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sexual exploitation of children While both male
and female teenagers engage in prostitution, the
issues involved for each appear to be different This
article will focus on the involvement of juvenile
females in prostitution and other sexually exploitive
activities
The scope of the pr'Oblem

How significant is the problem of juvenile
prostitution in this country? In this regard, it is
similar to other forms of child maltreatment: no
body knows for sure National estimates range from
300,000 (Chesney-Lind, 1992) to as high as 600,000
(Cohen, 1987) If the problem is truly this large, we
must ask the following qnestions: Why don't we
hear more about it? Where are these children? How
do you find them? Whose responsibility are they?
What should be done with them?

There are no state agencies charged with the
responsibility ofidentifying and investigating juve
nile prostitution, or recording its incidence, as there
are for other forms of child abuse, As a result, the
issue is often overlooked, Every day the children
involved are aUowed to slip through the cracks and
rarely get the help they need Recently, a director of
a runaway shelter told oue of the authors that
approximately 250 juveuiles served by his agency
in the last year have admitted being involved in
prostitution at one time or another
Why ar'e they ovedooked?

Incidents where juveniles are involved in pros

titution ar'e often undetected by many professionals
for a myriad of reasons One reason is that they may
be mistaken for adults Outfitted with fake identi
fication and the right clothes and makeup, these
teenagers can easily pass as adults. They know this
to be tIue and use it to their advantage For
example, if they are arrested by the police for
prostitution or any other crime, they know itis better
to be booked into jail as an adult rather than placed
in detention as ajuvenile, If they are placed injail,
they are routinely aUowed to pay a smaU fine or
bond and be back on the str'eets in very little time
But if they are processed as a juvenile, the proce
dures usually caU for them only to be released to a
parent olother family member Since many of them
have mll from home, they do not want their parents
to be contacted

Another factor that may conttibute to the fail·
ure of these juveniles being properly identified is
the division ofinvestigative responsibilities in many
law enforcement agencies Prostitution is usually
investigated by vice divisions and treated as a nui
sance crime In some situations, once a prostitute is
identified as a juvenile, the vice officer may feel that
it's just not worth the effort to make the prostitution
arrest; inexperienced in the juvenile justice system,
these officers may believe, "Nothing ever happens
tojuvenilesanyway." The juvenilemay be released
in the field 01' charged with another violation, ie ,
possession of drugs, etc" and thus never oflicially

The problem of juvenile pr'Ostitution
The patrol car, with its headlights turned off,

slowly approaches the suspicious vehicle reported
to 911. Not knowing if they will find young lovers
or a rape in progress, the officers shine their flash
lights to illuminate the car's interior They find
neither What the officers do find is a well-known
local businessman engaged in mal-genital sex with
a thirteen-year-old girl. A radio check reveals that
the man has no criminal histOly, not even a traffic
violation on his record, The girl is another stOly, A
call to the Juvenile Division reveals that she is a
runaway from a nearby snburb In fact, the girl is a
chronic runaway, twelve incidents in the last eigh
teen months Her juvenile record includes auests
for drugs, burglary, assault on a police officer, and
prostitution

How do you think the officers will handle this
call? Release the man and take the gir linto custody?
Charge them both with public lewdness or engaging

in prostitution? Arrest the man for
sexual abuse of a child and take the
girl into protective custody? Take no
action? The answer is any of the
above.. Depending on the jurisdic
tion, training, depmtmental policies,
and the attitudes of the individnal
officers involved, any of the above
can and does OCCllI What these of·
ficers do, or fail to do, may be part of
the problem

In this article, the anthors will
address what they believe may be
one of the most overlooked forms of
child sexual victimization today: ju
venile prostitution In the last decade
we have produced improved strate

gies for identification, investigation and interven
tionin child sexual victimization, This progress has
not however, included much advancement in the
area of juvenile prostitution

