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Human Trafficking: It’s in Iowa
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In the first of this two-part series, hu-
man trafficking will be addressed. The 
second part will address how to imple-
ment a screening tool in an emergency 
department or urgent care setting. Human 
Trafficking, also known as modern slavery, 
and comes in many forms (State.gov., n.d.). 
Methods of force, coercion, and fraud are 
just some of the tactics used by traffickers 
to deceive others into their business. Exam-
ples of human trafficking include sex, labor, 
domestic servitude, forced marriages, debt 
bondage and even organ trafficking. Hu-
man trafficking does not discriminate, any-
one and everyone is vulnerable to being a 
victim of human trafficking. 

Human Trafficking in Iowa
Iowa is not immune from the horrors of 
human trafficking. According to the Na-
tional Human Trafficking Hotline (2024), in 
2023 Iowa received 200 signals (i.e., phone 
calls to the hotline, texts, online chats, fill-
ing out a form, and/or via email). Of those 
200 signals, 68 were from victims/survi-
vors themselves. There were 72 cases that 
involved 128 victims, but each case could 
have more than one victim. It can also be 
noted that in Iowa the main form of traf-
ficking in Iowa is sex trafficking, followed 
by labor trafficking, with a mix of a victim 
being involved with sex and labor traffick-
ing. More adults were reported compared 
to minors and more females than males 
(Human Trafficking Hotline, 2024). 

Human trafficking happens for multi-
ple reasons, but the main one is because 
of vulnerability. Statistics show that those 
who have substance abuse issues, mental 
health concerns, sexual orientation, chil-
dren involved in foster care, homeless/
runaways, poverty, and housing concerns 
are all factors in being preyed upon by 
traffickers (Polarisproject.org, 2024). Even 
natural disasters can become a factor in 
being susceptible to human trafficking. 

Traffickers will often lure their victims 
because they will find a connection with 
them and then exploit it. Others will use 
their power, status, and money to con-
trol them. Those who have government 
positions, doctors, lawyers, and business 
owners are some examples of traffickers, 
while other traffickers could be family 
members, romantic partners, or a boss. 
Traffickers use physical and emotional 
abuse, threats towards their families, iso-
lation, and money to control victims. 

Who is Being Trafficked
Although all can be trafficked, certain 
populations are unfortunately targeted 
more than others. When looking at labor 
trafficking, 45% are Hispanic, and 7% 
are Asian (Polaris Project, 2021). Approx-
imately 6% of Caucasians/Whites are ex-
ploited for sex trafficking and 5% are of 
Asian descent, with Blacks at 4%. When 
the statistics of Iowa are examined, the 
population includes 6.7 % Hispanic, 4.1% 
Black/African American, and Asians make 
up 2.3% (US Census, 2020). Iowa has an 
11.3% poverty rate, and 0.09% homeless 
rate, and there is a 3.6% of those who 
identify as LBGQTI+ (Williams Institute, 

2019). Thus, it is important to look at these 
statistics to understand who is most vul-
nerable to being trafficked.

There are many locations, physically 
and not, where traffickers seek out their 
victims. The Internet is the most popular 
at 65% and Facebook is the most popular 
website (Polaris Project, 2021). Following 
the internet are locations where people 
gather, such as bus stations, mental health 
facilities, rehab centers, and strip clubs at 
24%, schools rank third with 5%, detention 
facilities in fourth at 4%, and finally group/
foster homes at 2%. Females are most likely 
to be trafficked at 64% (sex and labor traf-
ficking) with males following at 7%. Finally, 
7% of the youth homeless population is 
trafficked (Polaris Project, 2021).

What do Trafficked Victims  
Look Like
There is nothing that distinguishes one 
trafficked person from another. This is 
what makes it difficult to pinpoint a per-
son who has been subjected to being traf-
ficked. However, there are certain red flags 
of trafficking that can help identify them. 
When looking at a person who might be 
involved in trafficking, the trafficker might 


