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Abstract: Human trafficking for forced labour or sexual exploitation often takes the form
of forced migration. It is the third-largest crime industry in the world and has severe
consequences on the women survivors. Trafficking violates the safety, welfare, and human
rights of the victims and forces physical and psychological imprisonment on them. Despite
the significant number of women being trafficked, little is known about the best ways
to address their needs. This article highlights the understanding developed by social
service providers in South Africa regarding the consequences of human trafficking on
women survivors. Being aware of the complex challenges faced by women survivors of
human trafficking enables social service providers to respond to their needs effectively
through appropriate interventions and services. Data for this qualitative study were
collected through one-on-one interviews and analysed using thematic analysis. Social
service providers understand the following to be related to women survivors of trafficking:
involvement in drugs and sex work, dependency on the perpetrator, lack of self-esteem,
self-blame and shame, being disoriented, psychological challenges, lack of financial support,
health issues, isolation, and loneliness. To be relevant and effective, services should be
packaged in a manner that addresses all the challenges faced by women survivors of
human trafficking.

Keywords: forced migrants; human trafficking; intervention research; social service
providers; women survivors

1. Introduction

More than six million people globally were estimated to be in situations of forced
commercial sexual exploitation on any given day in 2021 (International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) et al. (2022)). Human trafficking for forced labour or sexual exploitation is
the third-largest crime industry in the world (ECPAT 2018). Trafficking is often a form of
forced migration as trafficked persons are moved to a newer location. Forced migration,
according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2019), is “A migratory
movement which, although the drivers can be diverse, involves force, compulsion, or
coercion”. The IOM notes that this definition sometimes includes victims of trafficking.
They are a significantly vulnerable group among forced migrants in the absence of physical,
emotional, and social support, which other forced migrants, like refugees and displaced
persons, might have access to.
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While human trafficking often involves movement, it is not always considered forced
migration. Human trafficking is characterised by coercion, fraud, or force used to exploit
individuals for labour or sex (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2025), whereas
forced migration, as defined by de Haas (2021), involves involuntary displacement due to
conflict, violence, or human rights violations. Therefore, while trafficking can be a form
of forced migration, it is also a distinct crime with specific legal and ethical implications.
Human trafficking is a human rights violation and a crime committed by a trafficker who
exploits another person using force, coercion, or deception, or a combination of these meth-
ods (Hossain et al. 2010). Dixon (2008) asserted that human trafficking activities contravene
fundamental human rights, denying trafficked women basic and broadly accepted indi-
vidual freedoms. Trafficking also has broad economic, social, and cultural consequences
for women survivors (Sambo and Spies 2020) who disproportionately face the brunt of
being trafficked. Women are vulnerable to trafficking because they are frequently excluded
from mainstream economic and social systems, such as employment, higher education,
and legal and political parity (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2025). The Ad-
vocates for Human Rights (2010) made a similar observation and asserted that traffickers
primarily target women because they are disproportionately affected by poverty due to
discrimination and other factors that impede their access to employment, education, and
other resources. Traffickers prey on women'’s vulnerable circumstances and may lure them
into crime networks through deceit and false promises of decent working conditions and
fair pay (Martin n.d.). Despite its widespread prevalence globally, it is difficult to accurately
measure both the extent of human trafficking and its impact. Since trafficking in women is
an underground activity, its consequences are also hidden, and adequate indicators are yet
to be developed that will allow the anti-trafficking community to successfully measure the
impact of this crime (Hossain et al. 2010).

Women often become victims of trafficking when they seek assistance to obtain em-
ployment, work permits, visas, and other travel documents. Victims of human trafficking
can be found in all types of establishments and locations, in rural, suburban, and urban
settings worldwide. In South Africa, children are trafficked within the country, from poor
rural areas to urban centres, such as Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban, and Bloemfontein;
girls are subjected to sex trafficking and domestic servitude; and boys are forced to work in
street vending, food services, begging, criminal activities, and agriculture (Yesufu 2020).
Furthermore, the positioning of South Africa as a source, transit, and destination country
for men, women, and children subjected to forced labour and sex trafficking (Yesufu 2020)
makes a good case for this study’s choice of location.

