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Philadelphia
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of Redwood City 
•	 Sisters of St. Francis of the Providence of God
•	 Sisters of St. Francis Rochester, MN
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Baden
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Chestnut Hill Philadelphia 
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny, USA & Canada Provinces 
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Concordia, KS
•	 Sisters of St. Joseph of Orange 
•	 Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament
•	 Sisters of the Divine Savior
•	 Sisters of the Good Shepherd
•	 Sisters of the Holy Cross
•	 Sisters of the Holy Family
•	 Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary 
•	 Sisters of the Humility of Mary 
•	 Sisters of the Precious Blood
•	 Sisters of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
•	 Sisters of the Sacred Hearts 
•	 Sisters of the Sorrowful Mother
•	 Society of the Divine Savior 
•	 Society of the Holy Child Jesus
•	 Society of the Sacred Heart 
•	 Southern CA Partners for Global Justice
•	 St. Mary’s Institute of O’Fallon
•	 Tri-State Coalition Against Human Trafficking & Slavery 
•	 U.S. Ursuline Sisters of the Roman Union
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The Anti-Trafficking Newsletter is dedicated exclusively to fostering an exchange of information among Alliance members, organizations and concerned 
persons collaborating to eliminate all forms of human trafficking.  Click here to access previous issues of Stop Trafficking! To contribute information, please 
contact:  stoptrafficking@feliciansisters.org.  Editor: Maryann Agnes Mueller, CSSF.  Layout & Design: Mary Francis Lewandowski, CSSF.  Translated into Spanish 
by Teresa Lefranc.

https://adorers.org/
http://www.adriandominicans.org/
https://www.osbchicago.org/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAl5zwBRCTARIsAIrukdNGALH415akt9pGqwxhaogXAegBjf1khxBg42D64YV4tW16MXjqWa8aAoVCEALw_wcB
https://www.mountosb.org/
https://benethillmonastery.org/
http://www.cnd-m.org/en/justice/index.php
https://www.csasisters.org/
https://www.csjoseph.org/
https://www.hiltonfundforsisters.org/
https://www.daughtersofcharity.com/
https://daughtersofcharity.org/
https://daughtersoftheholyspirit.org/
https://domhou.org/
https://www.msjdominicans.org/
https://oppeace.org/
https://sanrafaelop.org/
https://www.sinsinawa.org/
https://sparkill.org/
https://springfieldop.org/
https://www.feliciansistersna.org/
https://fspnet.org/
https://www.fspa.org/
http://www.fssh.com/
http://www.ssps-usa.org/
https://ibvm.us/
https://www.marianites.org/
https://www.maryknollsisters.org/
https://www.medicalmissionsisters.org/
https://mmmworldwide.org/mmm-area-of-the-americas/
http://marysguesthouse.com
https://alliancetoendhumantrafficking.org/2022/05/northern-california-catholic-sisters-against-human-trafficking-updates/
https://alliancetoendhumantrafficking.org/2022/05/northern-california-catholic-sisters-against-human-trafficking-updates/
https://www.olvm.org/
https://www.presentationsisters.org/
https://presentationsisterssf.org/
https://www.racinedominicans.org/
https://rshm.org/
https://rsccaritas.com/
https://ssnd.org/
http://www.lemontfranciscans.org/
http://bonsecours.org/
https://www.srcharitycinti.org/
https://schalifax.ca/
https://www.scls.org/
https://www.scny.org/
https://www.archmil.org/Vocations/Womens-Religious/Sisters-Charity-SJA.htm
https://www.bvmsisters.org/
https://sistersofcharity.org/
https://scnfamily.org/
https://scsh.org/
https://www.sccus.org/
https://www.mercyhousing.org/2019/04/st-catherine-residence-celebrates-its-125th-anniversary/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/
https://sndusa.org/
https://www.sndden.org/
https://sistersofprovidence.net/
https://www.sistersofstchretienne.org/
https://www.racinedominicans.org/
http://www.clintonfranciscans.com/
http://stfrancis.org/
http://www.osfdbq.org/
https://jolietfranciscans.org/
https://osfphila.org/
https://stfrancisprovince.org/
https://www.osfprov.org/
https://rochesterfranciscan.org/
https://www.stjoseph-baden.org
https://csjla.org/
https://ssjphila.org/
http://www.clunyusandcanada.org/
https://www.csjkansas.org/
http://csjorange.org/
https://www.katharinedrexel.org/
http://sistersofthedivinesavior.org/
https://sistersofthegoodshepherd.com/
https://www.cscsisters.org/
http://holyfamilysisters.org/
https://snjm.org/en/?lang=en
http://www.humilityofmary.org/
https://www.preciousbloodsistersdayton.org/
https://sistersofthepresentation.org/
https://www.facebook.com/SistersoftheSacredHearts/
https://ssmgen.org/
https://www.salvatorians.com/
https://www.shcj.org/american/
https://rscj.org/
https://www.facebook.com/HTS2013/
http://cpps-ofallon.org/
https://humantraffickingiowawil.com/
http://usaromanunionursulines.org/
https://www.sistersagainsttrafficking.org/stop-trafficking-newsletter/archive-by-topic/
mailto:smaryann%40feliciansisters.org?subject=Anti-Human%20Trafficking%20Newsletter

