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PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION TOOLS
TO ADDRESS THE SEXUAL EXPLOITATION
OF YOUTH
As a contribution to the efforts currently underway to counter the sexual exploitation of youth,
we have produced two tools aimed at preventing and/or screening for possible incidences of
sexual exploitation in schools, community organizations, and institutions:
1. List of Possible Indicators of Sexual Exploitation of Youth
2. Grid of Risk and Protective Factors
These tools are part of a broader joint initiative by schools, community organizations, and
institutions and are the outcome of a process of reflection on how to better prevent the sexual
exploitation of youth.
Sexual exploitation refers to the act of profiting from (or abusing) the sexuality of another
person or group of individuals with no concern for their wishes or overall well-being. This
practice infringes an individual’s rights to dignity, equality, freedom, and autonomy. Sexual
exploitation can involve the exchange of money and/or goods, and the use of power or special
status for the purpose of obtaining sexual gratification. It encompasses a variety of phenomena
including sex slavery, forced marriage, prostitution, sex trafficking, pornography, the sharing
of intimate photographs without a person’s consent, and the trading of sex for money or nonmonetary benefits, among other things.

CAUTION:
While using these tools, be careful about developing hypothesis about the young people in
question. It may be difficult to interpret certain signs and/or ascertain risk and protective
factors. This may lead to the development of a false impression of the youth’s vulnerability. If
you have any doubts, you should consult with other community/social workers or specialized
staff when using these lists, and consider that:
•• Some risk factors are associated with adolescents’ normal maturation process, e.g., taking
risks, feeling misunderstood by one’s parents, or searching for romantic relationships at
all costs. Independently, these are not necessarily indicators of sexual exploitation.
•• In general, young people are usually reluctant to see themselves as victims of sexual
exploitation due to feelings of shame, fear, and anxety about being stigmatized; this
can also be a consequence of the exploiter’s use of power, control, seduction, and/
or manipulation over his victim. It is thus not easy for young people to assess certain
situations accurately and to ask for help.
•• The risk and protective factors and the indicators we present here are not exhaustive and
must be constantly updated.
•• These lists should be used in conjunction with other tools, such as a referral protocol and
resource directory.
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LIST OF POSSIBLE INDICATORS OF SEXUAL
EXPLOITATION OF YOUTH
GOAL:
The purpose of this list is to support and assist individuals who work with youth (teachers,
social workers, facilitators, etc.) in dealing with possible incidents of sexual exploitation in their
settings.

HOW TO USE THE LIST:
The indicators signal that a youth could be the victim of sexual exploitation. The list is divided
into two sub-lists that should be checked in succession (1st level, then 2nd level).
•• Observable indicators (1st level):
This sub-list contains external indicators that are relatively easy to observe. If they suspect
a case of sexual exploitation, those working with youth (teachers, community/social
workers, facilitators, etc.) should use the list to check off the youth’s observed risk and
protective factors. Once they have completed the list of observable indicators, they should
refer to a person in charge of sexual exploitation cases in their organization. This individual
can then determine if there are grounds for seeking further information.
•• Indicators requiring further verification (2nd level):
This sub-list contains indicators that need to be verified by means of additional investigation
or a direct intervention with the youth. Once the person in charge of sexual exploitation
cases (community/social worker) has received the list of observable indicators and
determined whether there is a need to obtain additional information, he or she will use the
second sub-list to try to obtain the missing information.

OBSERVABLE INDICATORS (1st level)
The youth does not attend school regularly and/or has
unjustified absences.
The youth suddenly changes the way he/she dresses,
or behaves; he/she has new relationships or material
goods (e.g., expensive items).
The youth has unexplained sums of money.
The youth dresses inappropriately (in terms of weather
conditions or the environment).
The youth exhibits sudden changes in personal
hygiene.
The youth becomes unusually promiscuous and/or
makes sexual references or uses terms unusual for his/
her age.
The youth is distracted, forgetful, and unable to
concentrate and/or has learning difficulties.
The youth exhibits symptoms of anxiety, fear, panic,
and phobias.
The youth is socially isolated.
The youth shows signs of hyperactivity, or symptoms
of rage, irritability or impulsiveness (ADHD).
The youth exhibits signs of depression, cries
frequently, exhibits regressive behaviour.
The youth seems tired and/or has difficulty sleeping
(nightmares or insomnia).
The youth shows signs of hunger or malnutrition.
The youth has bruises, scars, tattoos, signs of selfmutilation or other evidence of physical trauma and/or
tries to hide them.
The youth has a tattoo (a type of brand image) with a
trafficker’s name or nickname, such as ‘’Daddy’’
The youth shows signs of intoxication (drugs, alcohol,
prescription medication).
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INDICATORS REQUIRING
FURTHER VERIFICATION (2nd level)
The youth’s grades go down.
The youth runs away frequently.
The youth has cut off contact with his/her family.
The youth often refers to travel or trips to other cities.
The youth has a relationship with someone who is
significantly older and/or controlling.
The youth has no control over his/her personal
schedule and/or ID, or travel documents.
The youth says he/she has increased consumption of
alcohol, drugs, prescription medication.
The youth manifests suicidal or self-destructive
behaviour.
The youth has cut off ties with individuals in his/her
environment.
The youth exhibits low self-esteem, puts
himself/herself down.
The youth says he/she has one or more sexually
transmitted or blood-borne infections (STBI).
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GRID OF RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS
GOAL:
This list is addressed exclusively to community/social workers who are trained on the issue
of youth sexual exploitation; its purpose is to assist these workers in recognizing signs of
vulnerability in youth to prevent their sexual exploitation.

