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BEST PRACTICES IN ASSESSING FOR 

HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

 
Purpose 
 
The Human Trafficking Clinic at the University of Michigan Law School, in partnership with the 

Michigan Coalition to End Domestic and Sexual Violence, is being funded by the Office on 

Violence Against Women to better respond to the overlap of domestic violence, sexual assault and 

human trafficking.  For those service providers that are not currently funded to serve individuals 

that have only experienced human trafficking, the objective is not to add a new population of 

clients. Rather, the objective is to recognize that some of the domestic violence and sexual assault 

survivors you already serve may be victims of human trafficking1 and that there are additional 

resources available both for the client and for the service provider. 
 
The goal in providing these best practices for assessment is to equip you to screen for human 

trafficking as you assess and refer clients to services. If the client is a victim of human trafficking, 

she2 is eligible for the free legal services provided by the Human Trafficking Clinic.  The Human 

Trafficking Clinic represents victims of human trafficking in all legal matters that stem from their 

victimization.  Additionally, by calling the National Human Trafficking Resource Center at 1-888-

373-7888, you may learn of additional resources for your client. 
  
 

Intersections Between Human Trafficking, Domestic Violence, and 

Sexual Assault 
 
Like domestic violence and sexual assault, human trafficking is about power and exploitation, and 

                                                             
1 Victim is used, as opposed to survivor, because under the law there are various benefits and legal remedies 

attached to “victims of human trafficking.” 
2 We use female pronouns throughout the document because the majority of domestic violence and sexual 

assault survivors are women.  However, it is important to recognize that men can be and are survivors of 

domestic violence and sexual assault.  It is also the case that men can be and are victims of human trafficking. 
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is characterized by a pattern of controlling, coercive and abusive tactics.  Human trafficking is 

service (labor or commercial sex) induced by force, fraud or coercion (psychological coercion, 

threats of physical harm, and abuse or threats of abuse of the legal process).3  Under the law, 

human trafficking is divided into three categories:  

 

1. Minors engaged in commercial sex acts.  Recognizing that minors (under 18 years of age) 

cannot legally consent to certain sex acts, there is no requirement that force, fraud, or 

coercion be used to compel the minor. 

2. Commercial sex induced by force, fraud, or coercion.  Adults engaged in commercial sex 

acts must be compelled by force, fraud or coercion in order to be considered victims of 

human trafficking.  

3. Labor or services induced by force, fraud, or coercion.   There is no distinction between 

adults and minors in the context of labor trafficking; both must be compelled by force, 

fraud, or coercion in order to be considered victims of human trafficking. 

 
Domestic violence and human trafficking intersect because many traffickers exploit their current or 

former intimate partners.  The forceful, fraudulent, or coercive tactics that traffickers use mirror the 

power and control tactics used by perpetrators of domestic violence (see the attached human 

trafficking power and control wheel).   In the case of a perpetrator of both human trafficking and 

domestic violence, you will find that physical, sexual, psychological, emotional and legal abuse are 

used to maintain power and control, as well as to exploit their intimate partner for some sort of 

benefit or service.  In most instances that benefit is in the form of economic gain or profit, but it 

may be a subjective benefit specific to that perpetrator.  For example, a victim may be compelled 

by her perpetrator/trafficker to engage in non-commercial sex acts with others because the 

trafficker finds that arousing. 

 

Fraudulent marriages are another area where there is an increased likelihood of overlap between 

human trafficking, domestic violence and sexual assault.  Foreign nationals4 who marry U.S. 

                                                             
3 Force is physical restraint or causing serious harm.  Fraud is knowingly misrepresenting the truth or 

concealing an actual fact for the purpose of inducing another person to act to her/his detriment.  Coercion is (a) 

threats of serious harm to or physical restraint against any person; (b) any scheme, plan, or pattern intended to 

cause a person to believe that failure to perform an act would result in serious harm to or physical restraint 

against any person; or (c) the abuse or threatened abuse of the legal system. 
4 Foreign national is a person who is not a citizen of their country of residence. 
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citizens or permanent residents after an extremely brief or no previous relationship often become 

the victim of fraud and exploitation.  The reality of the marital relationship is nothing like what 

was originally agreed to between the parties and the foreign national is expected to act as a 

domestic servant with little autonomy or resources to leave.  Furthermore, because the foreign 

national’s immigration status is dependent on the marriage the trafficker has extreme power over 

the victim.  Even if the foreign national knowingly married for the purpose of immigration benefits 

they can still be a victim of human trafficking as consent to engage in illegal activity is not a legal 

defense to human trafficking. 

