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Harold D’Souza hardly seemed like an obvious candi-
date for a five-figure bank loan. He had only just arrived 
from India, with a wife, two young boys, and a job offer 
that turned out to be fraudulent. Yet somehow, with 
just a few signatures on a few dotted lines, Harold 
walked out the door of a bank with what would have 
been a small fortune had he been allowed to access it. 
Of course, he wasn’t. Every dime of that money went 
to the man who actually arranged for the loan – the 
trafficker. This was the same man who brought Harold 
to the United States with the promise of a high-paying 
professional job and instead forced him to work in a 
restaurant and live in a virtual prison of debt and des-
peration. Exactly how the trafficker managed to secure 
a loan of tens of thousands of dollars in the name of a 
newly arrived migrant worker with no verifiable source 
of income remains a mystery to Harold. Clearly though, 
it was not dumb luck. The trafficker knew exactly how 
to work within and around a highly regulated and legit-
imate industry – banking – to maximize the profit he 
made on Harold and his family. It was all part of his 
business plan. 

The man whose lies and manipulations robbed Harold 
of his freedom was not unique to his field. A successful 
trafficker, like any successful entrepreneur, begins with 
a business plan built on a platform of established busi-
ness models and best practices. Over time, that plan 
is chiseled to perfection as the trafficker learns new 
skills and tests out innovative new ways to monetize 
the exploitation of human beings. 

As with any enterprise, the business plan of a human 
trafficking venture is not built in a vacuum but rather 
exists within an ecosystem or matrix, depending on 
and intersecting with a range of legitimate industries 
and systems – cultural, governmental, environmental. 
Examples are abundant. Traffickers use banks to store 
their earnings and buses to move their victims around; 
hotel rooms are integral to the operations of some sex 
traffickers, social media is a vital recruitment trawling 
ground for others.    

This report takes a magnifying glass to such private-sector 
intersections. The details matter. The more that is known 

Introduction
about the business plans of human trafficking, the more 
possible it becomes to prevent and disrupt the crime and 
help survivors find freedom. The insights here are gleaned 
from those in a position to understand the nuances of 
each business intersection point – the survivors who lived 
the experience. They are not definitive scientific conclu-
sions but rather valuable baseline narratives that can spark 
further exploration and collaboration from other sectors.

Each set of insights is followed by detailed recommen-
dations for turning them into action, industry by indus-
try. Like the insights and information that precede them, 
these recommendations are also not intended to be 
definitive. They are a beginning; an invitation. What we 
have learned is only as valuable as the partners who join 
us in making the recommendations a reality – and by 
offering more of their own. 

This report builds upon Polaris’s 2017 report, The 
Typology of Modern Slavery, which analyzed data, 
gleaned from nearly 10 years of operating the National 
Human Trafficking Hotline, to show that human trafficking 
in the United States consists of 25 distinct business mod-
els. For each, the Typology report illuminated the basic 
operational plan - the demographics of both victims and 
traffickers, and how victims are recruited and controlled.

This report focuses on 
the private and public-
private sector because 

fighting human trafficking 
will require participation 
by business and industry 

partners with resources at 
a comparable scale.

The sectors explored in this report – the financial ser-
vices industry, social media, transportation industry, 
hotels & motels, housing & homelessness systems, 
and health care – are not the only private businesses 
that intersect with human trafficking. Nor are they “to 

https://polarisproject.org/typology
https://polarisproject.org/typology
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blame” in some way for human trafficking. Indeed, as 
you will read, many stakeholders in each of these sys-
tems and industries are already doing innovative work 
or making powerful commitments to becoming part of 
the solution. 

Clearly, engagement from the private sector alone is 
not enough. Child welfare agencies, schools and teach-
ers, the criminal justice system, and local, state, and 
federal government actors are the proverbial tip of the 
spear, essential to the fight against human trafficking.  

But human trafficking is a $150 billion global industry 
that robs 25 million people around the world of their 
freedom. This report focuses on the private and pub-
lic-private sector because fighting human trafficking 
will require participation by business and industry part-
ners with resources at a comparable scale to the size 
of the problem. Participation, in this context, is not a 
euphemism for making donations to groups that fight 
human trafficking. The fight against human trafficking 
requires not just passive support but actual, active 
commitment and effort on the part of businesses that 
unwittingly, but regularly intersect with traffickers, vic-
tims, and survivors. 

The information about how each of these systems and 
industries are exploited by traffickers as part of their 
business plans comes from extensive surveys of, and 
focus groups with, survivors of all types of human traf-
ficking, as well as from the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline. Those who participated in this work, and in the 
sometimes painful process of sharing their own stories, 
did so not to point fingers, but rather to point out oppor-
tunities. We are grateful beyond measure to those with 
the strength to voluntarily speak their truth, again and 
again, in hopes of keeping others from suffering. 

They did so because they know it is possible. Tanya 
Street lived it. As a recent high-school graduate, Tanya 
was vulnerable to the machinations of a pimp who 
showered her with love and attention, then turned 
her out on the street programmed to believe she was 
worthless, invisible, unlovable, without him. Most of the 
doctors at her local health care clinic simply reinforced 
his brainwashing. Repeatedly, she showed up with uri-
nary tract infections that had her literally doubled over 
in pain. She felt frowned upon, disapproved of. No 

one in the emergency room asked her why this kept 
happening, if maybe she would like some help beyond 
antibiotics. She wonders what would have happened if 
just once during those visits, someone had asked her 
the right question, or offered her information about 
getting help or getting out. She wonders how much 
sooner she would have found her voice, started her life. 
She wonders what pain she might have avoided. 

Harold too knows that if someone at that bank, long 
ago, had done something a little differently, perhaps 
everything else would have been different and his 
family could have avoided some of the pain, fear, and 
trauma they live with to this day. 

If human trafficking is a 
business, requiring intense 
planning and depending on 

other businesses and partners 
to flourish, so too must the 
fight against trafficking be a 

collective undertaking.

Today, Harold and Tanya have been honorably 
appointed to the United States Advisory Council 
on Human Trafficking. They share their experiences 
because they believe others truly can learn from them, 
and systemic change can be achieved. But they can-
not be everywhere, talking to everyone, in every hos-
pital emergency room, bus terminal, at every hotel 
front desk, truck stop parking lot, or monitoring the 
millions of social media conversations that fly through 
the ether at any given time. What Harold, Tanya, and 
all the survivors who contributed to this project have 
done is recognize the value of mapping the intersec-
tions where human trafficking meets legitimate busi-
nesses and systems. In doing so, they have staked out 
new territory, recognizing that if human trafficking is a 
business, requiring intense planning and depending on 
other businesses and partners to flourish, so too must 
the fight against trafficking be a collective undertaking 
that is painstakingly plotted and thoughtfully imple-
mented, in partnership with the businesses that unwit-
tingly make it possible.  



6 On-Ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: 
A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking

Type Definition Number of 
Cases

Number of 
Potential 
Victims

Agriculture & Animal 
Husbandry 
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

A farming business in which potential victims are 
exploited for their labor in growing/maintaining crops, 
cultivating soil, or rearing animals.

556 (HT) 609 (HT)

1,761 (LE) 844 (LE)

Arts, Sports, & 
Entertainment
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in amateur, 
scholastic, or professional athletics, modeling, or 
performing arts (including adults in exotic dancing).

135 (HT) 102 (HT)

40 (LE) 10 (LE)

Bars, Strip Clubs, & Cantinas
(Type: Sex & Labor Trafficking)

This category comprises establishments that front 
as legitimate bars and clubs, selling alcohol while 
exploiting victims for sex and labor behind the scenes.

992 (HT) 601 (HT)

Carnivals
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in 
operating rides, games, and food stands.

59 (HT) 28 (HT)

80 (LE) 27 (LE)

Commercial Cleaning 
Services
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in 
janitorial/cleaning services performed in private 
households, office buildings, and other commercial/
public properties.

128 (HT) 101 (HT)

362 (LE) 79 (LE)

Construction
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in 
carpentry, masonry, painting, roofing, etc.

202 (HT) 157 (HT)

458 (LE) 183 (LE)

Domestic Work
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

An industry where an individual works for one specific 
household/family providing personal household tasks, 
cleaning, child care, or adult caretaking, often living on-
site with the family.

1,437 (HT) 753 (HT)

487 (LE) 202 (LE)

Escort Services
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

Commercial sex acts that primarily occur at temporary 
indoor locations. Includes: hotel-based operations, 
internet ads, and out-calls to buyers.

6,418 (HT) 4,555 (HT)

Factories & Manufacturing
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in food 
processing, clothing/shoe manufacturing, factories 
producing electronic devices, vehicles, and more.

99 (HT) 77 (HT)

222 (LE) 54 (LE)

Forestry & Logging 
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor as tree 
farm workers, reforestation planters, loggers, and 
workers maintaining woodland areas.

57 (HT) 27 (HT)

173 (LE) 77 (LE)

The Typology of Modern 
Slavery A Summary 

DEC. 2007 - DEC. 2017 JAN. 2015 - DEC. 2017

In March 2017, Polaris released the ground-breaking report, The Typology of Modern Slavery, which classified 
the 25 distinct types of human trafficking business models occurring in the United States. The following infor-
mation includes a short description or definition of each type of trafficking as well as updated statistics on cases 
and potential victims learned about from the National Human Trafficking Hotline through December 31, 2017. 
The cases below are based off of analysis of 40,000+ cases of potential human trafficking and 11,000+ cases of 
potential labor exploitation. The following cases only represent the cases that occurred in the United States and 
where the type of trafficking or labor exploitation was known. This is not a comprehensive report on the scale or 
scope of human trafficking within the United States. These statistics may be subject to change. Please see the 
Typology report and the methodology section of this report for further context.
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Type Definition Number of 
Cases

Number of 
Potential 
Victims

Health & Beauty Services 
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in businesses 
such as nail salons, hair salons, acupuncture businesses, etc.

345 (HT) 122 (HT)

140 (LE) 46 (LE)

Health Care
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are primarily exploited for their labor in 
residential nursing homes, occupational health facilities, or 
as home health aides.

64 (HT) 53 (HT)

70 (LE) 29 (LE)

Hospitality
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor as hotel 
housekeepers, front desk attendants, bell staff, etc.

151 (HT) 133 (HT)

585 (LE) 349 (LE)

Illicit Activities
(Type: Sex & Labor Trafficking)

A potential victim is forced to provide labor or services to 
contribute to an illegal/illicit business operation such as 
drug selling, drug smuggling, drug production, financial 
scams, gang activity, etc. Potential victims are also often 
forced into commercial sex acts in addition to this labor.

297 (HT) 294 (HT)

Illicit Massage Businesses
(Type: Sex & Labor Trafficking)

Primary business of sex and labor trafficking is concealed 
under the façade of legitimate spa services.

3,736 (HT) 1,253 (HT)

Landscaping
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in gardening, 
maintaining public or private grounds, or within nurseries.

147 (HT) 112 (HT)

749 (LE) 250 (LE)

Outdoor Solicitation
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

Potential victims are forced to find commercial sex buyers in 
outdoor locations such as on “tracks”/”strolls,” or at truck stops.

1,983 (HT) 1,150 (HT)

Peddling & Begging
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are expected to beg for “donations,” 
or sell small items such as candy, at a stationary, often 
outdoor locations.

602 (HT) 327 (HT)

61 (LE) 28 (LE)

Personal Sexual Servitude
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

A potential victim is forced to provide sex acts to one/
specific person(s) (oftentimes in a chronic and ongoing 
situation) in exchange for something of value. The 
controller and the “buyer” are usually the same person. 

(See also: Survival Sex, in the Glossary)

587 (HT) 362 (HT)

Pornography
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

Pre-recorded sexually explicit videos & images, including 
child pornography. This can include informally distributed 
pornographic material, or commercial sex through a 
formal pornography company.
•Note: This type should not be confused with interactive 
webcam shows. (See Remote Interactive Sexual Acts)

1,107 (HT) 516 (HT)

Recreational Facilities
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor in 
amusement/theme parks, summer camps, golf courses, 
and community swimming pools.

