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Identity: An International Journal of Theory and Research guidelines
Author guidelines

The following instructions are provided by authors submitting manuscripts to Identity: An
International Journal of Theory and Research. These guidelines outline the requirements for

authorship, preparation, and submission of manuscripts.
Author instructions

All systematic reviews and meta-analyses should be written with the following elements in
the following order: title page; abstract; keywords; main text introduction, materials and
methods, results, discussion; acknowledgments; declaration of interest statement; references;
appendices (as appropriate); table(s) with caption(s) (on individual pages); figures; figure

captions (as a list)

e Should be no more than 40 double-spaced pages, inclusive of:
o Abstract
o Tables
o References
o Figure or table captions
o Footnotes
o Endnotes

e Should contain an unstructured abstract of 200 words.

o Systematic reviews and meta-analyses should provide reliable and transparent
literature reviews of the body of evidence available on a specific area of identity

research.
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e Can be formatted according to APA 7 guidelines

Authors may submit their paper in any scholarly format or layout. Manuscripts may be
supplied as single or multiple files. These can be Word, rich text format (RTF), open
document format (ODT), PDF, or LaTeX files. Figures and tables can be placed within the
text or submitted as separate documents. Figures should be of sufficient resolution to enable

refereeing.
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Abstract

Human trafficking is a prevalent and escalating global concern, with serious psychological
consequences for survivors. This scoping review specifically explored how experiences of
human trafficking impact survivors’ sense of self. Particular attention was placed on whether
these experiences strengthen or weaken the sense of self, and how it manifests in the
cognitive and bodily self. Using Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework, a systematic
search was conducted. Inclusion criteria required studies to be primary research, published in
English after 2015, and focused on the subjective experience of human trafficking survivors.
Exclusion criteria included grey literature and articles in which the full text was not
accessible. After using Zotero to screen 924 items from various databases, seven studies were
selected. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic analysis, five themes were
generated that encapsulate how traumatisation weakens the cognitive and bodily self of
human trafficking survivors, and how survivors’ sense of self can be strengthened. This
review highlights the nuanced and complex ways in which human trafficking survivors’ sense
of self is affected by their experiences and highlights the importance of trauma-informed

therapeutic intervention and community support.
Word count: 185

Keywords: human trafficking, complex trauma, sense of self
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Introduction

Human trafficking is an ongoing global issue with extensive psychological implications,
including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, suicidal ideation, fearfulness,
guilt, and emotional numbing (Altun et al., 2017; Levine, 2017; Ottisova et al., 2016). It is
defined as the recruitment and movement of people, usually by coercion or threat, with the
intention of exploitation (Domoney et al., 2015). This human rights violation affects a wide
range of populations. There are currently an estimated 40 million victims of human
trafficking around the world (Raker, 2020). The distribution of these victims varies across
continents, with 11,7 million in the Asia-Pacific region, 3,7 million in Africa, 1,8 million in
Latin America and the Caribbean, and 1,6 million individuals in South-Eastern Europe (Altun
et al., 2017). These victims fall into several categories of exploitation, with sexual labour
making up 68,5%, forced labour 24,5%, forced marriage 7,7%, and petty crime 6,3%
(Pascual-Leone et al., 2017). Females are significantly more represented in most categories
(International Labour Organisation, 2017), while males are mainly assigned to forced labour

(Pascual-Leone et al., 2017).

Victims of human trafficking are exposed to multiple traumas for a prolonged period over
time (Briere & Scott, 2015), which often result in psychological disturbances known as
traumatisation (Kellerman, 2018). Interpersonal trauma is one example of such traumatisation
(Hopper & Gonzalez, 2018). Kouvelis and Kangas (2021) defined interpersonal trauma as an
individual being victimised by another individual or group, whom they may or may not know.
This type of trauma consists of sexual, physical or emotional abuse, or a combination of all
three (Kouvelis & Kangas, 2021). Another form of traumatisation is complex trauma
(Chambers et al., 2024), which refers to traumatic events that tend to be repetitive or

continuous (Kliethermes et al., 2014). Since victims of trafficking are constantly and/or
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repeatedly victimised by others, one could argue that complex trauma is a prolonged,

repetitive form of interpersonal trauma.

The effects of traumatisation are profound and extend beyond psychological distress,
potentially altering the victim’s personality development and relational patterns (Arsova et
al., 2016; Swerdlow et al., 2023). Because of the relationship that exists between personality
and relational patterns (Back et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2025), any change in this relationship will
significantly alter a person’s sense of self (Osafo Hounkpatin et al., 2015; Richter & Finn,
2021). The sense of self involves an individual’s perception of themselves as a distinct and
unified entity (Ciaunica et al., 2022; McAdams et al., 2021). Developmental psychologists,
such as Erikson (1968), Rogers (1995), and Rochat (2003), noted that the sense of self may
be experienced as strong or weak. Flury and Ickes (2007) stated that a weak sense of self
manifests as uncertainty and instability regarding one’s identity, personality, opinions, and
values. In contrast, a strong sense of self is characterised by an individual having a clear
understanding of who they are and exhibiting consistent personality traits over time (Flury &
Ickes, 2007). A strong sense of self is also related to individuals experiencing a stable and

positive self-worth and self-perception (Flury & Ickes, 2007).

In addition to differentiating between a weak and strong sense of self, Schaller et al. (2021)
noted that William James (1890) was among the first to distinguished between two
components of the self, namely the physical and mental self. These notions have since been
well supported in literature (Damasio, 1999; Legrand & Ruby, 2009) and, more recently,
Schaller et al (2021) referred to them as the bodily self and the cognitive self. The bodily self
is grounded in one’s perception of the body’s sensory signals, including external signals such
as sight and sound, and internal signals such as heartbeat or gut activity (Schaller et al.,
2021). It also involves identifying with one’s body, experiencing it as one’s own, and being

aware of its location and boundaries in relation to others (Schaller et al., 2021). Another key
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aspect of the bodily self is a sense of agency, the belief of being in control of one’s
movements and actions (Schaller et al., 2021). The cognitive self, on the other hand,
encompasses higher-order processes, which include language and memory (Schaller et al.,
2021). This part of the self is based on the gathering and interpreting of autobiographical
memories in order to self-reflect and make judgments about one’s identity and personality
(Schaller et al., 2021), as well as developing one’s core beliefs about social relations and

one's own traits and characteristics (Lanius et al., 2020).