The violations, which women experience in the jobs and institutions into which
they are trafficked for personal domestic services or intimate body and sexual services,
intrude into and invade their privacy and entire being in myriad and unimaginable ways
(Advocates for Human Rights 2010). Trafficking has severe adverse consequences on
the women survivors, including their sexual, social, physical, and psychological health
(Garcia-Vazquez and Meneses-Falcon 2024; Krushas and Kulig 2023). Studies on the
mental health of trafficked populations have consistently revealed a significantly higher
prevalence of depression, anxiety, and PTSD compared to the general population (Levine
2017; Ottisova et al. 2018).

Trafficking also has severe consequences for the safety, welfare, and human rights of
the victims, who are compelled to endure both physical and psychological imprisonment
(Sambo and Spies 2020). Many victims of sex trafficking also have secondary psycholog-
ical issues, such as alcohol and drug abuse (Levine 2017). Trafficking is associated with
high levels of physical and sexual violence prior to and during trafficking (Hossain et al.
2010) and a range of health problems in the post-trafficking period (Oram et al. 2012).
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Zimmerman et al. (2011) underscore that throughout each stage, trafficked persons may
experience psychological, physical, and sexual abuse; forced or coerced substance use;
social isolation and emotional manipulation; economic exploitation and insurmountable
debts; and legal vulnerabilities.

Furthermore, moral castigation, illegitimacy, and invisibility characterise the jobs that
trafficked women are engaged in, and they often experience an overlap between living
space and workspace; such circumstances exacerbate abuse experienced by trafficked
women, which are manifested in greater physical confinement; more stringent surveillance;
control over their personal and work lives, bodies, and beings; and greater subservience
and debt bondage (Zimmerman et al. 2011). They opine that such conditions intensify
the exploitation of women through, for example, longer hours of work, no time off, and
innumerable clients.

Despite the significant number of women and children victimised by sex trafficking,
little is known about how the effects on their health may vary depending on when victims
were exploited or how they compare to individuals who have not experienced trafficking
(Krushas and Kulig 2023). Recognition of the complex nature of trafficking in women
and how it impacts a country is pivotal in informing action taken in response to and,
ultimately, in sustaining the success of countermeasures for human trafficking (Dixon
2008). Furthermore, despite many organisations globally rendering services to trafficked
persons, there is inadequate knowledge about the best ways to address their complex needs
(Levine 2017).

Service providers who work with survivors should be aware of the severe and in-
terrelated consequences of human trafficking. They should also know that the experi-
ential world of the survivor is not static and includes the conscious and unconscious
experiences, which are only known to the survivors (Sambo and Spies 2020). The conse-
quences of trafficking for women survivors are complicated, intertwined, and often intersect
(Ottisova et al. 2018). Establishing the needs of women is essential in informing interven-
tions and services provided by social service practitioners who render services in the field
of human trafficking. However, human trafficking in South Africa remains under-studied
from all perspectives. The extant literature on human trafficking in South Africa lopsid-
edly focuses on providing an overview of human trafficking (see Motseki and Mofokeng
2022; Van der Watt 2018), as well as legislation (see Aransiola and Zarowsky 2014) and its
ineffectiveness (see Bello and Olutola 2022; Bello and Olutola 2018; Buthelezi 2015). There
is limited literature looking at the experiences of women survivors of human trafficking
(see Sambo and Spies 2020), and even fewer studies that look at the intersections of so-
cial services and the experiences of women survivors of human trafficking in the South
African context.

The recent literature on the intersection of trafficking in women and social work has
focused on the service provisions available (see Botha and Warria 2019) and challenges
faced by workers in providing these services (see Botha and Warria 2021). However, this
article highlights the understanding developed by social service providers in South Africa
regarding the consequences of human trafficking on women survivors, some of which relate
to the availability of and challenges in accessing the service provisions. This exploration
is invaluable precisely because these professionals often provide the first response to the
women survivors and are often invested in their deepest, fragile, and traumatised aspects.
Notably, they are often the professionals who see and recognise the traumatic value of
the experiences of the vulnerable populations, even before individuals themselves do
(Tessitore et al. 2022). The study, therefore, adds immense value to this field of work, as
the awareness of the complex challenges faced by women survivors of human trafficking
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enables social service providers to respond to their needs effectively through appropriate
interventions and services.

