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STCoE Felony Indicator Framework

Seeing What the Field Still Misses

A Strategic Detection and Operationalization Standard for a Felony-Trafficking
Environment

Sex Trafficking Center of Excellence (STCoE)

Executive Position

The anti-trafficking field has spent too long teaching people to look for trafficking the way one
looks for smoke: visible, dramatic, and already too advanced to ignore.

That model is obsolete.

In a felony-standard environment, the question is no longer whether the system can recognize
exploitation once it becomes obvious. The question is whether the system can recognize
exploitation while it is still being organized, normalized, concealed, managed, and defended.
That is where the real fight is. That is where the field has historically underperformed. And that
is where a serious standard must now be set.

The Sex Trafficking Center of Excellence takes the following position:
Most anti-trafficking indicator models are still built for recognition, not disruption.

They help people notice harm after it has become legible. They do not help systems think clearly
enough, early enough, or rigorously enough to interrupt the machinery that sustains it.

That is the gap this framework addresses.

This is not a poster.

This is not a training handout.

This is not a list of “red flags.”

This is a felony-standard detection doctrine for a field that must now mature.

Because once the law raises the seriousness of facilitation, the system is no longer allowed to
remain conceptually unserious.
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I. The Core Problem: The Field Still Thinks
Too Small

The anti-trafficking community often talks about indicators as though they are simple signs
scattered across a landscape, waiting to be noticed by trained eyes.

That is not wrong. It is merely incomplete.

Indicators are not random clues. They are outputs of a system. They are traces left by a hidden
operating model. They are the friction points where an exploitation infrastructure touches the
visible world.

That distinction matters.

Because when the field treats indicators as isolated warning signs, it trains people to look for
snapshots.

When the field treats indicators as system outputs, it trains people to look for architecture.
The first approach asks:

e Does this person look trafficked?

e Does this scene feel suspicious?

e Are there enough signs to be concerned?
The second approach asks:

e What control model is operating here?

e Who is managing access, movement, money, and fear?

e What is being normalized so effectively that others mistake it for consent, lifestyle, or

instability?
o What part of the exploitation infrastructure is touching the surface here?

That is the shift.

The STCoE rejects the conventional “signs and symptoms” model as the ceiling of trafficking
detection. It may be a starting point. It cannot be the standard.
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I1. The First Reframe: Stop Looking for
Trafficking. Start Looking for Organized
Control.

This is the first status quo the field must abandon.

Too much anti-trafficking training still frames detection around the question: “Is this
trafficking?”

That question is often too late, too binary, and too dependent on visible harm.

By the time a case cleanly presents as “trafficking,” the control system is usually already mature.
The commercial structure is already functioning. The victim’s autonomy has already been
eroded. The evidence has already begun degrading. The surrounding institutions have already
missed earlier opportunities to recognize the pattern.

A more advanced system begins elsewhere.

It asks:

Where is organized control emerging?

Where is commercial access being structured around another person’s vulnerability,
dependency, fear, or constrained choices?

Where is facilitation taking shape before the system is willing to call it trafficking?

This matters because exploitation rarely begins with dramatic violence. It begins with
arrangement. With management. With dependency. With logistical control disguised as care.
With economic control disguised as support. With grooming disguised as attention. With third-
party direction disguised as help. With commercial structure disguised as lifestyle.

The field must stop waiting for exploitation to declare itself in its final form.

A felony-standard system should detect the organized control model before the public would
describe the case as obvious.

That is what serious systems do.
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III. The Second Reframe: Most “Indicators”
Are Not Evidence of Trafficking. They Are
Evidence of System Contact.

This is where the field often becomes imprecise.

A person may be vulnerable and not trafficked.

A location may be suspicious and not central.

A companion may be controlling and not a trafficker.

A disclosure may be partial and not yet legally sufficient.

That does not make the indicators unimportant.

It means the field needs a more disciplined way to understand what indicators actually are.
The STCoE position is that an indicator is best understood as:

Evidence of contact between the visible world and the hidden exploitation system.

