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Content Warning

If you’re wanting to reach out to someone, one option is Crisis Text Line. 
Text HOME to 741741 to connect with a volunteer Crisis Counselor
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It’s me. Hi. 
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Why We’re Here Today
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This Presentation is

● Part educational about human trafficking
● Part action-focused based on your role as future Clinical Psychologists
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What We’ll Cover Today

● An introduction to human trafficking

● Who is affected and why

● Barriers to assessment and service delivery

● Treatment approaches with human trafficking survivors from a behavioral health and 

clinical psychology lens

● Conclusion

● Resources
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What is human trafficking?
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What was your first introduction 
to human trafficking? 
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Describe what you think of when 
you hear the word trafficker.
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Describe what you think of when 
you think of a trafficking victim. 
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Defining Human Trafficking
The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of 

the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, 

of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 

payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another 

person, for the purpose of exploitation.

● United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, Especially Women and Children, 2000
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Defining Sex Trafficking
The recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, obtaining, patronizing, soliciting or advertising of a 

person for the purpose of a commercial sex act, in which the commercial sex act is induced by force, 

fraud, or coercion or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 years of age. 

In the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (“TVPA”), the term “commercial sex act” means any sex act on 

account of which anything of value is given to or received by any person. The Justice for Victims of 

Trafficking Act of 2015, or JVTA, expanded the definition of sex trafficking to include the soliciting and 

patronizing of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act (Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act 

of 2015 (JVTA), Pub. L. No. 114-22, 18 U.S.C. §1591, 129 STAT 227 (2015)).
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Okay, But What Does that All Boil Down To?

Force, Fraud, and/or 
Coercion

Some type of 
commercialization Exploitation

For Adults
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Okay, But What Does that All Boil Down To?

Force, Fraud, and/or 
Coercion

Some type of 
commercialization Exploitation

For Minors
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Main Types of Human Trafficking

● Sex trafficking
● Labor trafficking

Less frequent but still happening:

● Organ trafficking
● Child marriage
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Sex Trafficking

Where/how it occurs: 

● Prostitution (online and/or in-person)
● Pornography (online and/or in-person)
● Service establishments such as brothels, strip clubs/adult 

entertainment establishments, or bars
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Labor Trafficking

Where/how it occurs:

● Service industries (e.g., restaurants, hotels, tourism, etc.),
● Labor-related markets (e.g., construction, agriculture, manufacturing, 

etc.),
● Private homes such as domestic servitude cases
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Force, Fraud, & Coercion

Force is the use of power or physical strength to control another 

person, including kidnapping, rape, and physical or sexual assault.
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Force, Fraud, & Coercion

Fraud is the use of deception as a method to recruit and entrap victims.
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Force, Fraud, & Coercion

Coercion is the use of intimidation, such as threats of serious harm, 

or persuasion to achieve compliance. 

All of these tactics are powerful methods of control 

that traffickers use over victims.
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Human Trafficking in Georgia

Data from Polaris Project (2021)
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Who is Affected and Why
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Human Trafficking Victims

All clients you encounter may be at-risk of being trafficked or exploited. 

Some groups are at increased risk of exploitation, including:

● People experiencing homelessness and/or battling substance use issues

● At-risk/under-served youth; homeless youth; LGBTQ youth

● Labor, marriage, conflict migrants 

● People employed in seasonal or agricultural work

● People employed in domestic roles

● People with immigration factors (work visas, staying past a visa date)
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Push Factors
Circumstances that contribute to individuals’ forced migration across borders, 

geographical areas, or districts and other vulnerabilities to being trafficked. 

● war, 

● natural disasters, 

● poverty, 

● homelessness, 

● overpopulation, 

● unemployment, and 

● social system collapse

#
#
#
#


Pull Factors

Elements that draw people to cross borders or geographical locations and 
contribute to demand. They expand the demand for victims.

● commercial sex industries, 
● desire for cheap labor, and 
● armed conflict in the case of child soldiers
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oMLlCvDf1J0


Survivor Story: Fainess Lipenga

#
#
#
#


What Makes Someone Vulnerable to 
Trafficking?
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Minor Victims of Trafficking & Exploitation

● In 2022, 1 in 6 of the children reported missing to NCMEC who ran away were likely 

victims of child sex trafficking. 

● May engage in survival sex (trading sexual favors) for housing, food, money, clothing, 

etc. 