Against this backdrop of the meagre literature on the experiences of women survivors
of human trafficking, the intersections of social services for this vulnerable population
in general, and in the South African context in particular, as well as the prominence of
trafficking in their context, this article highlights the understanding developed by social
service providers regarding the consequences of human trafficking on women survivors
through their work, which can be valuable for social service providers globally.

2. Methodology

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach, specifically, employing a
collective case study. The data for this study were collected within a period of six months in
2018. By using a qualitative approach, the research attempted to gain first-hand knowledge
of the understanding developed by social service providers regarding the consequences
faced by women survivors of human trafficking. A collective case study through semi-
structured one-on-one interviews with an interview schedule was used to immerse the
researchers into the perceptions of social service providers on the consequences (Fouché
and Schurink 2011).

The population of this research study was social service providers (social workers,
social auxiliary workers, housemothers, and outreach workers) working in five organisa-
tions that are rendering services to women survivors of trafficking in the Gauteng Province,
South Africa. Social workers render professional social work services, and social auxil-
iary workers assist social workers in their engagements. House mothers provide physical
day-to-day care in the centres for trafficked women, and outreach workers are engaged in
community sensitisation and awareness activities. The researchers used non-probability
sampling techniques, specifically, a purposive sampling method. These sampling criteria
relied on the researchers’ judgment of which participants possessed information pertaining
to this study (Strydom 2011b). The researchers acknowledge the potential differences in
the understanding developed by the social service providers, depending on their affilia-
tions with the organisation. Purposeful sampling, therefore, was specifically employed to
carefully select organisations with an established presence in the province. This method-
ological choice was based on an educated assumption that the length and the breadth of an
organisation’s presence in the field correspond to the depth of its (including its employees’)
understanding of the issue. This approach allowed an in-depth investigation that was based
on the saturation point of qualitative information. The inclusion criteria for participants in
this study were the following:

e  Working for an organisation rendering services to women survivors of human traffick-
ing in Gauteng

e Belonging to the following group of social service providers: social workers, social
auxiliary workers, housemothers, and outreach workers

e  Being conversant in English

e Being employed by the selected organisation for at least 12 months

e Being willing and available to participate in this study voluntarily

One-on-one interviews were held until the point of data saturation. Data were satu-
rated after 14 interviews with social service providers. Data were analysed using Creswell’s
spiral model of qualitative data analysis, executed through several methodical phases
(Creswell 2014). Data were manually coded. Initially, the researchers undertook systematic
transcription and recording of data gathered during one-on-one interviews, employing
audio recorders and handwritten notes with participants’ consent. In the subsequent
phase of data collection and preliminary analysis, ongoing analysis involved scanning
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transcriptions, typing field notes, and categorising data into themes. This iterative process
of data collection and analysis contributed to a coherent interpretation of findings. Data
management entailed organising the information into a narrative format, followed by the
conversion of files into discrete text units for rigorous analysis. Key themes and recurrent
ideas linking participants were identified, with the data being distilled into manageable
thematic sets, culminating in a cohesive narrative. The coding process involved theme
development and interpretation. The researchers engaged in extensive reading of each
transcript to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the interviews, subsequently dis-
secting the data into various components. Researchers assessed the utility of the data in
illuminating the key issues under investigation and its relevance to understanding the
impact of human trafficking on female survivors.

This study received ethical clearance (Reference number: 27622275) from the Faculty
of Humanities at the University of Pretoria, South Africa. The researchers facilitated
potential participants to make informed decisions to participate in this study voluntarily.
The researchers presented the goal of this research study, including possible advantages
and disadvantages, to the participants. Emphasis was placed on giving accurate and
complete information on the demands the research project would make upon participants
in terms of time and disclosure of confidential information. Adequate opportunity was
given to the participants to ask questions before this study’s commencement and during
the investigation. Furthermore, written consent was obtained from the participants.

The researchers maintained the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants
throughout the research process by not using their names during data collection, transcrib-
ing, and report writing. Strydom (2011a) refers to confidentiality as agreements between
persons that limit access to private information. The researchers were aware that all people
have the right to privacy and the right to decide how much of their attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviour they want to reveal. Therefore, the researchers made every effort to safeguard
the privacy and identity of participants and acted with the necessary sensitivity.