Traumatisation can weaken both an individual’s cognitive and bodily sense of self (Horowitz,
2015; Islam & Fay, 2024; Lanius et al., 2020). A study conducted by Horowitz (2015) noted
that a trauma survivor’s sense of self could become altered to include traits of incompetence,
degradation, and inferiority. In agreement with this, Keshet et al. (2019) found that
traumatisation impacts survivors self-perception, as they tend to view themselves more
negatively after a traumatic experience. Societal labels, such as sexually abused women, dirty,
or slutty, are sometimes attributed to female survivors of human trafficking (Islam & Fay,
2024). These labels could be internalised by the trauma survivors, which may contribute to a
poor self-worth and a weakening of the sense of self (Islam & Fay, 2024). In addition to self-
perception, Raemen et al. (2021) found that traumatisation can result in identify diffusion, in
which survivors’ sense of self is unstable or unclear. Physiologically, traumatisation may
contribute to the development of somatic symptoms such as lower back pain or muscle aches
(Lanius et al., 2020). It could also affect the activity of the default mode network (DMN): a
neural network in the brain that is active during introspection and is closely related to the
sense of self (Lanius et al., 2020). This network plays a role in self-referential processing and
autobiographical memory, both essential in the development and maintenance of a strong
sense of self (Lanius et al., 2020). In individuals with PTSD, the DMN has been found to

have reduced connectivity, which weakened the sense of self (Lanius et al., 2020).
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From the discussion presented above, it is evident that human trafficking is a concerning
global issue (Altun et al., 2017; Briere & Scott, 2015) that may have a damaging impact on
the sense of self and could weaken or strengthen the cognitive and bodily components thereof
(Horowitz, 2015; Islam & Fay, 2024; Lanius et al., 2020). Since current literature tends to
focus more on the broader psychological consequences of trauma on human trafficking
survivors (Levine, 2017; Ottisova et al., 2016), little is known about how traumatisation as a
result of human trafficking impacts the sense of self in survivors. Present literature also does
not clearly indicate how such traumatisation weakens or strengthens the bodily and cognitive
components of the self. This is significant as it is clear that an individual’s sense of self is
central to their functioning (Lanius et al., 2020; Schaller et al., 2021). It shapes how people
form relationships, regulate their emotions, exercise control over their actions, and view
themselves in relation to their circumstances (Lanius et al., 2020; Schaller et al., 2021). As a
result, the current study aims to understand how traumatisation weakens or strengthens the
cognitive or bodily self of male and female human trafficking survivors. The current study
also aims to find out how comprehensive the literature on this topic is, or if there is a gap.
Based on these aims, two research questions were formulated, namely (1) how does
traumatisation caused by human trafficking impact survivors’ sense of self? and (2) how does

such traumatisation weaken or strengthen the bodily and cognitive components of the sense

of self?
Research Method
Research Design

A scoping review was chosen to answer the research questions pertaining to the present study.
The scoping review was chosen for three reasons (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Firstly, the

review will examine the range and depth of research that exists on the impact of
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traumatisation on human trafficking survivors’ sense of self and its effect on the bodily and
cognitive components of the sense of self. It will communicate the findings to those
developing treatment plans or policies. Lastly, a scoping review will identify gaps in the

existing literature to guide future research.
Ethical Clearance

Ethical clearance was received for this scoping review on the 13™ of September 2024 from

the Research Ethics Committee at the University of Pretoria (HUMO009/0723).
Review Process

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (Tricco et al., 2018) checklist was used to guide the steps of this study in
order to ensure transparency and quality of the reported findings (McGowan et al., 2020).
This checklist outlines all key components of a well-conducted scoping review, from title

development to synthesising and reporting on results (Tricco et al., 2018).
Search Strategy and Study Selection

The search for data sources was conducted between February and May 2025. This process
followed Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework for scoping reviews that consists of five

stages, leaving out the optional sixth stage.
Stage One: Identifying the research question

A clear research question is important for a scoping review as it guides the process of
developing a search strategy and selecting the studies (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Due to the
complexity of the constructs within this study, the researcher utilised two research questions
to guide the process of the scoping review, which were all detailed previously. These research

questions clearly specify the population of human trafficking survivors, and the key concepts
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of traumatisation, the sense of self, as well as the weaknesses and strengths of the bodily and

cognitive components of the sense of self.
Stage Two: Identifying relevant studies

This stage focused on identifying all relevant studies that may assist in answering the

research questions (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Before commencing, it was important for the
researcher to first become familiar with available literature by perusing articles related to the
topic. After this, it was possible to develop the inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria
are necessary to ensure that the search was exhaustive but did not yield an excessive number

of irrelevant results.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria. Firstly, peer-reviewed articles were included while
grey literature was excluded, since it is often viewed as having less credibility or quality
(Landerdahl Stridsberg et al., 2022). Arksey and O’Malley (2005) noted that, unlike a
systematic review, a scoping review does not critically appraise selected studies. Therefore, it
is imperative that the chosen studies have already been scrutinised. All research designs were
included in order to gain a holistic grasp of how much literature exists. However, secondary
research was excluded, making primary research a requirement. Furthermore, studies
focusing on larger-scale elements of human trafficking, such as prevention and policies, were
also removed. This was decided because the focus on the impact of traumatisation is
subjective nuanced and therefore requires original data of the lived experiences of survivors.
Full-text access to articles was another inclusion criterion, therefore excluding sources in
which only the title or abstract was available. Due to the research questions being focused on
human trafficking survivors, participants of the studies had to have been subjected to human
trafficking. Other vulnerable populations, such as survivors of domestic violence or refugees,

were excluded. It was also a requirement that sources were published in English, as the
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researcher is only fluent in English. Lastly, in order to avoid dated information that may

compromise the results, only research published between 2015 and 2025 was included.

Search strategy. The researcher made use of electronic databases and reference lists

in order to identify potentially relevant studies.

Electronic Databases. In order to search large databases for many studies, a search
string was required. This is a structured combination of search terms, Boolean operators and
syntax rules used to generate targeted results within a database (University of South Africa
Library, 2025). Boolean operators are terms such as “and”, “or”, and “not” that apply filters
to the results that databases provide (Ryan, 2022). A search string is created by pairing these
words with the search terms of the study, along with parentheses and quotation marks. The

researcher initially developed the following search string for the study:

("human trafficking" OR "sex trafficking" OR "forced labour") AND ("complex
trauma" OR "interpersonal trauma") AND (“cognitive self” OR “bodily self”) AND

(“weak sense of self” OR “strong sense of self”)

The first set of terms was chosen based on the researcher’s growing familiarity with existing
literature, which revealed that terms such as sex trafficking and forced labour were frequently
used alongside human trafficking. The second set of terms was also found to yield the most
relevant results and included two terms for traumatisation that were frequently used in the
literature. The third and fourth brackets were chosen in order to focus specifically on these
elements of the sense of self. Unfortunately, this search did not yield any relevant results. The

researcher then created two separate search strings in order to be less restrictive:

("human trafficking" OR "sex trafficking" OR "forced labour") AND ("complex
trauma" OR "interpersonal trauma") AND (“weak sense of self” OR “strong sense of

self”)
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("human trafficking" OR "sex trafficking" OR "forced labour") AND ("complex

trauma" OR "interpersonal trauma") AND (“cognitive self” OR “bodily self”)

Neither of these search strings yielded relevant results. Therefore, the researcher concluded
that there is insufficient research focusing specifically on the different components of the

sense of self. Finally, a more generalised search string was created:

("human trafficking" OR "sex trafficking" OR "forced labour" OR “forced labor”)
AND ("complex trauma" OR “interpersonal trauma’) AND ("sense of identity" OR

"sense of self™)

The third bracket was chosen to avoid excluding relevant research relating to the sense of
self. Additionally, through a process of trial and error, the researcher discovered that using a
large number of self-related terms, such as self-concept or self~worth, yielded a vast number
of irrelevant results. In contrast, using only the term sense of self limited the reach of the
research, as many studies use the term identity to refer to similar concepts. This approach,
therefore, ensured sufficient potentially relevant studies were reached. In the end, this search

string was selected to be utilised for the search strategy of the scoping review.