44 (HT) 33 (HT)

265 (LE) 92 (LE)

Remote Interactive 
Sexual Acts
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

Live-streamed, interactive, simulated sex acts/shows.
•Note: This type should not be confused with pre-recorded 
sexually explicit videos & images. (See Pornography)

146 (HT) 119 (HT)

Residential Sex Trafficking 
(Type: Sex Trafficking)

In-call commercial sex occurring at a non-commercial 
residential location.

1,800 (HT) 1,665 (HT)

Restaurants & Food Services
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims are exploited for their labor as servers, 
bussers, dishwashers, cooks, etc.

595 (HT) 274 (HT)

1,340 (LE) 392 (LE)

Traveling Sales Crews
(Type: Labor Trafficking)

Potential victims travel in groups to various cities/states 
selling items such as magazines door-to-door.

686 (HT) 356 (HT)

96 (LE) 40 (LE)

DEC. 2007 - DEC. 2017 JAN. 2015 - DEC. 2017
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Systemic Change Matrix

A strategic approach to ending human trafficking includes understanding the ways each of these systems 
enables or intersects with potential traffickers or victims. This matrix depicts the 25 types of human trafficking 
in the United States, cross-referenced with eight highlighted systems and industries, six of which are discussed 
in-depth in this report. Each system and industry can be activated to help disrupt and prevent the crime in 
unique and impactful ways. 

Financial 
Services 
Industry

Hotels & 
Motels

Housing & 
Homelessness 

Systems
Social 
Media

Temporary 
Work 
Visas

Transport-
ation

Business 
Regulatory 

Systems
Health 
Care

Escort Services

Illicit Massage Businesses

Outdoor Solicitation

Residential Sex Trafficking

Domestic Work 

Bars, Strip Clubs, & Cantinas

Pornography 

Traveling Sales Crews

Restaurants & Food Service

Peddling & Begging

Agriculture & Animal Husbandry

Personal Sexual Servitude

Health & Beauty Services

Construction 

Hospitality 

Landscaping

Illicit Activities

Arts, Sports & Entertainment

Commercial Cleaning Services

Factories & Manufacturing

Remote Interactive Sexual Acts

Carnivals

Forestry & Logging

Health Care

Recreational Facilities

$
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Hotline Data
This report includes data from the U.S. National 
Human Trafficking Hotline. The National Hotline is not 
a research-oriented program. Instead, the Polaris staff 
who operate the hotline are focused on helping poten-
tial victims of trafficking access critical support and ser-
vices to get help and stay safe. While advocates use 
detailed protocols to assess for indicators of human 
trafficking, they adapt their phrasing and scope of ques-
tions in response to each individual’s answers and the 
circumstances of the call, text message, or chat signal. 
Beyond this trafficking assessment, potential victims and 
third parties reporting these situations are not asked a 
set of standardized questions and only provide informa-
tion that they feel comfortable sharing with Polaris’s staff 
to get the help they need. Additionally, asking certain 
questions during some signals may not be appropriate 
or possible due to the context of the call. For example, 
when Hotline staff receive calls from potential victims in 
crisis situations with limited time to reach out for help, 
staff focus on the caller’s safety and assisting with urgent 
needs such as emergency shelter or law enforcement 
assistance, and not on detailed information about the 
victim’s trafficking experience. 

As such, the data points in this report represent only 
what those contacting the National Hotline chose to 
disclose. The number of survivors or potential human 
trafficking cases with a particular attribute would likely 
have been significantly higher if Polaris staff had system-
atically asked a standardized set of questions to each 
individual contacting the Hotline. 

Since awareness of both human trafficking and the exis-
tence of a national victim service hotline is still limited, 
this data set should be interpreted as a limited sample of 
actual victim or trafficking case data, rather than a repre-
sentation of all existent victims or cases of human traffick-
ing. The information reported by the National Hotline is 
only able to represent who has access to and knowledge 
of the Hotline, who has the means to reach out, and who 
is more likely to self-identify as a potential victim or some-

one in need of assistance. The data reported by Polaris 
should not be compared to the findings of more rigorous 
academic studies or prevalence estimates.

Methodology

A Note about Language:
Polaris recognizes that survivors of 
human trafficking identify in many ways 
which can be deeply personal to the 
individual. Throughout this report, we 
tend to use the terms ‘victim’ and ‘survi-
vor’ fairly interchangeably.

Polaris staff operating the National 
Human Trafficking Hotline do not 
investigate reports made by individu-
als contacting the Hotline and cannot 
verify the accuracy of the information 
reported. Therefore, this report uses the 
term “potential victim” when referring to 
those individuals learned about on the 
Hotline, who, through a Hotline traffick-
ing assessment, meet the definition of 
an individual who has experienced sex or 
labor trafficking.

This report references data from the National Hotline 
using two distinct timeframes. The data referenc-
ing cases is for the timeframe of December 7, 2007 
- December 31, 2017. The data referencing unique 
potential victim profiles is for the timeframe of 
January 1, 2015 - December 31, 2017. Polaris did not 
begin logging victim profiles until January 1, 2015. 
Therefore, historic data from before January 1, 2015, is 
not yet available.
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Cases of Potential Human Trafficking 
(December 7, 2007 - December 31, 2017)

Polaris began operating and collecting data on potential 
cases of human trafficking and labor exploitation from the 
National Human Trafficking Hotline as of December 7, 2007. 
Polaris defines a “case” of human trafficking2 as an individual 
situation of trafficking which could include one or multiple 
potential victims. Data on the case level includes, but is not 
limited to, form of trafficking (e.g. sex vs. labor), the type of 
trafficking (as defined in the Typology of Modern Slavery3), 
venue location, or geographic location of trafficking, etc. 
These are the data points that will have the timeframe of 
December 7, 2007 - December 31, 2017.

Individual Potential Victim Profiles 
(January 1, 2015 - December 31, 2017)

On January 1, 2015, Polaris began logging individual 
potential victim profiles, for each unique potential victim 
learned about through trafficking and labor exploitation 
related-signals to the National Hotline. Data on an indi-
vidual potential victim profile can include, but is not lim-
ited to, demographic information such as current age, 
adult/minor status, gender, type of work visa (if appli-
cable), and country of origin. These records can also 
include detailed information on the potential victim’s 
experience during the potential trafficking or exploita-
tion such as age at entry, methods of abuse endured, 
recruitment tactics used, recruitment location, rela-
tionship of victim to controller(s) and recruiter(s), risk 
factors/vulnerabilities present before the trafficking 
situation, and more. Polaris did not have direct contact 
with all victims represented in this data set. Third par-
ties reporting information about a victim often did not 
have information about some details of the situation 
they were reporting. Each case of human trafficking or 
labor exploitation could identify multiple unique poten-

tial victims, or the signalers may not have had enough 
information to identify any individual potential victims 
in the situation.4 These are the data points that will have 
the timeframe of January 1, 2015 - December 31, 2017.

Polaris Survivor Survey
During the time period of August 22, 2017 - September 
18, 2017, Polaris sought human trafficking survivor par-
ticipants for a paid online survey entitled “Trafficking 
Survivor Experiences with Systems & Industries.” The 
survey, available in both English and Spanish, was nation-
ally distributed to over two dozen non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) which either directly serve victims 
and survivors of human trafficking, or organize survivor 
leadership. Although some of the individual NGOs which 
Polaris worked with to distribute the survey may specialize 
or exclusively interface with survivors of specific demo-
graphics or types of trafficking (e.g. some organizations 
only serve sex trafficking survivors, some organizations 
mainly serve foreign nationals, etc.), the survey was sent 
to a diverse range of NGOs representing many geogra-
phies, survivor demographics, and types of trafficking.

The survey was open to any adult who self-identified 
as a victim or survivor of sex or labor trafficking. Survey 
participants were not asked for any kind of confirma-
tion of victim status. The completion of the survey was 
also completely voluntary, and survivors were com-
pensated for their time. Therefore, the survey was not 
anonymous. Polaris collected personal contact infor-
mation in order to send payment.

The survey resulted in 127 individual survivor 
respondents. 

For all 127 survey participants, basic demographics 
and information on what type of human trafficking they 
experienced was collected. See Figures 1.0 - 1.5

Race/Ethnicity  
n=127

(Percentages non-cumulative – 
respondents could select more 

than one)

Did not disclose 2%

All other 5%
Asian 7%

American Indian/
Alaskan Native 7%

Multi-racial/
Multi-ethnic 7%

Black/African 
American 10%

Latinx
14%

White/ 
Caucasian

67%

Figure 1.0: 
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Figure 1.4: 
Types of Trafficking 

n=127

All Sex Trafficking 77% (98)

Bars, Strip Clubs, & Cantinas 29% (37)

Other 18% (23)

Domestic Work 12% (15)

Agriculture & Animal Husbandry 8% (10)

Illicit Massage Businesses 3% (4)

Restaurants & Food Service < 3%5 

Commercial Cleaning < 3%

Factories & Manufacturing < 3%

Carnivals < 3%

Hospitality < 3%

Landscaping < 3%

Traveling Sales Crews < 3%

Recreational Facilities < 3%

Not Specified < 3%

Age at 
trafficking entry 

n=127

0-11
17%

12-17
18%

18-23
18%

24-29
12%

30-38
13%

39-47
14%

48+
6%

Figure 1.2: 

Immigration 
Status

n=126*
*One respondent did not answer.

Foreign 
National 

23%

U.S. Citizen/ 
Legal Permanent 

Resident 77%

Figure 1.3: 

Gender
n=127

Female 86%

Male
12%

Gender Minorities 
2% 

Figure 1.1: 

Figure 1.5: 
Types of Trafficking

n=127

Bars, Strip Clubs, 
or Cantinas

Other

Domestic work

Agriculture

Illicit Massage 
Businesses

29%

18%

12%

8%

3%

< 3% 
each

77%All Sex Trafficking

Restaurants & Food 
Service
Factories & 
Manufacturing
Commercial Cleaning
Carnivals
Traveling Sales Crews
Recreational Facilities
Landscaping
Hospitality
Did not disclose

Data is non-cumulative. Survey participants could select multiple options.
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After the demographic questions, the survey walked 
respondents through separate sections dedicated to 
the systems and industries addressed in this report: 
the financial services industry, social media, transpor-
tation, hotels & motels, housing & homelessness sys-
tems, and health care.6 

Each of these sections began with a “screening ques-
tion” asked of all respondents to assess whether or not 
they, (or their traffickers in some cases) had any inter-

action or access to the system/industry pertaining to 
that section. Each screening question also provided 
some necessary definitions, common examples, and/
or framing context to clarify the intent of each sec-
tion. If respondents answered “Yes” or “Not Sure,” the 
survey advanced them to that section’s set of survey 
questions. If respondents answered “No,” the survey 
skipped that section altogether and navigated them 
to the next system/industry’s screening question. An 
example screening question is below:

Therefore, each individual section 
pertaining to each system/indus-
try has a different total responding 
sample, depending on how many 
of the 127 total survey respondents 
answered “Yes” or “Not Sure” to that 
section’s screening question. Figure 
1.6 breaks down the total number of 
respondents that “screened in” to 
each system/industry section along 
with the percentage of total survey 
respondents:

Example Screening Question:

Figure 1.6: Survey Sections

Survey section

Total # of 
survivors that 

“screened in” to 
section

% of total 
survey 

respondents

Financial Services Industry 99 78%

Transportation 104 82%

Social Media 73 57%

Hotels & Motels 100 79%

Health Care 88 69%

Housing & Homelessness Systems 50 39%
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Survey Limitations
The survey and focus groups were not required to, nor 
did they undergo, a formal institutional review board 
(IRB) approval process. Despite the project not formally 
going through this process, Polaris conducted appropri-
ate due-diligence measures to ensure that every step 
of the research project, including the development of 
the survey questions, analysis of the participants’ bene-
fits and risks, informed consent/voluntary participation 
procedures, data collection and security standards, 
compensation norms, and other participant safeguards, 
were survivor informed, trauma-sensitive, and thought-
fully approached to protect the research participants.