 
The overlap of human trafficking and domestic violence is especially common in cases of sex 

trafficking.  Many perpetrators of sex trafficking (aka pimps) initially recruit victims by initiating 

on a romantic relationship with the victim.  As the relationship develops the trafficker will start 

controlling and suggesting commercial sex to the victim.  With time, the perpetrator is prostituting 

the victim, the victim keeps none to little of the money, and she is unable to leave due to the 

abusive and controlling tactics of the perpetrator.   
 
All victims of sex trafficking are, by definition, survivors of sexual assault because victims of sex 

trafficking engage in sexual acts that they either cannot or have not consented to.   Victims of sex 

trafficking are sexually assaulted on a regular basis by johns, and while it may seem from the 

outside that these are consensual activities, there is a trafficker in the background compelling that 

victim to engage in these sex acts.  Additionally, the traffickers themselves often sexually assault 

victims. 
 
Although not as obvious as in sex trafficking, it is very important to recognize that sexual violence 

is also frequently used as a method of control and abuse in cases of labor trafficking.   Perpetrators 

of labor trafficking often subject victims to sexual assault because both witnessing and being the 

victim of sexual violence is one of the most powerful tools available to initially exploit victims and 

then keep them compliant. 
 
 

Practice Guidelines for Screening Human Trafficking in the Context 

of Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault  
The following guidelines are consistent with practice standards for initial and ongoing assessment 
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for domestic violence and sexual assault.  The guidelines laid out below are meant as general 

guidance and are not meant to replace a victim advocate’s sound judgment and ability to adapt to 

each individual client.  
 
General Principles 

● It is important to have a natural discussion with the client.  The question/answer format of 

an interview does not allow the client to tell her story in her own way.  Thus the objective 

here is to provide guidance on what kind of information to listen for, as opposed to 

design an interview form. 

 
● Screening is a process, as opposed to an event.  It may be evident after one interaction 

with the client that she is a victim of human trafficking.  However, in many cases it may 

be hard to know if she is a victim after the first meeting.  Thus, when trying to determine 

if she is a victim and eligible for referral to trafficking-specific services, evaluate her case 

based on the culmination of all your interactions with the client. 

 
● If the client is or was under 18 years of age at any time during her involvement in the 

commercial sex industry she is a victim of sex trafficking. 
 
● There is no minimum amount of time that one must be exploited in order for there to be 

trafficking.   

 
● Although it is important that in-person interviews be done in a private location, given that 

victims of human trafficking are sometimes enclosed in small spaces and more often are 

restricted in their movement, it is equally important that the client not feel confined.  

Thus, it is recommended that the interview room be spacious and that you show the 

victim how to exit. 

 

● It is important to mirror the language that the client uses. This may be “boyfriend,” 

instead of “pimp” or “trafficker”.  Avoid questions with loaded terminology such as 

prostitution, rape, illegal work, or human trafficking.  Instead of using those labels, 

describe the activity you are referencing.  For example, ask if she has ever been 

compelled to engage in sexual contact or provide sexual favors in exchange for 
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something. 

 

● Use of the term “undocumented immigrant” rather than “illegal immigrant” is 

encouraged. 

 
Similarities in Assessing for Human Trafficking, Domestic Violence & Sexual Assault 

● Confidentiality and safety are of the utmost importance in communicating with victims of 

human trafficking.  Be honest about any limits of confidentiality that may exist for you as 

an individual or for your agency.  Assure the client that within the limits of your 

confidentiality obligations you will not pass on her information to anyone, including law 

enforcement.  Emphasize verbally that her safety is your foremost concern and you will 

do everything you can to protect her safety.  Do not, however, make promises to protect 

that you cannot keep. 