Some indicators tell us a person is vulnerable to recruitment.
Some tell us a controller is present.

Some tell us commercial activity is being managed.

Some tell us coercion is active.

Some tell us facilitation infrastructure exists around the victim.
Some tell us the system has already matured into a network.

This is a more advanced view than simply asking whether a sign “proves trafficking.”

Most indicators do not prove.
They locate.

They orient.

They expose control logic.

They point toward system design.

And that is exactly what a felony-standard ecosystem needs: not simplistic certainty, but
disciplined early recognition of exploitation architecture.
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IV. The Third Reframe: The Field Must Stop
Confusing Vulnerability With Causation

This is one of the most persistent mistakes in anti-trafficking work.

The field is often correct in observing that trafficking intersects with homelessness, abuse
history, foster care involvement, substance dependency, family instability, poverty, prior
victimization, and social isolation.

But these factors do not explain trafficking on their own.

They are not the cause.
They are the terrain.

The cause is the actor or structure that identifies vulnerability and converts it into profit through
control.

That distinction is operationally critical.

A weak system sees a vulnerable person and asks, “What services do they need?”

A stronger system asks, “Who is exploiting this vulnerability?”

A world-class system asks, “What mechanism is converting vulnerability into repeatable
commercial access, and who benefits from that mechanism?”

That is where the field must go.

The point of a felony indicator framework is not merely to identify who is at risk. It is to identify
where risk has already been weaponized.
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V. The Fourth Reframe: Facilitation Is Not
Peripheral Conduct. It Is the Skeleton of the
Market.

Historically, one of the greatest conceptual errors in anti-trafficking work has been to treat
pimping, pandering, transportation, housing support, ad management, “boyfriend” control, debt
creation, and third-party scheduling as secondary conduct orbiting a central crime.

That is backward.

These are not peripheral behaviors.
They are the mechanics that make exploitation durable.

The market does not sustain itself because exploitation exists in theory. It sustains itself because
someone recruits, someone conditions, someone transports, someone books, someone advertises,
someone collects, someone houses, someone shields, someone monitors, someone replaces,
someone stabilizes fear, and someone normalizes the arrangement until the victim appears
“voluntary” to outsiders.

That is the skeleton of the market.

A felony-standard environment requires the field to mature past the mythology of the single
dramatic trafficker and instead recognize the layered support system that allows commercial
exploitation to function as a business process.

The STCoE therefore takes a hard position:

Any indicator framework that does not center facilitation and infrastructure is still too
primitive for the task.

The field has spent too long searching for monsters when it should also have been mapping
machinery.
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V1. What the STCoE Sees That the Field
Often Does Not

The field is often trained to notice trauma, fear, sexual exploitation, and vulnerability.
Those matter.

But the STCoE standard sees something else as well: patterned organization.

We look for the hidden order beneath the apparent chaos.

Not just:

bruises

fear

hotel rooms

multiple phones
controlling boyfriends

But:

revenue logic
movement logic
communication logic
dependency logic
venue logic
replacement logic
concealment logic
adaptation logic

That is the difference between detecting harm and understanding the system producing it.

A world-class indicator framework should not merely help the field identify pain.
It should help the field identify process.

Because exploitation that looks chaotic to the untrained eye is often highly organized beneath the
surface.
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VII. The STCoE Detection Model

The Six Layers of Felony-Relevant Recognition
This is the heart of the framework.

The STCoE model does not treat indicators as a flat list. It treats them as layers of visibility.
Each layer reveals a deeper degree of system maturity.

Layer 1: Exploitable Terrain

This is where the field typically starts, and too often where it stops.
These are indicators of vulnerability and recruitability:

housing instability

runaway behavior

family fracture

prior abuse

chronic unmet needs

dependency on an older or controlling person

social isolation

survival-driven decision-making

repeated movement outside protective systems

sudden alignment with people, venues, or routines outside prior norm

These matter, but they do not yet tell you whether exploitation is operating.
They tell you the terrain is favorable.

