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Abstract
Understanding the intersecting factors that contribute to sexual exploitation among youth is critical for developing effective prevention and 
intervention strategies. This study examines the relationship between maternal age, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and trauma in 
sexually exploited youth. Through a comprehensive analysis of existing literature and empirical data, we explore how maternal age influences the 
likelihood of ACEs and subsequent trauma exposure in vulnerable youth populations. Our findings shed light on the complex interplay between 
maternal characteristics, childhood adversity and the risk of exploitation, offering valuable insights for informing targeted interventions and support 
services for sexually exploited youth.
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Introduction
Sexual exploitation among youth represents a grave violation of human 

rights, with devastating consequences for victims' physical, emotional and 
psychological well-being. While the factors contributing to youth vulnerability 
to exploitation are multifaceted and complex, emerging research suggests that 
maternal age and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) may play significant 
roles in shaping individuals' susceptibility to exploitation and subsequent 
trauma. Maternal age, defined as the age of a child's mother at the time of their 
birth, has been identified as a critical factor influencing various aspects of child 
development and well-being. Research indicates that younger maternal age 
at childbirth is associated with an increased risk of adverse outcomes for both 
mothers and children, including lower educational attainment, higher rates of 
poverty and increased likelihood of involvement in risky behaviors. Moreover, 
children born to adolescent mothers may face heightened vulnerability to ACEs, 
such as neglect, abuse, household dysfunction and community violence, which 
can have profound and enduring effects on their physical and mental health. 
The experience of ACEs, in turn, has been linked to an elevated risk of trauma 
exposure and subsequent involvement in high-risk behaviors, including sexual 
exploitation. ACEs encompass a range of adverse experiences occurring 
during childhood or adolescence, including physical, sexual and emotional 
abuse, neglect, household substance abuse, mental illness, parental 
separation or divorce and exposure to violence or crime. Individuals with a 
history of ACEs are more likely to experience trauma-related symptoms, such 
as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety and substance 
use disorders, which can further exacerbate their vulnerability to exploitation 
and victimization [1,2].

Literature Review
Sexual exploitation among youth is a pressing public health concern with 

profound implications for individuals' physical, emotional and psychological 
well-being. In recent years, researchers have sought to elucidate the complex 
array of factors that contribute to youth vulnerability to exploitation, including 
maternal age and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). This literature 
review aims to synthesize existing research on the relationship between 
maternal age, ACEs and trauma in sexually exploited youth, examining the 
underlying mechanisms, risk factors and implications for intervention and 
prevention efforts.

Maternal age and youth vulnerability: Research suggests that 
maternal age at childbirth may influence children's risk of experiencing 
adverse outcomes, including involvement in risky behaviors and exploitation. 
Adolescents who become mothers may face unique challenges related to 
socioeconomic disadvantage, limited access to resources and support services 
and heightened stress and psychological distress. These factors can contribute 
to a compromised caregiving environment characterized by instability, neglect 
and inadequate supervision, increasing children's vulnerability to exploitation 
and victimization. Conversely, older maternal age has been associated with 
greater socioeconomic stability, higher levels of education and employment 
and increased access to supportive networks and resources, which may buffer 
against risk factors for exploitation and enhance children's resilience [3].

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and trauma exposure: 
Adverse childhood experiences encompass a broad range of traumatic 
events occurring during childhood or adolescence, including abuse, neglect, 
household dysfunction and community violence. Research indicates that 
individuals with a history of ACEs are at increased risk of trauma exposure, 
including sexual exploitation, due to factors such as disrupted attachment 
relationships, impaired emotion regulation and maladaptive coping strategies. 
ACEs can have enduring effects on individuals' mental health and well-being, 
predisposing them to a range of trauma-related symptoms, such as Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety and substance use 
disorders. Moreover, ACEs may contribute to the development of maladaptive 
beliefs and behaviors that increase susceptibility to exploitation and 
revictimization, perpetuating cycles of trauma and harm [4].

Intersectionality and complex trauma: The intersectionality of maternal 
age and ACEs further complicates the relationship between these factors 
and youth vulnerability to exploitation. Children born to adolescent mothers 
may be more likely to experience ACEs due to factors such as maternal 
instability, limited resources and social isolation, which can exacerbate their 
risk of trauma exposure and exploitation. Moreover, the cumulative impact of 
multiple ACEs, known as complex trauma, can have profound and enduring 
effects on individuals' psychological functioning, increasing their susceptibility 
to exploitation and retraumatization. Understanding the intersectional 
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dynamics of maternal age and ACEs is critical for developing trauma-informed 
interventions that address the unique needs of sexually exploited youth and 
promote healing and recovery [5].

Discussion
The findings of this literature review highlight the complex interplay 

between maternal age, ACEs and trauma in shaping youth vulnerability to 
sexual exploitation. Adolescents who become mothers may face heightened 
risk factors for exploitation due to socioeconomic disadvantage, limited 
resources and psychological distress. Moreover, children born to adolescent 
mothers may be more likely to experience ACEs, such as neglect, abuse and 
household dysfunction, which further increase their vulnerability to exploitation 
and trauma. The cumulative impact of maternal age and ACEs on youth 
vulnerability underscores the importance of addressing these intersecting 
factors in prevention and intervention efforts. Trauma-informed approaches 
that recognize the unique needs and experiences of sexually exploited youth 
are essential for promoting healing and recovery. Interventions aimed at 
addressing maternal age and ACEs should focus on providing comprehensive 
support services, such as mental health counselling, parenting education 
and economic empowerment initiatives, to address underlying risk factors 
and enhance protective factors. Moreover, collaboration between healthcare 
providers, social service agencies, law enforcement and community 
organizations is essential for identifying and supporting sexually exploited 
youth and facilitating their access to appropriate resources and interventions 
[6].

Conclusion
In conclusion, the relationship between maternal age, ACEs and trauma 

in sexually exploited youth is complex and multifaceted, with implications 
for prevention, intervention and policy development. Understanding the 
intersecting factors that contribute to youth vulnerability to exploitation is 
critical for developing targeted strategies that address underlying risk factors 
and promote resilience and healing. By adopting a trauma-informed approach 
that recognizes the unique needs and experiences of sexually exploited youth, 
we can work towards creating a safer and more supportive environment for all 
individuals, free from the threat of exploitation and harm.
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