The authors maintain that juvenile prostitution
is a form of child sexual victimization and must be
recognized and treated as such It is not just a
younger version of the "world's oldest profession ,"
It is the exploitation ofchildren for sexual gratifica
tion and/or money, Though the element of consent
may appear to be present, if the child is under legal
age, it is still sexual victimization of a child by an
adult In many ways it differs from what we see in
more traditional cases of sexual abuse Thus, if we
are ever going to help those children involved, we
must understand the dynamics and unique prob
lems for identification, investigation and interven
tion that juvenile prostitution presents

This article will primarily present a law en
forcement perspective onjuvenile prostitution, The
observations contained herein are based on the
authors' personal experiences in dealing with juve
niles involved in prostitution These children were
identified through proactive investigations into the
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identified as being involved in prostitution If
asked, most police departments would probably say
they have very few cases involving juvenile prosti
tution Maybe, in fact, those that they do have are
being overlooked

Another reason these juveniles are not identi
fied as prostitutes is that sexual activity between

these girls and adults is often not viewed
or investigated as a crime Adults who
engage in acts of prostitution with juve
niles are usually not viewed as offend
ers, In some cases, the argument can be
made, the child dressed, looked, and
acted like an adult Therefore, the cus
tomer did not knowingly engage in sexual
activity with a minor and should not be
auested, While this may be true on
occasion, it does not excuse the adult's
behaviOI These customers, or "tIicks"
as they are commonly called, should be
charged with the appropriate climinal
charge (solicitation or sexual
victmization), and let a judge or jury
decide accordingly Sometimes the cus
tomers are not fooled. The authOIs have
heard of some customers who prefer
juvenile prostitutes for sexual activity
and actively seek them out, even asking
them their age

Another obstacle to detection is the
belief that the juvenile consented to the activity,
thus no crime took place. We would not accept this
argument in any other case of child sexual victim
ization, DOl should we accept it here Ihis indiffer
ence to the victimization of these girls may be
partially due to an attitude about the juveuile's
demeanor and her past It is difficult fOI some law
enforcement officers to view a seductively dressed,
profane, thirteen-year-old girl as a victim Juve
niles who engage in prostitution are often involved
in other criminal activity, including selling and
usiugdrugs, robbery, theft, and otherrelatedcrimes
Similar to some adolescent sex offenders, many
juveniles involved in prostitution are both offenders
and victims While they are sometimes identified
aud dealt with as offeuders, they are rarely viewed
or treated as victims Often, they ar'e viewed as
unworthy of the protection society affords to other
victims ofchild sexual abuse Ihis reasoning is not
only faulty, it is contrary to what the law provides
A conversation one ofthe authors recently had with
a fellow officer about juvenile prostitution may
reveal an attitude shared by many police officers
The officer said, "What's the big deal? They're just
little whores" Rardy is the question as to why they
are acting this way ever asked
Who is involved?

Io effectively intervene with juveniles involved
in prostitution, we must first understand the dynam
ics of their victimization There seem to be some
common steps on the road to prostitution To begin

with, most of these juveniles have a history of

multiple runaway episodes and prior involvement
with the juveuile justice system Frequently they

I have many personal problems and have been la
beled as a "troubled" or "bad" kid. Involvement in
prostitution requires that they are away from home,
either voluntarily or otherwise Some of these
children ar'e throwaways--they have been forced to
leave home If they ar'e running, these children are
not running to something, but from something
Many have suffered physical and sexual abuse It is
commou for them to have drug or alcohol problems
A check of their school records ofteu shows poor
schoolperformance, truancy orcomplete withdrawel
flom school As expected, these children often
come from dysfunctional families with multi-fac
eted problems Without parental support, these
children are vulnerable, emotionally and physi
cally, and must provide for themselves in any way
that they cau Beiug hungry, cold, and lonely cau
make people do things they may later regret

Runaways who become involved in prostitu
tion have run from inner cities, suburbs and small
towns alike, In the cases the authors investigated,
the girls have first become involved in prostitution

betweeu the ages of 12 and 16 years of age They
have come from all races and socio-economic
groups Poverty, while sometimes a factor, is not
always the rule, In one recent investigation, the girl
iuvolved was from a middle-class suburban family
where the father was a police officer The problem
of juvenile prostitution appears to be more preva
lent in larger cities, as they may appear a more
attractive destination for runaways, affording ano
nymity and hiding places lacking iu small towns
Often, cities only prove to be a place that will
provide the combination of factors needed for this
type of victimization to exist

