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OBJECTIVES

Foundational knowledge on ST1

Overview of our scholarly, empirical, and 
clinical work with ST2

A practical guide for clinical practice3
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LET’S LEARN
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§ The legal definition of the term sex 
trafficking is the recruitment, harboring, 
transportation, patronizing, soliciting, or 
obtaining of a person for the purpose of a 
commercial sex act.

§ Sex trafficking exists in every town, city, and 
community nationally and internationally 
and is perpetrated by every nationality, 
occupation, and ethnicity.

§ Because sex trafficking is inherently a 
hidden crime, we may never know the full 
extent of the issue. Recent reports indicate 
that the crime is growing in Texas and in the 
United States.

What is Sex Trafficking (ST)?

(Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, 
Pub. L. No. 106–386, 114 Stat. 1464–1548, 2000, p. 1470)
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• Any minor under the age of 18 CAN NOT consent to 
commercial sex and is considered a victim of human trafficking 
regardless of whether force, fraud, or coercion is used.

• The age of onset has been reported as young as under the age of 
8, with most individuals around 15–17 years of age when 
trafficking began.

• 1 in 6 runaways reported are probable victims of sex trafficking.

• 6.3 million people are estimated to be trapped in forced sexual 
exploitation globally on any given day.

• Texas contains around 25% of all trafficked persons in the 
United States at any given time.

Nature, Scope, and Prevalence of ST

(International Labour Organization, Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration, 2022) 



Warning Signs and Symptoms

COUNSELORS 
AGAINST SEX 
TRAFFICKING

• Medical Concerns
• Trauma or Mental health Concerns
• Criminal and Legal history or Concerns
• Personal Concerns Related to Locus of 

Control
• Social Concerns
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Populations with Increased Vulnerability
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Racial/Ethnic minorities LGBTQ identities

Lower socioeconomic status Foster care

Homeless Children and Youth

Physical and Cognitive Disabilities
Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and 

Migrants
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• The Palermo Protocol—International Law
• U.S. Code, Title 22, Chapter 78- Trafficking Victims Protection Act 

(TVPA)

Important ST Related Policies/Laws to Know

Services and Community Resources

• Housing and shelters
• Comprehensive trauma-informed medical care
• Screening/survivor identification protocols

Short-Term

• Limited life-skills
• Limited community
• Legal assistance
• Physical and Psychological injuries

Long-Term



Overview of our Scholarly, Empirical, and Clinical 
Work with ST
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Counselors Against Sex Trafficking (CAST)
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Counselors Against Sex 
Trafficking (CAST)

ST Clinical Placements
- Added 10 new internship sites
- A total of 27 student placements

ST Training to Counselor-Trainees
- 2 days of ST-Specific training

ST Training to Supervisors and Counselors 
in the Community 
- A workshop to be offered with CE
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Research with Sex Trafficking Content Experts

The CST Competencies for Counselors present 128 
competency statements were organized into five 
domains: 

(a) intervention strategies and the helping relationship
(b) trauma and sex trafficking
(c) assessment of risk factors and indicators
(d) ethical practice
(e) cultural diversity and human growth and 

development. 

Child Sex Trafficking 
Counseling Competencies 
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Research with Professional School Counselors (PSCs) 

Ø To investigate PSCs’ beliefs on the possible impact of the COVID-19 pandemic for vulnerable youth.

Ø To understand the self-reported needs of PSC’s concerning preparedness to identify and work with 
youth exposed to CST. 

80.2

PSCs’ Reported Concern for Increased Risk of 
CST (%)

86.8

PSCs’ Reported Concern for Increased 
Barriers (%)

87.9

PSCs’ Reported Desire for CST Training (%)
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Interviews with: 
• 10 counselors with clinical experience of working with survivors of sex trafficking
• 10 survivors of sex trafficking

Research on the Mental Health of Survivors of Sex 
Trafficking

Phenomenological 
analysis on the lived 

experiences of counselors 
working with ST survivors 

in the United States

Phenomenological 
analysis exploring the 

mental heath experiences 
of survivors of sex 

trafficking

Grounded theory analysis 
seeking to understand 

how post trauma growth 
manifest in the lives of 

sex trafficking survivors in 
the United States

Grounded theory 
exploring how do social 
determinants of health 

play a role in the lives of 
sex trafficking survivors in 

the United States 
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§ Phase 1: Initial Screening and Ensuring Safety
§ Phase 2: Processing Trauma
§ Phase 3: Fostering Flourishing

Considerations for Clinical Practice
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•Assessment selection

•Knowledge of warning signs

•ST Specific Instruments
o Commercial Sexual Exploitation 

Identification Tool (CSE-IT)
o Trafficking Victim Identification Tool 

(TVIT)

•Clients impacted by ST will likely present 
with co-occurring concerns. 

• Messages from Survivors

Considerations for Assessment

Phase I – Initial Screening and Ensuring Safety
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q Risk assessment

q Establishing bodily safety (e.g., abstinence 
from self-injury) 

q Establishment of a safe environment 
(secure living situation, safety planning, 
non-abusive relationship, job, adequate 
support)

q Creating a safe environment to process 
their experiences 

What does addressing safety 
look like?
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Processing Shame
• “They're just gonna feel shame and they're not gonna want 

to tell you that they went back, and they might even just not 
come into their counseling session.”

Processing Grief
• “Teasing out the identity of the perpetrator versus the victim 

and helping them know that those are two separate things I 
think that's where it starts. Is just um helping them divorce 
their identity.“

Addressing Substance Use 
• “Supposedly statistics are like 80% of women or men, 

children being trafficked are on drugs, I can guarantee you if 
they know it or not, it's like 99 or 100.” 

Phase II – Processing Trauma
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q Dialectical Behavioral Theory (DBT)

q Feminist Theory

q Narrative Therapy

q Neurofeedback

q Relational Cultural Therapy (RCT)

q Revictimization Theory

q Social-Ecological Model

q Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT)

q Trust-Based Relational Intervention (TBRI)

Use of Theoretical Frameworks and Modalities

q Talk therapy 

(individual, group)

q Expressive arts and 

creative techniques
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Phase III – Fostering Flourishing
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Character Strengths

Gratitude

Self-Compassion

Forgiveness

Post-Trauma Growth (PTG)

Psychological Capital (PsyCap)

PERMA Well-being

Quality of Life (QOL)
23
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Positive aspects of one’s personality that 
impact how one thinks, feels, and behaves

Character Strengths

What are character strengths?

Identifying strengths

Strengths development strategies

https://www.viacharacter.org/survey/account/register?registerPageType=popup

https://www.viacharacter.org/survey/account/register?registerPageType=popup
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Theory of well-being

PERMA-V 
Well-Being
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