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Pioneering mental health experts are using Eye Movement Desensitization and 

Reprocessing (EMDR) in treating human trafficking survivors. Corine Brown, LCSW, 

Director of Wellness Services at Covenant House, New Orleans, says it’s a means for 

therapists to help human trafficking victims remove splinters of psychological trauma. 

Removing these impediments, she says, allows the brain to resume its natural healing 

process. “The brain knows how to heal, but it can’t when there are lodged impediments 

that inflame, get infected, and cause pain,” says Brown. “It’s essential to get rid of them 

so that the person can heal.” 

 

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing therapy was designed by Francine 

Shapiro, Ph.D., in the ‘80s to alleviate the stress clients experience with traumatic 

memories. In an interview with Ruth Wetherford, Ph.D., Shapiro says that in EMDR 

therapy, pathology is based on unprocessed memories that are stored intact, along with 

irrational behaviors and beliefs the person felt and experienced at the time. To illustrate 

the point, she shares an example of a child bullied in grade school. The child doesn’t 

process the experience and thereby stores associated physical sensations, emotions, and 

beliefs. Thirty years later, she’s triggered and her memory network links to the traumatic 

bullying memory, which also triggers other stored data from that moment. Meaning, if 

the person thought she wasn’t good enough when bullied, then that is what she will feel 

when triggered. It’s not a reaction to past events, but, instead, a symptom of stored 

perceptions in stored memory.  

 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) lists 

EMDR in its National Registry of Evidence-based Programs and Practices (NREPP) as 

an effective treatment for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), anxiety, trauma-

related stress, and overall mental health functioning. Historically, EMDR has been used 

to address single traumas, not complex ones. The human trafficking experience is fraught 

with trauma; once a layer of harm is pulled back, it reveals another. Vincent J. Felitti, 

M.D., an internist at Kaiser Permanente and Clinical Professor of Medicine at the 

University of California, San Diego and co-principal investigator of the Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study says that emotional and physical abuse is “part and 

parcel to being trafficked.”1 This is true for both sex and labor trafficking.  

 

Human Trafficking and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

 

Human trafficking victims often faced Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), 

highlighting complex layers of trauma. Mary U. Vicario, LPCC-S Certified Trauma 

Specialist and co-founder of Finding Hope Consulting, LLC, says the higher a person’s 

ACEs score, the more vulnerable he/she is to human trafficking. Researcher Rachel 

Naramore and her colleagues found that minors arrested for trading sex had higher rates 

for each ACE as well as number of ACEs, particularly sexual abuse and physical neglect. 

                                                        
1 Felitti V. J. Childhood Trauma Linked to Chronic Diseases in Adulthood. Cancer In-Cytes 2013; Vol. 2, 

Issue 1. Available at: www.CancerInCytes.org. Accessed May, 2016. 

 

https://www.psychotherapy.net/interview/francine-shapiro-emdr
https://www.samhsa.gov/nrepp
https://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/StephanieHepburnNASMHPDSexualAssaultinHT.pdf
https://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/StephanieHepburnNASMHPDSexualAssaultinHT.pdf
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To be clear, under federal law, anyone under 18 years old who performs a commercial 

sex act is a human trafficking victim and should not be arrested for prostitution-related 

crimes. Unfortunately, arrests remain a nationwide issue.  

 

There is a dearth of research examining the correlation between ACEs and human 

trafficking for forced labor, but in 2009, the World Health Organization did temporarily 

include child labor under the neglect ACE in a list of proposed expanded ACEs 

categories. A 2013 historical cohort study examined risk factors for mental disorders in 

women human trafficking survivors, both those who were exploited for forced labor (19.2 

percent) and sex (80.8 percent). The majority of participants reported that they 

experienced childhood physical abuse (65.8 percent) and childhood emotional abuse 

(71.7 percent). Interestingly, the majority reported that they did not experience childhood 

sexual abuse (69.2 percent). 2 

 

Human Trafficking and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

 

Shapiro first designed EMDR to address PTSD symptoms—nightmares, flashbacks, and 

hypervigilance experienced by combat veterans and rape victims. She says the results 

were surprising, as it took a mere 3 to 5 sessions to extinguish symptoms. Diane Clayton, 

LCSW, said in Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing for Sexual Assault that 

this discovery was as significant for mental health as was the laser to surgery.3 Clayton 

says sexual assault memories affect people’s general beliefs about themselves, impacting 

self-esteem and influencing behavior. She says it’s not unusual for victims to use 

avoidance, such as substance abuse, to halt these memories; in fact, 75 percent of 

Clayton’s clients who are recovering addicts were sexually abused.  

