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OBJECTIVES

Introduction to Sex Trafficking and 
Counselors Against Sex Trafficking

1

Survivors’ mental health 
experiences, including post-
traumatic growth

2

Implications and Strategies3
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Introduction to Sex Trafficking
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The legal definition of the term sex trafficking is the 
recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or 
obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex 
act.

Sex Trafficking

(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 sex trafficking 
regardless of whether force, fraud, or coercion is used.



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.

The US is listed among the top three countries of origin of 
victims along with Mexico and Honduras.

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.

Sex Trafficking

(Bedbible, 2022; International Labour Organization,, 2022; U.S. Department of State, 2022; 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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Counselors Against Sex Trafficking
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www.castrl.com
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Coming Soon:

Interiano-Shiverdecker et al. 
(in-press). Unveiling the 
multidimensional impact of 
sex trafficking: Insights from 
survivors. Trauma and 
resilience counseling.



Current Research Efforts 
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Relational Healing: 
Survivors of Sex 
Trafficking and Their 
Experiences of 
Connection, 
Disconnection, and 
Growth

Social determinants 
of health in the lives 
of sex trafficking 
survivors in the 
United States 

Post traumatic growth 
in the lives of sex 
trafficking survivors in 
the United States

Training Program
• Developing sex 

trafficking counseling 
competency

• Developing intellectual 
humility, quiet ego, and 
emotional intelligence

• Counselor advocacy 
identity development

• Challenging the 
perceived 
misconceptions of sex 
trafficking

Self-care practices of 
counselors working 
with sex trafficking 
survivors



Impact of Sex Trafficking
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Multidimensional Impact of Sex Trafficking

“Widespread” 
“With a lot of layers to everything.” 
“Something that impacts your life 
forever.” 

“It's affected everything like there's no 
part of my life that is not affected by 
this.” – Annabel 

“Emotional, it's physical, it’s spiritual, 
it's mental, it's sexual.” – Mia 
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Multidimensional 
Impact

Psychological

Physical

Relational

Vocational

Spiritual



“My body is still healing yes; the mind is healed 
but my body is still healing”                    – Monica 

       

Physical: “Forever Impact” 

“My body has definitely kept the score.”
                                                                 – Annabel   

     
    

Pre-existing Conditions made worse by ST

• Polycystic ovarian syndrome (Betty)

• Multiple sclerosis and irritable bowel 
syndrome (Monica)

• Ehler’s Danlos syndrome (Annabel)

• High blood pressure (Gretchen)

Direct medical and health consequences of ST

• HPV (Betty)

• Seizures and light sensitivity (Annabel)

• Unplanned pregnancy and forced abortion 
(Mia)

• Excessive weight gain (Betty)

• Struggles with cystic acne (Gretchen)
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“Um, you know, especially if someone's been doing this for a 
long time, years, so they don't have any experience doing 
anything else…They don't have anything that they can put on 
a resume”  - Jennifer  

Vocational: “You Know What People 
Need? Money.”

An important piece of creating financial stability for 
survivors was developing new educational possibilities, new 
sources of income, and entrepreneurship
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"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.” 
            -Annabel

Relational: “Nobody Seems Safe”

“I do one of two things- either I fully trust and 
probably shouldn’t or I don’t trust at all.” - Mia  
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“A hundred times worse than what they did 
emotionally, physically, sexually … [Today] I am 
still a strong Christian but untangling the mess 
that they created by telling me that [sex 
trafficking was] why I was born.”            - Mia

Spiritual: "A Hundred Times Worse"

“Uh, I was actually very angry with the Lord … at 
some point in life, I feel like I had a divine 
intervention which brought back my faith … But 
it's been a long road, …and so it was that moment 
… where [the Lord] stepped in and said ‘all right, I 
got you.”    - Cassie
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"I had to learn how to control 
my exterior while being in 
complete chaos on the 
inside…someone's dying 
literally in front of me and I’m 
just having to be stoic and 
calm"                    - Jes

Psychological: “A Very 
Negative Mindset”
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Post Traumatic 
Growth

Posttraumatic growth 
(PTG) is defined as the 
positive psychological 
transformation that 
occurs following the 
struggle with traumatic 
or highly challenging life 
circumstances (Tedeschi 
et al., 2018, p. 3).

