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ABSTRACT  

Human trafficking involves the exploitation of human beings by forcing them into involuntary 

labor or prostitution. Survivors of human trafficking have higher than typical rates of depression, 

anxiety, and post-traumatic stress symptoms. This thesis outlines the intended use of art therapy 

to increase a sense of safety in American adult women human trafficking survivors in the South. 

The researcher conducted one virtual study session with three participants. The researcher 

employed a qualitative design with a guided safe place reflection and art response to their safe 

place. Participants also completed a post study questionnaire regarding their perspective on sense 

of safety following the creative process. Through thematic analysis and creative art processes, 

key themes and insights were identified. Three overarching themes were discovered through the 

art responses and questionnaires completed by the survivors: evidence of healing, seclusion, and 

an established sense of safety. This research study led to the use of a safe place reflection; the art 

response was found to be a potentially beneficial art therapy intervention to use with human 

trafficking survivors. The results of this study may serve to advance research in this topic and be 

used to guide the future development of an art therapy program for human trafficking survivors 

in a group setting. For future studies it is suggested to expand the duration of this study to 

contribute more data in order to explore more extensive healing options surrounding sense of 

safety involving human trafficking survivors.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Human trafficking is a devastating crime occurring all over the world and is too often 

overlooked. It involves the exploitation of human beings by forcing them into involuntary labor 

or prostitution. Escaping the cycle of human trafficking is only the beginning of a survivors’ path 

towards healing. Individuals who have been trafficked can suffer from anxiety, depression, and 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These individuals are more likely to develop mental 

disorders due to: the lack of trust, feelings of betrayal, grief, and shame associated with sex 

trafficking (Fargnoli, 2017). Trafficking survivors often become an underserved population due 

to funding priorities focusing primarily on retrieving individuals out of sex trafficking. However, 

the recovery process is equally as important in order to help survivors adapt to life after being 

trafficked. There is a high level of importance placed on establishing a sense of safety as trauma 

recovery can only occur through experiencing an inner sense of safety and self-control 

(Kometiani, 2020; Trip et al., 2019). Due to the fact survivors of human trafficking have 

experienced high amounts of various traumas, they must be approached with sensitivity 

(Kometiani, 2020). Treatment for human trafficking survivors being provided via a trauma-

informed approach is very crucial (Stoklosa et al., 2015). Previous research has suggested art 

therapy proves to be successful in reducing trauma symptom significance for clients (Schouten et 

al., 2015). 

Schouten et al. (2015) recognized art therapy to be a growing field producing successful 

outcomes when implemented with traumatized individuals. Art as a therapeutic tool, provides an 

outlet of expression for victims of sexual abuse to experience some form of release (Pifalo, 

2006). Art also has the potential to translate trauma memories into a personal narrative the client 

can better understand (Becker, 2015). Traumatic experiences are stored in non-verbal areas 
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within the brain structure and may not be effectively processed using words. Art therapy 

uniquely allows clients to access emotions and feelings in a non-threatening way via artistic 

expression in a safe and controlled environment (Hinz, 2009). When words aren’t enough, or are 

even too painful to speak, there is art. There are many layers to the trauma a trafficking survivor 

has endured, but art therapy for human trafficking survivors can begin to provide empowerment, 

transformation, and restoration (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020).  

Problem Statement 

Research has cited an array of the negative effects of human trafficking. Human 

trafficking survivors can suffer from acute and chronic psychological and medical conditions that 

require ongoing psychiatric and medical treatment resulting in years to decades of intensive care 

to recover from the traumas they experienced (Stoklosa et al., 2015). Research has indicated 

safety is one of the most important things in trauma-informed therapy with sex trafficking 

survivors (Harris & Fallot, 2001). Art therapy accesses the portion of the brain where trauma 

resides and can allow for non-verbal processing with reconnection to the traumatic experience in 

a safe environment (Gant & Tinnin, 2009; Morrissey, 2013). Previous studies have shown the 

use of art therapy to be beneficial in establishing a sense of safety with survivors of trauma (Ely 

et al., 2017; Trip et al., 2019). More targeted treatments have shown that mindfulness-based 

practices such as expressive arts therapies, therapeutic/restorative yoga and sensory-based 

practices have proven to be positive healing tools for trafficking survivors (Polaris Project & 

Sanar, 2015). This study aims to explore the use of art therapy as a tool in the treatment of 

human trafficking by use of creative processes through a safe place reflection followed by an art 

response. 
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Research Question 

This study is guided by the following questions: How can art therapy be used to aid in 

facilitating a sense of safety among human trafficking survivors? What are the common themes 

found in artwork among human trafficking survivors in relation to sense of safety? 

