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Executive Summary

Research and services focused on sexually exploited 
children and adolescents often target girls and leave out 
boys.  However, research shows that boys often report 
similar rates of sexual exploitation as girls (10, 19, 27).  
This suggests that boys may experience more sexual ex-
ploitation than is commonly realized, while also facing 
greater barriers to what few services may exist for them. 
To better understand the sexual exploitation of boys, 
we did a broad literature search to identify and evaluate 
research on this topic. We looked at articles that were 
on topic, in English, written between 1990-2015, and 
published in academic journals.

In our initial search, we found over 11,000 articles.  
Ultimately, we narrowed this down to 33 articles that 
met our criteria.  This included studies from Sweden, 
the United States, South Africa, Brazil, Canada and 
the United Kingdom amongst other places.  Children 
and adolescents were sampled from a wide variety of 
contexts including schools and small non-governmental 
organizations.  Prevalence rates of boys being sexually 

exploited ranged from 1.7% to 4.8% in school-based 
studies (5, 7, 29) and up to 16.1% in studies of street-in-
volved and homeless youth (20, 21).  Boys were sexually 
exploited in a range of locations including drainage 
tunnels, hotels and over the Internet.  Sex was traded for 
things like money, food, gifts, shelter and drugs.  Sex-
ually exploited boys reported a range of unmet needs.  
However, little research exists on the specific health care 
and social services needed and accessed by this popula-
tion.  More research and additional services are needed 
to better understand and support the needs of sexually 
exploited boys.
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Introduction

Sexual exploitation is a harmful and widespread 
phenomenon that affects children and adolescents 
internationally.  This form of exploitation carries serious 
physical, mental health and social consequences.  How-
ever, it remains a far too often forgotten about form 
of child abuse especially amongst boys.  Although we 
know through research that both boys and girls report 
similar rates of sexual exploitation, boys continue to be 
overlooked.

In this review, we defined ‘sexual exploitation’ as sexual 
abuse through trading or exchanging sex or sexual 
activities (i.e. stripping, exotic dancing, pornographic 
videoing) for drugs, food, shelter, protection, other 
basics needs, and/or for money. We used the term ‘boys’ 
to refer to male children and adolescents. We defined 
‘children and adolescents’ as any person under the age of 
18 years old.  This definition is aligned with the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 
is an influential international treaty.  This treaty recog-
nizes the basic rights of all children and was adopted 
by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989.  It 
is important to note, however, that the age of majority 
or age at which a person legally transitions from ‘child’ 
to ‘adult’ varies by location.  For example, in British 
Columbia, Canada, the age of majority is defined as 
19 years old.  We also want to acknowledge that sexual 
exploitation affects older adolescent and young adult 
populations as well, although addressing these popula-
tions was beyond the scope of this review

The purpose of this systematic review was to answer the 
question, “What is the state of the research on sexually 
exploited boys internationally?”  We also addressed 
three additional questions:

• What factors, if any, predict sexual exploitation for 
boys?

•  In what context are boys sexually exploited (e.g., 
who are the boys and the exploiters and where is 
the exploitation taking place)?

•  What physical, mental, and social outcomes are 
associated with the sexual exploitation of boys?  
And, what services can address these needs? 
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Methods

In April of 2015 we searched for articles in 5 academic 
databases using search terms that fell into one of three 
categories as detailed below:

SEXUAL EXPLOITATION AGE GENDER

Child abuse (sexual) Child Male

Prostitution Adolescent Boy

Human/sex trafficking Minors

Sex Work Young Adult 

Sexual exploitation Young person

Trading/selling sex Teen

Survival sex Youth

Transactional sex

Sex industry

From the initial 11,829 articles that we found, we 
removed duplicates and articles that did not meet our 
criteria (e.g. off-topic based on the title/abstract; pub-
lished in books/conference proceedings; retrospective 
studies; not written in English; not from peer reviewed 
journals; published before 1990).  We then read the 
methods sections of each of the remaining 1,924 arti-
cles.  A total of 217 articles were assessed for eligibility 
at the ‘full text screening’ stage, to arrive at our final 
selection of 33 articles.  See Figure 1 to the right for 
more details.

Figure 1. Prisma diagram
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CATEGORIES OF STUDIES

Most of the studies were descriptive, observational, 
or exploratory. While three studies employed mixed 
methods and one was qualitative, the majority were 
quantitative surveys conducted in schools or through 
service-based organizations.