 
● As is the case with domestic violence and sexual assault, there is a difference between 

compliance and consent.  A victim will follow the trafficker’s demands in order to 

survive, but she has not consented to anything. 

 
● Traffickers are often known to their victims, including current or former intimate partners, 

siblings or parents.  

 
● Victims of both labor and sex trafficking often experience extreme shame.  For victims of 

sex trafficking, the shame and stigma associated with being involved, even though non-

consensual, in the commercial sex industry is enormous.  For victims of labor trafficking 

the humiliation of having “allowed themselves” to be exploited is significant.   

 
● It is important to note that many of the topics necessary to assess for trafficking are likely 

already addressed in your domestic violence and sexual assault assessments.  For 

example: 

o How the survivor met her partner/perpetrator and what the start of their 

relationship was like.   

o The amount of freedom of choice the survivor has in how and where she 

spends her time, and if and how she is monitored at work, in the home or in 
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public.  This includes attending social, family and religious events.  It can also 

include restrictions regarding medical care. 

o Who in the household controls finances.  If the perpetrator keeps and uses all 

the money earned by the survivor and the survivor fears the consequences of 

not providing that money to the perpetrator, she may be a victim of human 

trafficking. 

o How labor is divided within the household.  If the perpetrator essentially treats 

the survivor as a domestic servant by requiring excessive work in the home and 

punishing (including threats) the survivor if she doesn’t do all that is required 

of her, then she may be a victim of labor trafficking.   

 
● Traffickers often maintain control over and exploit victims by threatening those most 

important to the victim, including children, family and friends.   

 
● Traffickers humiliate their victims while simultaneously blaming the victim for 

everything that is occurring.  As a consequence, rather than blaming their abuser and 

exploiter, a victim will often blame herself. 

 
● Once traffickers have obtained physical and psychological dominance over their victims, 

they rarely need to resort to force; an expression of annoyance or gesture of disapproval 

will often suffice.  

 
● Trauma impacts memory.  Thus, there are commonly gaps or inconsistencies in stories.   

If clarifying questions are required, reassure the client that you believe her and 

understand how challenging it is to remember details and that the questions are being 

asked so that you have the relevant information. 

 
● Traffickers will often introduce and/or compel victims into substance abuse as a way to 

make them more compliant.   

 
● At the beginning traffickers, like perpetrators, will be incredibly caring and describe the 

wonderful future they will share with the victim.  As time goes by the trafficker will start 

to convince the victim that in order to support their family and be a good partner she 
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needs to engage in labor or commercial sex.  During this time the controlling behavior 

over both the victim and/or the benefits of the victim’s efforts are escalating.  Eventually 

the traffickers abuse, acts of violence or threats against the victim make the victim fearful 

that if she does not engage in labor or commercial sex she will suffer psychological, legal 

or physical harm.   

 

● The fear and distrust that survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault feel towards 

authority is often compounded for victims of human trafficking.  This may be because the 

trafficker has told her that law enforcement will not believe her or, in the case of foreign 

nationals, that law enforcement is corrupt.  Threats of deportation and/or arrest are 

commonly used by traffickers to maintain control over victims.  

 

● While societal systems (human services, medical, law enforcement, etc.) are still ignorant 

of and require education around domestic violence and sexual assault, the need for 

education on human trafficking is even greater.  Although human trafficking has been 

occurring for decades, it is only with the last 10 years that there has been any awareness 

of the issue.  Thus, victims often do not know that what has happened to them is a crime. 
 
 

Possible Differences in Assessing for Human Trafficking 
● Foreign nationals are particularly vulnerable to human trafficking because of the design 

of our immigration system.  Victims of human trafficking may have complex issues 

related to their immigration status.  While it is important to eventually discuss a foreign 

national’s status, do not begin your interview with documentation or legal status, as this 

may frighten or confuse the victim and interfere with building trust. 
 

