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Objectives

Attendees will increase their awareness of sex 
trafficking in the United States, drawing on both 
the counseling literature and the presenters’ 
empirical research.

1

Increase awareness of the counselors’ 
experiences working with sex trafficking 
survivors, using findings from qualitative 
interviews.

2

Become familiar with strategies for counselors’ 
wellness and own self-care practices when 
working with sex trafficking survivors based on 
empirical findings.
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Sex Trafficking – 
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Coming Soon:
• Relational healing: Survivors of sex trafficking and 

their experiences of connection, disconnection, and 
growth 

• Post-traumatic growth among sex trafficking survivors 
in the U.S. 

• Social determinants of health with sex trafficking 
survivors in the U.S. 

• Self-care practices of counselors working with sex 
trafficking survivors 
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Legal professionals’ 
experiences and training 
needs in working with 
sex trafficking survivors 

Law enforcement 
perspectives on 
supporting sex trafficking 
survivors with 
intersecting identities. 

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

Development and 
validation of the Child 
Sex Trafficking 
Competency Scale

Counseling survivors of 
sex trafficking: A 
qualitative exploration of 
clinical practice, identity, 
and advocacy through an 
intersectional lens 

A qualitative exploration 
of identity, healing, and 
support among sex 
trafficking survivors 
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Current Research Efforts
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Sex Trafficking

(Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, Pub. L. No. 106–386, 114 Stat. 1464–1548, 2000, p. 1470); International Labour 
Organization, Walk Free, and International Organization for Migration, 2022; U.S. Department of State, 2022  
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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.

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 United States 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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Physical and
Psychological Abuse
Repeated violence and 
Emotional degradation

Psychological and
Emotional Effects
Complex trauma 
symptoms and identity 
confusion

Constant monitoring and
threats to enforce 
compliance

Control and Coercion

False promises and 
manipulation leading to 
exploitation

Recruitment and
Entrapment

Health and Somatic
Consequences
Chronic pain and body 
Memories linked to trauma

Socioeconomic and
Relational Impact
Financial dependency 
and difficulty forming 
relationships

Legal barriers and lack 
of trauma-informed care

Recovery and
Reintegration
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Multidimensional Impact of Sex Trafficking

Multidimensional 
Impact

Psychological

Physical

Relational

Vocational

Spiritual
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TRAFFICKING

“My ribs completely 
cracked, and I went 
about two and a half 
weeks without any 
kind of medical 
attention.”

“We go through seasons I 
like to call survival mode 
relapse… we’ve gotten so 
accustomed to surviving, to 
being in fight-or-flight, to 
constantly moving, 
isolating, and not speaking 
out.”

“Every relationship that 
I’ve had after has been 
abusive too… It’s so hard 
to move forward and 
become confident and 
have a good relationship. 
Relationship issues are 
very difficult.”

“I’m a certified court 
human trafficking expert… 
My whole goal in life is 
basically to be the mom 
that I didn’t have and the 
woman that would have 
protected me as a child.”

“I struggle with my faith. Part of the 
work that we do at our church is 
helping our church understand that 
everybody doesn’t come from a 
white-picket-fence family. Some 
things that Christians say to 
survivors of trafficking are pretty 
horrific—‘If you had enough faith, 
close the door, stop looking behind, 
just trust in God.’ So when you still 
struggle, you now question your 
faith in addition to it.”
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Disconnection and

Disempowerment

"That shock on the face

can really shut us down"

3

Fluid Expertise

"Relationships Are 

Two-Way"

Power-with dynamics 

emphasized shared humility, 

while mutuality highlighted 

respect for each person’s worth 

and knowledge

Counselors’ emotional, 

dismissive, or unsafe responses 

left survivors

feeling invalidated and silenced

1

Central Relational Paradox

"No one cares"

4

Growth-Fostering Relationships

"Being a Human Being"

Sex trafficking created internalized shame and

isolation, heightened when counselors seemed

inadequate on unprepared to help

When counselors fostered strategies of

connection, survivors feel safe, connected,

and fostered for growth



Counselors’ Experiences 

and Considerations
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• Counselors described a steep learning curve when first working with sex trafficking survivors.

• They realized the need for specialized trauma-informed and sex trafficking knowledge (e.g., coercion, 
control, trauma bonding).

Counselor’s Knowledge: “Learning Curve” 

• Establishing a safe environment demanded advanced relational skills such as attunement, boundary-
setting, and emotional regulation.

• Participants discussed managing their own triggers and emotional responses to clients’ traumatic stories 
while maintaining composure.