Weak systems stop here and confuse exposure with proof.
Strong systems understand that vulnerability is the opening, not the architecture.
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Layer 2: Behavioral Distortion

This is the layer where the person’s behavior begins to reflect invisible control.
Not necessarily because the person discloses it.

Often because their choices no longer make sense unless one accounts for pressure, dependency,
fear, or conditioning.

Examples include:

o intense deference to another person

e inconsistent autonomy

 inability to make simple decisions independently

o rehearsed speech

o visible self-censorship

e panic around certain names, calls, or topics

e contradictory narratives that seem less deceptive than managed

o attachment to the very person who appears to control them

o normalization of treatment that outside observers would identify as coercive

This layer is critical because it reveals a deeper truth:
Exploitation often appears first not as disclosure, but as distorted agency.

A felony-standard system must learn to recognize the shape of compromised autonomy long
before it receives an ideal statement.

Layer 3: Control Architecture

This is where the field begins to see that the issue is no longer merely vulnerability or instability.
It is organized control.

Indicators include:

o third-party management of transportation

o third-party possession of money, phone, ID, room key, or documents
e restrictions on movement, privacy, or communication

o another person speaking on the victim’s behalf

e coercive “care” structures
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o financial dependency paired with emotional domination

e consequences for noncompliance

o surveillance through calls, texts, visits, escorts, or check-ins
o inability to explain how one’s own life is being managed

This layer matters because it shifts the inquiry from “What is wrong?”’ to “Who is structuring this
person’s reality?”

That is the beginning of felony-relevant seriousness.

Layer 4: Commercial Coordination
This is the layer where exploitation becomes organized around access, demand, and revenue.
Indicators include:

e scheduling by another party

e venue rotation tied to commercial activity

e managed communication with buyers

o advertising, coded language, or photo control by others

e unexplained movement to meet locations

o repeated short-stay lodging patterns

e payment routing through third parties

e commercial quotas, expectations, or economic surrender

o distinction between the person’s body and their control over the proceeds derived from it

This is where the field must grow up.

Commercial coordination is not just “evidence of prostitution-related behavior.” It is evidence
that exploitation is being systematized.

And once it is systematized, the system must stop pretending it is looking at isolated bad
decisions.
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Layer 5: Coercive Enforcement

This is where the control model is maintained through consequence.
Indicators include:

o threats

e punishment

o withdrawal of housing, protection, food, or transportation

e induced debt

o threats to children, family, immigration status, probation, reputation, or safety
e violence or credible threat of violence

o retaliatory contact after attempts to leave

e induced criminal exposure used as leverage

e psychological collapse when exit is discussed

The field often over-focuses on physical violence because it is intuitive and legible.

But many advanced exploitation systems maintain compliance through less visible but equally
powerful means:

e dependency

e emotional captivity

e fear of abandonment

o fear of public exposure

o fear of withdrawal

o fear of homelessness

o fear of losing one’s children

o fear of the world outside the controller

The STCoE standard treats these not as soft factors, but as coercive infrastructure.
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Layer 6: Market Infrastructure

This is the layer most under-recognized by the field and the most important in a felony-standard
environment.

Here, the question is no longer simply whether one person is being exploited. The question is
whether an organized support system is sustaining the exploitation.

Indicators include:
o repeated venues associated with multiple victims
e recurring drivers, phones, aliases, or handlers
e common ad structures across people or locations
o substitution of one facilitator for another without disrupting operations
o layered actors performing recruitment, transport, housing, advertising, guarding,
collection, or monitoring
e patterns suggesting process continuity despite arrests, interventions, or movement
o logistics that appear almost businesslike in how access is organized and protected

This is where the field must be shocked into maturity.

Because the real threat is not just the exploiter.
It is the exploitative operating system.

Any framework that remains person-centric but not infrastructure-aware will remain strategically
incomplete.

VIII. The STCoE Rule: Indicators Gain
Meaning Through Convergence, Not Volume

Another place the field gets lost is in counting signs.