○ Don’t have to have a trafficker/exploiter (can serve as their own trafficker 

essentially)
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https://www.missingkids.org/theissues/trafficking


Let’s Take a 5 Minute Break
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Challenges in Data Collection, 
Reporting, & Provision of Care
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Challenges to Data Collection & Reporting

Difficulty gathering reliable data on trafficking because:

● It’s a hidden crime
● Victims may not know they’re being trafficked or exploited
● Even if they do, they’re unlikely to walk into an agency and self-identify as a 

victim of human trafficking
● Tactics used by traffickers to control victims
● Providers they encounter may not be well-versed in human trafficking
● Overlap with other crimes
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Challenges to Provision of Support & Care
Limited options to leave, seek help, etc:

● Visa or immigration status
● Presence of children
● Financial and housing 
● Social connections
● Relation or connection to the trafficker(s)
● Fear
● Substance use, physical, and/or mental health concerns
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Barriers to Help-Seeking

“Client felt stuck in domestic servitude situation because uncle would
threaten her family if she didn’t do as he said.”

“Relative with professional credentials forced her to work as a 
domestic for no pay”
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Barriers to Assessment and 
Treatment
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Barriers to identification and treatment

Source: Polaris Project
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Barriers to identification and treatment
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Trauma Bonding

Disclaimer: There is no medical standard for diagnosis of either, nor any agreed upon definition of trauma 

bonding. There is no definitive understanding of trauma bonding’s prevalence within trafficking 

situations and not all trafficking victims experience it.
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Trauma Bonding
Per the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, the most common meaning of trauma 

bonding is when a trafficker uses rewards and punishments within cycles of abuse to foster a powerful 
emotional connection with the victim. 

● Traffickers may take on a role of protector to maintain control of the victim, create confusion, and 

develop a connection or attachment

● The victim may feel a sense of loyalty to or love for the trafficker 

● This connection, or traumatic bond, becomes especially intense when fear of the trafficker is paired 

with gratitude for any kindness shown. 

● Trauma bonding may occur within familial relationships in which the perpetrator could even be a 

parent
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What’s Happening Psychologically?
When a victim perceives a threat to their physical and psychological survival at the hands of their 

trafficker, trauma bonding may occur. Traffickers may isolate and threaten victims, induce exhaustion, and 

interfere with their believed or real ability to escape. A victim may eventually feel helpless and respond to 

any form of “help” or “kindness” from their trafficker with gratitude and attachment in order to survive.

● Lack of access to housing, healthcare, employment, income, education, or asylum may increase the 

likelihood of a trauma bond developing. 

Source: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons
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What Should You Keep in Mind?

● Recognize that survivors may behave in ways that seem incongruous with typical expectations of 

victimization

● Trauma bonding may cause coerced co-offending, perceived ambivalence, delayed or inaccurate 

reporting, or unwillingness to cooperate with law enforcement

● The control in a trauma bond may help a person mentally make sense of the world, whereas 

escaping the trauma bond and trying to make independent decisions may feel overwhelming.
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Considerations for Providers
By leaving a trauma bond, a survivor may risk experiencing intense anger and sadness, numbness, 

negative expectations about the future, and internal disorder. 

● When providers deny access to services due to a victim’s interaction with the perpetrator, it may 

result in re-victimization through engagement in high-risk survival activities. 

● Stages of “relapses” wherein the victim returns to the trafficker should therefore be considered in 

treatment planning. 

● Finally, organizations must be cautious not to replicate trauma bonding within their own programs, 

wherein the service provider assumes the simultaneously protective and coercive role the 

trafficker previously played in the survivor’s life. 
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What We’re Up Against

Systemic inaccessibility to stability is noted 
frequently among human trafficking survivors. 
Examination of the relationship between 
socioeconomic factors and the occurrence of 
trauma bonding is necessary.
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All that to say, keep in mind that

1 The client may not know they are 

being trafficked or exploited

2 The client may have mixed or even 

positive feelings for whoever is 

exploiting them, especially if it is a 

family member or intimate partner

3 The client may not want to 

immediately sever ties with the 

exploiter

4 The client may experience trauma 

bonding, which has implications for 

assessment, service delivery, and 

treatment success
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Let’s Take a 5 Minute Break

#
#
#
#


Human Trafficking Assessment 
Tools
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Adult Human 
Trafficking 

Screening Tool 
Created by the Office of Trafficking 
in Persons and the National Human 
Trafficking Training and Technical 
Assistance Center (NHTTTAC)
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Trafficking Victim 
Identification Tool

The manual content is based on 
results of research conducted by 
the Vera Institute of Justice
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Quick Youth 
Indicators for 
Trafficking (QYIT)

One of, if not the first, highly sensitive, 
comprehensive trafficking screening tool 
that is truly brief and does not require a 
trafficking expert to administer. 
Enables  social service providers to 
systematically detect and serve homeless 
young adults who have labor and/or sex 
trafficking experiences.
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Human Trafficking Interventions
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Resiliency 
Interventions for 
Sexual Exploitation 
(RISE)
A multidisciplinary trauma-focused 
program under Santa Barbara County’s 
Department of Behavioral Wellness 
founded to meet the needs of youth who 
have experienced CSE and child trafficking.