The search string was then placed into the database search bars. These databases include
EBSCOhost, JSTOR, ProQuest, PsycINFO, PubMed, Sage Journals, ScienceDirect, Scopus,
Taylor & Francis, and Wiley Online Library. The researcher decided against using Google
Scholar due to its simplistic search string allowance and unclear ordering of results
(Haddaway et al., 2015). The results of the databases were then exported into Zotero, a
reference management software, in order to consolidate all sources in a single location for the

following stages to be effective. The results of each database are detailed below in Table 1.

Table 1
Overview of Search Results

Database Number of search results
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EBSCOhost 0
JSTOR 5
ProQuest 821
PsycINFO 0
PubMed 0
Sage Journals 22
ScienceDirect 19
Scopus 0
Taylor & Francis 26
Wiley Online Library 12

Reference Lists. The researcher then hand-searched reference lists of the articles that
appeared relevant to the topic, in order to decrease the likelihood of articles being excluded.

After searching multiple reference lists, 19 additional articles were found.

Stage Three: Study selection

The initial search yielded a large number of irrelevant studies. Therefore, a systematic
screening process was required in stage three to eliminate studies that would not assist in
answering the research questions. This systematic screening process consisted of six phases,
detailed below in Figure 1. In phase 1, duplicate items were removed using Zotero’s
automatic duplicate finder. During this phase, 15 items were eliminated. In phase 2, two items
were deleted because the researcher was unable to obtain full access to the articles. Phase 3
focused on eliminating grey literature. This was done by the researcher hand-searching the
list of sources on Zotero and eliminating items that were clearly not peer-reviewed articles. In
cases where it was not clear, the researcher opened the full-text file to determine if it was
peer-reviewed. In this phase, 809 pieces of grey literature were deleted. In phase 4, 14 items
that were published before 2015 were eliminated. In phase 5, articles without a focus on
human trafficking survivors were eliminated, such as differing populations or studies

focusing on larger-scale elements of human trafficking, such as prevention and policies. Here,
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51 studies were filtered out. In the sixth phase, 13 articles that were not primary studies were
eliminated. Lastly, phase 7 consisted of filtering out articles in which there was insufficient
focus on sense of self or sense of identity, eliminating 13 in total. After completing these

seven phases, seven articles remained for charting and analysing.
Stage Four: Charting the data

Relevant data from the selected studies was then extracted. This included key characteristics
of the research (such as publication date, authorship, and location) and information that
aligned with the research questions by exploring aspects of participants’ sense of self. For

example, direct quotations, reported themes, and key findings were focused on.
Stage Five: Collating, summarising and reporting results

In this stage, extractions were consolidated into a single document to be included in the
thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive approach. The researcher utilised
the six phases of this approach, whilst assuming the position of an active participant in the
interpretation process. This included familiarisation and immersion within the data by reading
and re-reading the extracts, followed by generating initial codes by interpreting and labelling
aspects of the data that related to survivors’ sense of self. The researcher then integrated and
clustered codes in order to develop themes, which were reviewed and refined in alignment
with the research question. These themes were then named in order to capture the essence of
their meaning. Lastly, the researcher reported on the findings in a way that encapsulated and

consolidated the data in a meaningful manner (Braun & Clarke, 2019).
Results

Seven studies were selected to be analysed. In Table 2, an overview of the selected studies is

detailed. This forms part of the fifth stage of Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework,
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which involved, firstly, charting key characteristics of the studies and, secondly, conducting

a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Overview of Selected Studies

The data collection of the selected studies occurred predominantly in various states within the
United States, with three in Massachusetts (Contreras et al., 2017; Hopper, 2017a; Hopper et
al., 2018), two in New York (Le, 2017; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), one in Texas (Sukach et
al., 2018), and one in California (Usacheva et al., 2021). One study was conducted across five
Vietnamese border provinces (Le, 2017). Across the seven selected studies, there was a total
of 158 female participants. The vast majority of these participants were survivors of sex
trafficking, while some were identified under the broader term of commercial sexual
exploitation (Usacheva et al., 2021). One study also included “high risk” (Hopper et al., 2018,
p. 220) individuals, which refers to unconfirmed survivors of human trafficking. The age of
these participants ranged between 13 and 58 years, with a significant portion falling under the
age of 25. Most of the studies focused on women and girls who were trafficked
internationally or domestically, and were recruited through safehouses, non-governmental
organisations, and community agencies. These participants, although residing in the United
States or Vietnam during data collection, were originally from various regions, including
North America (Hopper, 2017a; Sukach et al., 2018), Central and South America (Contreras
et al., 2017; Hopper, 2017a; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), Asia (Contreras et al., 2017;
Hopper, 2017a; Le, 2017; Sukach et al., 2018), Africa (Hopper, 2017a; Sukach et al., 2018),
Europe (Hopper, 2017a; Sukach et al., 2018), Australia (Sukach et al., 2018), and unspecified

locations (Hopper et al., 2018; Usacheva et al., 2021).
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No. Author/s and Location Participants Aims of the study Design Theoretical Impact on survivors’ sense of self including
year Framework cognitive and bodily self

1 Contreras et Massachusetts, 3 female survivors of To describe how trust and Qualitative Ecological and Noted the value of acceptance of experiences,
al., 2017 United States sex trafficking shame issues are worked relational theories self-compassion, drawing from a support

through in psychotherapy (Harvey, 1996; system, and therapeutic intervention. Also

with survivors of human Tummala-Narra et al.,  discussed shame and societal labelling as

trafficking 2012) contributing to survivors' negative self-
concept

2 Hopper, Massachusetts, 32 female survivors of To better understand human Qualitative Developmental Noted emotional dysregulation, attentional
2017a United States sex trafficking, all under trafficking victims’ trauma trauma framework difficulties, relational challenges, somatic

25 years old exposure prior to and during (Finkelhor et al., complaints, cognitive difficulties, self-harming
their trafficking experiences, 2009; Silbert & Pines,  behaviours, dissociation, depersonalisation,
to identify impacts of this 1981) emotional numbing, disintegration, shame, and
exposure, and to make negative self-perception seen in survivors.
recommendations for services
for sex trafficked youth

3 Hopperetal.,  Massachusetts, 17 female survivors of To present the benefits and Qualitative Multimodal Social Lack of self-understanding, disintegration into

2018 United States sex trafficking or high challenges experienced by Ecological framework  separate parts and emotional dysregulation
risk of sex trafficking survivors in the STARS (Hopper, 2017b) were seen in survivors. Positive relationships,
Experiential Group treatment self-awareness, empowerment, agency,
purpose, acceptance, and a safe environment
contributed to an improved sense of self.