Basic Assumptions 

 It is assumed that art therapy could potentially decrease traumatic symptoms with 

survivors of human trafficking. All participants of the study are survivors of human trafficking 

and therefore relate to one another although their stories will be different. The needs of each 

human trafficking survivor need to be considered individually due to the complex trauma that is 

associated with the experiences they have endured (Rajaram & Tidball, 2018).  

Statement of Purpose  

 The researcher hopes to provide evidence-based research that art therapy can be an 

effective tool in rebuilding adult women human trafficking survivor’s sense of safety after being 

trafficked. The researcher also hopes that this study will one day be replicated and explored 

further to provide further evidence and valuable resources for this specific population.  

Definition of Terms  

Art Therapy 

 “…An integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches the lives of 

individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative process, applied 

psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic relationship”  

(American Art Therapy Association, 2017). 
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Complex Trauma 

 Trauma which is ongoing, or repeated frequently, so there is little time to recover 

(ISSTD, 2021). 

Coping (Mechanisms) 

 To deal with and attempt to overcome problems and difficulties (Merriam-Webster, 

2020), (Mechanisms) a way of acting, thinking, or behaving that helps protect a person in a 

specified way (Merriam Webster, 2020). 

Countertransference 

 Psychological transference especially by a psychotherapist during the course of 

treatment; especially: the psychotherapist’s reactions to the patient’s transference (Merriam-

Webster, 2020). 

Human Trafficking 

 Organized criminal activity in which human beings are treated as possessions to be 

controlled and exploited (as by being forced into prostitution or involuntary labor) (Merriam-

Webster, 2020). 

Labor Trafficking 

The illegal business of engaging in forced labor (Merriam-Webster, 2016). 

Metaphor  

 A figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally denoting one kind of object or idea 

is used in place of another to suggest a likeness or analogy between them (Merriam-Webster, 

2020), 

 

 

 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  11 

 

Mind Control 

 The control of physical activities of the body, particularly autonomic functions, by mental 

processes (VandenBos, 2007). 

Modern Slavery 

 “Trafficking in persons,” “human trafficking,” and “modern slavery” are used as 

umbrella terms to refer to both sex trafficking and compelled labor (USDS, 2019). 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

 A psychological reaction occurring after experiencing a highly stressful event (as 

wartime combat, physical violence, or a natural disaster) that is usually characterized by 

depression, anxiety, flashbacks, recurrent nightmares, and avoidance of reminders of the event 

(Merriam-Webster, 2020). 

Prostitution 

The act or practice of engaging in promiscuous sexual relations especially for money 

(Merriam-Webster, 2020). 

Sex Trafficking 

The illegal business of recruiting, harboring, transporting, obtaining or providing a person 

and especially a minor for the purpose of sex (Merriam-Webster, 2016). 

Symbolism 

 The art or practice of using symbols by investing things with a symbolic meaning or by 

expressing the invisible or intangible by means of visible or sensuous representations (Merriam-

Webster, 2020). 

Trauma 

 A disordered psychic or behavioral state resulting from severe mental or emotional stress 

or physical injury (Merriam-Webster, 2020).  
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Justification of the Study 

The researcher believes that this study is important to the body of research focused on art 

therapy and human trafficking survivors. The researcher has previously worked directly with 

survivors and learned more about their specific needs such as anxiety, depression, and symptoms 

of PTSD. The researcher also discovered the scarcity of tools and resources available to 

survivors due to the lack of research surrounding this population. The researcher aimed to study 

the effects of using an art therapy intervention with this population concerning survivors' sense 

of safety based on the challenges she observed with this population. The researcher hopes to add 

evidence on the use of art therapy with human trafficking survivors in order to better serve this 

population and increase awareness of the benefits of art therapy to address this type of trauma. 

This study aims to facilitate a sense of safety using art therapy as a tool in the treatment 

of human trafficking survivors to increase healthy coping skills and reduce symptoms of PTSD. 