The interviews were conducted in the offices of the participating organisations. To
prevent any harm to the participants, the interviewers ensured that the interview environ-
ment was safe, conducive, and relaxed. To minimise harm, the participants were informed
in advance about the potential impact of this study, including the possibility of distress,
trauma, and fatigue. The participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the
interviews at any stage. The participants were allowed to take breaks during the interview
as needed. Considering the sensitivity surrounding the issue of work, the researchers
conducted a debriefing session with each participant immediately after the interviews. This
was conducted to ensure that the interviewees felt okay and had the necessary support and
services, including addressing the impact of vicarious traumatisation and re-traumatisation.

3. Findings

The social service providers (SSP) shared a developed understanding of the conse-
quences faced by women survivors of human trafficking. The findings indicate that social
service providers associate the consequences of human trafficking for the women survivors
with psychological challenges, health issues, isolation and loneliness, involvement with
drugs and sex work, dependency on the perpetrator and lack of self-esteem, self-blame and
shame, financial struggles, and being disoriented. These understandings, developed by
social service providers through their direct practice with trafficked women, are discussed
below as themes.
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3.1. Psychological Challenges

Participants stated that women survivors of human trafficking often experience a lot
of psychological challenges and stress stemming from unfulfilled promises. Their views
are recorded below:

They [Women survivors of trafficking] are affected emotionally; I think these
women become psychologically stressed. They are torn apart due to the fact
that they are not given what they were promised. They are depressed, they are
frustrated, desperate, and miserable.

Trafficked women have psychological problems. It is like they do not know
themselves. This trafficking thing destroys the mind of the survivor. We had one
survivor who came to us completely finished.

Experiences of trauma were commonly shared by social service providers working
with women survivors of trafficking, as reflected in the interview excerpts below.

They feel bad about themselves, they put their lives in danger, they feel useless,
they lose power and feel and start feeling powerless. The experience is very
traumatising for them.

They experience trauma, some of them come here being so traumatised, and
depressed, so stressed, many of them do not want to talk about what happened
to them.

This finding is congruent with the extant literature. Several authors (see Banovi¢ and
Bjelajac 2012; National Sexual Violence Resource Center 2012; Tennessee Department of
Human Services 2013) indicate that that survivors of human trafficking are likely to suffer
from depression, anxiety, and PTSD. Hossain et al. (2010) similarly demonstrate a common
comorbidity between PTSD, depression, and anxiety among trafficked girls and women.
Zimmerman et al. (2011) add that women survivors of trafficking experience post-traumatic
disorders, with the following signs being common: constant remembering of stressful
events; dreams or nightmares; low sensitivity to external circumstances; and avoidance of
actions and situations that remind the survivor of the trauma. In their systematic review of
the extant literature published between 2011 and 2015, Ottisova et al. (2016) underscore
that studies indicated that trafficked women, men, and children experience high levels of
violence and report significant levels of physical health symptoms, including headaches,
stomach pain, and back pain, and that the most reported mental health challenges included
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder.

3.2. Health Issues

Several participants stated that they perceive women survivors of human traffick-
ing as experiencing a lot of health challenges. They narrated their views on the health
consequences experienced by the survivors as follows:

I think there are a lot of consequences, it could be psychological, physical, even
medical conditions may arise. In such cases, basic medical assessment and
attention is needed.

Reproductive health problems, particularly sexually transmitted diseases, were identi-
fied among women survivors of trafficking by the social service providers, as evidenced in
the interview excerpt below.

The survivors’ bodies become weak, and they easily catch diseases like HIV and
AIDS, TB, and pneumonia. This requires specialised medical attention.
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The interviews also illuminated multiple illnesses and, therefore, the need for
multiple services for women survivors of trafficking, as pronounced in the following
interview excerpt:

They suffer from several sicknesses. Since when they are trafficked, they do not
have control over what happens to them. They suffer from different diseases that
may require multiple services.