4 Le, 2017 New York, 15 female survivors of To describe the psychosocial Qualitative Zimmerman’s (2011) Found that survivors would exile parts of

United States sex trafficking adjustment of Vietnamese model of human themselves as a coping mechanism by

and five trafficked returnees trafficking inhibiting memories, thoughts and emotional

Vietnamese expressions. Found family support and

provinces cultural beliefs to be helpful in rebuilding
one’s sense of self.

5 Marti- New York, 14 female survivors of To understand how trauma Mixed Zimmerman’s (2011)  Negative changes in self-perception, low self-
Castaner et United States sex trafficking related to sex trafficking may  methods model of human esteem, and experience of self-blame were
al., 2021 challenge parenting during trafficking seen in survivors. Found faith communities

early childhood and positive relationships to be helpful factors
in rebuilding a sense of self.

6 Sukach etal.,  Texas, United 15 female survivors of To explore the experiences of  Qualitative Phenomenological Discussed survivors’ experiences of
2018 States sex trafficking female survivors of sex framework (Creswell  objectification, low self-esteem, hopelessness,

trafficking & Poth, 2016) negative view of men and unwillingness to
enter into romantic relationships post-
trafficking. Also noted the value of connection
and hope.

7 Usacheva et California, 62 female survivors of To explore the efficacy of the =~ Mixed Multimodal Social Found low self-worth, shame, lack of self-
al., 2021 United States commercial sexual “End the Game” curriculum methods Ecological framework trust, low parenting self-efficacy, identity

exploitation

for victims of commercial
sexual exploitation

(Hopper, 2017b)

crises, hopelessness and negative self-beliefs
to be prevalent in survivors.
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Five of the studies were qualitative (Contreras et al., 2017; Hopper, 2017a; Hopper et al.,
2018; Le, 2017; Sukach et al., 2018) and two adopted a mixed methods approach (Marti-
Castaner et al., 2021; Usacheva et al., 2021). The data collection of the studies included semi-
structured interviews (Hopper, 2017a; Hopper et al., 2018; Le, 2017; Marti-Castaner et al.,
2021), self-report questionnaires (Hopper et al., 2018; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Usacheva
et al., 2021), observation (Hopper et al., 2018; Le, 2017; Usacheva et al., 2021), case studies
(Contreras et al., 2017), group feedback and debriefings (Hopper et al., 2018; Marti-Castaner

et al., 2021), and secondary data (Sukach et al., 2018).

A range of theoretical frameworks were used across the studies. Marti-Castaner et al. (2021)
and Le (2017) applied Zimmerman’s (2011) framework of human trafficking. Hopper et al.
(2018) and Usacheva et al. (2021) used the Multimodal Social Ecological Framework
(Hopper, 2017b). Hopper’s (2017a) study drew from a developmental trauma framework
(Finkelhor et al., 2009; Silbert & Pines, 1981). Contreras et al. (2017) based their intervention
on relational and ecological theories of psychotherapy (Harvey, 1996; Tummala-Narra et al.,
2012). Finally, Sukach et al. (2018) used a phenomenological framework as outlined by

Creswell and Poth (2016).

Thematic Analysis Findings

Following data charting, the extractions were qualitatively interpreted using Braun and
Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic analysis, resulting in the generation of five themes, which
are presented in Table 3. These themes explored how traumatisation impacts human
trafficking survivors’ sense of self and how such traumatisation weakens or strengthens the

cognitive or bodily sense of self.

Table 3
Overview of Themes and Subthemes
Theme Subtheme Key concepts and quotations
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1. Traumatisation 1.1. A self separated into Survivors experiencing a separation in parts of themselves:
fragments the sense parts “I have those parts of me, but sometimes I don’t see them,
of self like the strengths. Or the weaknesses” (Hopper et al.,
2018, p. 230)
1.2. Loss of a continuous Lack of cohesion with who they were pre-trafficking:
sense of self “It was too hard to try to remember the me that I had been”
(Hopper, 2017a, p. 169)
2.  Traumatisation 2.1. Negative self-beliefs Developing negative views of themselves:
erodes self-worth “He ruined me... I’'m a cold-hearted bitch now... I stopped

caring because people didn’t care about me” (Hopper,
2017a, p. 169)

2.2. Shame and self-blame Attributing their experiences to their own error or lack:
“Why didn’t I see it...? What was I thinking?” (Hopper,
2017a, p. 169)

3. Traumatisation 3.1. Disconnection from the  Survivors experiencing depersonalisation or lack of
creates body congruence with surroundings (Hopper, 2017a)
disconnection

3.2. Disconnection from the  Struggling to identify their internal emotions and
internal world experiences:
“I don’t know what I’'m feeling inside” (Hopper et al.,
2018, p. 233)
3.3. Disconnection from Fear of people or the inability to build connections with
others others:

“I’m afraid at times—of everything, of people. I stay away
from people. I think, this person wants to use me”
(Hopper, 2017a, p. 168)

4. Traumatisation 4.1. Emotional Struggling to regulate emotions:
dysregulates the dysregulation “Sometimes I feel over-strong or over-weak” (Hopper et
body and mind al., 2018, p. 230)

4.2. Cognitive impairments Survivors struggling with various memory impairments,
including experiencing gaps in memory and having
flashbacks (Hopper et al., 2018)

4.3. Bodily manifestations Survivors experiencing somatisation, including stomach-
aches, migraines, nausea and back pain (Hopper, 2017a)
5. Strengthening the 5.1. Healing environment Includes factors such as safety (Hopper et al., 2018),
sense of self post- positive relationships (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Sukach
traumatisation et al., 2018) and emotional support (Marti-Castaner et al.,

2021; Sukach et al., 2021).
5.2. Astrengthened sense of  Includes skills such as self-awareness and self-compassion
self and can lead to a survivor experiencing purpose (Marti-
Castaner et al., 2021), self-confidence (Hopper et al.,
2018; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021) and a positive self-
concept (Hopper et al., 2018).

