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Say what?

Sex Trafficking:

“the recruitment, harboring, transportation, 
provision, obtaining, patronizing, or soliciting of a 
person for the purposes 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 an act has not attained 18 years of 
age” (22 USC § 7102).

Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000

Polaris, 2020 



Myths & 
Misconceptions

 It’s not a problem in the US

 Victims are foreign, low SES, & female

 Coercion and/or force MUST be present

 Trafficking = Smuggling

 Victims will attempt to seek help in public

 Always or Usually a Violent Crime

 Occurs in illegal or underground industries

 Traffickers target victims they don’t know

 Not sex trafficking if initially compensated for services 

 Victims must be physically held against their will

Polaris, 2020



Let’s Talk 
Politics

Trump Administration
 removed funding for legal services 

 changed the requirements to get a "T visa”

Sex trafficking is often hidden in plain sight
 In 2016, airlines started training staff to spot signs

Department of Homeland Security, 2020 



Warning 
Signs

 Appearing malnourished

 Showing signs of physical injuries and abuse

 Avoiding eye contact, social interaction, and authority 

figures/law enforcement

 Seeming to adhere to scripted or rehearsed responses in 

social interaction (might not speak for themselves)

 Poor physical or dental health

 Tattoos/ branding on the neck and/or lower back

Hodge, 2014



Prevalence & 
Incidence Rates 

“The likelihood of me actually working with a 
victim of sex trafficking is very low to 
nonexistent” – Silly, naïve mental health professional

Often move away from location of trafficking & a 
significant amount of victims are not reported

Illinois California New York

Indiana Nevada Ohio

Michigan Texas Florida

Polaris, 2018

About 18,000-20,000 
victims each year in US

https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/IL-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/CA-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/NY-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/IN-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/NV-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/OH-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/MI-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/TX-2018-State-Report.pdf
https://humantraffickinghotline.org/sites/default/files/FL-2018-State-Report.pdf




Heightened 
Risks

 recent migration or relocation

 substance use

mental health concerns

 involvement with the child welfare system 

 runaway or homeless youth

Polaris, 2018



Systemic 
Influences

Finigan-Carr et al., 2019 



Complex 
Traumatic 

Events

(1) repetitive, prolonged, or cumulative

(2) Usually involving direct harm, exploitation, and 
maltreatment 

(3) often occurring at developmentally vulnerable 
times in an individual’s life

Johnson, 2012



Comorbid 
Diagnoses

 Posttraumatic Stress Disorder

 Substance Abuse Disorders

 Anxiety Disorders

 Depression Disorders

 Eating Disorders

Judge, 2018



Reported 
Symptoms

 Hopelessness, Sadness

 Loss of Interest, Numbness

 Sleep disturbances, Nightmares, Insomnia

 Self-harm, Suicidal ideation

 Changes in Eating Patterns

 Guilt, Shame, Self-Blame

 Lack of Sexual Desire or Oversexualized Behaviors

 Panic Attacks, Disorientation 

 Recurrent or Intrusive Memories of Abuse

 Anger, Aggression, Irritability

 Isolating Behavior, Avoidance

 Obsessions, Compulsions

 Hallucinations, Delusions
Office for Victims of Crime, 2020



Existing 
Research

 Must address the complex needs of victims Rajaram &Tidball, 2018

 Role of sex trafficking on suicidal ideation Frey et al., 2019

Mental health professionals receive insufficient training Hartinger-

Saunders et al., 2017

 Approaching treatment from a systemic framework Cecchet & 

Thoburn, 2014

 Power of interpersonal relationships O’Brien, 2018

 Essential components of mental health services Judge, 2018



Evidence-Based 
Treatments

Highly limited evidence-based treatments but there 
is an emphasis placed on trauma-informed services 

 Therapeutic approaches used for PTSD
 Cognitive Therapy

 Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

 Eye movement Desensitization and Reprocessing 

 Stress Inoculation Training

 Solution-Focused Brief Therapy Belous & Smith, 2018

Williamson et al., 2010



Case 
Example

Meet Jen. 



Case 
Description

Jen is a white, 24-year old, cis-gender female. She is seeking 
treatment to process the traumatic events that took place over 
the past 8 years. At 16 years old, Jen found herself becoming 
romantically involved with an older man, Dee. He exposed her 
life’s luxuries and initially made her feel loved and cared for. 
About 6 months into their relationship the dynamic between 
them began to change. He became extremely emotionally and 
physically abusive when she would not comply with his 
demands. She found herself left with no other option than to 
engage in a multitude of sexual activities upon request. She was 
manipulated to believe that she didn’t have a way out. Jen was 
able to escape once the police received a tip about Dee’s 
behavior. She has spent a significant amount of effort proving 
her innocence and is currently exploring who she is besides a 
victim of sex trafficking. 

Current Symptoms Experienced: anxiety, panic attacks, 
irritability, depressed mood, suicidal ideation, alcohol abuse, 
reoccurring nightmares, isolating behavior, as well as excessive 
guilt and shame



Cognitive 
Behavioral 

Therapy

Williamson, E. et al., 2010



Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy

INTERVENTIONS

 Identifying Cognitive Distortions 
 Polarized Thinking / Black-and-White Thinking

 Personalization

 Control Fallacies

 Cognitive Restructuring
 Exploration of the origin of distortions 

 Challenging Negative Thoughts

 Nightmare Exposure and Rescripting
 Attempt to help gain control

“We can’t change events that have happened in our lives but we can 
change the stories we tell about them.” 

Important to integrate psychoeducation & relaxation techniques 
throughout the treatment process 

Williamson, E. et al., 2010



Emphasis on 
Systemic 

Framework

Integration of Family into Treatment

 Understanding Silence

 Addressing the concerns of loved ones

 Building a strong support system

 Alleviate PTSD symptoms Okech et al., 2018 

 Shedding light on unresolved events from the past 

 Reduce stigma through psych0education

 Vital when integrating back into society 



Emphasis on 
Implementing 

a Systemic 
Framework

Johnson, 2012



National 
Human 

Trafficking 
Hotline

 “If you or someone you know needs help, call the 
National Human Trafficking Hotline toll-free hotline, 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week at 1-888-373-7888 to 
speak with a specially trained Anti-Trafficking Hotline 
Advocate.

 Support is provided in more than 200 languages. We 
are here to listen and connect you with the help you 
need to stay safe.”

Polaris, 2020
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