These findings are consistent with the extant literature, which discusses several
health issues that trafficked women suffer, including physical, sexual, and psychologi-
cal challenges (see Garcia-Vazquez and Meneses-Falcon 2024; Krushas and Kulig 2023;
Zimmerman et al. 2011). The Center for Social Justice (2013) states that human trafficking
frequently involves sustained levels of abuse and violence, with many women suffering
serious health issues for a long time after their experience.

3.3. Isolation and Loneliness

The participants stated that another consequence of human trafficking on the women
survivors is isolation and loneliness. Participants shared the following sentiments:

Survivors experience isolation and loneliness [. ..] The survivors feel the world
outside is closed and they become isolated.

The survivors feel like black sheep in the middle of other women; they prefer
being alone.

Banovi¢ and Bjelajac (2012) reiterate that women survivors of trafficking experience isolation
and detachment. The Center for Social Justice (2013) also illuminates that these women can
often feel degraded, isolated, and unreachable. Palmiotto (2015) indicates that survivors of
human trafficking often isolate themselves due to PTSD, which leads to extreme anxiety
and fear, profound shame and guilt, despair, loneliness, and hopelessness. The absence of
emotional and social support has enormous implications for women'’s ability to withstand
and cope with the stress of their situation, since social support has been deemed a critical
component of coping with trauma and for adaptation among survivors (Hossain et al. 2010;
Jobson et al. 2023; Kowalchyk et al. 2023), and trafficking usually involves prolonged and
repeated trauma (Dixon 2008; Hossain et al. 2010).

3.4. Involvement in Drugs and Sex Work

The participants highlighted that a major consequence of human trafficking faced by
women survivors is their involvement in drug abuse and sex work. They stated that most
of the survivors were forced into the use of drugs until they became addicted, and they
were then introduced to sex work to feed the addiction. The effect of the latter puts the
woman survivor in a precarious situation. The participants explained this issue as follows:

The survivors are given drugs, their body no longer functions properly. Their
mind is on drugs because they are used to them, they go through withdrawals,
as a result they run away from the shelter.

Survivors have been exposed to drugs for a long time on the streets, they struggle
with cravings and withdrawal symptoms especially the first three months.

This study also highlighted the precarious situation where trafficked women are forced
into drug use and unsafe sex work, as evidenced by the following interview excerpt:
The survivors are used for prostitution and drugs [...]. They will be having

sex with them [clients] without using protection. Some of them were sexual
slaves—they were forced into abusing and selling drugs.
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Banovi¢ and Bjelajac (2012) also found that it was common among women victims to use
drugs, alcohol, or cigarettes as a coping mechanism that subsequently developed into
an addiction.

3.5. Dependency on the Perpetrator and Lack of Self-Esteem

Some of the participants verbalised that women survivors of trafficking are dependent
on the perpetrator and experience a lack of self-esteem. The following excerpt provides
a testimony:

The victim has been away from family for a long time, and they have been doing
things they didn’t want or by force. They lack self-esteem; they start depending
on the perpetrator.

Dependency on the perpetrator, often described in the literature as identification
with the aggressor, also formed a part of the work experience of social service providers.
Participants shared the following:

They [trafficked women] become friends with trafficker, even though it was a
traumatic experience, they become used to the lifestyle.

We had one survivor who came to us in a really bad shape—I think she was left
to die. After she stayed in the house [shelter for trafficked women] for about a
year, she was fine and she was giving testimonies how she got healed and on
how trafficking affected her, but she later went back to the traffickers. It is very
difficult to work with the survivor’s mind.

The Tennessee Department of Human Services (2013) confirms these research findings
by stating that survivors experienced Stockholm Syndrome or, at least, trauma bonding
with the perpetrator. Ricard-Guay and Hanley (2014) reveal that, due to numerous and
lengthy psychological consequences, the survivors experience mental health problems like
borderline personality disorder, bipolarity, drug addiction, and crushed self-esteem.

3.6. Self-Blame and Shame

The participants indicated that survivors blame themselves for the human trafficking
ordeal they experienced. Their views regarding the matter are as follows:

They keep on asking why this thing happened to me. . .They blame themselves.

Some survivors blame themselves; they think that the reason why they were
trafficked was their fault, but it was not their fault.