HOW TO USE THE GRID:
This list contains five categories of risk and protective factors: family, environment, educational
situation, physical and psychological health, and behaviour.

Risk factors refer to negative influences in the youth’s life that could increase their likelihood
of becoming a victim of sexual exploitation.
Protective factors refer to positive influences that increase the youth resistance to taking risks
and reduce the possibility of their becoming a victim of sexual exploitation.
		
(Charbonneau, 2007)

Check off the risk and protective factors that you observe in the youth in the appropriate
boxes. At the end, you will have a clearer overall picture of the conditions in which the youth
lives and his/her degree of vulnerability. The more risk factors and the fewer protective factors
observed, the higher the likelihood of the person becoming a victim of sexual exploitation.
Also, the lower the age, the more vulnerable the youth is.

In some cases, factors involving parents may also apply to legal guardians.

RISK FACTORS



PROTECTIVE FACTORS

FACTORS LINKED TO THE FAMILY
The youth has been placed in a foster home
or rehabilitation centre.

The youth lives with his/her family.

The youth is experiencing a major change
in his/her life (divorce, bereavement, move,
etc.).
The youth is homeless or has moved many
times.

The youth lives in a stable environment.

A high level of conflict at home has been
observed.
The youth’s siblings also have problems.
The youth’s benefits from a family
structure and bond with his/her family.
A high number of teen pregnancies have
been observed in the youth’s family.
The youth’s has a parent with substance
abuse or mental health problems.
Members of the youth’s family have ties with
criminal groups (street gangs, sexual
exploitation, other).
The youth is unable to communicate with
his/her parents and they pay little attention
to their child.

The youth can talk with his/her parents,
who welcome discussion.

The parents do not inform themselves or
are not concerned about the youth, and are
barely involved in his/her life.

The parents inform themselves, worry
about their child, and are involved in his/
her life.

The youth’s parents do not provide adequate
guidance, supervision, and involvement.

The parents are knowledgeable about
child development, provide concrete
support to meet the child’s needs, and
organize supervised activities.
The parents are open-minded and
confident about receiving assistance.

The youth is the victim of abuse at home
(physical, sexual, and/ or psychological).
The youth says he/she was physically and/or
sexually abused as a young child.
The youth’s does not have safe relationships
with adults.

The youth has significant relationships
with adults.
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS

FACTORS LINKED TO THE ENVIRONMENT
The youth’s lives in poverty or in a
disadvantaged socioeconomic setting.

The youth lives in a neighbourhood
served by public transit and community
resources, and benefits from the
availability and accessibility of useful
services for children, parents, and
families.

The youth lives in a neighbourhood with high
crime-rates.
The youth is exposed to family members and
peers who promote sexual exploitation.

The youth’s family and social network are
actively involved in prevention and are
open to discussing sexuality.

The youth is a victim of racism and/or
homophobia.
The youth has little contact with people of
his/her cultural (or ethnic) background.

The youth has ties with people who share
his/her culture, religion, and values.

The youth is socially isolated and has little or
no family network or support from friends or
others.

The youth has a prosocial family and
social support network.

The youth lacks resources and social
support.

The youth benefits from resources and/or
support services.

FACTORS LINKED TO THE EDUCATIONAL SITUATION
The youth has a poor school attendance
record.

The youth has a normal school
attendance record.

The youth has had no experience of
academic success.

The youth is involved in his/her school
and is academically successful.

The youth is socially isolated and/or has
been rejected by his/her peers.

The youth has strong ties with prosocial
friends.

The youth has ties with a group of friends
who are considered anti-social.
FACTORS LINKED TO PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH
The youth exhibits insecurity or naïveté.

The youth has social skills, exhibits
appropriate control over his/her emotions
and/or problem-solving abilities.

The youth does not recognize his/her
strengths and qualities.

The youth recognizes his/her strengths
and qualities.
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS

The youth refers to feeling isolated,
abandoned, or in emotional distress.
The youth is in an unhealthy and
non-egalitarian relationship.

The youth is in a healthy and egalitarian
relationship.

The youth has a learning disability.
The youth exhibits symptoms that may be
related to mental health disorders.
The youth has a handicap or physical and/or
intellectual limitations.
The youth refers to having had one or more
pregnancies
FACTORS LINKED TO BEHAVIOUR
The youth refers to sexual games present
during his/her childhood and/or early sexual
experiences with older partners.
The youth engages in risky sexual behaviour
(no protection, abusive, repetitive, etc.).

The youth has healthy sexual relations.

The youth tends to hang around in
unsupervised public areas or in the street.

The youth spends his/her time involved in
recreational activities and can engage in
calming activities (music, dance, art, diary,
sports, etc.).

The youth has unsupervised access to social
media.
The youth exhibits risk-taking or thrill-seeking behaviours.
The youth refers to increased consumption of
alcohol, drugs, prescription medication.
The youth is involved in criminal activities
or has previously been involved in the legal
system.
The youth highly values money and
consumerism.

The youth places little importance on
money and consumerism and is not
willing to do whatever it takes to
make money.



