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Introduction

Objectives

Despite being a growing public health issue, sex 
trafficking remains understudied compared to other 
forms of abuse and interpersonal trauma. As the 
literature has expanded on interventions to support 
commercially sexually exploited youth1, researchers 
and practitioners alike have called for more program 
evaluation and research into interventions for adults 
who are sex trafficked. Recognizing that marginalized 
women are at high risk of being targeted as victims of 
sex trafficking, there is an urgent need to build a 
research base that is trauma-informed, culturally-
responsive, and survivor-centered to advance anti-
trafficking efforts and minimize barriers to accessing 
services. 

A scoping review was conducted to characterize the research 
methods used in empirical studies with women survivors of sex 
trafficking. 

Inclusion & Exclusion Criteria 
• Inclusion Parameters: Peer-reviewed journal articles published 

between January 2014 and December 2024, focused on sex 
trafficking of adult women (18 and older), describing 
interventions conducted in the United States and published in 
English.

• Exclusion Parameters: Peer-reviewed journal articles 
conducted outside of the United States, studies focused on 
labor trafficking, interventions targeting children, adolescents, 
youth, or males (regardless of age), systematic or scoping 
reviews, and theoretical papers without intervention data.

Screening & Selection of Studies 
• To guide the search, four academic databases were used with 

the following search terms: “sex traffick*,” “intervention,” 
“service,” “program,” “treatment,” “therap*,” “best practices,” or 
“evidence-based.”

 
• All articles were imported to Rayyan. An initial pool of articles 

were screened, after removing duplicates, to arrive at a subset 
of peer-reviewed articles that met the inclusion criteria for the 
scoping review.  

Data Extraction & Charting the Data: Data from each of the 12 
articles were extracted in Excel independently by two reviewers 
and a consensus was reached via discussion. Two of the 
included articles were based on the same survivor-centered 
intervention but focused on different research objectives. Data 
extraction was completed for both articles. Findings from the 
extracted studies that met the full criteria (n = 3) were 
synthesized into themes.
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The continued lack of survivor-centered, trauma-informed 
care tailored to trafficked women, coupled with scant 
research over the past decade, raises concern. This scoping 
review sheds light on a significant gap that limits the 
opportunity to engage in research-informed programming so 
that women survivors can receive better care. 

The findings of this review suggest that:
• With limited evidence-based interventions and survivor-led 

initiatives, interventions/programs/services may be 
causing more harm due to limited evaluative practices to 
know what is efficacious, resulting in ineffective care.

• Advanced research-informed programming, including 
multidisciplinary partnerships, is needed to address the 
biopsychosocial needs of women survivors who may not 
have had their needs properly met.

• There is an urgent need for survivors to receive greater 
financial support, to prevent dependence, and fair 
compensation for their advocacy expertise. 

Results Discussion

Implications for Research-Informed Programming & 
Practice
• Survivor-tailored programs should focus on both crisis 

intervention and long-term care for survivors, as both 
services are essential to their holistic needs. 

• Service providers should adopt more culturally-responsive 
treatment interventions for women survivors with 
marginalized backgrounds.

Future Directions
• Increase research-informed programming to assess short- 

and long-term outcomes to provide better trauma-informed 
care and supportive interventions for women directly 
impacted by sex trafficking. 

• Prioritize survivor-centered interventions/services that 
address the specific immediate and long-term needs of 
women.

• Explore more assessment-based measures tailored to 
survivors' symptomatology to better support their complex 
needs.

Implications & Recommendations  

Method

The objectives of the present study are to:
• Characterize research methods that have 

successfully engaged women survivors of sex 
trafficking, given the methodological challenges in 
this field. 

• Summarize what these empirical studies reveal 
about survivors’ service needs, service utilization, 
and long-term outcomes.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-020-09420-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605231183452
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2018.1432439
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n71
https://doi.org/10.1080/23761407.2018.1467809

	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3