Mission 

Utilize a gender-gender specific, 

trauma-focused, strengths-based, 

client-driven, and multiagency approach 

to empower, restore and reintegrate 

female, LGBT and GNC youth who have 

experienced CSE back into the community 

so they can create a fulfilling life.
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Resiliency 
Interventions for 
Sexual Exploitation 
(RISE)
A multidisciplinary trauma-focused 
program under Santa Barbara County’s 
Department of Behavioral Wellness 
founded to meet the needs of youth who 
have experienced CSE and child trafficking.

Program Components 

● Daily collaborations with community partners (MDTs 
which may include: law enforcement, probation, 
district attorney, juvenile courts, child welfare, sexual 
assault services, crisis responders, community mental 
health agencies, schools, medical professionals, 

faith-based organizations, foster families)  
● Survivor therapy and rehabilitative services (e.g., 

gender-specific treatment; crisis stabilization; 
trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy 
(TF-CBT), dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), Ending 
the Game (ETG-coercion resiliency program) and 
Seeking Safety) 

● Trauma informed yoga and mindfulness 
● Creative writing and artistic expression
●  Individual, group, or family therapy
● Comprehensive outreach and engagement efforts
● Intensive case management to address medical, 

financial, educational, vocational, legal and safety 
needs of youth
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Resiliency 
Interventions for 
Sexual Exploitation 
(RISE)
A multidisciplinary trauma-focused 
program under Santa Barbara County’s 
Department of Behavioral Wellness 
founded to meet the needs of youth who 
have experienced CSE and child trafficking.

Call-outs

● The principal challenge when working with 

youth who have experienced CSE is retention 

and engagement. 

● Youth experiencing sex trafficking face a 

number of barriers to accessing and utilizing 

services, including frequent moves, multiple 

incarcerations, homelessness, running away, 

multiple out of home placements, coercion and 

control by exploiters, “trauma bonding” 

attachments to those exploiting them, a lack of 

involvement from primary caregivers, and 

presenting in constant crisis
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“The the current review indicated that there is little 
evidence on the effectiveness of psychological 
interventions for human trafficking victims”

- Cunha, A., Martinho, G., Gonçalves, M., & Matos, M. (2022, August 4). Addressing the 
Psychological Trauma in Human Trafficking Victims: A Brief Review. Psychological 
Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy. 
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Addressing the Psychological Trauma in Human Trafficking 
Victims: A Brief Review. 

● 6 studies met inclusion criteria

● Most interventions drew from a 

trauma-focused framework:
○ Spirituality-oriented TF-CBT
○ Narrative exposure therapy (NET)
○ A trauma-informed residential program

Feelings of shame and guilt were found among 

trafficking victims

● May prevent the emotional and cognitive 

processing of the experience

● Associated with general stress reactions and 

PTSD

● Since psychotherapy can reduce feelings of 

shame, help empower the victim, and reclaim 

the basic trust lost on account of the abuses 

perpetrated by the trafficker, understanding 

the effects of these programs and therapies on 

these types of outcomes is important
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Review Article: What Therapies are Favored in the Treatment of the 
Psychological Sequelae of Trauma in Human Trafficking Victims?

Purpose: Compared and contrasted the different 

therapeutic treatments typically implemented 

with victims of trauma (including domestic 

violence victims and torture victims), and 

discussed how the different components of these 

treatments may or may not be helpful for human 

trafficking victims

Findings:

● Highlighted cognitive therapies as being 

preferred in addressing the needs of human 

trafficking victims

● Researchers favored CPT over PE because 

CPT also helps with feelings of guilt and shame

● CPT may be a more tolerable treatment option 

(important given high treatment drop-out 

rate)

● Why not EMDR? They said it may well be 

exposure therapy
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Narrative exposure therapy for survivors of human 
trafficking: feasibility randomised controlled trial

Purpose:  test the feasibility and acceptability of a 

randomised controlled trial (RCT) offering NET as 

a treatment for PTSD in trafficking survivors with 

a history of multiple traumatic events

A single-blind RCT compared NET with a wait-list 

control in survivors of trafficking with PTSD (n = 

25). In the NET arm of the study, participants 

attended a mean of 17 sessions.

