
It’s a Crime That Can Happen  
In the Midst of a Meeting
One planner’s story of a life-changing wake-up call.  By Regina McGee
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S 
tacey Allen, corporate com-
munications manager, executive 
programs, for Connecticut-based 
Praxair, Inc., was on her way to an 
industry meeting last August when 

she noticed a poster in the Atlanta airport 
that said “Stop Human Trafficking.” What 
the heck is human trafficking? Allen won-
dered, boarding the plane that would take her 
to a top hotel in Dallas, where more than a 
thousand people were gathering for a conven-
tion of meeting planners. 

Allen was surprised to see a session on 
human trafficking offered at the meeting. She 
quickly decided to attend. What she learned 

horrified her: Human trafficking is defined 
by the U.S. State Department as the recruit-
ment, transportation or harboring of people 
by means of deception or coercion. Victims, 
often mentally or physically abused, can be 
forced into prostitution or other exploit-
ative situations. This includes children. This 
criminal activity goes on all over the world, 
even the United States. Hotels, including 
upscale ones, are unknowing conduits for 
human trafficking, and big city-wide events 
as well as conventions can be magnets for 
trafficking activity.

The information stunned Allen, a profes-
continued on page 24
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director of the Pediatric 
Orthopaedic Society
of North America, talks 
about the challenges of 
planning an overseas joint 
meeting.
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who enslave these victims are highest by far 
in developed countries, including the United 
States. While there are no statistics specific to 
the meetings industry, there have been reports 
that sex trafficking spikes in cities holding large 
conventions and sporting events, including the 
Olympics and Super Bowl.

A number of industry organizations, notably 
the Society for Incentive Travel Executives, the 
Global Business Travel Association, IMEX and 
Maritz Travel, have in recent years been active 
in building awareness of this issue. Most are 
working in partnership with the U.S. branch 
of ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Child 
Pornography and Trafficking of Children for 
Sexual Purposes). Many industry organizations 
and hotel companies have signed ECPAT-
USA’s Tourism Child-Protection Code of Con-
duct (see page 30), committing to implement 
guidelines to help prevent human trafficking 
and to protect children.

But while the issue has come to light in 
recent years within the meetings and hospital-
ity industries, much more work needs to be 
done not only to build awareness but to help 
planners understand how they can implement 
policies and procedures that will push back 
against human trafficking and also protect their 
own organizations. Part two of this article (see 
opposite page) takes a comprehensive look at 
just this.  n

sional meeting planner for more than 20 years. 
She introduced herself to the session speaker, 
Debi Tengler, chief relations officer, Arrow 
Child & Family Ministries, and asked for  
her card. Allen also later met with her  
ConferenceDirect associate, Global Account 
Executive Jerry Rosenthal, to discuss the issue.

Later that same day, as Allen was going up 
to her hotel room, four girls got into the same 
elevator. Allen, a mother of a 14-year-old-
daughter, immediately sensed something “not 
right” about the girls. Unlike typical girls their 
ages (she guessed the oldest to be about 16 and 
the youngest to be 10), they stared down at the 
floor and were not talking to each other or talk-
ing or texting on phones. The oldest was heav-
ily made up, and the youngest seemed upset. 

“The hair on the back of my neck stood 
up, and my heart started pounding,” Allen 
said, as she wondered if these girls were be-
ing trafficked right before her eyes. She had 
participated in the training session offered by 
Tengler earlier in the day and knew what signs 
to look for. 

The girls got off on the eighth floor. Allen 
went up to the ninth, but instead of getting 
off at her floor she went back down to eight. 
She walked the halls but could not see or hear 
a trace of the girls. She contacted Tengler and 
Rosenthal, and both advised her to call hotel 
security, which she did. “They [security] were 
very professional. They obviously had been 
trained for this kind of thing. They told me 
they would not be getting back to me but they 
would immediately investigate.”