Theme 1: Traumatisation fragments the sense of self

A consistent pattern across the selected studies involved traumatisation resulting in survivors
experiencing a fragmented sense of self. Rather than having an integrated experience of who
they are, many survivors appeared to experience themselves as divided into separate parts.
Alternatively, some survivors experienced a lack of cohesion between their current self and
who they were before their experience of trafficking. The two subthemes within this theme

are a self separated into parts and loss of a continuous sense of self.
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1.1. A self separated into parts. Two studies conducted by Hopper (2017a) and
Hopper et al. (2018) described the experience of fragmentation of the self as a result of the
traumatisation experienced by survivors. This included survivors feeling as if the different
parts of themselves were separate and lacked cohesion. One way that this can manifest is
survivors feeling as if they have lost familiar parts of themselves. For example, after a group
activity developed to help participants access various parts of themselves, one participant
reflected, “I definitely saw the laughter part of me, which I definitely don’t see very often”
(Hopper et al., 2018, p. 230). Another participant stated, “I have those parts of me, but
sometimes I don’t see them, like the strengths. Or the weaknesses” (Hopper et al., 2018, p.
230). These comments showcase how survivors felt as if parts of their selves were no longer
accessible. Since this subtheme primarily focuses on survivors’ feelings pertaining to the self,
it is argued that traumatisation weakens survivors’ cognitive sense of self to the extent that

some of their personality traits or characteristics were lost as a result of the trafficking.

Hopper et al. (2018) also discussed survivors switching into different parts of themselves. For
example, one survivor moved from presenting as angry and defensive during a workshop
session to being childlike and enthusiastic shortly after (Hopper et al., 2018). Hopper (2017a)
noted that these shifts often include changes in a survivor’s tone of voice, appearance, and
access to memories. Le (2017) explained that this is likely due to the threatening environment
created by traffickers, which results in victims inhibiting parts of themselves, including

emotions, thoughts or memories, to avoid punishment or cruelty.

1.2. Loss of a continuous sense of self. Some survivors had also forgotten their
former sense of self before the trafficking experience. Hopper (2017a) mentioned that
survivors were given multiple false identities by their traffickers. In response to having to
constantly change her name and background, one woman noted, ““it was too hard to try to

remember the me that [ had been” (Hopper, 2017a, p. 169). Additionally, many survivors
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appeared to repress memories and reminders of their time in entrapment. Marti-Castaner et al.
(2021) discovered that survivors “block[ing] their memories of the past” (p. 17) facilitated in
them gaining a sense of control and hope. Because autobiographical memories are
foundational in the cognitive self, losing these memories will result in a weakened cognitive

self.
Theme 2: Traumatisation erodes self-worth

Following their experiences of trafficking, many survivors displayed a diminished sense of
self-worth. This theme captures how traumatisation can lead survivors to negatively view
themselves and their role in their experiences. The two subthemes in this category are

negative self-beliefs and shame and self-blame.

2.1. Negative self-beliefs. There are many cases across the selected studies of
survivors experiencing negative self-beliefs in response to their experience of traumatisation
(Hopper, 2017a; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Sukach et al., 2018; Usacheva et al., 2021). In
the study by Usacheva et al. (2021), three-quarters of the population were experiencing
“negative self-directed cognitions” (p. 273). Marti-Castaner et al. (2021) mentioned survivors
experiencing low self-efficacy in response to the role of motherhood, as they believed they
were too damaged to be capable of such a role. Other labels that survivors used to describe
themselves included “dirty”, “wrong”, or “bad” (Hopper, 2017a, pp. 166-169). These labels
appear to reveal the survivors’ internalisation of the treatment they experienced during
trafficking. Hopper (2017a) also mentioned a survivor who stated that her perception of
herself had been harmed by her experiences, stating, “he ruined me... I’'m a cold-hearted
bitch now... I stopped caring because people didn’t care about me” (p. 169). For many
survivors, these negative cognitions developed into self-hatred as they frequently judge

themselves for their decisions and experiences (Hopper, 2017a). In response, a portion of
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these survivors engaged in self-harm as a form of self-punishment (Hopper, 2017a). This may
be due to what Sukach et al. (2018) noted as survivors' experience of objectification, stating
that they were treated “like meat” (p. 1428). These self-beliefs, which result in a decrease in
self-worth and, at times, self-harming behaviour, display how traumatisation weakens the
cognitive self as the self-directed core beliefs of the survivor become maladaptive. In this
case, the weakened cognitive self also caused a damaged and weakened bodily self through

the act of self-harm.

2.2. Shame and self-blame. Many survivors appeared to believe they were to blame
for their experiences of human trafficking. One survivor stated that she “always blamed
[herself]” for what happened to her (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021, p. 16). A participant in
Hopper’s (2017a) study echoed this by questioning, “why didn’t I see it...? What was |
thinking?” (p. 169). In addition to this self-blame, one survivor noted that she did not want to
think of herself as a victim due to the stigma that it carries (Contreras et al., 2017). This
reveals how traumatisation causes a weakened cognitive self through shame and self-blame,

which result in survivors questioning their previous self-directed core beliefs.
Theme 3: Traumatisation creates disconnection

For many participants, traumatisation resulted in various forms of disconnection. This
included a lack of physical and bodily awareness and a lack of attunement with their internal
world, including their own emotions and cognitions. Additionally, survivors appeared to
battle a social disconnection, as they feared others or struggled to form meaningful
connections. Therefore, the three subthemes within this theme are disconnection from the

body, disconnection from the internal world, and disconnection from others.

3.1. Disconnection from the body. A common trend in the data was found to relate to

how survivors experienced a disconnection from their body and physical surroundings.
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Hopper (2017a) mentioned survivors who experienced moments of depersonalisation, in
which they felt separated from their bodies. One survivor described feeling as if she would
sometimes watch her body from outside of herself. Others recalled not feeling pain during
physical violence from traffickers or when engaging in self-harming behaviours (Hopper,
2017a). Additionally, some survivors did not appear congruent with their surroundings, such
as wearing a thick jacket in a warm room (Hopper, 2017a). The physical harm experienced by
survivors may also result in a disconnection from their bodies, due to changes such as marks
on their bodies (Sukach et al., 2018) or compromised reproductive health (Marti-Castaner et
al., 2021). These cases display a weakened bodily sense of self as survivors lost identification

with their bodies and their internal and external signals, which the bodily self is built upon.

3.2. Disconnection from the internal world. Many survivors also appeared
disconnected from their internal experiences. Survivors reported that they find it challenging
to understand what was “happening within themselves” (Hopper et al., 2018, p. 233). In line
with this, a participant in this study stated that she does not have the right words to express
what she feels internally and simply said, “I don’t know what I’m feeling inside” (Hopper et
al., 2018, p. 233). This disconnection results in a weakened cognitive self as survivors lost the
skill of introspective self-reflection, and therefore self-understanding, which plays a role in

the maintenance of a clear and coherent sense of self.

