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An Introduction to Child Protection: Guide for Newcomer
Youth Caregivers and Service Providers

Newcomer youth may face child protection concerns related to abuse, neglect, exploitation, or trafficking. This guide
introduces the basics of child protection in the newcomer youth context and provides practical strategies for building
safe, healing-centered environments. It can be used as a starting point for foster parents, case managers, and service
providers. Additional resources, linked throughout, provide in-depth guidance on safety planning, mandated reporting,
and trafficking. This guide is intended to be adapted to each client’s individual strengths and needs and used in alignment
with your state’s laws and agency policies.

Key Indicators of Abuse, Neglect, B Many youth have experienced traumatic stress

Trafficking, and Exploitation that may manifest as social withdrawal,
defiance, or emotional dysregulation rather
than clear “disclosures” of harm.

Cultural norms around caregiving, discipline,
and privacy vary. What may be seen as neglect
or control in one culture may reflect standard
caregiving in another.

Newcomer youth may experience a range of safety
risks before and after arrival in the U.S., including -
abuse, neglect, exploitation, and trafficking.

Understanding the Context of Risk

Risk factors linked to migration, trauma, separation B Youth may fear consequences for speaking up
from family, and unfamiliar systems are not always due to past experiences with authority, fear of
easy to recognize, particularly in complex situations. As deportation, or loyalty to family.

you observe youths’ behavior, be sure to apply a
trauma-informed lens. For example:


https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-and-youth-part-i-viewing-trauma-through-a-developmental-lens/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/best-practices-guide-for-working-with-karen-nepali-bhutanese-oromo-and-somali-families-in-child-welfare-2/

Recognizing Abuse and Neglect

While each youth’s experience is unique, there are
common warning signs that may suggest abuse or
neglect.

Possible Indicators

B Frequent or unexplained injuries

B Sudden changes in behavior
(aggression, withdrawal,
hypervigilance)

B Malnutrition, poor hygiene, or
untreated medical needs

B Age-inappropriate caregiving
roles or responsibilities

B Disclosures (direct or indirect) of
fear, discomfort, or hurt

These signs should be interpreted within the specific
cultural and developmental context of each client. For
example, avoiding eye contact or reluctance to speak
about family may be related to cultural norms, trauma
responses, or both.

Recognizing Exploitation and Trafficking

Exploitation involves taking advantage of someone’s
vulnerability for personal or financial gain. Trafficking
involves the recruitment, harboring, transportation, or
provision of a person for labor or services through
force, fraud, or coercion—for example, subjecting a
child to involuntary servitude, debt bondage, or slavery.
Exploitation and trafficking may occur before youth
migrate, during transit, or after arrival.

Warning signs of trafficking may include:
B Working long hours or in unsafe conditions
B Frequently changing addresses or caregivers
B Possessing large amounts of cash or new
items without explanation
Warning signs of exploitation may include:
B Fearful, submissive, or coached behavior
B Signs of grooming (excessive gifts, secrecy,
intense flattery)

Trafficking and exploitation can occur online as well.
Youth may be targeted through social media, gaming
apps, or chat platforms.

For safety tips and to better understand trafficking and
exploitation, see the following resources:

B Webinar: Traumatic Stress Among Refugee
Children and Youth Part 3: Responding to
Abuse, Exploitation and Trafficking (2023)

B Blog: Combating Child Labor Trafficking: A
Resource Collection for Providers Serving
URMs and Other Youth (2023)

B Guide: Traumatic Stress Among Refugee
Children: Responding to Abuse, Exploitation,
and Trafficking (2024)

B Tip Sheet, Center for Adjustment, Resilience,
and Recovery (CARRE): Seven Tips to Stay
Safe Online (2022)

B Tip Sheet, CARRE: Online Safety Tip Sheet
(2022)

Key Takeaway: Don’t Wait for Disclosure

Youth may not name their experiences as “abuse,”
“neglect,” or “exploitation,” especially if these terms
were never used in their home context. When
something feels off, trust your professional instincts
and take appropriate steps, including consulting with
supervisors and following reporting protocols.