This survey was not the result of a random sample. A 
central limitation to diverse sampling was the finite net-
work to which Polaris was able to distribute the survey. 
Although Polaris works with a wide variety of anti-traf-
ficking NGOs throughout the United States, and every 
effort was made to diversify the types of NGOs to whom 
the survey was distributed, distribution was limited to 
Polaris’s partners and contacts. Moreover, the distribu-
tion of the survey was at the discretion of the NGOs, 
and therefore, the final sample population was entirely 
dependent on each NGO’s willingness and ability to dis-
tribute the survey to the populations it had contact with.

The survey was facilitated through accredited orga-
nizations whose networks are also finite and limited 
to their scope. This naturally caused a response bias 
leaning toward survivors of human trafficking who 
were already removed from their trafficking situation 
and receiving services or engaging in survivor leader-
ship. As the survey did not ask about the years during 
which the respondent was trafficked, it is impossible 
to determine how long respondents were removed 
from their trafficking situation. Therefore, social, cul-
tural, or environmental changes may impact the cur-
rent significance of some of these results. For exam-
ple, some survivor respondents may have experienced 
trafficking during a time which pre-dates the general 
availability or pervasive use of social media.

Results of the survey also lean disproportionately to 
sex trafficking survivors (77 percent). This indicates 
that NGOs with a focus on sex trafficking were either 
more willing or able to widely distribute the survey 
to the populations they serve, or the anti-sex traf-

ficking NGOs had a much more expansive network 
of interested survivors. Relatedly, some NGOs which 
serve large populations of labor trafficking survivors 
indicated that unforeseen environmental and politi-
cal events, which coincided with the open period for 
survey submissions, impeded their ability to distrib-
ute the survey to their networks. The need for these 
providers and their networks to focus on more urgent 
matters likely impacted the number of labor trafficking 
survivors who had access to the survey.

There were other design limitations which likely impacted 
the response rate and response content of the survey 
results. First, the limited languages in which the survey 
was distributed likely prevented survivors of certain 
types of trafficking from participating in the survey. Due 
to resource limitations, Polaris was unable to distribute 
the survey in other languages but would ideally have 
expanded the language services if possible. Second, 
the online platform of the survey likely excluded some 
individuals who did not have the resources available to 
access the internet or to do so in private locations. Third, 
the survey’s lack of anonymity may have deterred peo-
ple who would have otherwise chosen to take the survey 
but remain anonymous. 

Finally, neither the Polaris survivor survey, nor 
the follow up Polaris focus groups should be com-
pared to the findings of more rigorous academic 
studies or prevalence estimates.

Polaris Focus Groups
For Phase II of the research project, researchers sought 
to dive deeper into select areas of the survivor survey 
to gather personal narratives and survivor recommenda-
tions for systems and industries to enhance the report. 
To do this, five focus groups were assembled from the 
pool of survey respondents. Due to the extensive num-
ber of respondents who were sex trafficking survivors, 
four groups consisted of sex trafficking survivors and 
one group consisted of labor trafficking survivors.

The focus groups primarily sought to supplement the 
data Polaris already had access to from the National 
Human Trafficking Hotline. Therefore, the selection 
of focus group participants was strategic to ensure 
researchers were able to collect the specific type of 
information needed to gain necessary insights for each 
system/industry. 
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First, researchers identified the specific systems/indus-
tries where deeper information was needed:

Sex trafficking Groups: 
1) Financial Services Industry 
2) Social Media
3) Transportation 
4) Hotels & Motels
5) Health Care 

Labor Trafficking Groups: 
1) Financial Services Industry
2) Transportation 
3) Health Care7

Second, researchers then identified individual respon-
dents whose survey answers indicated that they had 
significant interactions with or knowledge of these spe-
cific industries during their exploitation. Every survey 
response was reviewed individually, and each section 
of the survey (finance, transportation, etc.) was ranked 
on a scale of 0-2 in terms of how significant the respon-
dent’s interaction with that system/industry was:

• 0= Very little/no interaction or knowledge
• 1= Moderate interaction or knowledge
• 2= Significant interaction or knowledge 

To determine this significance, researchers weighed 
some questions in the survey stronger than others, 
based on the specific research needs. For example, 
researchers prioritized a survivor’s understanding of 

how the finances were managed in his or her situation, 
as this information is not often revealed during regular 
Hotline interactions.

Based on their answers, 26 survey respondents were 
invited to attend one of five focus groups hosted in 
various cities across the country.

• Los Angeles, CA - 5 participants
• Denver, CO - 5 participants
• Dallas, TX - 4 participants
• Atlanta, GA - 5 participants
• Washington, DC - 5 participants

Due to unforeseen and extenuating circumstances, 
two participants intended for the focus groups could 
not attend, and therefore provided their input through 
remote one-on-one interviews with researchers.

Each focus group was two hours long and covered 
as many prioritized systems/industries as time would 
allow. Of course, due to the natural flow of discussion 
of focus groups, not every group addressed every 
question or every system or industry. 

Each focus group or interview was transcribed and 
analyzed using basic content analysis to identify com-
mon themes across groups. These themes, in combi-
nation with the quantitative survey data, and findings 
from the National Hotline, informed the general struc-
ture and content of this report.



15 On-Ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: 
A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking

Financial Services 
Industry
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Types of Financial Services

Retail 
Banking 
(Personal 
Banking)

Com-
mercial 
Banking 

(Business 
Banking)

Credit/
Debit 
Cards 

(including 
pre-paid)

Money Ser-
vice Business-
es (including  
Money Trans-
fer Services)

Retail 
Check 

Cashing

Formal 
Pay-

checks/ 
Payroll

Agriculture & Animal Husbandry

Arts, Sports, & Entertainment

Bars, Strip Clubs, & Cantinas

Carnivals

Commercial Cleaning 

Construction

Domestic Work

Escort Services

Factories & Manufacturing

Forestry & Logging

Health & Beauty Services

Health Care

Hospitality

Illicit Activities

Illicit Massage Businesses

Landscaping

Outdoor Solicitation

Pornography

Recreational Facilities

Remote Interactive Sexual Acts

Residential Sex Trafficking

Restaurants & Food Service

The following matrix is meant to be an overview of some of the intersections that diverse financial services may 
have with potential victims and traffickers of various types of trafficking (See Typology of Modern Slavery: A 
Summary section of this report). Each dot can represent one or more touch points throughout a trafficking life 
cycle including during recruitment, by potential traffickers to store, conceal, manage, send, or launder funds, or 
by potential victims and survivors during and after their trafficking experiences. All intersections were informed 
by Polaris’s operation of the National Human Trafficking Hotline since 2007, Polaris survivor survey, Polaris focus 
groups, or additional, but not exhaustive, external research and analysis which may include service provider and 
stakeholder knowledge sharing, scholarly research, media articles, documented civil and/or criminal cases of 
human trafficking, or quantitative and qualitative analysis of external data sets and/or public records. This matrix 
is by no means comprehensive, as potential traffickers and victims have the potential to access many financial 
services. The absence of a dot may mean there is insufficient data or research on the intersection. Polaris omitted 
the types of trafficking where research and data were lacking.
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The International Labour Organization estimates that 
human trafficking is a $150 billion global industry. 
While there are certainly some completely un-banked 
traffickers, a significant portion of that overwhelming 
sum passes through legitimate financial services busi-
nesses. This happens through thousands of diffuse, 
small transactions. These intersection points offer 
ample - albeit not obvious or easy - opportunity for 
financial institutions to detect and disrupt human traf-
ficking. In many cases, they are in fact legally required 
to do so. Federal laws, including the Bank Secrecy Act 
(BSA) and the USA PATRIOT Act, mandate that finan-
cial institutions monitor for and report suspected ille-
gal activity. The handling of funds generated by human 
trafficking can constitute money laundering.

This legal obligation – unique to the finance industry 
– has led to the creation of robust systems to detect 
suspicious activities associated with human trafficking, 
money laundering, and related financial crime. 

These systems have in turn led to actionable information 
for law enforcement to launch investigations and identify 
potential perpetrators. Because financial crimes are not 
as reliant on victim testimony as other offenses, pursu-
ing traffickers from a money laundering angle can be an 
effective method to obtain justice in situations in which 
the victims are too scared or traumatized to cooperate. 
Thanks to the leadership and commitment of many in 
the financial services industry, traffickers’ motivating 
force – greed – has been turned into a powerful weapon 
against them. 

Scaling and expanding upon the anti-money launder-
ing (AML) work already underway is critical to disrupting 
human trafficking and holding traffickers accountable. 
But it is not the only role this industry has to play. The 
scope and ubiquity of the financial sector creates a range 
of opportunities - from leveraging lending and invest-
ment decisions to assisting survivors in the recovery pro-
cess by providing them access to financial services.
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The Use of Financial Institutions in the 
Recruitment Process: Labor Trafficking
Before they so much as step on an airplane, many for-
eign victims of labor trafficking on temporary work 
visas have already had their dreams turned against 
them in the form of crippling recruitment fees paid 
out to unscrupulous labor brokers. Such fees are 
illegal, but the practice is common and devastating. 
Participants in the Polaris focus group discussed being 
charged for attending informational sessions about 
the job, transportation to the embassy interview, 
fraudulent “visa processing fees,” “visa extension 
fees,” “contract fees,” airfare to the United States, and 
housing deposits. In Polaris’s survivor survey, out of 
the 17 individuals that reported entering their traffick-
ing situation with a temporary work visa, all but two 

How the Financial Services 
Industry may be Used in 
Recruitment

Temporary Work Visas
One of the government-based systems that has the 
potential to be the most disruptive to traffickers if 
reformed is our patchwork of temporary guest worker 
visa programs. Research shows there are now more 
than a million people living and working in this coun-
try under a variety of such programs. From picking our 
fruit to caring for our children, these men and women 
are a vital piece of our nation’s economy. Yet the pro-
gram that invites them in has a number of structural 
weaknesses that also puts them in grave danger of 
being exploited and trafficked.

Between January 2015 and December 2017, the 
National Human Trafficking Hotline received reports 
of 814 potential victims of human trafficking and 1,881 
potential victims of labor exploitation that had a tem-
porary work visa at the time of their exploitation. 

The most significant structural problems with tempo-
rary work visas is that virtually all of them are tied to a 
specific employer. This creates a power imbalance far 
beyond the normal confines of the employer/worker 

relationship; from the moment employment termi-
nates, the migrant worker is immediately out of legal 
status and eligible for deportation. For many migrant 
workers, this is a fate that could destroy everything they 
have dreamed of. Workers leave their homes and loved 
ones to take these jobs in search of economic opportu-
nity. Many have gambled that the decent salaries that 
they have been promised in America are worth going 
into debt to reach. By the time they get to the jobs, 
many owe thousands of dollars in debt to unscrupu-
lous recruiters who have charged them – illegally – for 
every step along the way. Leaving a job, no matter how 
exploitative, would shut off all avenues to pay off those 
debts. Worse yet, if their employer reports them as out 
of status and has them deported, they will be cut off 
from ever returning legally to try again, with a better, 
fairer job. Traffickers know all of this, of course. They 
are keenly aware of exactly how to threaten workers, 
game the system, and extract payments from people 
who have little or nothing to give.

(83 percent) reported paying prohibited recruitment 
fees. In a much more expansive study by Centro de los 
Derechos del Migrante (CDM), 53 percent of workers 
surveyed reported paying recruitment fees averaging 
$590 before travel expenses.25 In 2017, The National 
Domestic Workers Alliance reported that victims of 
labor trafficking in domestic work can pay between 
$3,000 - $9,000 in recruitment fees.26 The result of 
these fees is that many workers arrive for their first day 
of work already deeply indebted to their employer or 
recruiter. This debt is a coercive tactic used to trap 
the worker until the debt can be repaid. Industries like 
agriculture, landscaping, and hospitality employ large 
numbers of workers on temporary visas commonly 
associated with predatory recruitment practices. This 
makes these high risk industries for debt bondage and 
other forms of forced labor.