3.3. Disconnection from others. Many survivors within the selected studies appeared
to find difficulty in having a sense of belonging and interpersonal functioning. Contreras et
al. (2017) mentioned survivors pulling away from their support system or avoiding accessing
care in response to perceived judgment from these individuals. Additionally, Marti-Castaner
et al. (2021) discussed survivors whose experience of societal judgment resulted in them
doubting their ability as mothers. These findings could reveal society’s impact on survivors’

self-efficacy and relational behaviours. Survivors also struggled with feeling anger or
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mistrust towards others (Hopper, 2017a). One woman commented, “I’m afraid at times...of
people. I stay away from people. I think, this person wants to use me” (Hopper, 2017a, p.
168). This study also mentioned survivors identifying challenges with sexual intimacy, such
as avoidance or feeling triggered in sexual situations. Sukach et al. (2018) noted that many
survivors appeared to develop a hatred for men, stating that “99% of men are not nice human
beings” (p. 1429). These cases display how traumatisation weakened survivors’ cognitive

selves as their core beliefs about social relations were challenged.
Theme 4: Traumatisation dysregulates the body and mind

Many participants also appeared to display signs of dysregulation in their minds and bodies.
The three subthemes within this theme are emotional dysregulation, cognitive impairments,

and bodily manifestations.

4.1. Emotional dysregulation. Many survivors appeared to struggle with regulating
their emotions and expressions. One survivor in Hopper et al.’s (2018) study stated,
“sometimes I feel over-strong or over-weak”, not feeling balanced between the two (p. 230).
This study also mentioned many survivors who were experiencing developmental trauma
responses such as affect challenges and impulse regulation (Hopper et al., 2018). Other
studies frequently discussed survivors experiencing negative emotions such as anger,
emptiness, fear (Hopper, 2017a), and hopelessness (Hopper, 2017a; Sukach et al., 2018). This
primarily affects the cognitive sense of self of survivors due to their mood shifts, causing
survivors' core beliefs about themselves, such as their temperament, to become unstable and
unclear. However, due to the physiological component of emotions, this also impacts the
bodily self as survivors experience unfamiliar internal signals, which are a key component of

the bodily sense of self.
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4.2. Cognitive impairments. Survivors often reported that their memory and
cognitive ability were impaired. Hopper et al. (2018) mentioned survivors experiencing many
forms of memory disturbance, including a lack of memory about aspects of their past,
flashbacks, and conflicting narratives of their experiences. Many survivors also reported
regularly forgetting tasks or information (Hopper et al., 2018). This reveals how
traumatisation weakened the cognitive self of survivors, as memory is a key aspect of this
component. However, although these impairments are likely due to traumatisation, Hopper
(2017a) found that head injuries played a significant role in the experience of cognitive
difficulties for some survivors. Because of this, cognitive impairments might also be

attributed to a weakened bodily self that is the result of physical injury.

4.3. Bodily manifestations. Multiple survivors commented on experiencing bodily
symptoms post-entrapment. These included migraines, nausea, stomach aches, difficulty
breathing, numb fingertips, frequent colds, low blood pressure, back pain (Hopper, 2017a),
and compromised reproductive health (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021). Hopper (2017a)
expressed that many of these experiences may be somatisation, in which traumatisation
manifests physically. However, it is also likely that many of these bodily symptoms are a
result of physical injury. This all contributes to a weakened bodily sense of self, as changes

occur within survivors’ bodies, either as a result of traumatisation or physical injury.
Theme 5: Strengthening the sense of self post-traumatisation

Despite evidence indicating that traumatisation tends to weaken the cognitive and bodily
sense of self, some studies revealed that the former could actually contribute to a stronger
sense of self. The contributing factors encompass two subthemes, namely healing

environment and a strengthened sense of self.
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5.1. Healing environment. A recurring theme in the literature was the conditions that
were found to be helpful for the survivor to engage in a process of rebuilding their sense of
self. These conditions included a safe environment (Hopper et al., 2018), positive
relationships (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Sukach et al., 2018), emotional support (Contreras
et al., 2017; Hopper et al., 2018; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Sukach et al., 2018), faith
communities (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), and drawing from cultural norms (Le, 2017). A
strong therapeutic relationship was also helpful in this process (Contreras et al., 2017; Marti-

Castaner et al., 2021).

As survivors rebuilt their sense of self, several internal shifts were mentioned in the selected
studies. Specifically, to rebuild a coherent sense of self, studies noted the importance of
developing the skill of self-awareness (Hopper, 2017a; Hopper et al., 2018), self-compassion
(Contreras et al., 2017; Hopper et al., 2018), and acceptance (Contreras et al., 2017).
Contreras et al. (2017) and Hopper et al. (2018) also mentioned survivors experiencing a
sense of agency and empowerment. Although this subtheme reveals primarily how the
cognitive self can be strengthened by survivors reshaping their core beliefs, a safe
environment and positive relationships also contribute to a strengthened bodily self as they
signal safety and calm. The development of agency also strengthens the bodily self, as this is

a key factor in this component of the self.

5.2. A strengthened sense of self. As a result of survivors journeying through
rebuilding their sense of self, they were reported to arise with a sense of empowerment,
agency, a positive self-concept (Hopper et al., 2018), self-confidence, purpose (Hopper et al.,
2018; Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), and self-efficacy (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021). These
qualities can all be understood to represent a strengthened sense of self, including mainly the

cognitive self, as survivors developed new core beliefs about themselves and others. The
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bodily self was also strengthened, as survivors developed a sense of agency (Hopper et al.,

2018).
Discussion

This scoping review aimed to understand how traumatisation strengthens or weakens human
trafficking survivors’ cognitive and bodily sense of self. Seven studies were identified to
provide insight into this. Except for one study, which was conducted in Vietnam, all of the

others were conducted in the US. All seven studies’ participants were female.

The first theme that was generated discussed survivors experiencing a fragmented sense of
self. Many researchers echo the belief that trauma can result in a fragmented sense of self
(Barlow & Chu, 2014; Farina et al, 2019; Lanius et al., 2020; Wiesepape et al., 2025). This
theme consisted of two subthemes, namely a self separated into parts and loss of a
continuous sense of self. Regarding the first subtheme, the current study found that certain
human trafficking survivors felt as if they had separated into multiple parts of themselves, or
lost parts of themselves. In line with this, Lanius et al. (2020) discussed how trauma can
cause one’s sense of self to disintegrate into different parts or states that survivors move
between. Additionally, Barlow and Chu (2014) stated that switching between different states
of self is highly correlated with the experience of traumatisation. This reveals how trauma can
weaken the cognitive self by disrupting the coherence of survivors’ different states of self.
The second subtheme also showed how survivors’ cognitive selves were weakened as it
explored survivors forgetting or blocking memories of their former selves. Similar challenges
were reported by Wiesepape et al. (2025), who noted that trauma survivors often experience
incomplete memories, which can result in their perception of their past selves being unclear

and poorly integrated with their current sense of self. Autobiographical memories are
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foundational in the cognitive self (Schaller et al., 2021) and losing these memories weakens

this component of the self.