Trauma-Informed, Cross-Cultural Safety
Planning

A safety plan is a short, personalized guide that
outlines strategies, supports, and trusted people a
youth can turn to when they feel unsafe or
overwhelmed. The safety plan is an essential tool—and
it's best created early, not just in moments of crisis.
Proactive newcomer youth safety planning allows youth
and caregivers to prepare together for difficult
moments and build shared language around what
support looks like.

Good safety plans reinforce a youth’s sense of agency
and help stabilize placements before issues escalate.
Safety planning for newcomer youth must move beyond
compliance and checklists.

To be effective, safety strategies should account for
trauma histories, cultural beliefs, language barriers,
and the youth’s own understanding of safety. The
goal is not only protection but empowerment and
healing.

Core Concepts in Safety Planning

B Remember the importance of trust,
transparency, and choice.


https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/foundations-of-mandatory-reporting-for-refugee-service-providers-2/?swpmtx=b0d4933087cb5fd9696fcf8af50f07cf&swpmtxnonce=ed5f3eedae
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-and-youth-part-3-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-and-youth-part-3-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-and-youth-part-3-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/combating-child-labor-trafficking-a-resource-collection-for-providers-serving-urms-and-other-youth/
https://www.switchboardta.org/combating-child-labor-trafficking-a-resource-collection-for-providers-serving-urms-and-other-youth/
https://www.switchboardta.org/combating-child-labor-trafficking-a-resource-collection-for-providers-serving-urms-and-other-youth/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/traumatic-stress-among-refugee-children-responding-to-abuse-exploitation-and-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/7-tips-to-stay-safe-online/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/7-tips-to-stay-safe-online/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/online-safety-tip-sheet-2/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/safety-planning-with-foreign-national-children-and-youth-survivors-of-trafficking/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/introduction-to-safety-planning-2/

B Keep in mind that behaviors often reflect
survival responses.

B Emphasize emotional and psychological safety
alongside physical protection.

Key Actions to Take

B Ask permission before raising sensitive topics.

B Reassure youth that safety planning is meant
to support, not control them.

B Build safety plans collaboratively with youth
whenever appropriate. Respect youth
autonomy, especially for older teens.

B Include supportive people the youth identifies
(when safe and feasible).

B Be curious and willing to engage with various
perspectives. Consider how authority, family
roles, and discipline may differ from U.S. norms.

B Avoid making assumptions about what will feel
safe or familiar. Ask open-ended questions
like, “What helped you feel safe in the past?”

Adapting Plans for Various Youth Needs

Safety planning should reflect each youth’s age,
developmental stage, and experiences. For younger
children or youth with communication differences,
plans may include visual aids, simplified language, or
role play. For unaccompanied minors, it’s important to
address peer dynamics, housing safety, and legal
needs. Plans should be tailored for youth who face
stigma, with attention to privacy. Youth with trauma
triggers may benefit from identifying calming strategies
and safe spaces they can access during distress.

Team Strategies

B Develop shared language and
understanding of what “safety”
means.

B Include cultural liaisons or
caseworkers familiar with the
youth’s context.

B Create space for staff to reflect,
debrief, and process vicarious
trauma through regular supervision
and team support.

Overview of Relevant U.S. Youth
Protection Laws

Many newcomer youth—and the adults supporting
them—are unfamiliar with U.S. laws related to child
protection, relationships, and work. These laws can feel
confusing or even contradictory across states, but
understanding the basics is essential to safeguarding
youth and avoiding unintentional harm.

This section offers a brief overview of key legal areas
affecting newcomer youth. It is not legal advice but a
practical reference to help caregivers and staff know
when to seek support, report concerns, and clarify
rights with youth.

Mandatory Reporting

In every U.S. state, professionals like caseworkers,
educators, and direct service staff are required to
report suspected abuse or neglect. You don’t need
proof—just a reasonable concern. Youth should be told
at the onset of service provision (in age-appropriate
ways) that concerns about safety may need to be
shared to get them help.

Key Legal Protections for Youth

Staff and caregivers should be aware of laws that may
impact youth safety and decision-making.

B Age of Consent and Dating Laws: Some
relationships may be considered unlawful
depending on age differences; these laws vary
by state.

B Labor Laws: Youth under 18 are protected
from long hours, hazardous jobs, and wage
exploitation.

B Anti-Trafficking Laws: Youth can be victims of
trafficking regardless of immigration status or
whether they “agreed” to work.