Counselor Skills – “Creating a Safe Space to Dive into Work”

• Counselors spoke about developing deep empathy, patience, and nonjudgment as they listened to 
survivors’ stories.

• This openness often came with emotional cost—feelings of helplessness, sadness, and moral distress.

Counselor Attitudes – “Being Able to Listen to the Client’s Story”

• Counselors often assumed multiple roles—advocate, educator, case manager, and activist—to address 
survivors’ holistic needs (e.g., housing, legal advocacy, safety).

• While these expanded roles aligned with their sense of purpose and social justice values, they also 
increased risk of burnout and blurred professional boundaries.

Counselor Action – “More Than Just a Counselor”
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• Intentionality
• Intuition
• Description
• Experiences
• Grounded Data

Purpose of our study:
• What are the self-care practices of 

Licensed Counselors when working 
with survivors?
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Transcendental Phenomenology



RECRUITING

• CESNET

• Social Media

• Snowball Sampling

COLLECTING DATA

• Demographics

• 12 Open-Ended Questions Interview Protocol

• Zoom Interviews

• 54-72 Minutes

ANALYSIS

• Transcription verbatim

• NVIVO individual initial coding of interviews

• Group consensus on categorization and reduction of 

codes

• Preliminary analysis of themes
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Research 

Timeline



Participant Age Gender Race-Ethnicity

Eva 51 Female Caucasian

Sarah 56 Female Chinese-Jamaican

Cat 36 Female White

Paedyn 37 Female White

Grace 39 Female Caucasian

Ava 37 Female Euro-Canadian

Tina 31 Female African American

Belle 41 Female White

Sammy 36 Female Hispanic/Native American

Tom 36 Male Ashkenazi Jewish
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Participant Demographics



Sex Trafficking Training Listening to Your BodyImpairment
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Sex Trafficking Training

(n = 5)

Counselors working with ST survivors must be knowledgeable 
in more ways than one

"Understanding that there are so many different ways to be 
trafficked... being educated on how that happens"

Participants emphasized how working with this population 
affects their self-care to varying degrees

"Educating yourself, the lifestyle, the power and control, all of 
that is self-care. If you are going to work with this population 
you have to know what you're doing"
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Houses all the burnout, compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma 

The term impairment came from a participant when they were asked how 
they conceptualize burnout, compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma 

"Burnout as a state of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion from 
emotionally draining situations"

"Vicarious trauma, taking on the trauma of your clients, and being unable 
to separate yourself from their experiences"

"Compassion fatigue feeling burnout due to caring for others more than 
you have been able to care for your own needs"

Impairment

(n = 5)
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Houses all the self-care strategies

Recognizing that self-care arises from listening to the signals of our 
mind, body, and spirit

"Part of self-care is prevention. Part of prevention is being aware of 
your own self"

"Listening to my body and doing what I can within my means to 
take care of my body"

Listening to Your Body

(n = 5)



Strategies for Counselors’ 

Wellness and Own Self-

Care Practices
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Professional Strategies
▪ Maintaining boundaries 
▪ Creating a supportive professional 
network 
▪ Seeking regular supervision or 
consultation

Personal Strategies 
▪ Regulating your nervous system 
▪ Engaging in your own personal 
counseling 
▪ Practicing self-compassion

Self-Care Strategies 
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Mapping your Self-

Care Network
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Which professional supports help you feel grounded or 
validated?

How do you prioritize professional boundaries to prevent 
burnout, vicarious trauma, and compassion fatigue?

What forms of professional care do you lean on most?

In what ways does imposter syndrome or burnout show up in 
this area?

What forms of professional care do you lean on most?

Professional Care
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Which personal strategies reliably help you regulate your nervous 
system?

How do you practice self-compassion, and what impact does it have 
on your well-being?

How do you know when you need rest versus connection versus 
creativity?

Where do you notice a gap between the self-care you want and the 
self-care you actually practice?

What practices currently help you feel most restored or connected

Personal Care
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How do you celebrate small wins or moments of meaning in 
your work?

How do your advocacy activities connect with your personal 
values and sense of purpose?

What beliefs guide the boundaries you set with others?

In what ways has meaning-making changed over time in your 
career?

How do you decide when to say yes and when to say no?

Advocacy and Meaning
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Thank you!

www.castrl.com 

Katherine E. McVay
Katherine.mcvay@tamucc.edu 

Andrea Mendoza
Amendoza27@tamucc.edu 

Christopher Leeth
Christopher.leeth@tamucc.edu  

Devon E. Romero
Devon.Romero@utsa.edu

Claudia G. Interiano-Shiverdecker
Claudia.Interiano-Shiverdecker@utsa.edu
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