The experience on the elevator and at the 
meeting changed her, professionally and per-
sonally. “I was so naive,” Allen said. “It’s been 
life altering to realize that children are traf-
ficked for sex, that this happens in our country 
in major cities and hotels, and that meetings 
and events can be magnets for traffickers. We 
all need to be educated about this topic and 
protect our conferences and organizations.”

More Awareness and Action Needed
According to the International Labour Orga-
nization, human trafficking is a $150 billion 
criminal industry with nearly 21 million victims 
worldwide, 22 percent of them victims of sexual 
exploitation. Annual profits for the criminals 

Waking Up to Human Trafficking at Events
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“I was so naive. It’s 
been life altering to  
realize that children are 
trafficked for sex, that 
this happens in our 
country in major cities 
and hotels.”
— Stacey Allen,  
Praxair, Inc.

Taking Action
A group of ConferenceDirect associates has 
formed a “Stop Human Trafficking” task 
force. “This is such an important issue, we 
felt compelled to take action,” said Gina 
Viña, director of global accounts. “When I 
speak with other associates about human 
trafficking and how it intersects with events, 
they ask, ‘What can I do?’ Now our task 
force has grown to 15 people.”

Besides Viña, members of the task force 
include Beth Hoffman, Beth Miller, Connie 
Griffin, Doug Lenning, Holly Kest, Jackie 
Atti, Jerry Rosenthal, Karen Pena, Kelly 
Newlon, Ken Schwenker, Lauralee Shapiro, 
Myra Berry, Sharon Williamson and Sheila 
Yarnell.
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A 
wareness and education are 
crucial to the fight against human 
trafficking. The more people who 
know what to look for, the better 
chance victims have of being 

found and rescued. But statistics alone can be 
overwhelming. 

“Once you educate people, you have to 
equip them with the tools to act,” said Debi 
Tengler, chief relations officer, Arrow Child & 
Family Ministries, a Houston-based care and 
recovery center for victims of child sex traffick-
ing. “The horrors and atrocities are so complex, 
if you just leave people with general informa-
tion, it traumatizes. But equip them with tools, 
and it becomes hopeful. …We have to equip 
people with steps to move forward.” 

When event planners are aware of the issue, 
they can pass that knowledge on to their teams, 
their vendors and even their attendees. Once 
equipped, each of these audiences is in a unique 
position to become engaged, doing their part to 
bring this horrific practice to an end. The key is 
to educate, equip and engage.

Educate
Hotels play a role. Hotels and motels are 
the top venues for sex trafficking in the U.S., 

Human Trafficking:
What Can Meeting Planners Do?
Awareness is only the first step. Here’s a look at what you can 
do to educate, equip and engage your team and your vendors, 
as well as your attendees.  By Marilyn Pritchard

according to 2016 statistics compiled by The 
National Human Trafficking Hotline. “Under-
standing that, we need to move upstream to in-
form hotels and motels” about the role they can 
play in combatting this issue, Tengler stressed. 
“If event planners start asking questions, they 
can get the hotels to start acting.” 

One of the easiest ways to ask questions is 
to include them during the RFP process, said 
Gina Viña, director of global accounts for 
ConferenceDirect. “As buyers representing 
our clients, if we ask questions in our RFPs, it 
will start the conversation and begin to spread 
the word with our partners.” Viña suggests ask-
ing two simple questions: Have you signed the 
Code? And does the hotel allow pornography 
in its guest rooms?

The Code, or Code of Conduct for the 
Protection of Children from Sexual Exploita-
tion in Travel and Tourism, was developed 
by ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Child 
Pornography and Trafficking of Children for 
Sexual Purposes) to provide awareness, tools 
and support to the tourism industry in an effort 
to prevent child sex trafficking. By signing the 
Code, members of the hospitality industry 
make a public statement that they are willing to 
join that effort. 

“[I]f you just leave 
people with general 
information, it 
traumatizes. But equip 
them with tools, and it 

becomes hopeful.” 
— Debi Tengler, 
Arrow Child & Family 
Ministries
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Pornography is involved in a vast major-
ity of sex trafficking transactions, according to 
Tengler. “By taking that out of the guest rooms, 
it helps to reduce the violence and intensity of 
the crime.” 