SAMPLING STRATEGIES

A wide variety of sampling strategies were used across 
the 33 studies.  We have categorized the sampling strat-
egies based on where the participants were recruited. 
It should be noted that some of the studies recruited 
participants in partnership with services that worked 
exclusively with children and adolescents living in 
poverty (e.g. services that offered shelter, health care, 
social and legal support). Meanwhile, the school-based 
studies were largely set in higher income countries like 
the United States, Sweden and Canada,

Figure 2. Sampling strategies
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GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATIONS

The table below shows the geographical locations where studies were conducted. Sweden and the United States 
of America hosted the greatest number of studies.

WHEN ARTICLES WERE PUBLISHED

Researchers are increasingly publishing on the topic of sexual exploitation in general.  Figure 3 shows the number of 
studies that we identified, grouped by their year of publication.  Of the studies included in our review, at least one 
was published each year since 2005 with the most studies having been published in 2012.

Figure 3. Number of articles on sexual exploitation published per year

Table 1. Geographic locations where research occurred

COUNTRIES WHERE STUDIES WERE CONDUCTED NUMBER OF STUDIES  
CONDUCTED PER COUNTRY
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United States of America 5

South Africa 4
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Findings

PREVALENCE

Two Swedish studies and one American study reported 
the prevalence of boys who were sexually exploited 
within high school populations ranged from 1.7% 
to 4.8% (5, 7, 29). Not surprisingly, studies of boys 
sampled in street communities reported higher rates 
of sexual exploitation. A Brazilian study reported that 
16.1% of boys on the street reported being sexually 
exploited (20, 21). Also, while school-based surveys 
identified equal or nearly equal rates of sexual exploita-
tion amongst boys and girls, other studies reported 
vastly different findings (5, 7, 20, 21, 29). 

CONTEXT

Two articles discussed the physical locations where 
boys were sexually exploited.  One study reported boys 
living on the streets in Sudan were sexually exploited 
in drainage tunnels (14).  Another study reported that 
boys living in impoverished communities in Thailand 
were sexually exploited in hotels or family homes (17).  
In addition to physical locations, one study analyzing 
law enforcement records stated the Internet was used by 
boys and their exploiters to arrange exchanges (33).

The majority of boys who were sexually exploited in a 
Swedish study stated they had traded sex between two 
to five times (7), while most boys in an American study 
had traded sex only once (5). A street-based study look-
ing at American young offenders stated that they had 
traded sex between one and 200 times (11).  Boys most 
frequently traded sex for money (18, 23, 27) but drugs 
(11, 14, 18, 23, 30) and gifts, material goods, food, or 
shelter were also used as compensation for sexual ser-

vices (17, 20, 22, 27, 30, 31). Compensation sometimes 
varied depending on the buyer. For example, in Sudan, 
sexually exploited boys reported they were more likely 
to receive money from adults and drugs from other 
boys on the street. In Thailand, boys living in poverty 
were more often compensated with in-kind gifts, such as 
rebuilding the family house (17).

CHARACTERISTICS OF SEXUALLY 
EXPLOITED BOYS

Family life impacted boys’ likelihood of being sexually 
exploited.  Two Swedish studies found that boys with 
mothers who were unemployed were more likely to be 
sexually exploited (7, 27), while a Norwegian study 
found that boys who had experienced a parental break-
up, or who had exposure to alcohol and less exposure to 
books were more likely to have been sexually exploited 
(19). On the other hand, a South African study found 
that boys whose primary caregiver was female were less 
likely to be sexually exploited (3). There were con-
flicting reports on whether being an orphan increased 
likelihood of being sexually exploited. One study from 
western Kenya found no relationship between being an 
orphan and being sexually exploited (12). Whereas a 
South African study of black children and adolescents 
reported boys who were orphans were slightly more 
likely to have been sexually exploited than their  
non-orphan peers (32).

In addition to family life, some studies reported other 
characteristics of boys who were sexually exploited. A 
South African study reported that older boys were more 
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likely to be sexually exploited (3).  A Swedish study re-
ported that boys who identified as homosexual or bisex-
ual were more likely to report being sexually exploited 
(27).  The same study also found that second-generation 
newcomers and boys born outside of the country were 
more likely to have been sexually exploited (27). Finally, 
in a Canadian study, boys who were sexually exploited 
reported higher impulsivity (10).

RISK EXPOSURES

The very nature of sexual exploitation exposes boys 
to a range of health and other risks.  For example, a 
South African study found that instead of paying for 
the agreed upon sexual activity, some male exploiters 
‘just hit the boys’ and left without paying (22).  A later 
report from the same study indicated the most vulnera-
ble boys (those living on the streets) “probably have the 
least bargaining power of all in sexual encounters” (30).  
The authors reported that none of the 141 boys aged 
11 to 18 reported regular condom use (30).  Rather, 
these boys actively rejected the idea of using condoms.  
As one boy said, “If you wear one you appear to have 
AIDS, because there is no need to use a condom if you 
behave correctly” (30).  Such findings seem to suggest 
that boys in these contexts lack both the ‘bargaining 
power’ and knowledge needed to keep themselves safer.  
This being said, it is important to recognize that all 
forms of sexual exploitation are inherently abuse and 
therefore, expectations should not be placed on victims 
to ‘bargain for’ their own right to safety.  