Supporting Foster Parents and
Caregivers

Foster parents often express fear about “saying the
wrong thing” or not knowing how to respond to trauma.
It’s important to validate those concerns while
encouraging caregivers to stay engaged. Service
providers can remind caregivers that it's not about
having all the answers, being a clinician, or “fixing” the
youth. What matters most in a healing-centered
approach is showing up, staying present, and not giving
up, especially when trauma responses surface.

Many newcomer youth have experienced relationships
where adults gave up on them when things got hard.


https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/fundamentals-of-mandatory-reporting-a-guide-for-refugee-service-providers-in-the-u-s/

Encourage caregivers to offer a new narrative and to
model what trust and safety can truly look like.

Remember: Be patient. This will take time. Meet
youth where they are. Model boundaries, calm, and
compassion. Take time to explain decisions, involve
youth in planning, and follow through consistently.
When you feel unsure, lean on your support team and
the tools in this guide.

Caregivers don’t need to be perfect. Small, consistent
acts such as asking open-ended questions,
maintaining routines, and sitting beside a youth during
hard moments can have a lasting impact.

Strategies for Youth Engagement

Youth safety education is most effective when it's done
with youth, not just for them. Building protective skills
like self-advocacy, critical thinking, and boundary-
setting helps youth recognize unsafe situations and
respond confidently. These strategies are especially
important for newcomer youth, who may be navigating
new social norms, digital spaces, and unfamiliar
systems with limited support.

Teach Practical, Real-World Safety Skills

Start with what youth already know and expand from
there. Safety and wellness education should be
developmentally appropriate, culturally relevant, and
strengths-based. Consider building these key skills:

B Maintaining online safety and digital boundaries.
Discuss social media, gaming, privacy, and how to
respond to unwanted messages.

B Recognizing manipulation, grooming, and other
risks to body safety and consent. Use examples
youth might recognize (e.g., gifts, secrecy, flattery,
pressure).

B Identifying safe adults and spaces. Encourage
youth to build a “circle of trust” and map out where
they feel safe.

Promote Self-Advocacy and Youth Voice

This may be the first time newcomer youth have been
invited to speak up for themselves or make decisions
about their lives. That can feel overwhelming—or even
paralyzing—especially if past experiences have taught
them that voicing needs isn’t safe or allowed.

Empower youth to express their needs and concerns—
whether that means asking questions during
appointments, saying “no” to unsafe situations, or
requesting a new placement or staff member.
Reinforce that asking for help is a strength, not a

weakness. Help youth practice what advocacy sounds
like: use scripts, model conversations, and include
them in safety planning whenever possible, even in
small ways. These efforts help build trust, autonomy,
and the confidence to speak up in future situations.

Make Learning Engaging and Collaborative

Youth learn best when information is shared in
accessible, interactive ways. This can include roleplays,
storytelling, group discussions, games, peer-led
conversations, as well as visuals, media, or translated
content. Participation strategies can help youth
connect safety concepts to real life in a way that feels
empowering. The following prompts can help build
trust, spark reflection, and strengthen youth voice.

Youth and Caregiver Conversation
Starters

These prompts are designed to open
conversations about safety,
emotions, boundaries, and support,
especially when youth may not yet
have the language or trust to name
what they’re experiencing.

B  What helps you feel safe at
home, school, or online?

B Who do you feel most
comfortable going to for support
when something is wrong?

B Has there ever been a time when
someone made you feel
uncomfortable or confused, even
if they didn’t do anything wrong?

B  What are some signs that tell you
something doesn’t feel right?

B /f you needed help, who are
three people you could go to?


https://www.switchboardta.org/five-tips-for-providers-on-supporting-teen-and-youth-health-and-wellness/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/info-guide-demystifying-strengths-based-services-fostering-refugees-resilience-in-resettlement/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/online-sexual-abuse-2/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/what-you-need-to-know-about-body-safety-and-consent/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/strategies-to-increase-newcomer/

Staff and Program Reflection
Prompts

Use these prompts during team
meetings, supervision, or debriefs to
strengthen trauma-informed, cross-
cultural practice.

B Are we building safety plans
proactively or only in response to
incidents?

B How do our own biases or
cultural assumptions shape how
we identify safety concerns?