In recent years, several large hotel chains, 
including InterContinental Hotels Group 
(IHG), Hilton Worldwide, Hyatt Hotels and 
Omni Hotels & Resorts, have announced that 
they would no longer offer on-demand pornog-
raphy in guest rooms. Marriott has also said it 
is phasing out its pay-per-view adult videos. 

Training materials available. The Ameri-
can Hotel & Lodging Association (AHLA) 
developed a training module with ECPAT-
USA to raise awareness and train employees 
throughout the hospitality industry, said Craig 
Kalkut, AHLA vice president of government 
affairs. Last year, that training module was 
revised to help employees in different positions 
(lobby, restaurant, in-room staff and security) 
recognize the signs of trafficking and to suggest 
protocols for response. “We want to get it out 
to as many people as possible,” Kalkut noted. 

While its training and webinars are geared 
toward hotels, some of AHLA’s other resources 
can be utilized by meeting planners, as well, he 
continued. On its website, AHLA offers posters 
and materials from Homeland Security’s Blue 
Campaign, which is aimed at a more general 
audience. “The topic makes people nervous,” 
Kalkut said. “But all you need to do is recognize 
some signs of trafficking and then report it.”

Another industry association shedding light 
on human trafficking is the Society for Incen-
tive Travel Excellence (SITE). In addition to 
signing the Code in 2015, the group worked 
with ECPAT to create a webinar to increase 
awareness within the travel and hospitality 
industry. The webinar can be accessed at www 
.siteglobal.com/page/onlineeducation.

Making attendees aware. In addition to 
educating suppliers, meeting planners can widen 
their scope of influence by bringing the issue 
to the attention of attendees. In traveling to an 
event, they have likely been in airports, bus sta-
tions or car rental agencies, which traffickers fre-
quent. Attendees may also see something in their 
hotel that the staff would not. Teaching them 

the signs of human trafficking and how to report 
it can empower them to make a difference. 

“Everyone has a role to play in this,” said 
Olivia Sloan, CMP, business and marketing 
manager for The Conference Center at Seattle-
Tacoma International Airport, as well as a 
member of the Meeting Professionals Interna-
tional Washington State Chapter (MPIWSC) 
Committee Against Sex Trafficking. “A lot of 
people don’t realize it’s happening in their own 
backyard. … Depending on the size and scope 
of your conference, you might send out links 
to a video, asking them to watch it before they 
arrive.” You could also incorporate information 
into their registration packets or on the event 
website to make them aware of what to look 
for, she suggested. 

You might even have someone speak at your 
event, either from a national organization like 
ECPAT or a local agency, like Tengler’s. But ask 
those speakers to be available to delegates af-
terward, Tengler cautioned. “You’ll find people 
who have been a part of it, know someone who 
is, or have had abuse or trauma” in their past, 
she said. Hearing someone speak about the 
issue could trigger more emotional trauma. 

Human Trafficking: What Can Meeting Planners Do?

“[I]f we ask questions 
in our RFPs, it will 
start the conversation 
and begin to spread 
the word with our 

partners.” 
— Gina Viña, 
ConferenceDirect

Resources
The Code: Membership includes access to e-learning modules to train 
staff on how to recognize signs of child sexual exploitation and deal 
with suspected cases. (See box, page 30.) TheCode.org

HumanTraffickingHotline: Website contains a referral directory of 
resources for victims and survivors as well as training assistance 
throughout the United States. Simply type in your zip code to find 
resources in your area. HumanTraffickingHotline.org

Meeting Professionals International Washington State Chapter’s 
Committee Against Sex Trafficking provides a web page with  
resources and action steps. MPIWSC.org/index.php/your-chapter/cast

American Hotel & Lodging Association has a training program and 
other resources at ahla.com/combat-human-trafficking.