Research on human trafficking regarding self-blame and shame is in harmony with the
empirical findings of this study and indicates that many women survivors of human
trafficking often do not initially self-identify as victims (Morrison et al. 2014; Sambo and
Spies 2020).

3.7. Financial Struggles

The participants mentioned that women survivors of human trafficking experience
financial struggles. They observed the following:

They lose track of their world; they become stuck financially.
Having no job and no money puts the survivor in a vulnerable situation.

The National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2012) support these findings by stating that
women survivors, in general, face immense financial challenges. Many trafficking survivors
do not have money or medical aid to pay for medical visits. The Tennessee Department
of Human Services (2013) states that survivors are not in control of their own money and



Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 298

9of 15

suggests that it is due to the underground nature of human trafficking, as the women are
used as commodities, not worthy of owning anything.

3.8. Disorientation

Participants indicated that they often found women survivors of women trafficking to
be disoriented. They explained this issue as follows:

The survivors become disoriented because of the trafficking experience. They
look blank, confused, and disillusioned.

They are disoriented due to the experience, and it also delays their progress in
terms of livelihood. They lose track of their world; they are like lost sheep.

Disorientation is often associated with survivors in the extant literature (see Dixon 2008; The
Tennessee Department of Human Services 2013) along with other psychological challenges.

4. Discussion

This section discusses the findings presented in the earlier section, considering the
extant literature. The key themes that came up through the findings relate to psychological
and physical challenges, involvement in drug use and sex work, and the financial struggles
that women survivors of trafficking experience.

The responses from the social service providers that women survivors of human
trafficking often experience a lot of psychological challenges and stress stemming from
unfulfilled promises align with the extant literature in the field. Women survivors are over-
sensitive and distressed due to trauma (Banovi¢ and Bjelajac 2012) and some of them exhibit
mental symptoms consistent with the psychological effects of trauma, such as relentlessness,
anxiety, insecurity, fear, depression, alienation, and disorientation (Dixon 2008); insomnia,
irritability, depression, and sleeping and eating disorders (Zimmerman et al. 2011); and
symptoms of hypervigilance and irritability (Palmiotto 2015). Banovi¢ and Bjelajac (2012)
underscore that women survivors share minimisation of the experience in their own minds;
feelings of helplessness and loss of control; lack of a sense of order or justice in the world;
and fear of the future (Banovi¢ and Bjelajac 2012). The Tennessee Department of Human
Services (2013) further states that survivors are fearful, anxious, depressed, submissive,
tense, nervous, paranoid, and disoriented. They exhibit unusually fearful or anxious be-
haviour, especially whenever law enforcement is mentioned, and they avoid eye contact
(Tennessee Department of Human Services 2013). Disorientation of women survivors of
trafficking has also been discussed in a social and cultural context where they do not know
the rules and have limited or no access to resources. The Ohio Human Trafficking Task
Force (2013) also alludes to the fact that the woman survivor might be confused, scared,
and distracted. As such, engaging in casual conversation before therapeutic interventions
might help them to build trust and set the tone for effective, non-defensive communication.
Zimmerman et al. (2011) highlight that many survivors of trafficking are overwhelmed at
the thought of navigating the logistics of a place they do not know.

The findings indicate that another consequence of human trafficking on the women
survivors is isolation and loneliness, and that many of the survivors preferred being alone.
These findings resonate with United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2025), which
flags that most trafficked women are often socially isolated by the trafficker using various
forms and mechanisms of coercion; some women have been reported to be confined and
shackled, while other women have existed under surveillance or in a hostile setting that
effectively imprisons them. Disallowing privacy is another strategy used by traffickers on
women (Zimmerman et al. 2011), augmenting social isolation. Under regular surveillance,
women do not have an opportunity to discuss personal matters or establish supportive
relationships. Traffickers often dictate the terms and nature of a woman'’s contact with
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others; they create situations that ensure she does not form bonds that decrease her feelings
of isolation or her dependency on them (Puidokiene et al. 2008). Further hindering the
development of supportive relationships, traffickers frequently relocate women to avoid
detection (Abdulkadir 2011).