School-based population surveys in Norway (19) and 
Sweden (27) identified that sexually exploited boys 
reported being younger at the time of their first inter-
course experience as compared to non-sexually exploit-
ed boys. They also reported increased rates of violent 
victimization, more sexual partners, and more exposure 

to particularly violent and/or illegal pornography (e.g., 
depicting bestiality and child abuse). It is unknown 
whether these experiences occurred before or after the 
sexually exploitative experiences.

PERPETUATING FACTORS

Very few of the studies identified factors that perpetuate 
sexual exploitation; that is, what keeps boys trapped 
in sexually exploitative contexts.  Some studies report-
ed very negative attitudes amongst adults towards 
boys who are sexually exploited. A police officer in an 
Ethiopian study said, “They (boys) don’t want to stop 
this life.  I mean, they would like to continue having 
sex with men as the money earned from men-to-men 
sex enables them to mitigate their day-to-day problems.  
The other reason is that they become hooked by a ho-
mosexual lifestyle” (31).  The authors of this study also 
suggested that a lack of parental awareness about sexual 
exploitation of boys as compared to girls leaves boys 
particularly vulnerable (31).  A Thai study found sexu-
ally exploited boys ‘took pride in their work as prosti-
tutes’ as it brought money into their families (17).  This 
same study found that the boys were often the second 
or third-generation in their family to participate in the 
survival sex trade (17).  Notably, all of these interpreta-
tions are problematic as they present the exploitation as 
a ‘choice’ rather than a form of victimization. 

HEALTH COMPROMISING  
BEHAVIOURS

Research has shown sexually exploited boys report 
engaging in a range of health compromising behaviors.  
A Norwegian school-based survey found that boys who 
were sexually exploited reported more behaviour prob-
lems and alcohol and drug abuse than boys who had not 
been sexually exploited (19).  In this study, 32.8% of 
boys who were sexually exploited had used heroin, com-
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pared to only 1.4% of boys who had not been sexually 
exploited (19).  Another school-based survey in Sweden 
reported similar findings (27).  Similarly, a study of  
Thai boys and girls who had sold sex found that up to 
80% had sniffed glue regularly (17).

A British study looked at  sexually exploited children 
and adolescents ages 18 years old and under who had 
also been charged with committing a criminal offence 
(4).  This study found that boys committed more  
‘offences’ than girls (4).  Over half of the sexually 
exploited boys were considered ‘prolific offenders’ (10+ 
offences on record) with the most ‘prolific’ offender 
reporting 53 ‘offences’.  This study also noted that less 
than a third (27.5%) of sexually exploited boys had 
been referred to a child sexual exploitation specialist 
at the time of their first ‘offence’ and only one fifth 
(20.7%) before that time (4).  The researchers suggested 
this reflects that boys were too often seen as offenders 
first and victims second (if their victimization was seen 
at all.)  This study did not, however, clearly establish a 
timeline of when the boys’ exploitation began versus 
when their criminal behaviours began.  As such, it is 
challenging based on these findings alone to determine 
which came first (exploitation or involvement with 
the law).  Regardless, these findings draw the reader’s 
attention to how health care and social service provid-
ers may incorrectly focus on the punishment of youth 
rather than the reason behind them being charged with 
criminal offences. 

PHYSICAL HEALTH ASSOCIATIONS

Very few of the studies in this review addressed physical 
health and sexual exploitation looking specifically at 
boys.  As such, there are very limited findings to report 
in this area.  One school-based study found it was more 
common for sexually exploited boys to be told they had 

a Sexually Transmitted Infection (STI) as compared to 
their non-sexually exploited peers (5).

MENTAL HEALTH ASSOCIATIONS

A Swedish high school-based survey found no signif-
icant difference in the mental health scores between 
boys who were sexually exploited and those who were 
not (27).  However, the same study reported that boys 
who had been sexually exploited reported more  
self-perceived mental health problems as compared 
to boys who were not sexually exploited (27).  For 
example, over twice as many boys who had been 
sexually exploited reported feeling like ‘everything was 
a struggle’, feeling ‘tied up’ or tense and feeling helpless-
ness towards the future (27).  Two other school-based 
surveys, one from rural Canada and one from urban 
Norway, found that sexually exploited boys reported 
higher rates of hopelessness (10), depression/anxiety 
(19), and loneliness (19) as compared to boys who 
were not sexually exploited.  Again, these studies were 
not able to say whether these differences preceded or 
followed the exploitation.