TraffickCam app and other resources for meeting planners: 
ExchangeInitiative.com

Society for Incentive Travel Excellence (SITE) and ECPAT created 
a webinar for the hospitality industry: www.SITEGlobal.com/page/
onlineeducation

ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking in 
Children for Sexual Purposes): ECPAT.org and ECPATUSA.org.

Polaris: PolarisProject.org
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“Make sure the speaker addresses that, as well,” 
she added. “We are dealing with an issue that 
requires much sensitivity.” 

Equip
How to respond. Once you’ve educated your 
staff, your vendors and perhaps your attendees, 
you’ll need to give them the keys to action, so 
they can be part of the solution. Now that they 
know what to watch for, make sure they know 
how to report it. 

Anna Brewer, former FBI agent and now 
a training consultant for Women’s Fund of 
Omaha, offered these tips: 
n If it’s urgent, or if someone’s health is in 
danger, call 911. If the threat is less immediate, 
call the National Human Trafficking Hotline 
at (888) 3737-888. Give them the location, a 
description, license plate number, whatever 
details you have.
n If you’re in a hotel, call hotel security. If in an 
airport or on a plane, go to a security officer or 
flight attendant to share your concerns.
n Never intervene personally. You don’t know 
how the trafficker will respond. You could get 
hurt, and if a rescue attempt fails, the victim 
could be harmed.

“You don’t have to have clear evidence” that 
someone is being trafficked, added Tengler. But 
if you see something that doesn’t seem quite 
right, report it.

TraffickCam. One tool that anyone who 
stays in a hotel can use is TraffickCam, a smart-
phone app that allows users to upload photos 
of their hotel rooms to a law enforcement 
database. The photos are identified with the 
hotel’s location and room number. Because sex 
traffickers regularly post photos of their victims 
posed in hotel rooms in their online advertise-
ments, law enforcement can use the database to 
locate victims more quickly. TraffickCam was 
created in 2015 by the Exchange Initiative, a 
social action organization founded by Nix Con-
ference & Meeting Management, and research-
ers at Washington University in St. Louis.

Engage
Involve your organization. The final step in 
the fight against human trafficking is a call to 

Action List
What to look for:
n Traffickers usually travel with little or no luggage and will pay for 
hotel rooms with cash or Visa gift cards, one day at a time. 
n Victims may be dressed inappropriately for their age or the weather 
and will usually be verbally or physically led by their trafficker. 
n Victims often won’t have identification on them. At airports, 
traffickers will carry all the identification and money for the group.
n Traffickers will often speak for the victim and may not allow the 
victim to walk around alone. If the victim does speak, his or her 
answers may sound scripted or rehearsed.
n Victims may have bar codes or dollar signs tattooed on them.
n They may have bruises or show other signs of abuse. They may act 
submissive or fearful.
n In hotels, clues include long-hanging “do not disturb” signs, multiple 
guests entering and leaving a room, and obvious signs in the room 
that multiple sex partners have visited. 
n If you do see something suspicious, take note of any identifying 
details, like the color and make of a car, license plate number and 
descriptions of the people involved. 
n Anyone can be trafficked or be a trafficker. Female traffickers may go 
unnoticed.

What to do:
n If it’s urgent, or if someone’s health is in danger, call 911. 
n In a hotel, contact hotel security. In an airport or on a plane, go to a 
security officer or flight attendant.
n Call local law enforcement or the National Human Trafficking Hotline 
at (888) 3737-888. 
n The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children maintains a 
Cyber Tipline at CyberTipLine.com or (800) 843-5678.
n If you witness suspicious online activity involving a child, contact the 
Virtual Global Taskforce at VirtualGlobalTaskforce.com.
n The Department of Homeland Security lists a domestic toll-free 
number to report suspected human trafficking (1-866-347-2423) and a 
non-toll-free international number (1-802-872-6199).