B How do we meet legal
requirements (like mandatory
reporting) while maintaining
trauma sensitivity?

B What patterns are we seeing in
youth disclosures, placement
challenges, or caregiver
feedback?

B How can we better involve youth
in conversations about their
safety and well-being?

Conclusion

Protecting newcomer youth is not just about preventing
harm. It's about building environments where safety,
healing, and belonging are possible. This guide offers
practical strategies to support youth through
relationship-based, trauma-informed, and cross-
cultural care. It reinforces that safety is not a checklist
but a daily practice that requires trust, presence, and
collaboration.

You don’t need to be perfect to make an impact.
Showing up consistently, asking questions, and staying
curious—even in the face of uncertainty—can shift how
youth experience support. Use this guide alongside
your team, your agency’s policies, and your local laws
to create safe spaces where newcomer youth feel
seen, valued, and protected.

Additional Resources

Combating Child Labor Trafficking: A Resource
Collection for Providers Serving URMs and Other Youth:
Switchboard resource collection on combating child
trafficking among refugee youth.

Determining Child Abuse and Neglect Across Cultures:
Bridging Refugee Youth and Children Services (BRYCS)
guide discussing culturally relevant approaches to
understanding child abuse and neglect.

Meeting Newcomers' Protection Needs Part II: A
Collection of Resources on Sexual and Gender-Based
Violence: Switchboard resource collection for
addressing sexual and gender-based violence.

Fundamentals of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) for
Refugee Service Providers: The What, Why, and How of
Safety Planning: Switchboard archived webinar on the
specifics of safety planning and maintaining safety
when working with refugee and immigrant clients.

Guardianship Fact Sheet for Staff Assisting Refugee
Families: BRYCS fact sheet on helping refugee families
understand and establish legal guardianship when
caring for the children of relatives or friends.

Refugee Children Exposed to Intimate Partner
Violence: BRYCS webinar on the overlaps between
children who witness intimate partner violence (IPV)
and children who grow up in refugee families.

Preventing Occupational Hazards by Promoting
Organizational Resilience: Switchboard guide on
preventing secondary traumatic stress, vicarious
trauma, and compassion fatigue.

The IRC received competitive funding through the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for
Children and Families, Grant #90RB0053. The project is 100%
financed by federal funds. The contents of this document are
solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official views of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Administration for Children and Families.



https://www.switchboardta.org/blog/combating-child-labor-trafficking-a-resource-collection-for-providers-serving-urms-and-other-youth/
https://www.switchboardta.org/blog/combating-child-labor-trafficking-a-resource-collection-for-providers-serving-urms-and-other-youth/
https://brycs.org/child-welfare/determining-child-abuse-neglect-across-cultures/
https://www.switchboardta.org/blog/meeting-newcomers-protection-needs-part-ii-a-collection-of-resources-on-sexual-and-gender-based-violence/
https://www.switchboardta.org/blog/meeting-newcomers-protection-needs-part-ii-a-collection-of-resources-on-sexual-and-gender-based-violence/
https://www.switchboardta.org/blog/meeting-newcomers-protection-needs-part-ii-a-collection-of-resources-on-sexual-and-gender-based-violence/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/fundamentals-of-gender-based-violence-gbv-for-refugee-service-providers-the-what-why-and-how-of-safety-planning/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/fundamentals-of-gender-based-violence-gbv-for-refugee-service-providers-the-what-why-and-how-of-safety-planning/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/fundamentals-of-gender-based-violence-gbv-for-refugee-service-providers-the-what-why-and-how-of-safety-planning/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/guardianship-face-sheet-for-staff-assisting-refugee-families/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/guardianship-face-sheet-for-staff-assisting-refugee-families/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/refugee-children-exposed-to-intimate-partner-violence-doubly-vulnerable/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/refugee-children-exposed-to-intimate-partner-violence-doubly-vulnerable/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/refugee-children-exposed-to-intimate-partner-violence-doubly-vulnerable/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/preventing-occupational-hazards-by-promoting-organizational-resilience/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/preventing-occupational-hazards-by-promoting-organizational-resilience/
https://www.switchboardta.org/resource/preventing-occupational-hazards-by-promoting-organizational-resilience/
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