 

The Bijlmer Project in the Netherlands investigated the prevalence of Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) among women and men trafficked for sex. The preliminary study 

included 40 participants (30 women and 10 men), ages 21 to 57, trafficked to the 

Netherlands from other nations. All participants originated from Nigeria, except for one 

participant from Colombia. Researchers found that participants had high-level PTSD 

symptoms with no significant difference between women and men. The previously 

mentioned larger historical cohort study included women who were sex or labor 

trafficking survivors, ages 18 and older, who returned to Moldova and registered for 

assistance with the International Organisation for Migration (IOM).4 More than half 

                                                        
2 Abas M, Ostrovschi NV, Prince M, Gorceag VI, Trigub C, Oram S. Risk factors for mental disorders in 

women survivors of human trafficking: a historical cohort study. BMC Psychiatry. 2013;13(1):204. 

Retrieved June 29, 2017, from https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-

204.  
3 Clayton, D. (2011). Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing for sexual assault. In T. Bryant-Davis 

(Ed), Surviving sexual violence: A guide to recovery and empowerment (pp. 129-141). Lanham, M: 

Rowman & Littlefield. 
4 Abas M, Ostrovschi NV, Prince M, Gorceag VI, Trigub C, Oram S. Risk factors for mental disorders in 

women survivors of human trafficking: a historical cohort study. BMC Psychiatry. 2013;13(1):204. 

Retrieved June 29, 2017, from https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-

204.  

https://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/StephanieHepburnNASMHPDSexualAssaultinHT.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Surviving-Sexual-Violence-Recovery-Empowerment/dp/144220639X
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-204
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-204
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-204
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-13-204
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(54%) met criteria for a DSM-IV mental disorder; 35.8% had PTSD (alone or co-

morbid), 12.5% had depression without PTSD, and 5.8% had another anxiety disorder.  

 

Treating Human Trafficking Survivors 

 

Research on EMDR has primarily focused on a single traumatic event, but mental health 

professionals nationwide have begun to use it to address complex trauma, including that 

faced by human trafficking survivors. Mandi Pierson, LISW-S, social worker/counselor, 

Mount Carmel Crime and Trauma Assistance Program Mount Carmel Health System, 

Ohio State University, says traditional therapy can be incredibly challenging for human 

trafficking survivors because the ability to connect thoughts and feelings is not engaged 

during trauma. She says EMDR is different because clients bring the traumatic memory 

online but they don’t have to elaborate. Bilateral stimulation helps to relax physiological 

distress in the brain, allowing people to go back and process a traumatic memory in a less 

stressful manner. Pierson says this doesn’t mean emotions don’t arise, but, instead, that 

they do so in a safe space. “We ask people to notice what’s happening in their body,” 

Pierson says. “A person may have an upset stomach, butterflies, or a racing heart.” After 

bilateral stimulation, people are able to sit with the memory and recount it without much 

emotion, and the memory no longer disrupts their everyday lives. In essence, says 

Pierson, EMDR transforms a traumatic memory from active to neutral. 

 

While most studies have focused on EMDR and single-incident experiences, drilling 

down to that earliest or worst memory, Pierson and other experts find it beneficial to 

combine it with Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT). Pierson finds that her clients, after a 

couple of EMDR sessions, want to come back to CBT or motivational interviewing. This 

allows clients to have a session that’s lighter and fosters the therapist-client relationship. 

It also, she says, lets the client call the shots. “This is another way where we can give 

power back to survivors.” 

 

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, says Pierson, generally has a lasting 

effect. That said, sometimes a memory is triggered and the therapist and client have to go 

back and readdress it. Other times EMDR takes longer than one session. Pierson explains 

that EMDR is like sanding wood; there may be a rough spot that they missed. 

“Sometimes we have to backtrack, but we don’t have to spend as long on it and it helps to 

produce a better product,” Pierson says. When a memory takes more than one session to 

address, Pierson has the client mentally put the memory in a sealed container. 

Interestingly, the brain typically respects this and allows the person to put memories 

away until he/she can come back to it with the therapist. This prevents the person from 

having the memory become first and foremost on his/her mind. “When we are back in 

session, I’ll have the person go back to the container and take out the memory so we can 

look at it again,” Pierson says. 