SOCIAL SUPPORTS AND ASSETS

Very few of the studies in this review addressed what 
social supports and assets existed (or were lacking) 
amongst sexually exploited boys.  One school-based 
study in Sweden found sexually exploited boys reported 
poorer parent-child relationships compared to boys 
who were not sexually exploited (7). Similarly, signifi-
cantly poorer family connectedness was found amongst 
Canadian boys who were sexually exploited (10).  In 
contrast, no significant relationships between sexual 
exploitation and friend connectedness, school connect-
edness, or social involvement were found (10).
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SERVICES ACCESSED

Only one Swedish school-based study looked at 
help-seeking behaviours among children and adoles-
cents comparing those who had been sexually exploited 
with those who had not. They found that more sexually 
exploited boys than non-sexually exploited boys report-
ed seeking help for variety of issues including: problems 
with parents; questions about sexual identification; 
exposure to emotional, physical, and sexual abuse;  
exposing others to sexual abuse; mental health con-
cerns; internet related problems; and other issues. 

SECTION - 5 Findings
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Final Words 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The findings in this review covered a range of topics.  
The quality and depth of these findings varied signifi-
cantly from one study to the next and very few of the 
results, if any, could be generalized to other groups.  For 
example, findings from studies that included boys living 
in poverty in Thailand or South Africa could not be 
compared to other groups such as those living in  
Canada and vice versa.  It was often challenging to 
summarize the findings in a succinct manner given the 
variability in study design, location and context.  For 
example, the prevalence rates reported ranged from 
1.7% to 4.8% of boys reporting sexual exploitation in 
some school-based studies (5, 7, 29) to other studies of 
street-involved and homeless children and adolescents 
reporting prevalence rates over 16.1% (20, 21).  Studies 
reported that sexual exploitation occurs in places as 
varied as storm drainage tunnels (14) to hotels (12) 
to the Internet (33).  Sex was exchanged for different 
types of compensation including money, drugs, gifts, 
food, shelter and other items.  Regardless of the context 
of sexual exploitation, the boys in the studies reported 
being exposed to a range of risks and dangers, both 
while being exploited and at other times in their lives.  
Finally, very few of the studies identified which services, 
if any, boys accessed to address their physical, mental 
and social health needs.

LIMITATIONS AND  
KNOWLEDGE GAPS

We remain unsure why certain groups of boys were 
more likely to have been sexually exploited and caution 
readers against making generalizations around the links 
between populations and sexual exploitations. None of 
the literature that we reviewed provided reasons why 
certain groups of boys were more likely to be sexu-
ally exploited than others. To maintain the project’s 
feasibility, we only searched peer-reviewed material, and 
may have therefore missed important references.  We 
acknowledge the value of the non-peer reviewed grey 
literature, including publications from governmental 
services, non-governmental organizations, and profes-
sional bodies. Exclusively English language articles were 
reviewed, further limiting the articles that we could 
review.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Research is needed to develop a more thorough 
understanding of the pathways to sexual exploita-
tion and the contexts within which it occurs (e.g. 
what leads to sexual exploitation? What does 
sexual exploitation ‘look like’ when it occurs?).

• More research is needed to identify the physical, 
mental and social service, and support needs of 
sexually exploited boys. 

• More health care and social services are needed 
that specifically target sexually exploited boys. 

• Existing services for sexually exploited children 
and adolescents ought to reflect on how they do 
(or do not) engage boys and girls considering 
emerging research that boys and girls report equal 
rates of sexual exploitation.

• Boys should be able to access trauma-informed 
care to increase trust with the health care system.

• Researchers must pursue relationships with 
front-line health care and social service providers 
and vice versa to ensure existing documentation 
of programs for sexually exploited boys can be 
translated from community friendly reports, 
organizations’ websites, etc. into peer-reviewed 
academic literature.

SECTION - 6 Final Words
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Conclusion

Research on the sexual exploitation of boys has been 
increasing over the past several years.  However, much 
remains unknown when it comes to sexually exploited 
boys’ health and their circumstances.  To adequately 
meet the needs of this population, building bridges and 
fostering communication between front-line health care 
and social service providers, policy makers, researchers, 
law enforcement and legal professionals is essential.  
Through such interdisciplinary partnerships, more can 
be understood about the sexual exploitation of boys, 
and how to design interventions for prevention as well 

as targeted support services.  Additionally, from a public 
health perspective, more can be done to bring awareness 
to this issue and to shine a light on those programs and 
services that do currently exist to support this popu-
lation. While great strides have been made towards 
preventing sexual exploitation in general and providing 
support to children and adolescents being impacted, 
more can be done, and this work must include a focus 
on sexually exploited boys. 
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