Alongside fragmentation, the current study found that traumatisation weakens the sense of
self by eroding self-worth and instilling shame in survivors. Within the first subtheme,
negative self-beliefs, the current study found that many survivors experienced a low sense of
self-worth in response to traumatisation. Recent research consistently demonstrates the
association between traumatisation and a devalued sense of self (Horowitz, 2015; Lanius et
al., 2020). Lanius et al. (2020) stated that many survivors are “tormented” (p. 2) by negative
beliefs about themselves, which can result in low self-esteem (Horowitz, 2015). The
subtheme of shame and self-blame detailed how many survivors assumed responsibility for
their experiences, resulting in a sense of shame. DeCou et al. (2021) referred to this as
trauma-related shame. Wiesepape et al. (2025) also noted trauma survivors’ tendency to
believe that they are responsible for their experiences. Looking at the discussion presented
here on the eroding of the self-worth, it confirms that traumatisation weakens the cognitive

self as it destabilises the survivors’ core beliefs about themselves (Schaller et al., 2021).

In addition to battling feelings of inadequacy, the third theme indicated that survivors also
experience disconnection as a result of traumatisation, which encompasses the subthemes of
disconnection from the body, the internal world, and from others. The first subtheme within
this theme indicated that many survivors of human trafficking experienced feeling outside of
their bodies or not feeling connected to their physical sensations, which results in behaviours
such as wearing a jacket in a warm environment. This reveals a weakened bodily self as a
result of survivors experiencing a disconnection from their physical bodies. Similar
experiences of survivors were reported by Kearney and Lanius (2022), who stated that, as a
result of believing one’s body is unsafe or shameful after interpersonal trauma, one can

experience distortions in the way that they experience their bodily signals and physical
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boundaries. The current study also found that many survivors felt as if they were
disconnected from their internal world, as they lacked awareness of their emotional states.
This displays a weakened cognitive self, as survivors lost the skill of self-reflection (Schaller
et al., 2021). The relationship between traumatisation and the connection with the internal
self is demonstrated by Lanius et al. (2020), who indicated that trauma survivors experienced
feeling that they are “dead inside” (p. 2) and remarked that they don’t know if they will ever
feel real emotions again. Zepinic (2016) termed this the black hole, which is descriptive of
how survivors may view their internal world. Kearney and Lanius (2022) also supported this
idea as they mention survivors experiencing a loss or numbness of deep emotion and
emotional intuition. This aligns with experiences of survivors from the current study and can
be understood as a loss of emotional intuition and consequently, a weakened cognitive self.
Finally, within the third subtheme, disconnection from others, the current study explored how
survivors found difficulty in social connection and interpersonal functioning as they
anticipate judgement from others or experience fear or anger towards others. This is another
example of survivors’ cognitive selves being weakened as their core beliefs about social
relations were challenged as a result of the trafficking (Schaller et al., 2021). The work of
Horowitz (2015) is in alignment with this finding, stating that traumatisation can impact the
survivor’s ability to meaningfully connect with others as they limit their closeness to people
in order to avoid anticipated rejection. Although this is at times a result of societal labelling
(Islam & Fay, 2024), survivors’ avoidance of connection is also consistent with Karatzias et
al.'s (2016) findings indicating that maladaptive cognitions about connection and rejection are
more prevalent in interpersonal trauma survivors. Additionally, the fear and mistrust of others
indicated in the current study echo Muldoon’s (2024) findings, which indicated that
intentional trauma involving violence can result in survivors experiencing an increase in

mistrust and perceived threat of others. This mistrust and perceived threat that others are
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posing is enhanced by survivors’ damaged schemas, which is related to the trauma caused by

intentional violence (Muldoon, 2024).

The fourth theme indicated that trauma related to the sense of disconnection found among
survivors dysregulates both their minds and bodies, thus weakening the cognitive and bodily
self. As a result, the subthemes of emotional dysregulation, cognitive impairment, and bodily
manifestations were assigned to this theme. Emotional dysregulation was associated with
survivors’ tendency to display movement between extreme mood states or their frequent
experience of negative emotions. This relationship has been widely supported among
researchers (Berfield et al., 2022). In a similar vein, survivors can also display a sudden loss
of control over their emotions and behaviours (Farina et al., 2019). This can manifest as
survivors oscillating between anger or panic and extreme under-arousal in which they appear
vegetative (Farina et al., 2019). This can be understood as trauma-induced changes to the
autonomic nervous system, resulting in frequent experiences of hyperarousal and unforeseen
moments of hypoarousal (van der Kolk, 2014). This can weaken the cognitive sense of self as
it can change or disrupt survivors’ previous temperament and personality (Schaller et al.,

2021).

The second subtheme detailed survivors’ experience of cognitive impairment, as they
experienced memory disturbances including gaps in their memory and flashbacks, resulting
in a weakened cognitive sense of self. Research conducted by Roberts et al. (2022) indicated
that traumatisation often results in cognitive impairment and impairment of memory. These
researchers also found that women displaying severe symptoms of PTSD experienced more
cognitive decline, particularly in working memory and learning (Roberts et al., 2022). This
may be due to traumatisation resulting in a decrease in executive function in the brain as a

result of hyperactivity in the emotional processing network (Hayes et al., 2012).
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The last subtheme of Theme 4, bodily manifestations, indicated how survivors experienced
physical changes in their bodies, including pain, nausea, and frequent colds. Experiencing
these changes weakens the bodily self as the unfamiliar internal bodily signals experienced
by survivors differ from their physical selves pre-trafficking. Lanius et al. (2020) held that
traumatisation can impact the experience of the bodily self, which can include stomach aches,

headaches or other forms of somatisation, as seen in the survivors of human trafficking.

Although the traumatisation experienced by survivors resulted in experiences of
fragmentation, low self-worth, disconnection, and dysregulation, the selected studies also
explored how the sense of self can be rebuilt after traumatisation. Regarding the first
subtheme, the current study found multiple factors helpful in rebuilding a strong sense of self,
including positive relationships (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021; Sukach et al., 2018), a safe
environment (Hopper et al., 2018), faith (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), and skills developed in
a therapeutic space (Contreras et al., 2017; Hopper, 2017a). These findings are well supported
in literature (Calhoun et al., 2022; Flury & Ickes, 2007; Kallivayalil et al., 2013; Kerr et al.,
2019; Turan et al., 2023; van de Ven, 2020; Wiesepape et al., 2025). In relation to a safe
environment, it has been found that experiencing a sense of physical safety promotes stronger
relationships, improved sleep and overall greater physical health, therefore strengthening both
the cognitive and bodily sense of self (Lynch et al., 2025). Regarding social support, Calhoun
et al. (2022) mentioned that social relationships are pivotal in leading trauma survivors to
self-discovery and self-efficacy. In line with this, van de Ven (2020) developed an organised
peer group for survivors of trauma and noted that group members appeared to assist one
another in co-constructing their identities post-trauma. Social support also results in a greater
sense of physiological calm and stability (Slavich, 2020), consequently promoting a stronger
bodily sense of self. Spirituality has also been noted in existing trauma research to contribute