The authors have observed low self esteem in
all the girls involved in prostitution investigated to
date ItappealS that this poor selfimage makes them
perfect victims for sexual exploitation Like many
victims of sexual victimization, these children are
vulnerable because they crave attention and affec
tion Unlike most other such victims, these girIs are
usually exploited for financial as well as sexual
pUIposes It is not unusual for these "pimps" to have
sexual relations with the girl prior to involving them
in prostitution This sexual victimization serves
several pUIposes besides the gratification of the
pimp. It is used to break down the child's iuhibi
tions After a time, the girl may be asked to engage
in sexual activity with a frieud of the pimp. Gradu
ally, the girl will be taught that people will pay her
girl for sex, Pimps will then teach the girls about
contraception, and different sexual techniques and

the price to charge for each
Following is pmt of a taped conversation be

tween a thirteen-year-old girl and her pimp. This

continued on page 30

•

•

•



Investigation
-Byron Fassett

and Bill Walsh

continued from page 10

conversation was recorded after the girl was ar
rested forpl'Ostitution and agreed to cooperate in the
investigation of her pimp
Gil!: "Baby, I did four tricks today, okay. I got
four hundred dollars and this other
guy, he'swaiting for me right now, he
wants, he wants to do a fifty"
Pimp: "Baby do you love me?"
Gil!: "Baby I do love you You know Ilove you,
okay?"

As with the preferential child molester, the
pimp seduces these children Finding these chil
dren on the streets and befriending them, the pimp
gradually gains their trust and then exploits it. The
pimp is a self-taught expert in human nature and
child psychology He can spot weaknesses and
needs in these girls and knows how to manipulate
these weakness to his advantage

In a way, the pimp becomes what the child
needs--a friend, a lover, or a substitute for the
child's parent He will provide what the victim
perceives as comfcnt, affection, understanding, and
protection Initially, the pimp will make the gil! feel
special and loved and make no demands on her He
will emphasize the freedom she has away from

home and the fact that they only have
each other to depend on, As time
progresses, the pimp begins to separate
the child from any other SOurces of fi
nancial or emotional SUppOIt He will
further alienate the child from her fam
ily and friends, which will allow him to
increase her vulnerability and
dependencey on him DUling this time
of transition he will convince her of his
love and devotion to her

The child can only be introdnced
into the world of commercial sexual
exploitation after she is emotionally and
financially dependent on the pimp. Com
mercial sexual exploitation includes
wOIking in nude modeling studios, danc
ing in topless clubs, and engaging in
prostitution. Prostitution may take many
forms Some girls will wOlk the streets

known for prostitution activity Others will work
out of a motel room, for fear the police will identify
them as minors Girls who work in modeling
studios often engage in prostitution in addition to
nude modeling. It appears that all these activities
are related The authors have seen girls start in one
activity and as time goes on, move back and forth,
between all three. Some girls may be involved in
more than one activity at a time Regardless ofhow
the girl starts out, the primary method used to
convince the child to enter this lifestyle is love and
affection, and not force or pure financial gain as
some may believe. The girl may be told that they,
the girl and the pimp, need money so they can be
together Often promises of maniage or a life
together are made

Following is more of the taped conversation
between the girl and pimp introduced earlier
Pimp: "Baby please are you okay?"
Girl: "Yes, I'm fine let's be happy, it went
smooth as hell, I can't believe that I did it So I got
foUl hundred dollars in my pocket and it's waiting
with your name written all over it This is gonna be
OUI money for OUI apartment baby and then we can
get maIIied and everything"

Once succeeding in involving the girl in this
lifestyle, the pimp is faced with the problem of
controlling his victim to ensure that she will con
tinue to obey him and provide him with money It
appears that this control is usually done in three
phases