Continuing on the next page →
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There are numerous legislative and regulatory steps 
that the U.S. Congress could take to make temporary 
guest worker programs safer for migrant workers. Key 
among these is decoupling these visas from specific 
employers or in the case of a few visas types where 
there is some movement possible, making that pro-
cess more streamlined and practical. The government 
should also put real effort behind enforcing regulations 
that bar recruiters from charging potential workers for 
everything from the right to show up at a job fair to the 
actual visa itself. Additionally, adding a layer of trans-
parency to the existing system would go a long way 
toward protecting workers. The current system makes 
it extremely difficult for workers to learn about employ-
ers and recruiters – even such information as whether 
they have been fined or sanctioned in the past. Overall 
data collection and cross-agency cooperation is also 
severely lacking. 

The following matrix is meant to be an overview of which 
temporary work visas are used by traffickers and recruit-
ers in various types of trafficking and labor exploitation. 
(See Typology of Modern Slavery: A Summary section of 
this report). All intersections were informed by Polaris’s 
operation of the National Human Trafficking Hotline 
since 2007, Polaris survivor survey, Polaris focus groups, 
or additional, but not exhaustive, research and analy-
sis which may include service provider and stakeholder 
knowledge sharing, evidence based on media articles, 
documented civil and/or criminal cases of human traf-
ficking, or quantitative and qualitative analysis of exter-
nal data sets and/or public records. The absence of a 
dot may mean there is insufficient data or research on 
the intersection. Polaris omitted the types of trafficking 
where research and data were lacking or types of traffick-
ing which do not typically rely on temporary work visas.

For more information on how temporary visas are used 
in recruitment, the trafficking operations using them, 
and the victims who are impacted, please read Polaris’s 
report, Human Trafficking on Temporary Work Visas: A 
Data Analysis 2015 / 2017.

Continuing from the previous page →

Types of Temporary Work Visas

A-3/G-5 H-2A H-2B B-1 J-1 F-1 H-1B

Agriculture & Animal Husbandry

Arts, Sports, & Entertainment

Carnivals

Commercial Cleaning

Construction

Domestic Work

Factories & Manufacturing

Forestry & Logging

Health Care

Hospitality

Illicit Massage Businesses

Landscaping

Recreational Facilities

Restaurants & Food Service

Types Yet to be Defined:
(e.g. Education, Professional/Tech)
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https://polarisproject.org/sites/default/files/Polaris%20Temporary%20Work%20Visa%20Report.pdf
https://polarisproject.org/sites/default/files/Polaris%20Temporary%20Work%20Visa%20Report.pdf
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All Polaris focus group participants who reported paying 
recruitment fees, stated they did so via in-branch depos-
its directly into their recruiter’s bank account while still 
in their country of origin. Some of these survivors did so 
in numerous transactional installments, as their recruiter 
invented more and more fees throughout the recruit-
ment process. 

One focus group survivor who made at least four sep-
arate deposits totaling over $5,000 into her recruiter’s 
account in the Philippines, pleaded, “I wish [some-
one] would have asked what all that money was for.” 
Alternatively, some National Hotline callers have dis-
closed that they were instructed to use money remit-
tance services, or other types of wire transfers to 
transfer money to their recruitment agencies, either 
based in their home countries or in the United States. 
Although these examples are anecdotal, this high-
lights the importance of training on victim identifica-
tion for customer-facing bank staff in source countries. 
Fortunately, many financial institutions have recog-
nized this and have increased trainings for custom-
er-facing staff in recent years.

Some workers may never have such direct contact 
with a financial institution, but transactional monitor-
ing on the recruiter or recruitment agency accounts 
may unearth crucial indicators of suspicious recruit-
ment activity linked to debt bondage or other coer-
cive practices. When the recruitment debt is owed to 
the employer, employers frequently deduct the money 
from the victims’ wages or do not pay victims until they 
have worked off the debt - coercing victims to con-
tinue to work at jobs they would have otherwise quit.

An example of this can be seen in the historic series 
of civil cases against Signal International, LLC, “which 
together comprise one of the largest labor trafficking 
cases in U.S. history.”27 In this case, court documents 
stated that victims were instructed to make out per-
sonal checks to the owners of their recruitment agency 
in three installments.28

In order to comply with their recruiter’s financial 
demands, many workers routinely take out loans, either 
informally from well-intentioned family and friends, 
exploitative loan sharks, or through formal lending 
institutions.29 According to Centro de los Derechos 
del Migrante (CDM), 47 percent of workers surveyed 
reported having to take out a loan to cover the cost of 
recruitment.  The interest rates on these loans ranged 
anywhere from 5 percent to a staggering 79 percent.30 

The financial burdens of recruitment fees can be dev-
astating in and of themselves but they are also - iron-
ically - a necessary backdrop for trafficking to occur. 
A worker who chooses to come to America for a well-
paid temporary job is going to be that much more 
reluctant to speak out about exploitation if that worker 
fears having no other way to pay back massive debts 
incurred to get the job in the first place. 

Many of the workers in CDM’s study and in a Polaris 
focus group discussed how they were required to either 
sell family land or post the land as collateral to obtain 
the necessary loan. One Polaris focus group survivor 
explained the motivation and the devastating costs:

"When you are promised a good life, you are ready 
to pay the price ahead of time. There are people from 
where I come from who have sold their only piece of 
land just to buy a ticket to come here thinking that 
they will make money and better their lives. If they 
have been duped, how and where do they go back to? 
They need protection."

Another survivor described how she turned to multiple 
sources to cover this debt and the ripple effect it had 
on her family members. To compound this impossible 
circumstance, the job she was told she was hired for 
didn’t exist, and she was forced to take a lower-paying 
job. She explains: 

“It was a huge debt [to my recruiter], [and] from my 
mother in law, and from a lending institution. Just to 
be here… My parents sold land just to finance my visa. 
And when we came here, we ended up in a daycare for 
only $10 per hour. How can we pay our debts then?”
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The Use of Financial Institutions 
in the Recruitment Process: Sex 
Trafficking
Recruitment fees paid through legitimate financial 
systems are also common within some types of sex 
trafficking, most notably within illicit massage busi-
nesses. Similar to recruiter fees paid for temporary 
work visas, many victims of this type of trafficking 
take out large loans to hire visa brokers to handle 
the expensive, and often fraudulent, visa handling 
process.31 Once in the United States, they are shut-
tled to various brothels operating under the guise 
of a legitimate massage business, and coerced into 
providing massage services with accompanying 
commercial sex acts in an effort to pay down their 
ever-increasing debt.

The use of financial institutions in the recruitment 
stage may be less prevalent in other types of sex 
trafficking. However, at least one sex trafficker dis-
cussed in a Polaris focus group planned ahead by 
factoring in potential recruits’ credit history, as the 
survivor explained:

“...he would focus strictly on girls that were 17 
about to turn 18 just because their credit would be 
fresh. He could have them get credit cards. Versus 
someone who’s already been in the life, even if 
they’re only in their early 20’s... [their credit] would 
be jacked up already. So he started focusing on 
girls not only for the profit margin because of their 
age, but because he could work with their credit. 
That would be a recruitment question before they 
come: “How’s your credit?” Because he started 
realizing credit was important for things like 
getting a house or things like that in the future. He 
knew he couldn’t do that with just cash.”
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Financial institutions have done signifi-
cant research and analysis to understand 
trafficking operations and design systems 
that can detect potential financial indica-
tors of trafficking. In 2014, the Financial 
Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN) 
issued an advisory that included a list of 
potential indicators of trafficking based on 
this work.32 Following the release of this 
advisory, suspicious activity reports (SAR’s) 
related to human trafficking increased by 
900 percent.33 Many major financial institu-
tions have committed significant energy to 
refining and expanding on these indicators 
in an attempt to ensure such reports are 
useful in investigations, particularly those 
related to sex trafficking. Given the huge 
variety of how trafficking situations occur 
and how traffickers adapt their operations 
over time, developing systems tailored to 
reflect the nuances of each type of traffick-
ing is extremely challenging. The financial 
services industry should be applauded for 
its innovative efforts to meet this challenge.

How the Financial Services 
Industry may be Used in 
Trafficking Operations

Suspicious Activity Report (SAR) form.  →  

https://www.fincen.gov/resources/advisories/fincen-advisory-fin-2014-a008
https://www.fincen.gov/resources/advisories/fincen-advisory-fin-2014-a008
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In a free-form text box in Polaris’s survey, as well as in 
follow-up conversations in Polaris focus groups, survi-
vors provided rich testimony that included examples 
of how their traffickers moved and stashed money 
while avoiding detection from financial professionals. 

The details provided suggest trafficking survivors are 
invaluable resources for AML professionals looking to 
improve their understanding of how trafficking busi-
nesses work. 

Data is non-cumulative. Survey respondents could select multiple options.

Financial Red Flags: Findings from Survey & Focus Groups

In the Polaris survivor survey, 99 survivors screened into the section that included questions about their own or their 
traffickers’ use of financial systems. For one question, Polaris took the 2014 list of FinCEN indicators for human traf-
ficking activity and reworded them to make them more identifiable to a survivor or non-AML professional. Survivor 
participants were asked to select the indicators that they believe were present in their trafficking situation. While 
the following results are based on a limited sample size and lean disproportionately toward sex trafficking survivors, 
they provide evidence to support the prevalence of these indicators and how they play out in real situations. Polaris 
supports the replication of this research to include more diversity in the type of trafficking (including labor), and 
inclusion of survivors who left their trafficking situations more recently.

Financial indicators that occurred during exploitation (n=99) # of Respondents Percentage

Trafficker used methods to conceal income/source of income 56 57%

Trafficker’s lifestyle inconsistent with stated income 45 45%

Victim escorted to banks 28 28%

Trafficker used victim’s account 26 26%

Victim transferred money back to trafficker 20 20%

Extremely low or $0 paychecks 17 17%

Structured deposits to avoid detection 17 17%

Victim worked for registered business but was paid in cash 14 14%

Employer/trafficker was listed on victim’s bank accounts 14 14%

Bank account opened for victim, received no deposits 7 7%

Strange deductions on paystubs 4 4%

Victim paid visa recruitment fees 4 4%

Victim transferred money to a labor recruiter 1 1%

Figure 3.0: Financial Indicators That Occurred During Exploitation
Polaris Survivor Survey (n=99)



24 On-Ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: 
A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking

“We had to send quotas 
through [a money transfer 

service] and [pre-paid credit 
cards] using passwords/secret 
questions and staying under 
$1,000 so he didn’t have to 

show his ID to pick up.”

“...any bank accounts were used 
to filter money but never store it. 
Also rent for storefronts, utilities, 
etc. was monitored and recorded 

via bank accounts… Advertisement 
online was paid through these 

accounts as well, making sure his 
name was never associated with 
the advertisements. The account 

was always in my name. Or one of 
my wife-in-laws.”

“We had to [manage money] several different ways because we had so 
much money. We would deposit into different banks and into different 

accounts. We might deposit some of the escort fees into one account, or 
split it if it went over $9,999 and put it into another one. We would send 

[a money transfer] with part of it.”

“[He would] deposit 
a $1,000 or deposit 

$2,000 and then 
withdraw it and you’ll 
have the cash. But it 
would show on the 
statement that this 

amount was going in, 
so you could go and 
get the car and show 
that I had an income.”