to post-traumatic growth (Turan et al., 2023). This results in a strengthened cognitive sense of
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self as it has been associated with survivors finding meaning after trauma, and experiencing a
greater sense of control and agency over their circumstances (Askay & Magyar-Russell,
2009). Lastly, many skills that can be developed within a therapeutic space, such as practising
metacognition and reflection skills (Wiesepape et al., 2025), developing better narrative
coherence (Kallivayalil et al., 2013), and developing agency (Kerr et al., 2019) are helpful
factors in rebuilding the sense of self. Practicing metacognition and reflection supports the
cognitive sense of self as it allows survivors to integrate their experiences into their life story,
rather than allowing the trauma to become central to their self-concept (Wiesepape et al.,
2025). Therefore, a survivor’s self-concept remains more stable and positive over time,
resulting in a stronger cognitive sense of self (Flury & Ickes, 2007). The development of
agency can be understood to contribute to the bodily sense of self as agency and control are
core components of the bodily self (Schaller et al., 2021). This subtheme, healing
environment, reveals how both the bodily and cognitive self can be strengthened after

traumatisation.

The second subtheme, a strengthened sense of self, discussed the characteristics of a strong
bodily and cognitive self in survivors of human. These constructs are indicative of a strong
sense of self, which manifests as experiencing a sense of self-worth, as well as a positive and
stable self-perception (Flury & Ickes, 2007). Flury and Ickes (2007) noted that individuals
with a strong sense of self tend to experience agency, have a strong sense of purpose, are
aware of their own thoughts and emotions, and can differentiate them from others’ thoughts
and emotions. The concept of rebuilding the self can be understood as post-traumatic growth,
which contributes to positive changes in self-perception and self-awareness (Turan et al.,

2023).
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Conclusion, recommendations and limitations

This study was conducted to explore the impact of human trafficking survivors’ sense of self.
The scoping review was based on Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) five-stage framework, in
which seven studies were selected. These studies were then analysed using Braun and
Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic analysis, resulting in the emergence of five themes and 12
subthemes. The findings of this study contribute to a growing understanding of how human
trafficking survivors’ bodily and cognitive sense of self is weakened by the experience of
traumatisation. This includes traumatisation causing fragmentation of the self, eroding self-
worth, creating disconnection and dysregulating the body and mind in survivors of human
trafficking. However, multiple factors can contribute to human trafficking survivors’ sense of
self being strengthened, which is characterised by self-confidence (Hopper et al., 2018;
Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), self-efficacy (Marti-Castaner et al., 2021), meaning (Marti-

Castaner et al., 2021), and a positive self-concept (Hopper et al., 2018).

The findings of this review carry important theoretical implications. The five themes that
emerged from the literature clearly demonstrate that disturbances to the sense of self are not
peripheral to the human trafficking survivor’s experience, but are central element of
traumatisation’s impact. Survivors’ experiences of disruptions to their emotional awareness,
sense of agency, core beliefs about themselves, emotional regulation and embodiment all
reveal that the cognitive and bodily self are key components in understanding the aftereffects
of this type of traumatisation. Therefore, clinical interventions and future research would
benefit from conceptualising disruptions to the sense of self as a primary location of impact
from traumatisation, and potential recovery. Consequently, the rebuilding of self-worth,
emotional intuition, and bodily connection can be viewed as priorities in the post-traumatic

treatment of survivors.
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Based on the findings of the current study, the following recommendations for future research
are made. Firstly, as the selected studies were skewed towards female survivors, more
research is needed that is focused on male survivors’ experience of trauma related to human
trafficking. The lack of male survivors in human trafficking literature is likely linked to
gendered patterns within human trafficking research, policy and campaigning. Gregoriou and
Ras (2018) argued that anti-trafficking discourse disproportionately focuses on female
victims, consequently overlooking male victims. These authors state that this is a result of
societal gender inequality, in which women are viewed as weak, vulnerable, and in need of a
male saviour (Gregoriou & Ras, 2018). Additionally, forced-labour trafficking, where male
victims are most represented, is more frequently overlooked than sex-trafficking. This is
because this form of exploitation is beneficial to the economically and politically powerful
(Gregoriou & Ras, 2018). As a result, male victims of human trafficking are less likely to be
identified, supported, or researched, which contributes to the persistent gap in the literature
(Gregoriou & Ras, 2018). Conducting research focused on male survivors may, therefore,
minimise the harmful effects of overlooking this portion of human trafficking survivors and

provide more nuanced insights into their experiences.

Secondly, no studies on the topic have been conducted in South Africa. Insight into why this
gap exists may be taken from Sweileh (2018), who observed that regions with the highest
prevalence of human trafficking often produce the least research on the topic. This may be
due to a lack of economic resources, corruption, constrained research infrastructure, and
fewer trained researchers in comparison to developed countries such as the United States
(Sweileh, 2018). These factors can result in research becoming inaccessible or unaffordable
in less developed countries (Sweileh, 2018). This has likely contributed to the lack of human

trafficking literature produced in South Africa. As South Africa has been identified as a
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hotspot for human trafficking, an effort to increase research into this area is crucial as it may

reveal nuances in South African survivors that differ from mainstream research

Lastly, studies that specifically explore the bodily and cognitive self, as well as weak and
strong sense of self in survivors of human trafficking, are encouraged. It is clear that a
weakened sense of self is a core component of the human trafficking survivor’s experience,
and gaining more knowledge on this specific area of traumatisation will contribute to

effective policy and therapeutic intervention development.

In addition to recommendations for future research, it is also important to note the limitations
of the present study. Firstly, it is possible that relevant research may have been excluded from
this review due to specifications in language, time period, and databases searched. Secondly,
the populations of all of the studies selected were female. This is concerning as it does not
represent human trafficking survivors holistically and makes generalisability across the
human trafficking population difficult. Additionally, multiple themes or subthemes were
heavily supported by the work of Elizabeth Hopper (Hopper, 2017a; Hopper et al., 2018).
While this highlights Hopper’s (2017a; 2018) expertise and contribution to the field of human
trafficking research, it may have resulted in bias or a lack of generalisability within the
study's findings due to the significant amount of research reported from her perspective. This
also highlights the need for more research in this area. Lastly, while these themes are broad, it
is important to note that they may not be entirely representative of how traumatisation
impacts survivors’ sense of self. They are, however, encapsulating of the literature to date on
this topic. Therefore, new research on male human trafficking survivors, or survivors from
different regions, may bring forth new ways in which traumatisation impacts their sense of

self.
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