As the human trafficking population grows, the mental health field must also grow to better serve 

individuals who have been trafficked. It is the researcher’s hope that art therapy can become a 

more readily utilized therapy to assist human trafficking survivors who struggle with developing 

a sense of safety after being rescued. Complex traumas such as being trafficked are often very 

difficult to describe or process. By using the symbolism and metaphor through imagery, art 

therapists working with this population will gain a different perspective on what their client has 

endured and establish what they now need. Although research on the use of art therapy with 

human trafficking survivors is limited, art therapy has been found successful in treating similar 

traumas to that of human trafficking therefore could prove useful to clinicians working directly 

with human trafficking survivors. Providing healthy coping mechanisms such as the use of a safe 

place, reflection and art response, can encourage healing and growth.  

  



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  13 

 

CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Human Trafficking and Trafficking Survivors 

Human trafficking takes place in all fifty states in the United States (U.S.) and in at least 

one hundred and twenty-four countries worldwide (Stoklosa et al., 2015).  Internationally, the 

estimation is between twenty to forty million people held in modern slavery today. This figure is 

difficult to accurately assess due to the fact most cases go undetected (International Labor 

Organization [ILO], 2017).  

 The United States Department of State (USDS) accepts the terms “modern slavery,” 

“trafficking of persons,” and “human trafficking” to identify transporting someone into a 

situation of exploitation. This kind of exploitation can include forced labor, prostitution, 

marriage, and organ removal (USDS, 2019). Estimates suggest around fifty thousand people are 

trafficked into the United States every year, mostly from the Philippines and Mexico (Clawson et 

al., 2009). The ages of human trafficking victims vary but the average age of a teen who enters 

the sex trade in the United States is twelve to fourteen years old, many of which are runaway 

girls who have been sexually abused as children (Clawson et al., 2009). Reports further indicate 

a large number of child sex trafficking survivors in the United States were at one time in the 

foster care system (USDS, 2019). Advocates for human trafficking survivors have recently 

reported a growing trend of traffickers using online social media platforms to gain new recruits 

(USDS, 2019). 

Challenges for Survivors 

A wide range of acute and chronic psychological and medical conditions affect survivors 

of human trafficking. These conditions require ongoing psychiatric and medical treatment 

resulting in years to decades of intensive care to recover from the traumas they experienced 
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(Stoklosa et al., 2015). Due to the fact survivors of human trafficking have experienced high 

amounts of various traumas, they must be approached with sensitivity (Kometiani, 2020). The 

lack of trauma-informed training among frontline professionals can further alienate, isolate, and 

marginalize survivors (Rajaram & Tidball, 2018). Being questioned repeatedly by different 

interviewers can often cause victims to become unapproachable and more reluctant to disclose 

their experiences and the trauma they have endured. In captivity, victims of human trafficking 

have experienced mind control which is an essential tactic of the abuser, constant abusive 

language, and harsh words creating a strong negative self-image which causes even further 

reluctance to communicate verbally. For survivors who have experienced torture, being in one’s 

body can be a painful challenge. Intimacy, companionship, and community engagement can all 

feel threatening for survivors who have experienced torture creating a need for therapeutic safety 

within the healing process (Gray, 2001). Complex trauma produces a wide array of distrust 

towards others.  Exploring different models of therapy, other than traditional talk therapy, is 

important for victims to process their trauma. Long term, comprehensive therapy is important in 

processing the psychological consequences of human trafficking and requires a trusting 

relationship between clients and counselors. On average, it takes several years for victims of 

human trafficking to completely trust the counselors or social workers who are trying to help 

them but for some complete trust may not be possible due to the complexity of the traumas they 

endured (Jani, 2018).  

Current Treatments for Survivors 

There are multifaceted layers of trauma surrounding rescued sex trafficking victims; 

therefore, commonly used theoretical approaches such as cognitive and behavioral based 

interventions may not be as effective (Karasu et al., 2011). Some clinicians have used trauma-

informed care models, allowing patients to engage more fully in their healthcare, along with 
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psychodynamic therapy which involves interpretation of mental and emotional processes instead 

of behavior. These models reflect the idea of personality and behavior being motivated by inner 

forces including past experiences, biological drives, and inherited instincts (Goździak & Bump, 

2008). The treatment for human trafficking survivors being given in a trauma-informed approach 

is crucial (Stoklosa et al., 2015).  

