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Introduction

The Philippines is a global hotspot for online sexual exploitation of 

children. Our goal was to research who is targeted and how they are affected 

on a psychological level and who is responsible for the trafficking of children 

and what may cause them to behave and act the way they do. Additionally, we 

wanted to find ways of therapy and healing for these victims for their long road 

of recovery and recommend ways that child exploitation can be prevented in 

the future.

The Philippines
Geography

• made up of 7,641 islands in southeastern Asia that rest between the 

Philippine Sea and the South China Sea

• adjacent to the Ring of Fire, “U”-shaped area along the coast of the Pacific 

Ocean with active volcanoes

Society and People

• population: 109,180,815

• language: mainly speak Filipino and English along with eight main dialects: 

Bicol, Cebuano, Hiligaynon, Ilocano, Pampango, Pangasinan, Tagalog, and 

Waray

• (Central Intelligence Agency 2020)

• religion: an estimated 80.9% of the population is Roman Catholic (Roces

and Roces 2016)

Key Social Values

• Hiya = shame, the most prominent value, “the uncomfortable feeling that 

accompanies awareness of being in a socially unacceptable position, or 

performing a socially unacceptable action”

• Amor-propio = translates to “self-love”, meaning self-respect

• Pakikisama = the ability to get along, promoting togetherness and 

cooperation

• (Roces and Roces 2016)

Economy

• “ [poverty] afflicts more than a fifth of the total population but is as high as 

75% in some areas of the southern Philippines”

• 60% of the poor live in rural areas where poverty is much more severe

• (Central Intelligence Agency 2020)

Child Exploitation in the Philippines
IJM Study

Methodology

• The International Justice Mission organization gathered data from three 

primary sources: CyberTipline, a survey of online sexual exploitation of 

children cases looked over by law enforcement, and case files of exploited 

children from the Philippines

Abuse Length

• two years was the average length of time children were used for cybersex 

and other online sexual advancements; data ranged from two months to four 

years

• no direct relationship between the age of the victim and the amount of time 

they are abused

Victim Profiles

• median age of child victims was 11 years old

• 86% were female, 14% were male

Abuser Profiles

• 74% of cases involved the child’s family member, guardian, or family friend

• Most parents are aware of what was happening to their child, whether they 

are the trafficker themselves or not, but financially gained from the activity

Consumer Profiles

• all were older males between the ages of 40 and 72

• 39% visited the Philippines in the past

• 9% of the customers had a record of physical abuse towards children 

residing in the Philippines

• mostly from Western countries, such as the United States, Sweden, and 

Australia

Rise in the Philippines

• NCMEC’s CyberTipline: IP addresses used for internet-based child sexual 

exploitation = 23,333 (2014) to 81,723 (2017)

• estimated prevalence rate = 43 out of every 10,000 IP addresses (2014) to 

149 out of every 10,000 (2017)

• a 250% increase in just 3 years

• (International Justice Mission 2020)

Psychology of Sex Traffickers
The four main factors that play into the psychology of child sexual abuse are 

sexual arousal, emotional congruence (strong emotional connection to 

children), blockage, and disinhibition (Araji and Finkelhor, Univ of New 

Hampshire, 1980s)

• Pedophiles: look at their urges as perfectly normal, ignore the fact that 

society gives every reason why it is a violation of moral standards

• low self-esteem/self-assurance = a major part in child sexual abuse cases

• Abusers feel more comfortable around children, they have the same mindset 

due to a lack of maturity, offenders feel as if they are equal to children

• Those who grow up in an abusive household or where children were looked 

at as sexual objects was normal and even encouraged in some cases.

• Psychoticism = a personality pattern that involves aggressiveness and 

hostility (1.6% more likely to commit sex-related crimes)

• “Research evidence indicated that some personality disorders (e.g., 

anxious–avoidant and obsessive–compulsive) were relatively common 

among sexual offenders (Leue et al. 2004), especially pedophiles (Cohen 

and Galynker 2002), and offenders with paraphilia”

• Profit is key; traffickers look at the children as “producers or operators,” not a 

child

Psychological and Health Damages to Victims
• Same-sex attraction is commonly observed in young girls who are trafficked, 

as they become afraid of men (who trafficked them).