This study shared the experiences of women survivors of trafficking, who frequently
exhibited dependence on the perpetrator, which is often described in the literature as
identification with the aggressor, Stockholm Syndrome, or trauma bonding. Stockholm
Syndrome was coined after the incident in Stockholm, Sweden, where two criminals and
four hostages formed such a bond that the captives developed a legal defence fund to assist
their captors who abused and threatened them in captivity for over six days (Ram and
Goldin 2022). Karan and Hansen (2018) found the presence of the four main criteria for
Stockholm Syndrome (perceived threat to survival; showing of kindness from a captor;
isolation from other perspectives; and perceived inability to escape) among female sex
workers and propose that Stockholm Syndrome be considered in developing interventions
relating to the psychological challenges they face. This finding is relevant for this study due
to the significant presence of trafficked women in sex work. The Tennessee Department of
Human Services (2013) explains it as the emotional bond a survivor feels towards an abuser,
as a means of coping to increase her own safety and decrease pain during victimisation.
Turner et al. (2014) state that loyalty to their trafficker presents as a barrier to these women
survivors’ ability to seek services. Solis (2015) further reveals that trafficked women often
do not recognise that they are victims of a crime until they are rescued from their trafficker.
Therefore, it is imperative for law enforcement and social service professionals who initially
encounter these women to identify them as victims.

This study illuminated that survivors blame themselves for the human trafficking
ordeal they experienced. Self-blame and shame are related to social behavioural norms
regarding the women survivors” departure from their villages, the sexual nature of the
work they were involved in, and whether they made a positive or negative contribution to
their family (Sambo and Spies 2020). If the woman survivor returns home with an illness,
her family sees her as having disgraced them (Morrison et al. 2014). The women survivors’
perceptions of sex work, even when they were forced into it, involve shame; therefore, they
do not easily discuss or disclose their experience with their families after they return to
the family system (Morrison et al. 2014). Although women survivors of human trafficking
often blame themselves initially for being trafficked, they tend to develop different ideas
about it when they know more about the phenomenon (Morrison et al. 2014). As such,
the social service provider should approach the experiences and perceptions of women
survivors as unique realities, as they perceive their world, including themselves and their
interaction with others, in a uniquely individual way. The service provider, thus, should
not pass any judgment but should show unconditional positive regard for the survivor of
human trafficking.

Most survivors of human trafficking often suffer from at least one health problem,
such as unhealthy weight loss due to food deprivation and poor nutrition, memory loss,
chronic pain, head and neck trauma, loss of consciousness, infectious diseases, HIV and
other sexually transmitted infections, and oral problems (Office for Victims of Crime
Training and Technical Assistance Center 2012). Due to multiple health-related problems
that affect the survivors of human trafficking, there is a need to provide them with access
to integrated health and psychosocial services, to identify and establish the various needs
of the survivors, and then refer them to the appropriate professional services.

The trafficked women also suffer reproductive health problems, for example, urinary
tract infections, pelvic pain, sexual-assault injuries, and forced abortions, as well as STDs
such as syphilis and gonorrhoea (Michigan Commission on Human Trafficking 2013). The



Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 298

11 0f 15

interview excerpt presented in the Findings Section provides anecdotal evidence for this
report. The Michigan Commission on Human Trafficking (2013) states that an increased
likelihood of HIV infection is often cited as a risk among women trafficked for sexual
exploitation, owing notably to a lack of bargaining power concerning condom use and
other potentially dangerous sexual practices. Trafficked women are also less likely to be
beneficiaries of medical services made available to non-trafficked women engaged in sex
work. In line with these findings, Ricard-Guay and Hanley (2014) suggest that immediate
healthcare, pregnancy tests, and screening for STDs of women survivors rescued from
trafficking is paramount. Access to healthcare and proper medical assessment is important
because survivors who have been subjected to physical and sexual abuse or who engaged
in sex work are at a higher risk of STDs and unwanted pregnancy.