• Spiritual and existential experiences of people in matters that pertain to religious beliefs, spiritual 
practices, and existential or philosophical questions 

Spiritual development

• Enhanced self-dependence, an amplified sense of fortitude and assurance, and a shift in self-perception 
from being a ‘victim’ to a ‘survivor’ 

Personal strength

• Positive changes in relationships such as becoming more compassionate, more willing to accept help from 
others, more willing to express emotions, more conscious about spending time with friends and family 
and feeling a greater connection with others 

Close relationships

• Individuals’ identification of new possibilities for one’s life or of the possibility of taking a new and 
different path in life, including developing new interests, activities, or careers 

New possibilities

• A sense of deeper appreciation by individuals for all the things that life has to offer, which often may have 
been taken for granted previously

Greater appreciation of life
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Spiritual Development – 
“Getting My Faith Back”   
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Attributing God to 
One’s Healing

• God didn't give me 
this passion and this 
learned knowledge 
for nothing, so I don't 
intend to waste 
it. (Crystal)

Follower of a 
Religion Now 

• I started going back 
to church again… 
listening to 
sermons… pouring 
into God and like 
getting my faith 
back (Gretchen)

Considering Oneself 
as Spiritual Now

• I absolutely decided 
like I'm not 
Christian. For a long 
time, I considered 
myself an atheist, I 
don't believe in 
anything, but over 
time I um have really 
connected with my 
spiritual self in terms 
of I would consider 
myself a Pagan now 
(Betty)

Neither Religious nor 
Spiritual Now

• So the spirituality 
piece for me that I’m 
trying to do right 
now is just to try to 
find positive things in 
every day (Niki)



Personal Strengths – 
“I’m a Survivor and a Warrior”

"When you're going through healing and you're finding your identity 
it's releasing all that, it's fully taking down that mask and being 
authentic...I work in that mindset that I'm a survivor and a warrior 
first...And I can do whatever is thrown at me because I've already been 
through the pits of hell, I've already risen from the ashes, nothing can 
surprise me, and nothing can change, then I can keep being the warrior 
that I am."                           - Monica

"When I started the journey to healing it was I want healing at any 
cost...I don't want to stay here so however long it takes and whatever I 
have to do to get there, I’m going to...I’m not going to give them the 
satisfaction of simply being a survivor. Like for me, being a survivor was 
never enough. "                            - Mia
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Greater Appreciation for Life – 
“Couldn't Ask for a Better 
Life”
 “it [sex] was reinforced that that's my purpose. My 

sole reason for existence. And so, I just, I don't know 
that hindsight kind of made me feel really, really 
stupid ... [Today] I’m allowed to have a voice, I’m 
allowed to take up space, I’m allowed to 
breathe.”                                                   - Annabel

"I couldn't, I couldn't ask for a better life… I have joy, 
which is like that inner contentment, that peace, 
that know that surpasses all understanding."                                                                        
- Crystal
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New Possibilities – 
“I Just Want to Get Out There and Do My Part “ 

Entrepreneurial Mindset

• I'm trying to start a nonprofit to 
to bridge that gap between 
emergency and residential 
program so that's that's my 
passion (Crystal)

To Educate and Train Other 
Professionals

• That's actually why I got in the 
field, is because I was like 
there's so many crappy ones we 
need some like good one, so 
that somebody can have a good 
first experience, even if it's one 
person (Annabel)

• So I am a nurse now. I'm a nurse 
educator… one of my main 
goals is to integrate sex 
trafficking education for our 
nursing staff (Betty)

To Empower Other Survivors

• Love the work that I do, I love 
helping other people I don't 
care how I’m helping them, 
what capacity, as long as I’m 
helping I am happy (Cassie)

CAST  2024

COUNSELORS 
AGAINST SEX 
TRAFFICKING



Close Relationships – 
“Okay With Being Alone”
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“I think that I’ve grown a lot like I used to shut a lot 

of people out, I was super angry all the time, like 

with my mom with people and, like wouldn't really 

talk to anyone at first, when I just had so much 

anger and rage in me.”                                - Gretchen

“It took me a long time to really be okay with it, but 

I am finally at a point now where like I am truly like 

I ha- I am okay with being alone.”                    - Betty



Factors that 
Facilitated 

Survivors’ Post 
Traumatic Growth
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Implications for Counselors

Trauma-informed care 

• Manage symptoms 

• Regain a sense of safety and 
control

• Rebuilding self-esteem

• Reclaiming a sense of agency 

Safe and validating 
therapeutic environment

Address survivors’ physical, 
vocational, relational, and 
spiritual difficulties that 

affect client’s mental health. 
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Comments 
and 

Questions
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Thank you!

www.castrl.com 

Claudia G. Interiano-Shiverdecker

Claudia.Interiano-Shiverdecker@utsa.edu

Priscilla Rose Prasath

Priscilla.Prasath@utsa.edu

Devon E. Romero

Devon.Romero@utsa.edu

John J. S. Harrichand

John.Harrichand@utsa.edu 

Leslie Garza Mendoza

Leslie.Garzamendoza@my.utsa.edu
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