Other therapeutic supports that have been implemented with survivors of human 

trafficking are expressive arts therapies, therapeutic/restorative yoga, and mindfulness and 

sensory-based practices that included breathing techniques, aromatherapy, animal assisted 

therapy and mindfulness (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). Expressive arts therapy is a multimodal 

approach that incorporates art, music, dance, drama, creative writing and play in order to process 

trauma. This type of therapy can be used with individuals of all ages and cognitive development 

and can take place alongside psychotherapy or on its own. No artistic talent or ability is required 

in order to benefit from this type of therapy. Clients have reported high levels of satisfaction with 

the expressive arts therapies and its incorporation into individual sessions (Polaris Project & 

Sanar, 2015). Therapeutic or restorative yoga can be used with clients in a group setting or 

accompanying individual counseling sessions. Therapeutic Yoga can include gentle yoga 

postures, deep breathing, guided visualization techniques and integration of positive 

affirmations. It has been found to relieve stress and anxiety, boost immune function, and to aid in 

the healing of trauma (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). Mindfulness and sensory-based 

interventions can include aromatherapy, breathing techniques and animal assisted therapy. This 

type of therapy supports grounding clients in their bodies allowing them to feel more focused 

and centered during counseling sessions. Breath work allows for a conscious control of one's 

breathing in order to influence mental, emotional and physical state of being. It has been shown 

to reduce tension and stress as well as promoting relaxation by refocusing attention to breathing 
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allowing the mind to more easily release distressing thoughts and emotions. Aromatherapy is 

growing alternative medicine using essential oils to encourage healing through sensory 

engagement that alleviates stress and anxiety. This type of therapy has been used by nurses and 

doctors as additional support for patients who suffer from stress related symptoms (Polaris 

Project & Sanar, 2015). Animal assisted therapy involves the animals that meet specific criteria 

in order to improve mental health and wellbeing. Using animal assisted therapy in a clinical 

setting has shown to help a client feel at ease and safe within the presence of an animal (Polaris 

Project & Sanar, 2015). 

Trauma and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Trauma occurs when someone experiences or witnesses an injury or shock, either 

physically, emotionally, mentally or spiritually. Previously, it was believed that only physical 

harm or danger could cause trauma but now it is known that emotionally stressful events can also 

cause trauma. A traumatic stressor is any event (or events) that may cause or threaten death, 

serious injury, or sexual violence to an individual, a close family member, or a close friend 

(APA, 2013). Complex trauma happens when the trauma is experienced more than one time, 

ongoing, or repeated frequently (ISSTD, 2021). While both single incident trauma and complex 

trauma can cause similar reactions, there are some differences. “Single incident events usually 

have a clear beginning and end. Once the event is over, survivors can reach a place of safety and 

may be able to seek help and recover” (ISSTD, 2021, p. 2) while complex trauma, which is 

ongoing, gives the individual little time to recover. Often if an individual experiences complex 

trauma, it occurs in private causing the person to become afraid to discuss their traumatic 

experiences or to seek help. Complex trauma typically occurs when someone who holds power 

over a person is hurting that person in some manner whether it be physical, emotional, or both 
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and these experiences cause the person to feel as if he or she is unable to escape, leading to 

chronic feelings of helplessness (ISSTD, 2021).   

Humans have an innate need to attach to their caregivers or loved ones. When complex 

trauma occurs within a relationship that is meant to feel safe, this leaves the survivor confused 

causing a conflict between the need to connect and the need to be safe (ISSTD, 2021). This 

causes the survivors to doubt themselves and feel unsafe when they grow close to people. 

Experiencing complex trauma can often change the way an individual feels, behaves and thinks 

about themselves affecting their relationships and self-confidence. Individuals who experience 

complex trauma can experience difficulties concentrating, feeling present, problems with 

memory and even dissociation.  

Unresolved trauma and complex trauma can affect both physical and mental health. 

Symptoms associated with single incident trauma can include avoidance, flashbacks, both 

emotional and physical numbness, depression, anxiety, and sleep disturbances (ISSTD, 2021). 

Symptoms of complex trauma not only include the above symptoms, but survivors of complex 

trauma tend to have broader issues or experience more severe problems than those who have 

experienced a single incident trauma. The problems may include: suicidal ideation, self-harm, 

unexplained body aches and pains, migraines, stomach and digestion troubles, arthritis, type 2 

diabetes, sexual difficulties, low energy and fatigue, problems with relationships and trust, or use 

of unhealthy coping mechanisms such as drugs, tobacco, alcohol and eating disorders (ISSTD, 

2021).  