“He was never linked [to] 
or involved with [the bank 

accounts]. He would just sit 
at the bank with me… [and] 

make sure that I was not 
telling anyone anything, but 

he would be present.”
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Financial Patterns of Illicit Massage 
Businesses
Masquerading as legitimate massage businesses, illicit 
massage businesses extensively use legitimate finan-
cial institutions to process payments, pay business 
expenses, control their victims, launder and move 
money, and obfuscate who is profiting from the opera-
tions. For the convenience of commercial sex purchas-
ers paying in cash, many illicit massage businesses have 
private automated teller machines on site. Many also 
accept credit card payments. Financial institutions that 
have monitored patterns in credit card transactions 
have noted significant differences between typical 
transaction patterns at legitimate massage businesses 
and transaction patterns at illicit massage businesses. 

Through an extensive mapping of business records 
associated with known illicit massage venues, Polaris 
has found that the average such business connects 
to at least one other illicit massage business as well 
as non-massage venues such as nail salons, beauty 
shops, restaurants, grocery stores, and dry cleaners. 
Overwhelmingly, these connected businesses are 
used to launder money earned from the illicit massage 
business.”34 Given the networked nature of this type 
of trafficking, traffickers use banks and money remit-
tance services to funnel money to connected parties. 
Frequently, traffickers structure deposits to fall just 
under thresholds which would trigger investigation 
by the financial institutions. Massage parlor traffickers 

“He ran many different 
massage parlors, so as far 
as fees, there was a basic 
fee paid by buyers at the 

door and then extras were 
discussed in the room. 

For tax purposes, I was 
instructed to keep track 

of just the basic fee at the 
door as well as any supplies 
needed to run the business. 

These numbers were to 
match up to show there 

was very little profit after 
deductions.”

often misrepresent their profits in official tax forms 
and business record filings.  They also spread their 
finances across multiple accounts and institutions, 
often forcing victims to establish joint accounts to 
create the false impression that they are being paid. 
Unfortunately, determining the actual or “beneficial” 
owners of many of these businesses is challenging as 
no jurisdiction in the United States requires disclosure 
of such information as a condition of business registra-
tion.35 Some businesses are registered with no named 
owner at all. Others are listed as being owned by shell 
companies that have no other actual assets and also 
do not disclose the owner. 

Financial Patterns of Cantinas
Cantinas are bars and/or restaurants that are typi-
cally associated with Latino communities. Victims of 
sex and labor trafficking within these establishments 
are forced to provide customers with flirtatious com-
panionship to entice them to purchase high-priced 
alcoholic beverages that often come with explicit or 
implicit sex acts.36

↑   Photo of an actual ledger taken from a potential 
illicit massage business, detailing potential victims, 
appointments, and earnings.
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Cantinas disguise profits from commercial sex opera-
tions as legitimate bar charges, typically as high drink 
prices or as cover charges for entering the bar. Some 
commercial sex transactions are also managed privately 
in cash between traffickers and customers (especially 
VIP customers) either in the bar’s “VIP rooms” reserved 
for commercial sex, or at offsite locations such as hotels 
or apartments. Obtaining commercial sex at some can-
tinas involves several financial transactions, including a 
cover charge, sale of one or more high-priced drinks, 
and a final charge for the use of a room and the pur-
chase of condoms. 

Cantina operators maintain records for these trans-
actions in a number of ways, often providing tokens 
such as poker chips or tickets to the customer at the 
second financial transaction to indicate that the cus-
tomer has paid this initial fee. The proceeds from this 
activity are typically divided between the owners and 
managers of the bar where this trafficking takes place, 
and the “padrotes” or direct controllers, who bring 
victims to the cantina to work. In some situations, this 
division is a simple split of the profits, while in others, 
the house will take the room fees and the padrotes 
will take the intermediary fees disguised as high drink 
prices. It is currently unknown whether these locations 
typically accept credit cards or whether the commer-
cial sex aspect of the business is entirely cash-based. 
Since many cantinas are also operational bars and 
restaurants accessible to the public, it is highly likely 
that most of them at least have the technical capacity 
to accept credit card payment. Given the attempts to 
disguise the intermediary financial transaction as high 
drink prices, it is likely that this is the stage most likely 
to be paid for by credit card. Cantina-based traffickers 
also make large payments, either in cash or via wire 
transfer, to recruiters or smugglers to maintain a sup-
ply of victims for their businesses.

In cases where this detail is known, cantina owners 
have been known to pay their employees under the 
table in cash. The owners of cantinas have been known 
to consistently deposit profits from their businesses in 
amounts less than $10,000 in order to avoid detection. 
More research is required to determine whether can-
tina operators are regularly laundering their proceeds 
from these activities in order to further disguise their 
origin. As in other types of human trafficking, traffick-

ers use various forms of financial abuse such as debt 
bondage and restricted access to money to control 
victims at cantinas.

Financial Patterns of Organized 
Residential Brothels
Organized or semi-organized groups operating residen-
tial brothels use credit cards, bank accounts, and money 
remittance services. Some of these groups may also be 
associated with commercial front brothel businesses. 
Operators of residential brothels often rent multiple 
apartments and other forms of residential properties 
across several states. These traffickers also purchase 
food and supplies such as condoms and lubricants in 
bulk, make wire transfers or remittances to apparently 
unrelated individuals in other countries, and use multi-
ple unrelated individuals to deposit profits into a single 
or a small number of bank accounts. Some networks 
have been known to pay associates to rent apartments 
in their names in order to hide the networked structure 
of the operation. Payments for commercial sex at orga-
nized residential brothels are typically made in cash to a 
house manager, controller, or both. The details of pric-
ing, payment for advertising, structure of the network, 
and techniques of money laundering vary among traf-
ficking groups of different regional affiliations. 

Financial Patterns of Un-Networked 
Sex Traffickers
Among less organized types of sex trafficking such 
as escort services and some subtypes of residen-
tial brothels, payments for ads on online sites may 
be made using credit cards or cryptocurrencies like 
Bitcoin. Since Visa and Mastercard stopped process-
ing payments to Backpage in 2015, the use of cryp-
tocurrencies have become a more significant factor 
in sex trafficking operations. This has presented a 
new challenge for AML professionals, though recent 
advancements in technology to analyze Bitcoin trans-
actions are promising (see the accompanying box for 
more information).
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Buying Sex Ads with Bitcoin 

The growing use of virtual currencies like Bitcoin, which 
allow users to limit their interactions with traditional 
financial institutions, carries both tremendous poten-
tial and equally massive risk. The privacy and profit 
facilitated by cutting out the financial middleman in 
legitimate transactions also fosters a conducive envi-
ronment for laundering money from criminal activity 
such as human trafficking.

The extent to which this is already happening is not well 
understood. The best known way that cryptocurren-
cies are used to facilitate trafficking is through the pur-
chase of online commercial sex advertisements. After 
Visa, MasterCard, and American Express stopped 
processing payments to Backpage.com in 2015, post-
ers were limited to paying for ads using Bitcoin or 
Backpage credits. Since the shutdown of Backpage, 
many other commercial sex websites continue to oper-
ate using Bitcoin or other cryptocurrencies. Some sites 
have even created their own cryptocurrencies.37 As 
traditional financial institutions continue to hone their 
AML strategies to disrupt trafficking, the use of cryp-
tocurrency is likely to grow.

That doesn’t mean AML efforts will become obsolete 
– instead the nature of monitoring techniques and 
the profile of the players involved may evolve. While 
the most technically savvy criminals can use crypto-
currencies with little traceable footprint, there is still a 
relatively high entry barrier to using virtual currencies 
without any kind of third party involvement. This third 
party involvement provides an opportunity to monitor 
the use of cryptocurrencies even when these third par-
ties do not function like traditional banks.

In recent years, a swath of financial technology, or 
“FinTech” companies have launched to make crypto-
currencies accessible to the average person. In 2013, 
FinCEN regulators issued guidance clarifying that 
entities “creating, obtaining, distributing, exchanging, 
accepting, or transmitting virtual currencies” were 
subject to AML regulations and must register with 
FinCEN.38

Key within the FinTech sector of the financial services 
industry, Virtual Currency Exchanges (VCE’s) allow 
individuals to obtain virtual currency by transferring fiat 
money from an account held at a traditional financial 
institution. The major VCE’s are registered with FinCEN 
and have their own AML and compliance teams, 
although unlicensed exchanges continue to exist.  
Most VCE’s must intersect with traditional banks in the 
conversion process, and this transaction is visible to  
traditional financial institution’s compliance team.39 But 
this touchpoint can be circumvented through venues 
such as LocalBTC.com, a Craigslist-like site that allows 
both licensed and unlicensed exchanges to post ads 
to sell Bitcoin. Some of the unlicensed exchanges will 
provide Bitcoin in exchange for cash or gift cards while 
the most questionable will meet people in person to 
make the exchange.

As criminal enterprises look for new ways around 
AML systems, financial institutions are working to meet 
the challenge with the help of technology partners. 
Cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin operate using open led-
gers which can be mined to identify patterns indicative 
of criminal activity. For example,  computer scientists 
have pioneered techniques to link Bitcoin transaction 
records to Backpage ads.40 These techniques can be 
applied to other commercial sex sites which continue 
to operate, and the resulting analysis can provide new 
understanding of trafficking networks. This type of 
research and innovation is crucial to hitting traffickers 
where it hurts – in their (virtual) wallets.
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“Everything was 
put in my name with 
[my trafficker] as a 
co-signer, since [my 

trafficker] used a fake 
name, when I escaped, 

everything faulted 
back on me.”

In order to avoid detection, many un-networked traffick-
ers force their victims to use their own bank accounts to 
fund the necessary expenses associated with their own 
trafficking. Victims of these situations may have trans-
actional histories indicating unusual domestic travel 
and spend large amounts on gas and hotels. Twenty-
six percent of Polaris survey respondents reported that 
their trafficker used or controlled an account in the 
name of a victim. However, almost all focus group par-
ticipants reported that their trafficker avoided putting 
their name on paper. Using a victim’s identity, espe-
cially in the course of managing illicit funds, is not just 
a tactic to avoid identification, but to further entangle 
a victim under a trafficker’s financial control. The use of 
victim accounts and identities by traffickers can have 
a long lasting and devastating impact. Many survivors 
leaving trafficking situations report that their credit has 
been ruined by their trafficker. Others are left to pay 
debts their trafficker incurred using their identity. 

“In my case, everything was open under my name 
or [an]other girl’s name… And then if there came a 
point where he wanted to buy a car, that’s when he’d 
open a [checking] account in my name and then he’d 
just deposit the money… And so we kind of just did 
it like that with multiple institutions... We basically 
defrauded each bank. And so now I owe each bank 
a bunch of money. I can’t even get a second chance 
bank account!”

However, above all, according to many conversations 
with survivors on the Hotline, in the Polaris survey, and 
in Polaris focus groups, prepaid credit cards seem to 
be the preferred tender used by un-networked sex 
traffickers. These cards are difficult to trace using nor-
mal transactional monitoring because they enable ano-
nymity. Prepaid cards allow traffickers to use illicit funds 
to purchase the necessities in order to facilitate their 
businesses without having their true identity linked to 
these purchases. Survey respondents and participants 
in all focus groups reported that pre-paid credit cards 
were used for almost anything and everything includ-
ing travel arrangements, living expenses, hotel stays, 
gas, and online sex ads. Survivors in the focus groups 
also explained many of their traffickers went a step 
further to avoid detection and instructed their victims, 
or even their family members, to purchase and reload 
these cards.
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Financial Patterns of Multi-Victim Labor 
Trafficking Types
The fact that labor trafficking occurs mostly within 
legitimate industries (as opposed to sex trafficking 
which inherently involves an illicit activity), means that 
labor traffickers use all sectors of the finance industry. 
From businesses using slave labor applying for loans 
to expand their operations to paying labor trafficking 
victims through formal payroll systems, many labor 
traffickers use legitimate financial systems in ways 
that are hard to differentiate from other employers. 
Additionally the fractured nature of the labor supply 
chain, particularly the use of labor contractors and 
labor recruiters, makes it difficult to see a comprehen-
sive picture of the finances of all parties associated 

– especially when each entity in the chain may utilize 
different financial institutions. Though financial institu-
tions have the power to share information with other 
financial institutions through Section 314 B of the USA 
PATRIOT Act, red flag indicators of labor trafficking 
are so elusive that bank investigations rarely advance 
far enough to warrant a 314 B request.

