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Human trafficking exists in every country in the world — as a place of origin, transit, or destination for
victims of the crime. An extreme violation of human rights, trafficking does not require the crossing of
borders or any transportation from one location to another: it can occur within cities and towns victims
have never left. 

The overwhelming majority of human trafficking victims are women and girls, most of whom are bought
and sold in the multi-billion-dollar sex trade where they suffer extreme violence at the hands of sex buyers and
exploiters. Women and girls trafficked for forced labor are equally vulnerable to sexual exploitation and
violence. The United Nations cite child marriage, forced marriage, and commercial reproductive
surrogacy as other forms of human trafficking.

Human trafficking is defined by the Protocol to Prevent Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially
Women and Children (also known as the UN Trafficking Protocol or the Palermo Protocol) as the “recruitment,
transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by any means of threat or use of force or other forms
of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over
another person, for the purpose of exploitation.” 

Ratified by 185 countries, the Protocol defines human trafficking in three parts:
The Act: Transportation, harbor, transfer, or recruitment of a person
The Means: The threat or use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or a position
of vulnerability, or the giving or receiving of payments or benefits
The Purpose: Exploitation 

As part of its internationally recognized definition of human trafficking, the Protocol makes clear that where
“the means” are present, the consent of the victim is irrelevant. 

Trafficking for Purposes of Prostitution and other Forms of
Sexual Exploitation
Trafficking for purposes of sexual exploitation - or sex trafficking - can occur in private homes, hotels and motels,
escort services, strip clubs, illicit massage businesses, truck stops, brothels, and online platforms for commercial
sex. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2024 Global Trafficking in Persons Report states that
92% of sex trafficking victims are women and girls.

Pimps and traffickers prey on individuals from marginalized populations, disproportionately women and girls of
color – Black, Brown, Asian, and Indigenous – who may have histories of childhood sexual abuse, domestic
violence, homelessness, foster care residencies, displacement from climate disasters, and other vulnerabilities,
which exploiters abuse.

Four Distinct Forms of
Exploitation



Trafficking for Purposes of Slavery or Practices
Similar to Slavery

Slavery is a system where one person or group controls another, depriving them of their fundamental liberty and
forcing them into labor or servitude. Contemporary forms of slavery include traditional slavery, forced labor, debt
bondage, serfdom, children working in slavery or slavery-like conditions, domestic servitude, sexual slavery, and

servile forms of marriage. 
 

Article 4 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that “No one shall be held in slavery or servitude:
slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.” Yet today, there are millions of people around the

world in forced servitude and other contemporary forms of slavery. 
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Organ trafficking is a form of trafficking in which individuals are exploited for their organs. According to the UNODC,
traffickers - usually as part of a larger criminal network - sell removed organs to illegal brokers or wealthy individuals,
exploiting the global gap between the supply of legitimate organ donations and the demand of patients seeking
organ transplants.

In 2022, the UNODC stated, “existing barriers to reporting suggest that the full scale of this phenomenon is not yet
known,” and estimates organ trafficking to generate up to $1.7 billion globally every year.

Trafficking for Servitude or the Removal of Organs
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exploitation of women and girls. Through an approach rooted in women’s rights and human rights principles, we advocate for strong laws

and policies, raise public awareness, and support survivor leadership. CATW has offices in New York City, as well as in Asia-Pacific and Latin

American and Caribbean. In addition to working for law and policy changes in their cities, states, and regions, CATW-AP and CATW-LAC staff

provide direct services to victims and survivors of sex trafficking and sexual exploitation, and educate the public about human trafficking,

gender-based violence, and its root causes.

What is Coalition Against Trafficking in Women?

Trafficking for Purposes of Forced Labor or Services 
The UN states that forced labor is a severe human rights violation affecting millions of men, women, and children in all

countries and all economic sectors. Like other forms of trafficking, it is rooted in economic inequality, discrimination,
and lack of social protection. Motivated by greed and profit, labor traffickers target vulnerable populations who can be

exploited in industries like construction, agriculture, domestic servitude, mining, and fishing.
 

When trafficked for forced labor, women and girls are typically exploited in agricultural fields and textile factory work or
as domestic servants.  The conditions they experience in these circumstances are inhumane and a violation of their
human rights — working for long hours for little or no pay in deplorable environments, and suffering under physical

and psychological control of labor traffickers, including debt bondage, loss of a passport or identification papers, and
even physical abuse. 

When someone under the age of 18 - defined as a child under
international law - is recruited, transported, transferred, harbored or received

for the purpose of these forms of exploitation, that child is a trafficking
victim, even if none of the means described in the Protocol are involved. 
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