More signs do not automatically produce more clarity. Ten weak indicators may still yield
confusion. Three strong indicators across different layers may reveal far more.

The STCoE standard is therefore not based on quantity alone. It is based on convergence.
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The key question is not:
“How many signs are present?”
The real questions are:

e Do the signs align across layers?

e Do they reveal a coherent control model?

e Do they show that vulnerability has been operationalized?

e Do they expose commercial coordination?

e Do they identify facilitation, not just victim distress?
Convergence is what transforms suspicion into structured seriousness.
This matters because it protects against two equal failures:

o Underreaction, where institutions dismiss early indicators because no single sign is

decisive

e Overreach, where institutions impose trafficking conclusions without pattern discipline

World-class work avoids both.

IX. What Each Sector Must Learn to See

A weak field gives everyone the same indicator list and calls it collaboration.
A serious field understands that each actor sits at a different angle to the same system.

The task is not to make everyone identical.
It is to make them interoperable.
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Law Enforcement Must Learn to See Function, Not Just
Offense

Law enforcement should not only ask what crime is visible. It should ask what role each actor
plays in sustaining exploitation.

Not just:

e Who was there?
e  Who committed what act?

But:

Who manages movement?

Who controls money?

Who creates dependency?

Who handles logistics?

Who is replaceable, and who appears central?

What evidence exists beyond verbal disclosure?

What would this system continue doing tomorrow if the visible offender disappeared
tonight?

The future of trafficking enforcement depends on moving from incident response to function
mapping.

Prosecutors Must Learn to See Durability, Not Just
Chargeability

The legal question is not merely whether a case can be charged. It is whether it can hold.
That means prosecutors must think upstream:

What indicators were preserved early?

Which facts corroborate coercion without requiring perfect victim consistency?
What role evidence exists for facilitators who never touched the victim directly?
What fallback paths still preserve meaningful accountability?

e Which patterns reveal system design rather than isolated bad acts?
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The strongest prosecutor in a felony-standard environment is not the one who charges most
aggressively. It is the one who understands how to convert system patterns into durable legal
consequence.

Nonprofits Must Learn to See Case Relevance Without
Abandoning Survivor Care

This is where many organizations must evolve.

Too many nonprofits still operate as though compassion and operational rigor are in tension.
They are not. Sloppy thinking is not trauma-informed. Vague documentation is not survivor-
centered. Failure to preserve pattern is not neutrality. It is system loss.

Nonprofits must become more sophisticated in recognizing:

e practical dependency

o relational control

e retaliation pathways

e logistics of commercial movement

e repeat names, locations, and actors

o the difference between healing narrative and operationally useful chronology

A felony-standard ecosystem requires nonprofits that understand their role in continuity, not just
care.

Advocates Must Learn to See Constraint Inside “Choice”

One of the field’s laziest mistakes is to hear “I chose this” and stop thinking.

Choice inside dependency, threat, homelessness, trauma bonding, withdrawal risk, immigration
fear, or financial capture is not free choice in any serious operational sense.

Advocates must become sharper in naming:

o constrained decision-making
e manipulated loyalty

o fear-based compliance

e survival rationality
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e emotional and practical captivity

The field will mature when it stops equating declared consent with actual freedom.

Clinical and Social-Service Actors Must Learn to See
Control Distortion

Healthcare and behavioral professionals often have brief but decisive windows into exploitation.

The relevant question is not simply whether someone discloses abuse. It is whether their
presentation reveals a life being externally managed.

Can they speak alone?

Do they know where they are going next?

Who holds their ID, phone, medication, money?

Do their choices appear internally generated or externally stabilized?
What do they fear more than injury?

The field often looks for wounds. A stronger system looks for control.

Shelters and Safe Houses Must Learn to See Re-Contact as
Infrastructure, Not Drama

Too often, residential environments interpret repeated calls, disappearances, panic, secrecy, or
emotional volatility as mere program difficulty.

A stronger lens asks:

Who is trying to reestablish control?