The first phase is the withholding of the per
ceived love and affection that he used to convince
her to start As a law enforcement officer or a
therapist, this is a very difficult obstacle to over
come when working with these children The
emotional hold these pimps have over these young
victims is enOlffiOUS These children truly believe
they are loved and not being exploited

Eventually, these young victims come to real
ize that this person really does not love them This
sometimes happens when the girl notices the pimp
paying attention to other girls. When they challenge
that love, or try to leave, the pimp will then use
violence and fear to control them DUling this
phase, these children will suffer unimaginable bru
tality at the hands of the pimp or even soure of the
other girls. Some girls are beaten to the point of
requiring hospitalization. Others have been sub
jected to gang rape, have been branded with hot
objects, or had their faces intentionally disfigured
As with domestic violence victims, they feel that
they have nowhere to turn because they have been
separated from their family and friends Because of
their juvenile records, they also fear the police and
usually will not call them for help

The last phase is when the beatings and the
violence are no longer effective Now the pimp may
use drugs as a form of control over his victims. On
occasion, threats to hurt the girl's family OI fIiends
have been made to insure the girl's compliance; If
the girl is pregnant or has a baby, that will also
provide the pimp with additional leverage. Unfor
tunately, ifleft to continue in this lifestyle, the girl
faces a likely future of unwanted pregnancies and
abortions, sexually transmitted diseases, AIDS, a
criminal record, jail, prison, violence, and death
The professional response

Ihe police For law enforcement, juvenile
prostitution investigations are among the most dif..
ficuIt sexual victimization cases to handle They are
inherently riddled with problems law enforce
ment must realize that juvenile prostitution is a
crime The real criminals who must be apprehended
and prosecuted are the pimp and the people who
engage in sex with the juvenile prostitute. But who
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should handle the specific problem of juvenile
prostitution? Vice detectives may be experienced
and well-trained in dealing with adults involved in
prostitution, but most are ill-prepared to deal with
juveniles They usually lack experience in dealing
with children and with the dynamics of sexual
abuse, Additionally. cases involving juveniles are
usually heard before family court or juvenile judges
and involve different laws and procedures than
these detectives are familiar with Vice detectives
rarely are involved with runaway shelters, child
protective services 01 juvenile probation, and there

fore may not know how these agencies can
be used. Conversely, child abuse detectives
may have the experience to deal with chil
dren, but not the training to investigate pros
titution

In some states, legal obstacles may
discourage or prevent officers from trying
to deal with or take action against juvenile
prostitutes, Laws that are written to protect
children may actually prevent officers fiom
providing that protection For example,
some laws prohibit the officer from taking a
picture of a juvenile prostitute for future
identification Needless to say, this ham
pers any information-gathering function
Laws regarding confidentiality for persons
seeking treatment for sexually transmitted
diseases, while necessary, may inadvert

ently preventjuveniles involved in prostitution from
being identified Because of these and other laws,
officers may start to feel their actions accomplish
little and stop taking enforcement action

The courts Even if the police come around to
view these children as victims and hy to take appro
priate action, the CQUIts may not, Another inherent
problem in dealing with these types of cases is the
attitudes of the COUItS and prosecution, Because of
the lifestyle and past record of these young victims,
judges and juries may not feel they are credible
victims or witnesses This is often the case in spite
of physical and testimonial evidence that supports
their credibility

Many times criminal prosecutions of pimps
and tricks are not pursued because the girl does not
want to cooperate and testify We often see a similar
situation with battered women in cases of domestic
violence who are reluctant to testify In both cases,
arrest and prosecution should be considered even
when the victim does not want to testify

Intervention. If the police and COUIts do suc
ceed in taking one of these victims off the street, the
next problem is what to do with her This child has
experienced unimaginable abuse and needs help
When she was taken away from her pimp, an enOl
mous void was created in her life This void has to
be filled as quickly as possible. In many cases, the
child may not be able to return home, Sometimes,
circumstance will prevent this from ever happen
ing, If forced to return to the home she ran from, she

will probably only run again She cannot be
mainstreamed back into society without intensive
services But who should provide these services?