Traumatic events are common but not everyone who experiences these types of events 

develop a disorder. Those who do develop a disorder can experience a wide range of distressing 

symptoms. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is generally defined as “a psychological reaction 

occurring after experiencing a highly stressing event (as wartime combat, physical violence, or a 
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natural disaster) that is usually characterized by depression, anxiety, flashbacks, recurrent 

nightmares, and avoidance of reminders of the event” (Merriam-Webster, 2020, p. 970). The 

essential feature of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is the development of characteristic 

symptoms following exposure to one or more traumatic events (APA, 2013). Many people 

diagnosed with PTSD feel like they are living in constant fear, feel vulnerable, and often feel out 

of control (NIMH, 2019). Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder also known as PTSD, is now 

recognized by the World Health Organization and is diagnosed when people have experienced 

repeated or prolonged traumatic events that were too difficult to escape (ISSTD, 2021).  In order 

to be diagnosed with PTSD the following criteria should be met: exposure to the traumatic event, 

one or more intrusion symptoms, one or more symptoms of avoidance, two or more symptoms of 

negative changes in feelings and mood and two or more symptoms of change in arousal or 

reactivity (APA, 2013). These symptoms must also last for longer than a month, bring about 

considerable distress and/or interfere greatly with a number of different areas of your life and 

cannot be due to a medical condition or some form of substance use (APA, 2013). The current 

diagnosis has limitations in that it does not fully describe all aspects of traumatic experience such 

as emotional trauma, neglect, and abandonment (ISSTD, 2021).  

Art Therapy and Trauma 

In the 1940’s, art therapy became a formal profession based on the notion that the process 

of creative expression assists in reparation and recovery through nonverbal communication of 

thoughts and feelings (Junge, 2010; Malchiodi, 2012). Art therapy combines the understanding 

of art and the creative process with psychology and has become a readily available form of 

treatment with inpatient and outpatient facilities, domestic violence shelters, trauma units, 

residential facilities, community centers, and medical facilities (Malchiodi, 2012).  
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Harber (2011) stated that art therapy created a framework to understand attachment 

patterns and past trauma through the subjects’ personal narrative. After assessing interviews and 

focus groups, Heenan (2006) examined the influence creative arts played in fostering positive 

mental health and well-being and reported improvements in self-confidence and self-esteem. The 

study concluded art, as therapy, can inspire empowerment and recovery through art-based 

programs (Heenan, 2006).  

A portion of the art therapy practice focuses on symbolism and metaphor within the 

artwork created by clients. Jung (1983) believed that the symbols revealed in our unconscious 

minds offered practical advice being sent to our conscious self. These symbols can be found in 

dreams or artwork. Jung viewed the psyche as representations of the self and the unconscious is 

who we deeply are (Jung, 1983). The Archive for Research in Archetypal Symbolism pulls from 

Carl Jung’s work on archetypes and the collective unconscious by providing a pictorial and 

written archive of mythological, ritualistic, and symbolic images from all over the world and 

from all epochs of human experience. Although symbols may have different meanings for 

everyone, these references can be beneficial in exploring general meaning for an image (ARAS, 

2011). 

Art therapy, according to Pénzes et al. (2016), is distinct from other psychotherapies in 

that central to art therapy is the use of art materials within the therapeutic process. Hinz (2009) 

conceptualized the Expressive Arts Therapy Continuum (ETC) as a framework to understand 

how different parts of the brain are stimulated when individuals engage with various art 

materials. The art therapist provides structure and support within the therapeutic context. They 

also understand how art materials affect different areas within the brain and how the brain 

transforms them through the art making process through kinesthetic and sensory, cognitive and 

symbolic, and perceptual and affective dimensions (Hinz, 2009). The kinesthetic/sensory level of 
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the ETC provides experiences through various sensory activities and vigorous movement 

allowing the client to release energy, self sooth through movement and rhythm and express inner 

sensations. The perceptual/affective level utilizes awareness of the use of formal art elements and 

the experience of emotions. This portion of the ETC allows the client to understand the purpose 

and function of emotions while increasing internal organization that accompanies focusing on 

formal art elements such as line, shape and color. The cognitive/symbolic level of the ETC 

involves information processing utilizing abstract ideas with images and symbol formation. This 

level allows clients to increase problem-solving abilities as well as consider personal and 

universal symbolic meaning. Understanding the different components of each level gives art 

therapists a primer for where to begin treatment goals in regard to the needs of their clients 

(Hinz, 2009). Art therapy supports clients in accessing their emotions, exploring cognitive 

beliefs, identifying feelings, and experiencing somatic sensations that are necessary for 

processing and reconstructing their traumatic memories (Hinz, 2009).  