● Because victims of sex trafficking are compelled into illegal activity they are often 

arrested and charged with crimes.  When authorities treat victims as criminals, the victim 

becomes further isolated and without resources, while the trafficker is empowered to 

continue exploiting the victim.  Thus, victims of sex trafficking will sometimes present 

with criminal records and will be particularly reluctant to trust anyone.  

 

● Psychological coercion, deception, and brainwashing by traffickers may make victims 

inclined to see themselves as criminals rather than victims.  This is especially true for 
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victims of sex trafficking who legitimately fear they will be arrested for prostitution or 

solicitation. 

 
● Victims of trafficking may have an immediate need for medical tests, including testing 

for tuberculosis, sexually transmitted infections and other diseases, and pregnancy. 

 
● Victims of trafficking are sometimes led to believe that they must work in order to pay 

down a debt.  If her work is not actually reducing the debt and the trafficker is simply 

profiting from the labor or commercial sex, then it may be human trafficking.  In those 

cases that intersect with domestic violence, the debt may actually belong to or be shared 

with her intimate partner, who is compelling her to bear the full responsibility of paying 

the debt down. 

 

● In human trafficking, the perpetrator may be someone other than the victim’s intimate 

partner, such as a parent, other relative, or unrelated men or women who exercise control 

over the victim.   

 

 

Sample Questions 
This is not to suggest that a separate assessment for human trafficking needs to be conducted.  

Rather the sample questions are consistent with practice standards and will assist in 

understanding the nature and extent of domestic violence and sexual assault, as well as assess for 

human trafficking.  The interviewer can decide which questions are relevant in relation to each 

particular case and adapt the interview accordingly. 
 
Force, Fraud, or Coercion 

● How did you meet your partner?  What was the beginning of your relationship like? 

● Do you feel you were ever deceived or lied to about anything in your relationship? 

● Have you or anyone you care about ever been threatened?  Please describe those threats. 

● Did you ever feel pressured to do something you didn’t want to do or felt uncomfortable 

doing? 

● Have you ever been forced to engage in a sexual act when you did not want to? 

● Have you ever engaged in a sexual act in exchange for money or other benefit?  Can you 
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please describe the circumstances leading up to that incident? 

● Did anyone ever introduce you to drugs or medication, or encourage you to drink or use 

drugs regularly? 

● Do you feel safe in your home? 

● Did anyone ever take/keep your important papers, such as your passport, visa, driver’s 

license, social security card, etc? 

  
Freedom of Choice and Movement 

● What kind of activities do you do throughout the day? 

● Who are the people that you care most about?  How often do you see or talk to them? 

● Are there activities that you enjoy outside of the home?  Are you or have you ever been 

restricted or prevented from engaging in those activities? 

● What do you think would happen if you left your partner? 

● Are you able to seek medical care when you need it? 

● Are you ever restricted or prohibited from leaving your home? 

 
Work and Finances 

● Do you have a source of income?  How do you support yourself financially? 

● Do you control the money you earn?  Does anyone hold your money for “safe keeping?” 

● Tell me about your job.  What type of work do you do?  Are you doing the kind of work 

you thought you would be doing when you started the job?  Do you like it?   

● What do you think would happen if you left your job? 

● Do you feel safe at your job? 

● Do you owe money to anyone?  Does someone else in your household owe money to 

someone?  How do you make repayments for that debt? 

 

 

Resources and Referrals 
The National Human Trafficking Resource Center (NHTRC) is a great resource for advocates and 

clients.  The NHTRC is a program of Polaris Project, a non-profit, non-governmental organization 

working exclusively on the issue of human trafficking. Polaris Project is not a government entity, 

law enforcement or an immigration authority.   The NHTRC is a national, toll-free hotline, 
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available to answer calls and texts from anywhere in the country, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 

every day of the year.  Call NHTRC at 1-888-373-7888 or text BeFree (233733) to  

 report a tip; 

 To connect with anti-trafficking services in your area; or, 

 To request training and technical assistance, general information or specific anti-

trafficking resources. 