As AML professionals pioneer new ways to overcome 
barriers to detecting labor trafficking through finan-
cial activity, it would be wise to focus on industries 
like agriculture that employ large numbers of foreign 
national low-wage workers, have non-unionized work-
forces, and/or utilize labor contractors rather than 
directly hire workers. All of these factors are associ-
ated with structural issues that make workers vulnera-
ble to trafficking. 

Notably, industries that employ large numbers of for-
eign national low-wage workers are likely to hire work-
ers with H-2A, H-2B or other similar visa types. These 
visas are tied to specific employers. Workers who leave 
the jobs for which they hold specific visas are vulnera-
ble to deportation. Being deported means that worker 
cannot come back to work legally in the United States 
the next year, or indeed ever again. They are either 
actually or effectively blacklisted. This structural prob-
lem within the visa program is a key weapon of human 
traffickers, who can coerce workers through threats of 
deportation or blacklisting.
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Non-unionized workforces may lack collective bargain-
ing power to address exploitative practices. Industries 
that do not directly hire their workers but instead 
obtain them through labor contractors have lower lev-
els of accountability as workers struggle to determine 
which entity is responsible for their conditions. 

Labor contractors are also more likely to have been more 
directly involved in the recruitment and visa obtainment 
process where fraudulent promises are often made or 
debts potentially accrued. Though the fractured nature 
of the labor supply chain in these industries make AML 
detection work more challenging, Polaris’s data suggests 
these businesses should be considered high risk for labor 
exploitation and may exhibit similar financial patterns.

The National Hotline has documented victims of labor 
trafficking in agriculture being paid by their employers 
in cash, formal paychecks, or less commonly, through 
direct deposits into the worker’s bank account or in 
prepaid debit cards. However, more data is needed to 
determine the prevalence of each method.

In order to effectively detect labor trafficking, financial 
institutions will likely need to look for bundles of red 
flags – while each individual may or may not be sus-
picious on its own, combinations of indicators should 
be viewed as highly suspicious. For industries at high 
risk for labor trafficking that use formal payroll struc-
tures with paychecks or direct deposits, the most sus-
picious signs may be the absence of normal business 
expenses. Potential indicators include:

• Paychecks with negative balances or unreasonably 
 low amounts for an entire pay period (which sug
 gests debt bondage)
• Infrequent payroll processing (suggesting pay may 
 be withheld to prevent employees from quitting)
• Payroll expenditures without worker’s compenstion 
 insurance outlays (in states required to provide work- 
ers’ compensation to seasonal/migrant workers)

• Transfers of funds back to employer’s account at 
 the end of each pay cycle
• Fines paid to the Department of Labor

A survivor on an H-2B visa from the Polaris focus 
group clarified how, although he and his co-workers 
were being paid in formal paychecks, his trafficker still 
committed multiple counts of tax fraud:

“In my case they paid me with paychecks. But they 
used another company. Not like a payroll company. It 
was just another [shell] company they had. Every week 
the paychecks had all the deductions like state taxes, 
city taxes, and all that stuff. But I found out when I 
filed my taxes, that they were not paying those taxes 
[to the IRS]” 

Financial Patterns of Labor Trafficking 
for Domestic Work
Financial indicators of trafficking in domestic work are 
quite distinct from other labor trafficking types as the 
employer is typically a private individual employing 
one or two individuals. While most domestic workers 
are covered by the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) 
and many state laws require domestic workers to be 
paid at least minimum (if not prevailing wage), poten-
tial victim reports to the National Hotline indicate 
that this is frequently ignored. A review of victims of 
trafficking in domestic work who were reported to 
the National Hotline indicates that many of these indi-
viduals were not paid. Among those who were and 
provided detailed information about their hours and 
wages, many were paid on a monthly basis and often 
received wages in round number increments in the 
$300 - $1,000 per month range. When hourly wage 
estimates were calculated, some victims earned less 
than $0.50 per hour and nearly all received less than $9 
per hour. These wages were most often paid through 
direct deposits or wire transfers to bank accounts in 
the victim’s home country that the victim’s family may 
or may not have had access to.

Traffickers of domestic workers may escort the individ-
uals to the bank to make deposits, cash checks, and 
send wire transfers back into the accounts of the traf-
ficker. Victims of trafficking in domestic work are fre-
quently pressured to list their traffickers on their bank 
accounts which allows the trafficker to withdraw money 
at any time, or block the victim’s access to the account.

Diplomats employing domestic workers on A-3 and 
G-5 visas, are required to pay their employees through 
check or electronic transfers to the domestic workers’ 
bank account located in the United States.41 Moreover, 
employers are prohibited from creating conditions that 
would give them access to this account, such as being 
listed as a custodian or authorized user.42 Despite 
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“We had businesses, we had fake businesses, we had 
DBA’s.44 We had businesses that were subsidiaries of 
other businesses. The businesses would each have 
bank accounts. The subsidiaries would have bank 
accounts.”

Traffickers also used more inventive ways to manage, 
move, and conceal their money, like the story of the 
survivor below:

“We also had virtual offices overseas. So he would have 
money shipped so he could bank it overseas. So each 
one of these [offices] took money in. We had storage 
units where we were stacking money because we 
couldn’t put it all in the bank and we couldn’t run it 
through all the businesses. So we had file boxes full of 
money in the storage units.”

As of May 2018, FinCEN’s Customer Due Diligence 
(CDD) rule went into effect. The rule requires financial 
institutions to collect information about the beneficial 
owners of corporate entities applying to open new 
accounts and to validate the identity of the beneficial 
owner provided through this process.45 However, the 
resulting system does not provide full transparency 
into the beneficial owners of companies. The CDD 
rule’s definition of beneficial owner focuses on oper-
ational control of the corporation, not on who is enti-
tled to the profits.46 Additionally, many shell companies 
are not tied to accounts at financial institutions, which 
means they fall through the cracks of this regulation 
and the identity of the person or persons profiting 
from that business is never collected.

For more information on corporate secrecy in human 
trafficking operations in the context of illicit massage 
businesses specifically, please see the Polaris report: 
Hidden in Plain Sight: How Corporate Secrecy 
Facilitates Human Trafficking in Illicit Massage Parlors.

these regulations on the diplomatic community, the 
National Hotline has heard of many cases where traf-
fickers regularly deposit funds, making it appear as if 
they are paying the victim their salary, only to imme-
diately transfer funds out of the victim’s account back 
to their own. There have also been documented cases 
where the employers never actually deposit any funds 
into the victim’s account, keeping the active account 
with a $0 balance. Victims are often told by their 
employers that their salaries are held for them until 
the end of their contracts, or deposited in accounts for 
them in their home countries, all of which are lies com-
pelling them to keep working. In some instances, traf-
fickers have deposited money in bank accounts over-
seas or wired money directly to the family members of 
the victims. However, the amounts deposited or wired 
were often significantly less than was promised. One 
survivor who was on an A-3 visa at the time of her traf-
ficking situation, explained at a Polaris focus group:

“My trafficker instructed me to open an account back 
in my country. She promised to put [a] deposit every 
month and I put money [in] when the account was 
open. But she never put any deposits in and turned 
out, [the account] was closed. At first, I wasn’t paid at 
all. After three months, I was payed cents a day.”

Corporate Secrecy Laws In Trafficking 
Operations
Businesses in the United States are not required to 
disclose their “beneficial owners” – the people who 
actually make money from the business.43 As a result, 
traffickers of both sex and labor are easily able to hide 
or launder money or simply hide themselves from any 
legal liability. In some cases, this process is simply a 
matter of not putting an identifiable name on business 
registration papers. In others, it is the creation of a 
complex web of shell companies – businesses without 
actual assets that exist in name only. In every focus 
group, survivors provided diverse examples of busi-
nesses – some real, some shell – that their traffickers 
used to conceal their true income such as massage 
businesses, clothing stores, taxi companies, casinos, 
restaurants, strip clubs, and even a medical practice. 
Although focus group survivors were not always privy 
to the nuances of their trafficker’s financial crimes, 
many of them provided valuable insight:

https://polarisproject.org/resources/hidden-plain-sight-how-corporate-secrecy-facilitates-human-trafficking-illicit-massage
https://polarisproject.org/resources/hidden-plain-sight-how-corporate-secrecy-facilitates-human-trafficking-illicit-massage
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Cutting off a victim’s access to economic resources can 
even be more effective than the more overt methods 
of force, such as physical abuse. Indeed, economic 
abuse is the most often cited method of control used 
by traffickers reported to the National Hotline. 

How Finances may 
be Used as a Means 
of Control

“I was trafficked 
for 13 years, so by the time I 

was an adult and doing 
pornography and depositing the 
checks in the account that he was 
controlling, I was so terrified of 
him and so tied to him. The idea 

of leaving never even occurred to 
me. I believed the only way it 

would end would be if he killed 
me or he died of old age.”

“My trafficker never paid me any salary during my first three years 
of working on the ranch. When he took me to the airport he 

begged that I come back to work for him. I told him that I wasn’t 
coming back because he did not keep his word from the contract. 

He gave me $100, a pat on the back, and kept insisting that I return 
[the next season]. He had promised that things would change; that I 

would get a better camper and better food. I then agreed that I 
would return. Once I arrived [to home country], I had to open a 

bank account and then he deposited the amount of $12,920. This is 
the amount he paid [for 3 years of farm labor] after deducting 

everything that he had paid for me. Ex: Gloves, Medication, Clothes, 
Razors, Hygiene Products, Pots, Pans & Kitchen Supplies Sleeping 
Bag, Batteries, Solar Panel, Electrical Cords, etc. I was charged for 

absolutely everything he had to buy for my use.”
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Figure 3.1 breaks down the various forms of economic 
abuse which the National Hotline tracks, and the types 
of trafficking which potential victims are reported to be 
most affected. The absence of sex trafficking in these 
top results should not be taken as an indicator that sur-
vivors of sex trafficking do not suffer frequent or severe 
economic abuse. These results are likely due to differ-
ences in how victims communicate their experiences 

Type of Economic Abuse Top 5 Types of Trafficking 
(by percent of victims affected)

 Percentage of 
Potential Victims

Creates Debt Bondage or Institutes Quotas

Traveling Sales Crews 37.36%

Hotels & Hospitality 36.09%

Restaurants & Food Service 32.48%

Carnivals 28.57%

Health Care 24.53%

Withholds Wages

Forestry & Logging 81.48%

Restaurants & Food Service 73.36%

Carnivals 71.43%

Health Care 67.92%

Recreational Facilities 66.67%

Limits Access to Finances

Arts & Entertainment 30.39%

Commercial Cleaning Services 18.81%

Factories & Manufacturing 12.99%

Health Care 11.32%

Domestic Work 7.97%

Other Economic Abuse

Forestry & Logging 18.52%

Agriculture & Animal Husbandry 12.97%

Construction 12.74%

Health Care 11.32%

Domestic Work 10.09%

Figure 3.1: Types of Economic Abuse
National Human Trafficking Hotline (January 1, 2015 - December 31, 2017)

when reaching out to the Hotline for assistance. Labor 
trafficking victims, who frequently do not self-identify as 
trafficking victims, are more likely to report other legal 
violations related to their work and pay such as wage 
theft, debt, or other economic abuse. Alternatively, 
sex trafficking survivors may prioritize communication 
about forms of emotional, physical, or other abuse over 
detailing financial abuse they experienced.

