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Misconception: 
All individuals in prostitution  
are consenting adults.

REALITY: 
The overwhelming majority of those involved in the sex trade are children, teens, and adults who  
entered the trade before they turned 18. UNICEF estimates that 1 million children worldwide are  
exploited every year in the commercial sex trade, which includes prostitution and pornography. 1 
Field research completed by Shared Hope International found  that underage girls are the majority  
of victims in all commercial sex markets in the United States., including pornography, stripping, escort 
services and prostitution. 2

Misconception: 
The prostitution of children only 
happens overseas, where sex 
tourism flourishes.

REALITY:
Though sexual exploitation abroad is a travesty, we in the United States should not believe that we are 
immune. Sexual exploitation of children happens on a large scale here as well. The U.S. State Department 
has found that many victims of sex trafficking within the United States are girls under the age of 18, 3 
and the U.S. Department of Justice states that the average age of entry into prostitution in the United 
States is 12-14 years old. 4 A 2001 University of Pennsylvania study found that 300,000 youth in the 
United States alone are at risk of commercial sexual exploitation at any time. 5 

Additionally, the rise of the internet and increased use of technology has made it easier to sexually 
exploit children everywhere. Pimps use the internet, text messaging, digital and web cameras to set up 
“dates” for their “girls.” The girl never has to leave the van she is sitting in or the hotel room where she has 
been placed to be exploited. 6

Movies, television shows, and other media generally portray individuals involved in prostitution as consenting 
adults. However, a large percentage of the individuals involved in prostitution in this country and around the 
world are minors or entered the sex trade as minors. These children are not criminals or juvenile delinquents  
but victims of sexual exploitation and rape.
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Misconception: 
Teenagers involved in prostitu-
tion are delinquent criminals 
who deserve to be arrested.

REALITY: 
According to the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA), any child under the age of 18 who is used for 
the purpose of exploitation through sexual servitude (prostitution), regardless of the absence of eco-
nomic leverage, manipulation, fraud, coercion, threats, force or violence, is considered a victim of a severe 
form of human trafficking. 7 Tragically, in the U.S., these children are routinely arrested and charged with 
prostitution rather than being given the protection of the TVPA and the social services they deserve. 8 
Every act of “prostitution” where a child is involved and a pimp, parent, or other person receives money is 
actually an act of child rape, human trafficking, and commercial sexual exploitation. Every minor who is 
involved in “prostitution” is a victim of child abuse.

Misconception: 
Kids these days are more sexually 
aware and should be allowed to 
choose prostitution as an expres-
sion of their sexuality.

REALITY:
Free choice implies free consent. However, when discussing the concept of personal choice and consent-
ing parties, we cannot ignore that these children are not legally old enough in the United States to con-
sent to sex. Therefore, when men “purchase” sex from youth, they commit statutory rape and commercial 
sexual exploitation of a child. 9  

Moreover, many children in the commercial sex trade became involved precisely because they lack 
choices. Research has found that many prostituted girls in the United States have run away from abusive 
living situations or have been thrown out of their own homes. 10  Most runaway, homeless, abused, and 
at-risk children are approached by pimps and drug dealers within 48 hours of landing on the streets. 11 
Additionally, a 1994 National Institute of Justice report found that sexually-abused children are 28 times 
more likely to be arrested for prostitution at some point in their lives than peers who did not suffer 
abuse. 12 Once involved in prostitution, these minors have even fewer choices, facing venereal disease 
and suicide attempts as their greatest health risks. 13 The average life expectancy of only seven years 
after their entry into prostitution, with homicide and HIV/AIDS as the main causes of death. 14

Regardless of how they became involved in prostitution, children can never consent to being exploited 
and abused. As stated by ECPAT International, “It is adults who create ‘child prostitution’ through their 
demand for children as sexual objects, their misuse of power and their desire for profit.” 15
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