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By Genna Rollins

H
uman trafficking, a crime involving the exploi-
tation of a person for labor, services, or  
commercial sex, ranks second only to drug 

trafficking as a global criminal enterprise. The tenta-
cles of this nefarious activity reach across continents 
and venues—extending even into healthcare. This 
might come as a surprise to many nurses, who  
believe they’ve never encountered a person  
victimized by trafficking.

“With globalization and ease of travel, it’s a world-
wide problem, but we nurses tend to think, ‘It’s not in 
our hospital. We’re in a civilized community, a civi-
lized society.’ But if we become aware of some subtle 
signals, we’ll find it’s there,” said Joop Breuer, RN, 
FAEN, co-author of the Emergency Nurses Associa-
tion (ENA) and International Association of Forensic 
Nurses joint position statement, Human Trafficking 
Awareness in the Emergency Care Setting. A charge 
nurse at Leiden University Medical Centre in the 
Netherlands, Breuer also serves on the board of 
directors of ENA, an organizational affiliate of the 
American Nurses Association (ANA). 

Nurses in a wide range of practice settings likely 
have already interfaced with patients ensnared in 
trafficking, or will do so, according to Breuer and 
other experts. “No nurse is immune to encountering 
someone who might be in a traf-
ficking situation, and nurses need 
to be equipped and prepared to 
respond appropriately within 
their scope of practice,” said Jes-
sica Peck, DNP, APRN, CPNP-PC, 
CNE, CNL, FAAN, FAANP, a Texas 
Nurses Association member and 
clinical professor at the Louise 
Herrington School of Nursing at 
Baylor University in Dallas.

In healthcare, nurses aren’t alone in lacking aware-
ness of trafficking. As many as 87% of victimized 
individuals may have had contact with a healthcare 
provider, but just a scant fraction of suspected cases 
gets reported. For example, in 2020, the National 
Human Trafficking Hotline received reports of more 
than 19,000 potential trafficking  
victims, but only 1,600 came from healthcare and 
behavioral health professionals.

Legal, ethical guidance

The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 first 
defined trafficking as a federal crime, but in the 2 

decades since, awareness and action in healthcare 
has lagged. The Child Abuse Prevention and Treat-
ment Act of 1974 and subsequent amendments and 
reauthorizations clearly link sex trafficking in children 
with child abuse and child sexual abuse, with man-
dated reporting requirements. In the case of adults, 
however, with no universal screening tool or protocol 
and a patchwork of state laws regarding mandated 
reporting, knowledge of individual nurses and 
indeed, institutions, leaves considerable room for 
improvement. Some states have enacted education 
requirements for healthcare providers about traffick-
ing; Texas is the only one to have established stan-
dards for that training, according to Peck, who was 
recognized in 2022 with the ANA Advocacy Award 
for her leadership in anti-human trafficking.

Several provisions of the Code of Ethics for Nurses 
with Interpretive Statements (the Code) oblige nurses 
to report suspected trafficking, according to Linda 
Olson, PhD, RN, NEA-BC, FAAN, a member of the  
Illinois Nurses Foundation Board of Directors and a 
past member of the ANA Center for Ethics and Human 
Rights Advisory Board. Provision 1 of the Code states 
that nurses practice with compassion and respect for 
the inherent dignity, worth, and unique attributes of 
every person. Meanwhile Provision 2 states that a 
nurse’s primary commitment is to their patient, and 
Provision 3 states that nurses promote, advocate for, 
and protect the rights, health, and safety of their 
patients. Finally, Provision 8 states that nurses collabo-
rate with other health professionals and the public to 
protect human rights and that they “bring attention to 
human rights violations in all settings and contexts.”

Suspending stereotypes

Healthcare providers might have an image of what 
people experiencing trafficking look like or how they 
present for care, but Peck and others urged nurses to 
set aside these stereotypes. Pop culture might draw 
a picture of a white female enslaved in sex trafficking 
who seeks care in an emergency setting and gives 
secret signals asking to be rescued. In reality, victim-
ization worldwide spans persons of all genders and 
sexes, disproportionately affects people of color,  
targets more people for forced labor than sex traf-
ficking, and frequently renders individuals terrified to 
disclose their status. Patients caught in trafficking 
show up in all kinds of healthcare settings, including 
emergent and primary care, dental care, and surgery. 
They might seek treatment for not only sexually 
transmitted infections and genitourinary injuries, but 
also burns, fractures, heat exhaustion, cosmetic pro-
cedures, mental health, and more. 

Countering human trafficking  
Nurses play key role in recognizing, responding to patients  
in exploited circumstances

NURSING PRACTICE

Jessica Peck

American Nurse Journal. 2023; 18(3). 
Doi: 10.51256/ANJ032328
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