Data is non-cumulative. Potential victims can experience multiple types of economic abuse.
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Restoring Financial Freedom

A victim’s access to financial resources is often the 
single most determining factor when faced with the 
decision to leave a trafficking situation and start over. 
Multiple Polaris focus group participants noted the 
unique role that banking institutions had in their exit 
safety plans and how critical saving money was. One 
survivor from a Polaris focus group elaborated on how 
it was her only safe way to leave:

“[My trafficker] had all the passwords and was a co-
signer on [my] account. And pretty much any money 
that was coming into the account, he knew where 
it was coming from… I was able to open a separate 
account without him knowing about it and start[ed] to 
save away money. It was really dangerous because I 
was afraid he’d realize I was saving... So that was how I 
was able to finally get away from him.”

A victim’s access to a bank account isn’t just key in 
the stage where a victim is planning to leave. Access 
to a simple checking account can be the first step in 
rebuilding a survivor’s line of credit and therefore his 
or her road to economic stability. Without this cru-
cial resource, survivors may find it extremely difficult 
or even impossible to regain even the most basic of 
necessities such as safe housing, a new job, or even 
a cell phone. Such economic desperation in turn puts 
survivors at risk of being re-exploited. 

Multiple Polaris focus group participants described 
how after their traffickers ruined their credit and used 
accounts registered in their names to conduct fraud 
and other financial crimes, and because their identities 
were associated with illicit transactions on websites 
such as Backpage, financial institutions refused to take 
them as customers long after they left their trafficking 

How the Financial Services 
Industry may be Used by 
Victims & Survivors

situations. Two separate survivors in a Polaris focus 
group discussed how this issue is still affecting them 
years after their situations:

“I can’t even get a [pre-paid card]! I can’t get 
anything. I’m banned! Last year I went to try and get 
a [pre-paid card] and I put $300 on there. [The credit 
card company] took the money, but then they were 
like, “Oh, there’s a problem with the card.” So when I 
called the card [company], they said, “you’re basically 
86’d from our services because of advertisements on 
Backpage.com.” That’s embarrassing!”

“For a long time I couldn’t even get [an online money 
transfer account]!... I had [an online money transfer 
account] connected to my [commercial sex] website. 
And so I think they caught onto me and shut me off, 
banned me for a long time.”

“Second chance” bank accounts provide an entry point 
into mainstream banking systems for individuals with 
poor credit reports or who may have been previously 
debanked by a financial institution after being associ-
ated with an account identified as having ongoing sus-
picious activity. Institutions with second chance account 
programs have different requirements, services, and 
fees. While such program features typically include low 
or no fees, they also have more restrictions than tradi-
tional accounts, such as limiting daily withdrawals.47

Given the prevalence of traffickers conducting criminal 
activity through accounts linked to their victims, spe-
cial dispensation for survivors via such second chance 
account programs is extremely important. Offering 
second chance accounts is just one way banks are 
helping survivors rebuild their lives and prevent further 
exploitation. In many candid conversations during and 
after Polaris focus groups, survivors of sex trafficking 
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were heard swapping recommendations of supportive 
institutions that would “work with them” to rebuild their 
line of credit. However, there is currently no systematic 
way for a financial institution to recognize that an indi-
vidual applying to open an account is a trafficking survi-
vor. NGO’s may be able to play a crucial role in verifying 
for financial institutions that an individual is a trafficking 
survivor, and therefore, that bank’s providing a second 
chance account or alternative accommodations would 
be appropriate. With this kind of collaboration, financial 
access can become a reality for more survivors.

Remittance Services 

Sending money home through services like Western 
Union and MoneyGram is a central component of the 
migrant worker experience in America – including the 
experience of trafficking and exploitation. The National 
Hotline frequently hears of trafficked migrant farmwork-
ers who are transported by their employers weekly to a 
local retailer in order to cash paychecks and hopefully 
send money home through wire transfers. Sometimes 
these money transfers are legitimate and used to sup-
port family, but sometimes survivors report having to 
make consistent payments to their labor recruiter in 
their home country.

In such cases, a transfer agent or a transaction monitor-
ing professional may discover that multiple unrelated 
individuals are transferring near identical amounts to 
the same person or recruitment agency on a routine 
basis. This could be a strong indicator that the worker 
is paying off a debt, potentially incurred illegally during 
recruitment.

Tragically for workers who came to the United States 
because of economic need, many survivors of labor 
trafficking may find themselves on the reverse end of 
these transactions – having to receive money from fam-
ily members abroad in order to survive because they 
are not being paid by their traffickers. One survivor at a 
focus group explained:

“I couldn’t make enough  money. I was making $39 - 
$40 a week. I didn’t have any money to send back to 
my family, or even to eat. With all the deductions [for] 
transportation, visas, extensions, [our] apartment… I 
just couldn’t. I wish I could. The main reason for me to 
come to this country was to work for 9 months with an 
H-2B visa...  I took money from my family and friends 
to pay for the whole program. So ok, if I’m working 
here, I [should] be able to send money back and pay 
my debt. [But] my family and friends had to end up 
sending me money, because I wasn’t making any. So 
yeah, I was using [a money remittance service]… but 
to receive money, not to send money.”
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Figure 3.2: Victim Access to Financial Institutions During Trafficking
Polaris Survivor Survey (n=99)

Survivor Contact with Customer-
Facing Staff

While AML professionals may be able to detect sus-
picious activity through patterns in transactional data, 
customer-facing staff can also be a critical point for 
identifying victims. Bank tellers and other branch staff 
may notice, for example, an individual being escorted 
and monitored while at the bank or an individual’s 
paycheck or identifying documents being held by this 
“escort.” Another concerning indicator is if someone 
is insisting on being listed as a guardian or authorized 
user on an account. One victim of sex and labor traf-
ficking described how she used bank branches and the 
red flags that tellers could have detected in her familial 
labor trafficking situation:

“During one of my labor trafficking experiences... I was 
often given a [pay]check, yet I was told that I was given a 
check solely for tax purposes. After receiving the check 
and cashing it at the bank with my traffickers beside me, 
I had to then give it back to my them… in cash.”

Many banks already train their customer-facing staff to 
recognize similar behavioral indicators of abuse and how 
to document their observations. NGO’s like Polaris can 
help create training content to educate front-line staff.
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Financial Services Industry: 
Recommendations and 
Opportunities 
For Financial Institutions:

1. Continue efforts to refine 
anti-money laundering 
techniques to address variations 
across trafficking types and 
evolution in operational patterns
Given the diverse and changing nature of human 
trafficking operations, developing systems tailored 
to reflect the nuances of each type of trafficking is 
extremely challenging. Recent significant changes in 
trafficking operations include the rise of cryptocurren-
cies and the seizure of Backpage.com. As traffickers 
continue to evolve, so too will the models and systems 
built to detect their activities. The financial services 
industry should be applauded for its innovative and 
proactive efforts to meet this challenge and continue 
its efforts to stay on top of shifting patterns.

In order to detect trafficking situations with diverse 
operational practices, many financial institutions 
have partnered with anti-trafficking organizations like 
Polaris, law enforcement, and survivor leaders to bet-
ter understand the distinct patterns of various types of 
trafficking. These collaborations are crucial and should 
be continued. Survivors of trafficking have integral 
knowledge about their traffickers’ criminal behaviors 
with finances, and therefore should be thought part-
ners with financial institutions as they work to develop 
new ways of detecting and hopefully preventing the 
facilitation of human trafficking. 

Many stakeholders active in this area have rightly iden-
tified the need for better data sharing systems to facil-
itate these efforts. While sophisticated data sharing 
platforms may be a long-term goal, privacy concerns, 
legal restrictions, and a lack of resources will likely 

make this ambition difficult to obtain in the near-term. 
In the interim, financial institutions, non-government 
organizations, and government actors – particularly 
FinCEN, and law enforcement entities – can develop 
lower-tech collaborative relationships focused on edu-
cating financial institutions about trafficking operations 
and partnering to understand how these activities may 
manifest in financial records. It is important that federal 
and state bank supervisors recognize the importance 
of this innovative work and support financial institutions 
by allowing them flexibility to adapt their practices to 
address a rapidly evolving crime.

Resources created specifically for anti-money 
laundering professionals on human trafficking are 
available through the Association of Certified Anti-
Money Laundering Specialists (ACAMS) Resource Page

2. Leverage investment and 
lending systems to address 
slavery
Financial institutions’ efforts to date have been essen-
tial to disrupting trafficking and holding traffickers 
accountable. However, the financial services industry 
also has unparalleled influence to prevent trafficking 
through investment and lending transactions. Investors 
and lenders should consider the significant reputa-
tional and potential liability risks associated with clients 
who have slavery in their supply chains. A good prac-
tice would be to require clients in high risk sectors to 
take proactive measures to mitigate risks through their 
investment terms. While creating slavery-free supply 
chains requires action from all involved parties, inves-
tors can play a critical role in these efforts. In order for 
this work to scale, more diverse players in the financial 
services industry need to be engaged -- including pri-
vate equity firms, mutual funds, and investment banks. 

https://www.acams.org/aml-resources/
https://www.acams.org/aml-resources/
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Further work needs to be done to refine due-diligence 
frameworks for investment and lending. In order for 
this work to be effective, nonprofits, international gov-
ernment organizations, government agencies, data 
providers, technology companies, and financial insti-
tutions should collaborate to develop more effective 
business-level risk scores, which must be continually 
updated and refined.

3. Assist survivors in rebuilding 
their economic portfolio
Working with survivors, financial institutions can exam-
ine and implement ways in which their policies and pro-
cedures could be adapted to provide better options for 
those looking to rebuild credit and otherwise relaunch 
their financial futures:

• Financial institutions should consider creating account 
qualification exception programs for identified survi-
vors of trafficking who provide documentation from 
a credible service provider or law enforcement body 
attesting to their victim status. Polaris welcomes con-
versations with institutions interested in collaborating 
to establish frameworks through which NGO’s could 
assist in the verification process and allow these pro-
grams to scale.

• Financial institutions should offer low-to-no fee sec-
ond chance accounts to survivors, with a pathway to 
advance to a regular account after a period of success-
ful account maintenance.48 While created for a different 
purpose, New York City’s SafeStart program may offer 
an account model that banks could consider replicat-
ing. Through this program, participants can establish 
accounts with no monthly fees, no overdraft fees, an 
ATM card, and a low minimum balance requirement 
of $25 or less for the first two years.49 Second chance 
accounts include restrictions which minimize the risk to 
the financial institution while increasing financial inclu-
sion among survivor populations.

• Financial institutions should accept addresses pro-
vided through a state’s official Address Confidentiality 
Program (ACP). FinCEN has concluded that such an 
address is a valid substitute that satisfies Customer 
Information Program (CIP) requirements.50 ACP’s are 
widely used by survivors who need to keep their physical 
address confidential to ensure their continued safety. By 
providing participants with substitute addresses to use 

for various purposes such as a creating a bank account, 
registering to vote, or obtaining a driver’s license, ACP’s 
prevent abusers from locating their victims through 
searching for them in various registries and databases. 
Financial institutions accepting these addresses will help 
keep trafficking survivors safe.

• Financial institutions should establish partnerships 
with anti-trafficking organizations that assist survi-
vors, following the many financial institutions that 
have already developed such programs and partner-
ships. These partnerships could include credit-build-
ing microloans or other financial assistance programs 
to help victims restore their financial resources. The 
Independence Project through the National Network 
to End Domestic Violence (NNEDV) is an exemplary 
model to follow. Additionally, such partnerships could 
involve providing free financial counseling or financial 
literacy courses to survivors and advocates. Allstate 
Foundation Purple Purse is already a leading initiative 
carving out long-term financial security for domestic 
violence survivors. Its financial literacy modules can be 
found through its online platform.

4. Train customer-facing staff 
and make the National Human 
Trafficking Hotline number 
publicly accessible to potential 
victims
Many victims of human trafficking, particularly in rural 
settings far from major population centers, do not have 
regular contact with anyone in the United States other 
than their traffickers or others at their job sites, except 
when visiting check cashing venues or money transmit-
ters. These businesses already post information for their 
customers about identifying fraud. Similar educational 
resources about a migrant worker’s rights, and about 
how and why to contact the National Hotline, could pro-
vide a lifeline to otherwise isolated victims. Businesses 
could provide this information on receipts, in their online 
portals, or separate brochures or palm cards. 