• Drug and alcohol abuse are also common 

• Post-traumatic stress disorder, dissociation, and depression are the most 

common mood disorders of those who are sex trafficked.

• Guilt, powerlessness, low self-esteem and self-love, isolation, loneliness, 

poor memory, and a poor attention span.

• Experiences a lack of trust in adults, antisocial behaviors and difficulties with 

relating to others.

• Children who are physically abused display many hostile and aggressive 

behaviors.

• Health problems, such as: exhaustion, frequent viral illnesses, STD’s, 

vaginal infections, back aches, and eating disorders.

• Women who are trafficked are also at a higher risk of being murdered.

• Many of the young children who are trafficked also are more likely to end up 

in prostitution.

• Many of those who are trafficked and suffer from a STD also face social 

discrimination. Unable to pay the treatment costs and often remain 

untreated.

Therapy and Healing Process for Victims
• recommended that a complete psychiatric evaluation is conducted on 

victims to determine the client’s psychological needs 

Biggest Challenges In Assisting Victims

• often experience denial and resist treatment

• barriers such as language, ethnicity, and culture can stand in the way

• also a lack of trust and transportation to treatment locations, as well as them 

not being accessible by phone

• Organizational funding/financial resources not adequate

• Lack of housing

• Providing financial support to victims

• Finding appropriate counseling for victims

• (Pascual-Leone, et al 2016) (Williamson, et al 2017)

• need safety, clothing, housing, and crisis intervention

• need assistance with job training and placement, education, being reunited 

with their family, mental health treatment, and repatriation

• PTSD is the main focus for psychological treatment of victims

Promising Treatments for Victims

• Cognitive-behavioral therapies – modifies thought patterns in order to 

change moods or behaviors.

• Eye-movement desensitization and reprocessing therapy – encourages the 

patient to briefly focus on the trauma memory while also experiencing 

bilateral stimulation, or eye movements (reduction in the vividness and 

trauma-induced emotion)

• Emotion-focused therapy – short term and focuses on adult relationships 

and attachment

• (Pascual-Leone, et al 2016)

• The National Human Trafficking Resource Center: resources that can help 

victims

• Family and Youth Services Bureau: provides tips on how to have a trauma 

informed approach to trafficking cases

• Project REACH: help clinicians learn how to have culturally appropriate, 

trauma-informed interventions with survivors to avoid retraumatizing their 

clients

• (Children and Families)

Ways That Child Exploitation Can Be Prevented
• The internet has created new dangers for children.

• Online offenses against children differ from other abuse cases that deal with 

children.

• Parents and other caregivers are often unsure or unaware of how 

dangerous the internet really is.

• Primarily target teens and young children that are less internet savvy 

concerning cyber security and protecting their digital and online devices.

• The parents or caregivers of these children can use a tool called password 

protection, which will protect all their internet connected to their devices.

• The intersection of poverty, high tourism, vulnerable children and predators 

has created a culture where it is estimated that 60,000 to 100,000 children in 

the Philippines are exploited in prostitution rings.

• The most staggering and fast-paced development over the past 20 years 

however is the abuse of children by online predators. Thousands of young 

children caught in the grip of poverty are forced into being the subjects of 

pornographic material, which can go around the world at the click of a 

button.

• Target kids that live in poverty and with less education as thought to be more 

easily exploited 

• Studies have shown that kids that report more psychological issues are 

more affected by experiencing online risk, like pornography and bullying.

• As a parent you need to be on the lookout for psychological issues in 

adolescents because it can cause them to engage in compulsive internet 

use.

• The biggest thing for parents is not to panic because it will instantly make 

the situation worse that is happening with your child (do not shame your 

child).

Conclusion
There is a significant issue of online sexual exploitation of children in not only 

the Philippines, but in many other countries including the United States. There 

are a multitude of contributing factors, such as society, social values, and the 

economy that leave children vulnerable to sex trafficking predators. Victims are 

left with lasting effects from their experiences that include PTSD, drug and 

alcohol abuse, eating disorders, and many other detrimental health issues. 

There are different ways in which victims can seek help. The National Human 

Trafficking Resource Center, the Family and Youth Services Bureau, and the 

Project REACH all provide different resources and tips to help victims get back 

on their feet and try to recover from their experiences. It is important to be 

informed about the subject and take all necessary measures to prevent child 

exploitation.
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