Child protective services (CPS) is ill-prepared
to deal with this girl By design, CPS is primarily
geared to working with young children. The aver
age caseworker is not trained to deal with these
older children, often teenagers, who ar'e chronic
runaways, drug OJ alcohol abusers, and potentially
violent When CPS becomes involved with these
juveniles, it is obvious that the resources they have
available to them are inadequate, Intervening with
these children is often very difficult: they not only
do not think they need ltelp, they do not want any
Foster and group homes are usually not good place
ments for these childr·en With their budgetary
constraints and overworked staff, CPS is often
forced to concentrate on the younger children

Placing the child in a typical runaway shelter
may also cause problems First, most runaway
shelters provide only shOlt-term solutions Also,
mixing runaways with juveniles that have been
involved in prostitution may result in the latter
recruiting the fOImer as the authors recently dis
covered. Wltere do we place them to get the help
they need?

Sometimes these children are placed in Jong

term, residential treatment facilities" This allows
caseworkers to work with these children in a secure

environment and allow them a chance to end the
control the pimps have over them. Unfortunately,
there are few of these types offacilities available for
victims of juvenile prostitution, and costs may be
prohibitive
Suggestions fOf' improved identification and in
tervention

The suggestions that can be offered forimprov
ing any community's response to child prostitution
are necessarily going to be broad The specific
methods of implementation in each community will
be different In every community, the relevant
leaders should be involved, including the chief of
police, the director of child protective services, the
district attorney, the mayor, and other key authOIi
ties with the knowledge and power to effect change
I. To deal effectively with this problem, all profes

sionals involved must first realize that juvenile
prostitution is a form of'sexual victimization and
must be treated accordingly

2 Law enforcement must make a commitment to
identify juvenile prostitutes and attempt to get
them the help they need to escape that lifestyle

3 Law enforcement and prosecutors must make a
commitment to arrest and prosecute pimps and
the persons who engage in sexual activity with
juveniles They must also work to develop
strategies that wiII overcome the issues of the
victim's credibility

4 Law enforcement agencies must train their staff,
continued on next page
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Summary
Juvenile prostitution is a serious problem in

this country Many involved children have histOIies
ofrunning away from home Ihereis also a widely
held attitude that it is a victimless crime, It is not, It
is the systematic sexual exploitation of children fOI
sexual gratification or financial gain, Attitudes of
professionals, especially law enforcement, must
change regarding the way they view and respond to
this problem Much work and research is needed in
this area, The purpose ofthis atticle was not to give
the answers to the problem of juvenile prostitution,

but to raise the questions
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Investigation both lllvesugatols and patrol, on the Issue of I fOI these children need to be developed
juvenile prostitution. Those agencies that do not I

have the manpower or resources to have a unit
that specializes in the investigation of the sexual
exploitation ofchildren should insure that detec
tives who investigate child abuse and prostitu
tion communicate and cooperate in investiga
tions involving juvenile prostitution

5 Professionals who work with runaway children
must understand the relationship between run
aways and juvenile prostitution. Systems should
be developed that flag chronic runaways, who
should be interviewed to see the reasons fOI then
behavior before they become involved in prostitu
tion or other dangerous and destructive activity

6 law enforcement must develop a wOIking rela
tionship with the area mnaway shelters Com
munication between shelters and the police may
lead to increased identification of girls involved
or at risk of juvenile prostitution

7 Law enforcement must utilize those investiga
tive techniques that are required to make strong
cases against pimps and tricks These include
sUIveillance, videotaping the pimp's activities,
undercover investigations, and one patty con
sensual phone calls

8 All professionals must work to improve the
response of their respective discipline to this
problem

9 Community treatment and suppOItive resources

Membership Report

Many of the achievements of 1993 were reported in the last issue of The APSAC AdVISor: the 50%
membership growth, 100% growth in staff, outstanding success of the First National Colloquium
These two graphs reflect our growth since 1989, and the current distribution of our members by
profession Together they provide a snapshot of one of the most exciting professional societies in the
nation
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