It’s important that language and visuals be culturally 
relevant and accessible in a wide variety of languages 
and to people with limited literacy. Survivor consultants 
and NGO’s such as Polaris can consult on the creation 
of these materials. Additionally, some financial institu-

https://www.purplepurse.com/
https://www.purplepurse.com/
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tions have led initiatives to train customer-facing staff to 
identify red flags associated with trafficking, document 
those observations, and follow established reporting 
processes. Polaris, other NGO’s, and survivor advocates 
can assist in providing content and material for these 
trainings. This practice can be adopted by financial insti-
tutions with customer-facing staff, big or small. 

For the Public Sector:

While this report focuses on the private sector, gov-
ernment collaboration and action is necessary to truly 
create systemic change. We have identified several 
areas where public sector work could facilitate and 
strengthen the financial services industry’s efforts.

1. Pass legislation to allow 
for transparency of beneficial 
ownership
In order to obfuscate investigative efforts, many traf-
fickers purposely avoid providing information about 
the individual or individuals who profit from a busi-
ness. Polaris supports the passage of federal legislation 
requiring all businesses registering in the United States 
to disclose the business’s actual owner – termed “bene-
ficial owner” in this context. 

Financial institutions are required to collect information 
about the beneficial owner on corporate accounts at the 
time of an application for a new account. But the current 
regulation’s definition of beneficial owner focuses on 
the corporate officers in control of the business’s oper-
ations, not on the individual or individuals profiting.51  
Additionally, because many shell companies do not have 
bank relationships, information about their beneficial 
owners is not collected. A government entity should be 
responsible for collecting such information from all busi-
ness entities, with the promise that it will be disclosed to 
law enforcement as needed to assist in investigations. 
While conceivably, state governments could be respon-
sible for collecting such information, FinCEN or the IRS 
would be a more efficient party to do so, as well as yield 
more consistent record keeping. At the time of publi-
cation, several bipartisan pieces of legislation before 
Congress meet these standards, although do not neces-
sarily have the same collection processes. These include 
the TITLE Act and the Corporate Transparency Act.52

2. Pass legislation to provide 
safe harbor to facilitate 
information sharing between 
civil society and financial 
institutions
NGOs that work with survivors and vulnerable popula-
tions often have access to critical information about bad 
actors. Regulations focused on the sharing of informa-
tion between financial institutions or between financial 
institutions and government agencies, such as Section 
314(a) and (b) of the USA Patriot Act or the regulations for 
filing Suspicious Activity Reports (SARs), provide appro-
priate protections for such sharing. No such protections 
are currently available to NGOs for sharing critical infor-
mation that may assist in the detection, deterrence or 
prevention of trafficking.

While NGO’s are currently able to report tips directly 
to law enforcement, the information may be too lim-
ited to realistically spur law enforcement action – often 
because the information is obtained from confidential 
sources who cannot be contacted by law enforcement. 
However, if these leads were provided to financial insti-
tutions, the financial institutions may be able to assist 
in providing additional, relevant, and actionable infor-
mation to law enforcement.

Addressing the liability concerns of NGO’s which wish to 
participate in information exchanges is an important first 
step in actualizing this process. Legislation is required 
to provide these protections to NGOs. Once this bar-
rier is removed, law enforcement, NGO’s, and financial 
institutions can work together to develop agreed upon 
processes and protocols that govern appropriate infor-
mation sharing.

3. Increase resources to relevant 
government agencies to expand 
efforts to collaborate with 
financial institutions
Government agencies – particularly law enforcement – 
have access to critical data and insights which can fur-
ther efforts by financial institutions to identify, disrupt 
and prevent trafficking. However, resource constraints, 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1454
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/3089
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the need to maintain secrecy around investigations 
and other factors can impede the flow of information.53   
Advancements in the fields of data science and tech-
nology can help mitigate these barriers. Resources 
need to be allocated to obtain, create, and use these 
technical solutions.

FinCEN may be well situated to lead one workstream 
focused on increasing the amount of information sent 
to financial institutions about financial patterns asso-
ciated with trafficking. While FinCEN already works to 
provide this information through SAR Activity Reviews 
and other types of guidance, having access to cutting 
edge technologies would allow FinCEN to provide 
more timely and specific information. One approach 
could involve creating a system which automatically 
records information about which suspicious activity 
reports (SAR’s) were returned in proactive law enforce-
ment queries for bad actors law enforcement became 
aware of through other channels. 

This data, coupled with FinCEN’s database of AML/
Counter-Financing of Terrorism (CFT) investigations, 
could be used to create models to predict which SARs 
are likely to be associated with law enforcement inves-
tigations.54 Partnership with the Human Smuggling and 
Trafficking Center (HSTC) which has created an impres-
sive data analysis program and regularly reviews SAR’s 
would further strengthen this analysis. FinCEN could 
also compare SAR filings to other proxy datasets of 
entities at high risk for trafficking, such as actors named 
in civil suits alleging human trafficking and businesses 
associated with serious labor violations reported by the 
Department of Labor.  The resulting analysis could be 
shared with financial institutions on a regular basis to 
help refine their monitoring and investigation efforts.

Beyond identifying trafficking, government information 
is vital to prevention initiatives and efforts to facilitate 
increased financial access for survivors. Law enforcement 
and other government agencies such as the Department 
of Health and Human Services could be important part-
ners in creating processes to verify applicants for sec-
ond chance accounts.  Implementing technical solutions 
which seek to mitigate data security and privacy risks 
associated with sharing sensitive information should be 
a core component of this workstream.

4. Eliminate institutional 
barriers to pursuing financial 
crime investigations in concert 
with traditional trafficking 
investigations
Although allowing a survivor to share their story 
through criminal testimony is an incredibly powerful 
experience, not all survivors are able or willing to testify 
against their traffickers or cooperate with a traumatic 
human trafficking investigation. Money laundering, 
financial crime, or fraud charges can carry significant 
penalties and put a trafficker out of business for good. 
Educational initiatives to train law enforcement, partic-
ularly at the local level, on what information is avail-
able, how to query and understand that information, 
and how to utilize that information in investigations are 
necessary. For example, providing training on financial 
information provided by financial institutions to FinCEN 
could be informative. While some law enforcement 
agents may routinely utilize FinCEN’s SAR database, 
others may not be familiar with this resource.

In addition to more generalized educational efforts, the 
organizational structure of some law enforcement initia-
tives may create structural barriers to pursuing financial 
crime-investigations in concert with traditional traffick-
ing investigations. Human trafficking and financial crime 
investigations are frequently handled by distinct depart-
ments within law enforcement agencies. This bifurcation 
may prevent collaborative efforts to pursue trafficking 
and financial charges in tandem. Law enforcement han-
dling human trafficking cases can make a practice of 
considering whether a finance-focused investigation is 
possible whenever trafficking-related cases are opened, 
particularly when the case involves networks or are con-
nected to formal business entities. In areas with human 
trafficking specific task forces, inclusion of law enforce-
ment specializing in financial crimes can yield better col-
laboration and more successful outcomes.

If you’re an anti-money laundering or banking 
professional and want to learn more about working 
with Polaris, please contact corporateengagement@
polarisproject.org
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Glossary

Systems and Industries
Financial Services Industry Encompasses anything within the purview of the formal financial services 

industry including institutions and initiatives such as retail banks, 
commercial banks, financial crimes monitoring, money transfers, formal 
paychecks/payroll, credit/debit cards, investments, virtual currency 
exchanges, etc.

Health Care Includes but is not limited to, preventative care, emergency health, 
reproductive health, other medical specialties, mental health, dental, vision, 
and substance use disorder treatment. This report also includes the services 
and benefits afforded to individuals with disabilities.

Hotels/Motels Business establishments whose primary purpose is to provide short-term 
lodging and accommodations for travelers.

Housing & Homelessness Systems Encompasses either: 
a. Any institution or agency whose primary purpose is providing safe 
and operational housing for a community. This includes governmental 
agencies like HUD and local housing authorities, and private entities 
such as apartment management companies, landlords, etc. OR;
b. Any system or agency which provides safe shelter services to 
individuals experiencing homelessness or unstable housing. This 
includes, but is not limited to emergency shelter, transitional shelter, 
domestic violence shelters, and long-term supportive housing.

Social Media Encompasses online websites or platforms whose intended purpose is to 
foster the connection of people to share ideas, interests, and information. 
Examples include: Facebook, Instagram, chat services, dating sites, etc.  

• NOTE: This DOES NOT include online platforms whose primary 
intended purpose is to connect people to commercial goods or services 
(e.g. Backpage, Craigslist, john boards, Yelp, Groupon, etc.)

Transportation Industry Encompasses any type of publicly or privately owned and operated mass 
transportation systems including buses, subways, trains, airlines, taxis, and 
ridesharing services, as well as private transportation like a personal vehicle 
or rental car.
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Miscellaneous Terms
“Bottom“/“Bottom girl” A slang term used by some American pimps to refer to a victim still under 

their control but who has “earned” more “privileges” and a higher ranking 
among the other potential victims. Bottoms are typically manipulated into 
sharing some the recruitment and enforcement responsibilities with the 
actual trafficker, but are often still victims themselves. For more information 
on the plight of a bottom girl, Polaris recommends reading the four-part 
blog series, Unavoidable Destiny, by survivor leader Shamere McKenzie on 
the Shared Hope International blog.170

Case A data record from the National Human Trafficking Hotline which refers 
to an individual situation of potential human trafficking. Polaris and the 
National Hotline use the U.S. federal definition of human trafficking when 
assessing cases. (Data timeframe of December 7, 2007 - December 31, 2017)

In-calls Occurs when buyers go to the victim’s location for commercial sex acts.

Individual potential victim profile A data record from the National Human Trafficking Hotline which refers to a 
potential victim uniquely identified in potential human trafficking and labor 
exploitation cases. (Data timeframe of January 1, 2015 - December 31, 2017)

Labor exploitation A labor situation involving workplace abuse and/or related labor violations, 
which does not contain at least moderate elements of force, fraud, or 
coercion compelling the person to remain in the situation.

“The Life”/”The Game” The commercial sex industry.

National Hotline National Human Trafficking Hotline: 1-888-373-7888 or Text BeFree (233733)

Out-calls Occurs when a victim goes to or is delivered to a buyer’s location for 
commercial sex acts.

Survival sex The exploiter is supplying the victim with basic living necessities 
(shelter, food, clothing, drugs, medication, etc.) in exchange for sex. This 
arrangement could be voluntary (with adults 18+), exploitative, or rise to 
the level of sex trafficking (See: Personal Sexual Servitude), depending on 
the conditions. However, unless otherwise stated, when referenced in this 
document, it is solely regarding instances of sex trafficking.

Track/Stroll/Blade An outdoor section of a street block used to solicit sex.
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Miscellaneous Terms
Trauma-informed care “A program, organization, or system that is trauma-informed:

• Realizes the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential 
paths for recovery;
• Recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, staff, 
and others involved with the system;
• Responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, 
procedures, and practices; and
• Seeks to actively resist re-traumatization.”171

“Trick”/”John”/Buyer A buyer of commercial sex acts.

Type 
(e.g. Type of Human Trafficking)

Polaris has defined a particular type of human trafficking as a unique 
industry or business model used to exploit people for commercial sex 
or labor/services. Each type becomes distinct when aspects regarding 
business operations, trafficker and victim profiles, recruitment, and 
institutional systems and industries used are sufficiently different from 
another.  Please see our preceding report, The Typology of Modern 
Slavery for more information.

Voluntary services model “Voluntary services, as opposed to mandatory services, means that clients 
do not need to complete a program or take part in other services as a 
condition of receiving housing. Services are offered based on each person’s 
specific needs.”172
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