How to become actively involved:
n Sign the Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children from Sexual 
Exploitation in Travel and Tourism (TheCode.org).
n Incorporate The Code language into your RFP. Use RFP language as a 
means to start the conversation and get suppliers involved. For sample 
RFP language, go to mpiwsc.org/images/Get_Involved/RFPlanguage.pdf.
n Choose to do business with vendors that have signed the Code or 
are active in the fight against human trafficking.
n Organize a fundraiser for an anti-trafficking organization.
n Familiarize yourself with resources in your area. Support or 
volunteer with local agencies.

action. That might mean encouraging your 
own organization to sign the Code. “After 
educating yourself and your team, figure out 
where your organization fits into this issue,” 
said Sloan. MPI Washington State Chapter was 

Human Trafficking: What Can Meeting Planners Do?



30

the first MPI chapter to sign the Code back in 
2014 and is still the only chapter to have signed 
it. Last year, MPIWSC formed its Committee 
Against Sex Trafficking and set four goals for 
the 2016-2017 term:
n Develop educational opportunities with other 
industry organizations.
n Create fundraising efforts to support ECPAT 
and Businesses Ending Slavery & Trafficking 
(BEST), a statewide public-private partnership 
working across industries to help prevent sex 
trafficking. 
n Challenge other chapters and industry  
associations to join the fight.
n Provide continued education at its annual 
regional conferences.

It doesn’t need to take a great amount of 
time or effort to join the cause. “So many 
groups have laid the groundwork,” Sloan 
added. Use the resources that are already avail-
able, and customize them for your industry. 

Julie Johnson, director of industry and 
media relations with SITE, said that eight to 
10 of SITE’s 29 chapters are supporting local 
organizations that combat human trafficking. 
In 2015, SITE Texas challenged other chapters 
to raise $500 a year for five years for ECPAT. 
SITE has also created a chapter resource guide, 
“Turning Awareness Into Action,” which offers 
ideas for hosting an ECPAT Education Day 
and sample Corporate Social Responsibility 

Human Trafficking: What Can Meeting Planners Do?

“Never intervene 
personally. You don’t 
know how the trafficker 

will respond.” 
— Anna Brewer, 
Women’s Fund of 
Omaha

(CSR) event agendas.
Another action step is to do business with 

vendors who are active in the fight against hu-
man trafficking. Just as they have with envi-
ronmental issues, meeting planners can effect 
social change by letting suppliers know this 
issue is important to them and that they will let 
their money do the talking. 

Empower attendees. Getting attendees en-
gaged in the effort is also an option. You could 
set up a kiosk at registration and ask people to 
upload the TraffickCam app, putting the names 
of those who do so into a drawing. 

You could also incorporate service projects 
into your program by connecting with an ad-
vocacy group in the area where your event will 
be taking place. Before your meeting, reach out 
to a local agency or shelter for survivors and 
ask them what their needs are. Arrow Child & 
Family Ministries asks people to put together 
“sweetcases” with supplies that rescued survi-
vors can use, like flipflops, sweatpants, toiletries 
and blankets. Another idea is to send groups 
of volunteers to the facilities to do yard work, 
painting or minor repairs. 

Alternatively, host a fun run or golf tour-
nament to raise funds for local or national 
programs. “Event planners know how to create 
events,” Tengler added. “Use whatever your 
gifts are to create awareness. It could make a 
huge difference.”  n

What is The Code?
When a tourism company joins The Code they commit to taking six essential steps to help 
protect children, which we call the six criteria of The Code. These are to:

TO ESTABLISH A POLICY AND PROCEDURES 
against sexual exploitation of children

TRAIN EMPLOYEES
in children’s rights, the prevention of sexual
exploitation and how to report suspected cases

INCLUDE A CLAUSE IN CONTRACTS 
throughout the value chain stating a common 
repudiation and zero tolerance policy of sexual 
exploitation of children

1

2

3

4

5

6

PROVIDE INFORMATION TO TRAVELERS 
on children’s rights, the prevention of sexual 
exploitation of children and how to report 
suspected cases

SUPPORT, COLLABORATE & ENGAGE 
STAKEHOLDERS
in the prevention of sexual exploitation of children

REPORT ANNUALLY
on your implementation of The Code

Source: TheCode.org
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