Through what channels?

At what times?

With what promises, threats, or emotional hooks?

What does the pattern reveal about the controller’s reach?

Re-contact attempts are often not incidental. They are system maintenance.

The field must learn to read them that way.
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Schools and Youth Systems Must Learn to See Grooming as
Pre-Infrastructure

Youth-serving systems frequently identify changes in behavior, appearance, attendance,
relationships, or online activity.

Too often these are handled as discipline issues or “risky behavior.”

That is a catastrophic underread.

Grooming is not just preparation for abuse. It is the building phase of a control system.
Schools, juvenile systems, and child-serving organizations must learn to see:

early loyalty displacement

adult or older-peer dependency

inducement through need fulfillment

normalization of secrecy

pre-commercial conditioning
erosion of protective bonds

The field must stop treating grooming as a side issue. In many cases, it is the earliest visible
stage of future exploitation architecture.
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X. What the Field Must Stop Doing
Immediately

A world-class framework must not only define what to do. It must name what must end.
The STCoE position is that the field must stop:

1. Stop using flat indicator lists as though all signs carry equal meaning.
They do not.

2. Stop treating victim disclosure as the gold standard of truth.

The system often reveals itself before the victim can narrate it cleanly.

3. Stop confusing lifestyle instability with commercial exploitation without
disciplined convergence.

Not every vulnerable person is trafficked. But vulnerability weaponized through organized
control must never be dismissed as mere chaos.

4. Stop focusing only on the most visible offender.

Markets survive through layered support roles.

5. Stop isolating survivor care from case consequence.

Continuity matters.

6. Stop waiting for dramatic violence before assigning seriousness.
Control often becomes visible before violence becomes obvious.

7. Stop thinking of trafficking as a moral category rather than an operational
system.

Until the field thinks in systems, it will continue to fight fragments.
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XI. The STCoE Escalation Principle

The field needs a more serious threshold for action.
The STCoE principle is this:
Escalation should be driven not by alarm, but by structural clarity.
That means:
o vulnerability alone should trigger attention
e behavioral distortion should trigger inquiry
e organized control should trigger structured assessment
e commercial coordination should trigger operational seriousness
e coercive enforcement should trigger urgent action
e infrastructure indicators should trigger network-oriented response

This is more disciplined than panic and more dangerous than passivity.

It is the standard of a field that intends to win.

XII. The Future: Why This Framework
Matters More Now

A felony-standard environment changes the burden on the entire ecosystem.

When facilitation carries real legal consequence, the field can no longer afford amateur detection
models. It can no longer celebrate generic awareness as maturity. It can no longer rely on
simplistic “red flags” while exploitation systems become more adaptive, more coded, more
relational, more digitally concealed, and more operationally disciplined than the institutions
trying to stop them.

That is the hard truth.
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Offenders adapt.

Markets mutate.

Control becomes more psychological.

Visibility decreases.

Facilitators become more compartmentalized.

Commercial systems become more ordinary-looking.

And the field’s old models become less sufficient with every passing year.

So this framework is not just about better recognition.
It is about upgrading the thinking model of the entire anti-trafficking landscape.
Because the next generation of anti-trafficking work will not belong to whoever cares the most.

It will belong to whoever sees the system most clearly.

XIII. The STCoE Standard

The Sex Trafficking Center of Excellence sets the following standard:

We do not treat indicators as trivia.

We do not treat exploitation as disorder.

We do not treat facilitation as secondary.

We do not wait for a perfect victim statement to begin thinking clearly.
We do not confuse compassion with conceptual softness.

We do not measure maturity by awareness alone.

We do not ask the field to rise only to the level of comfort.

We ask it to rise to the level of reality.

And reality is this:

Trafficking is sustained by systems of organized control, commercial coordination, coercive
enforcement, and hidden facilitation infrastructure.

A felony-standard response must therefore be capable of seeing, naming, and
operationalizing that system before the system finishes shaping the victim into silence.

That is the work.
That is the future.
That is the standard.
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