Findings: 

● NET was well tolerated by participants
● Significant reductions in PTSD, depression and anxiety 

symptoms post-treatment in the NET group but no 
significant change in the waitlist group.

● NET is a promising and acceptable treatment for 
trafficking survivors

● highlights cognitive approaches such as CPT, and in 
particular CPT-C, as a potential overarching treatment 
strategy for victims of human trafficking that may not 
only help reduce PTSD symptoms but also other 
psychological sequelae of trauma.
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Let’s Wrap Up
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Questions?
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Let’s Stay in Touch
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Contact Info

Email: kwynn.gonzalezpons@gmail.com

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/kwynn-gonzalez-pons-mph-cph/ 
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mailto:kwynn.gonzalezpons@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kwynn-gonzalez-pons-mph-cph/


Resources
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Resources ● National Human Trafficking Training 

and Technical Assistance Center 

(NHTTAC)

● National Center for Missing and 

Exploited Children

● HEAL (Health, Education, Advocacy, 

Linkage) Trafficking

● National Human Trafficking Hotline
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https://nhttac.acf.hhs.gov/
https://nhttac.acf.hhs.gov/
https://nhttac.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.missingkids.org/HOME
https://www.missingkids.org/HOME
https://healtrafficking.org/
https://healtrafficking.org/
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/en/resources


SOAR

The HHS SOAR training program is 
administered by OTIP in partnership with the 
HHS Office on Women's Health through the 

National Human Trafficking Training and 
Technical Assistance Center.
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National 
Anti-Trafficking 
Resource List

Developed by: Dr. Shobana Powell, 
DSW, LCSW Ashante Taylorcox, 
MA-MHC, LPC
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6025b6a830fd80751fce0c17/t/63d952ef24e1c02a13de4a78/1675186951820/SPC+National+Anti-Trafficking+Resource+List.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6025b6a830fd80751fce0c17/t/63d952ef24e1c02a13de4a78/1675186951820/SPC+National+Anti-Trafficking+Resource+List.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6025b6a830fd80751fce0c17/t/63d952ef24e1c02a13de4a78/1675186951820/SPC+National+Anti-Trafficking+Resource+List.pdf


Organizations doing 
anti-trafficking work

● ECPAT international 
● International Justice Mission
● Operation Underground 

Railroad (Utah)
● Thorn (U.S.-based)
● National Center for Missing 

and Exploited Children 
(U.S.-based)

● Internet Watch Foundation
● The UN
● Polaris Project (U.S.-based)
● Love146 (U.S.-based)
● Shared Hope International 
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Other Studies to Look into
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Additional Research

● STARS experiential group intervention: a complex trauma treatment approach for survivors 

of human trafficking

● Helping Survivors of Human Trafficking: A Systematic Review of Exit and Postexit 

Interventions

● Informing Human Trafficking Clinical Care Through Two Systematic Reviews on Sexual 

Assault and Intimate Partner Violence

● Trauma-Informed Psychological Assessment of Human Trafficking Survivors
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23761407.2018.1455616
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23761407.2018.1455616
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838017692553?casa_token=9vMgEyVC3JkAAAAA:m5r1-2b2P-T68HZJHEiFgitzEn6EupBXgtddU71__vaVUMASAQOq7QDcrD52pkJ3fuWPRsUdc3I
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838017692553?casa_token=9vMgEyVC3JkAAAAA:m5r1-2b2P-T68HZJHEiFgitzEn6EupBXgtddU71__vaVUMASAQOq7QDcrD52pkJ3fuWPRsUdc3I
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838018809729?casa_token=XHP9aToDZ6kAAAAA:Tb2tegSsMJhX3pSmsXjxFIDOlvcP5fQhPm8ZH3JoAeHOwHfOX35znm-L5d6-Ljnh8khf0KSgkk4
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838018809729?casa_token=XHP9aToDZ6kAAAAA:Tb2tegSsMJhX3pSmsXjxFIDOlvcP5fQhPm8ZH3JoAeHOwHfOX35znm-L5d6-Ljnh8khf0KSgkk4
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315203904-2/trauma-informed-psychological-assessment-human-trafficking-survivors-elizabeth-hopper


Thank you.
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