Another key theme that came up through the findings is the involvement of women
survivors of trafficking in drugs and sex work. Interviewees shared that the majority of the
survivors were forced into drug use until they became addicted and forced into sex work to
enable continuing substance use. The association between trafficked women and substance
use is frequently found in the literature. Dixon (2008) contemplates that trafficked persons
may turn to substance abuse to alleviate the pain of their situation, and finds that this often
results in addiction, organ damage, malnutrition, needle-induced infections, overdose, and
death. Dixon (2008) presented the shared experiences of trafficked women who were forced
to use drugs or alcohol to ensure their compliance and to enable them to take on more
clients, work longer hours, or perform objectionable or risky acts. The interview excerpt
presented in the Findings Section succinctly captures Dixon’s contention. Zimmerman et al.
(2011) contended that traffickers force women to use drugs and alcohol as another tool
of power and control. Whatever leads to substance dependency in trafficked women,
they face a significant risk of being further tied to their trafficker and working to support
their addiction.

Drug use, coupled with forced sex work, impacts the lives of survivors of human
trafficking in multiple ways, including seeking services. Solis (2015) underscores that the
survivor’s background, often resulting from forced sex work or drug use, makes it difficult
for them to access social services or to obtain legal support. Solis’s findings resonate with
Sambo and Spies (2020), who contend that trafficked persons are more likely to be treated as
criminals rather than victims of a crime, either because they may have entered the country
illegally, have irregular employment status, or because of their involvement in sex work.

Another key theme that was highlighted through the findings relates to the financial
struggle of women survivors of human trafficking. Financial struggles of women survivors
of trafficking in South Africa could be viewed in light of the structural and systemic socio-
economic conditions in South Africa that exacerbate their vulnerability (United Nations
Women 2025). High unemployment rates in South Africa, along with other socioeconomic
challenges, contribute to the vulnerability of women survivors of trafficking, making
them more susceptible to exploitation (Sambo and Sibanda 2025). The combination of
poverty, unemployment, gender inequality, inadequate legislation, and insufficient support
mechanisms compounds the financial vulnerability of trafficked women in Southern Africa
(US Department of State 2024).

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, women survivors of human trafficking are a vulnerable group that
should be protected. The experiences shared by the social service providers were largely
reflective of the wider literature on the consequences of human trafficking on the survivors.
They perceive the consequences to be around involvement in drugs and sex work; de-
pendency on the perpetrator; lack of self-esteem; self-blame and shame; disorientation;
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psychological challenges; financial struggles; health issues; isolation; and loneliness. These
findings were able to provide an in-depth insight into the experiences of the women sur-
vivors of human trafficking through the understanding developed by frontline workers in
the field of human trafficking work in South Africa.

This study brings together these insights to illuminate that the sharing of the under-
standing by the social service providers in Gauteng Province in South Africa is not isolated
and merely individual but aligns with the extant literature in the field and collectively
contributes to a deeper understanding of the issues facing women survivors of trafficking
in the nation and, in turn, to strengthening the services provided to these women. The
insights, therefore, are useful to social work practitioners and other social service providers
in the field of human trafficking in South Africa and in similar contexts. Understanding
the consequences of human trafficking on women survivors is essential in shaping and
framing the nature of interventions and services that should be provided to them.

The findings loudly and clearly underscore that for services to be relevant and effective,
they should be packaged in a manner that addresses all the biological, psychological, and
social consequences faced by women survivors of human trafficking. Future research could
focus on exploring how to develop holistic intervention policies and programs for forced
migrants and women survivors of human trafficking.

6. Recommendations

The addressing of the consequences of human trafficking experienced by women
survivors requires proper institutional and infrastructural arrangements. As such, the
following recommendations are made. 1. The Department of Social Development, as the
custodian of welfare services in South Africa, should play a leading role in facilitating the es-
tablishment of programmes and interventions that holistically address the bio-psycho-social
needs of women survivors of human trafficking. 2. Continued professional development
and in-service training should be provided to social service providers. Such a training
should focus on building their knowledge base on the bio-psycho-social, economic, le-
gal, and spiritual consequences and needs of the women survivors of human trafficking.
3. Social workers, by virtue of their training, should be the coordinators of multi-
disciplinary and multi-sectoral teams that render services to women survivors of human
trafficking. Social workers often work from a trauma-informed practice; as such, they
will be better placed in guiding other stakeholders to protect the survivors against further
trauma. 4. Academic institutions involved in the training of social workers should conduct
research studies to design interventions aimed at addressing the consequences of human
trafficking on women survivors. 5. Future studies to further explore how the findings of
this study contribute to shaping migration, trauma, and social work theories.
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