Advocates are encouraged to become familiar with NHTRC regardless of whether they currently 

have a client that is or may be a victim of human trafficking.  You can learn more about NHTRC 

and Polaris Project by visiting http://www.polarisproject.org/what-we-do/national-human-

trafficking-hotline/the-nhtrc/overview.  If you need additional assistance in assessing a client or 

identifying resources you can call NHTRC and they will provide information regardless of whether 

you share specific information about the client.  This allows you to utilize NHTRC and maintain 

your client’s confidentiality.  Finally, NHTRC frequently works directly with victims of human 

trafficking so please offer your client information about the NHTRC and explain that all 

information shared with NHTRC remains confidential unless the client requests otherwise.     

Victims of human trafficking who may have legal needs can be referred to the Human Trafficking 

Clinic using the attached referral form.  We recommend that all foreign national victims be offered 

a referral to the Clinic so that we can ensure they have secure immigration status.  We also 

recommend that all victims that have criminal issues connected to the trafficking be offered a 

referral to the Clinic.  Criminal issues include pending criminal charges, convictions based on 

illegal activities the client was compelled to engage in by their trafficker, or an investigation or 

prosecution against the trafficker. 

http://www.polarisproject.org/what-we-do/national-human-trafficking-hotline/report-a-tip
http://www.polarisproject.org/state-map
http://www.polarisproject.org/what-we-do/national-human-trafficking-hotline/access-training/request-a-training
http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/overview
http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/resources-by-topic
http://www.polarisproject.org/resources/resources-by-topic
http://www.polarisproject.org/what-we-do/national-human-trafficking-hotline/the-nhtrc/overview
http://www.polarisproject.org/what-we-do/national-human-trafficking-hotline/the-nhtrc/overview
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Please return to the Human Trafficking Clinic by fax at (734) 763-3686 or  
email at humantrafficking@umich.edu. 

COVER SHEET – HTC REFERRAL 
(Please send by fax or email) 

 
To:  Human Trafficking Clinic   Date:       

 
Phone: 734-615-3600    Time:      

 
Fax:  734- 763-3686    Total pages:     

 
Email:           humantrafficking@umich.edu  
 
Referring Party: Your phone no: ______________  

 
Assigned Advocate:         

  

 

Information about Client 

Name:                

Date of birth:    Gender:      

Preferred Language:         Interpreter Needed:  yes   no 

Address:       City:      Zip:    

Safe to mail? Yes / No  If no, mailing address:         

 May we include HTC return address or logo on the envelope?     yes   no 

 May we include HTC name or logo in the text of the letter?          yes      no

 

Preferred Ph #:                                          home  cell  

Is it safe to say we are calling from HTC and leave a message?  yes   no 

Best time to call:       

 

Alt. Ph #:                                            home  cell  work            

Is it safe to say we are calling from HTC and leave a message?  yes   no 

Best time to call:       

 

Is email a safe way to contact you?  Yes    No 

If yes: What is your email address:          

 

Other Contact Information/Notes:            

mailto:humantrafficking@umich.edu


 

Please return to the Human Trafficking Clinic by fax at (734) 763-3686 or  
email at humantrafficking@umich.edu. 

Please describe the force, fraud or coercion used against the client.  Examples include physical or 
sexual abuse, lies told to the client about the nature of the work, threats of harm to the client or 
someone else, abuse of the legal system, and/or withholding of the client’s important documents: 
               

               

               

               

                

                

                

               

                

                

 

 

 
Please describe the nature of the service or labor that the client was compelled to engage in.  This 
includes any service provided by the client that they felt they could not stop without harm to 
themselves or someone else.  Examples include domestic servitude, restaurant work, nail and hair 
salons, construction and carpentry, farm work, strip clubs, massage parlors or commercial sex. 
               

               

               

               

                

                

                

               

                

                



 

Please return to the Human Trafficking Clinic by fax at (734) 763-3686 or  
email at humantrafficking@umich.edu. 

 
Please describe the client’s legal needs:           
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 

 
 
 
Please list any and all upcoming legal deadlines, hearings or court dates:       
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 
                
 

 

 

Additional Comments:            

                

                

                

                

                

                