 

This doesn’t mean that clients are always ready to jump right into EMDR. In fact, 

Melanie Abas, M.D., Institute of Psychiatry, Kings College London, and her co-

researchers state that all psychological therapies must consider the individual and the 

chronic abuse he/she experienced before and during human trafficking. The researchers 
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state that practical needs, as well as physical and psychological stabilization, must take 

place before beginning EMDR therapy. This includes, for example, re-establishing 

survivors’ trust in others and teaching grounding strategies to regulate emotion and 

prevent dissociation. They recommend EMDR when human trafficking survivors are 

ready to talk about their trauma. Corine Brown agrees and says the Covenant House 

homeless shelter residents she works with are often dealing with active trauma and need 

to learn internal resources before they are ready for EMDR. Additionally, she says many 

human trafficking survivors aren’t interested in formal therapy because of stigma and 

trust issues. “We first have to be creative, holistic, and help residents develop behavioral 

and internal resources,” Brown says. “They are still, in many ways, in survival mode.” 

 

Sheetal Shah, Ph.D., Department Head, Behavioral and Social Sciences, Webster 

University Leiden, Netherlands, says the Bijlmer Project rule is “there is no 

psychotherapy on an empty stomach.” Trafficking survivors, she says, are consistently 

disempowered and, thereby, often live a marginalized existence. Stabilization, focus on 

health and nutrition, and developing a routine are essential. “This is the first step toward 

rehabilitation,” Shah says. She conceptualized and developed the project and says her 

team was in the process of addressing trauma through conventional therapy, but recently 

participants have led the project in an entirely different direction. It’s now focused on 

peer-based support and peer education where participants not only share their lived 

experience but also their resources and learnings. “They [participants] call themselves 

‘each other’s keepers.’”  

 

Stabilization Groundwork Before and During EMDR 

 

Trust between a therapist and trafficking survivor is a complex challenge because the 

victim often trusted individuals—traffickers, family members, and friends—and was 

betrayed. Also, traffickers foster victims’ fear and distrust as a coercive tool. Traffickers 

tell victims that if they attempt to engage with or report to police, authorities will arrest 

them. If they are not U.S. residents, traffickers often tell victims that the police will arrest 

and deport them. Many victims don’t initially trust that they won’t get arrested if they tell 

their therapist the activities they were forced to participate in during the human 

trafficking experience. That’s why, says Pierson, it’s critical to first establish rapport and 

work on the therapist-client relationship. “I share that they can trust me and that I don’t 

want anything from them. I illustrate it throughout treatment,” Pierson says. She says 

building rapport can take much longer with complex cases.  

 

In order to ensure that supports are where they need to be, Pierson collaborates with 

victims’ case managers, legal services, and medical services. She says all parties 

communicate with one another to ensure that everyone is on the same page regarding 

expectations and case status, which also helps foster rapport with the client. “It lets the 

person know that we are in this together and we are all here to help,” Pierson says. The 

Mount Carmel Crime and Trauma Assistance Program Mount Carmel Health System, 

Ohio State University, fosters appointment adherence by paying for clients’ bus or cab 

fare. Ideally, clients live in a safe space, but Pierson says it doesn’t always work that way. 

“We don’t want people to be living with their traffickers or living in a dope house. Is that 
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realistic all the time? No. In those cases, we focus on support services and motivational 

interviewing.” 

 

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing isn’t ideal for people who dissociate, so 

Pierson often starts out by teaching clients grounding techniques that they can practice on 

their own. Dissociation, where a person’s body is present but his/her mind is not, is not 

uncommon among human trafficking victims. It’s a coping mechanism that survivors use, 

particularly when trauma has been violent, or violent and sexual. The person can be going 

through an experience—such as a sexual assault—and his/her mind allows the person to 

be mentally elsewhere. “The person isn’t taking in every detail of what’s happening,” 

Pierson says. “Many of our clients say it has helped to save their lives.” She says because 

it’s a helpful and practiced survival skill, it can be difficult to let go.  

 

What’s key, says Pierson, is to let clients guide when they are ready to move on to 

EMDR. The mental health professional is constantly assessing, but it’s really up to the 

client. This is particularly important with trafficking victims because they experienced 

force, fraud, and coercion and their traffickers controlled even their basic needs, like 

eating, drinking, and sleep. “They’ve had their power taken away for so long,” Pierson 

says. “Part of the process is letting them know they have it back.”  

 