 Art therapy for trauma treatment can provide opportunities to build self-regulation skills 

as well as allowing the client to re-examine and process trauma (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020). 

Schouten et al. (2015) recognized that art therapy is a growing field that introduces successful 

outcomes when implemented with traumatized individuals. Trauma-informed art therapy can be 

used to process and move beyond trauma through visual narration as well as the opportunity for 

self-discovery of strengths, interests, and feelings through art making experiences. Rankin and 

Taucher (2003) described trauma-informed strategies of art therapy as including goals of 

expression, management, narration, integration, and exploration. Malchiodi (2012) described 

how art therapy allows individuals to accomplish these goals as they experiment with art 

materials, work through changes in emotions and behaviors in the art therapy process, and how 

to respond to images and themes they create.  
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When dealing with trauma it was important to not only discuss the verbal memories of 

the trauma, but also the non-verbal memories composed of sensory and emotional elements (van 

der Kolk, 2014). When words fail during narration of the survivor’s trauma story, art provides a 

continual connection through nonverbal expression (Herman, 1997). During this time, the 

therapist is validating and normalizing responses and sharing the burden of the story (Herman, 

1997). Essential to an individual’s healing experience through art making is the presence of a 

trained art therapist to serve as a relational supporter, guide, and witness. Hinz (2009) discussed 

the importance of the art therapist role as witness, because when individuals process traumatic 

experiences through art making art products serve as tangible reflections and creative 

explanations of pain that may have never been acknowledged or shared. The presence of a 

witness, who values the individual as well as the significance of the art product and revealed 

meaning, is crucial so that individuals feel safe to express without resorting to avoidance or 

suppression of their emotions and cognitive revelations (Hinz, 2009). Hinz (2009) found that art 

therapy often leads to verbal inquiry and discussion about the significance of created works, but 

art therapy also alternatively offers a nonverbal way for art therapists to witness the trauma that 

is depicted by the artist. Kapitan (2010) discussed that art therapy allows clients to have relevant 

experiences that are developmentally appropriate according to their unique needs and is therefore 

rewarding. Rewarding experiences increase healthy brain activity and provide an inviting space 

for personalized and cultural freedom of expression (Kapitan, 2010).  

Art therapy can also access the portion of the brain where trauma resides and can allow 

for non-verbal processing with reconnection to the traumatic experience in a safe environment 

(Gant & Tinnin, 2009; Morrissey, 2013). Previous research has suggested art therapy proves to 

be successful in reducing trauma symptom significance for clients (Schouten et al., 2015). 

Traumatic experiences are stored in non-verbal areas within the brain structure and may not be 
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effectively processed using words, but art therapy uniquely allows clients to access emotions and 

feelings in a non- threatening way via artistic expression in a safe and controlled environment 

(Hinz, 2009). Hinz (2009) also found that art therapy can also help individuals connect with their 

emotions if their use of words appears to suppress and block access to their affective states, 

which is an important area of the brain to tap into for successful trauma-processing interventions 

The neurological component of trauma makes it difficult to access the event verbally, 

therefore developing a nonverbal narrative through the use of art therapy could be a significant 

component in processing trauma (Morrissey, 2013). Through research, many have discovered 

that when people relive their trauma, they have trouble speaking as well as difficulty thinking 

clearly (Talwar, 2007; van der Kolk, 2014). Trauma is remembered in the brain through 

sensations, emotions, physical reactions, and images. Many of the effects of trauma can last for a 

long time. Malchiodi (2012) said that neuroscience has proven that repetitive, reward-driven 

creative endeavors can “rewire” the structure of the brain and reduce symptoms such as 

depression and anxiety. Enjoyable art making done on a regular basis can improve mood similar 

to chemical changes produced by medication (Malchiodi, 2012).  

Effectiveness of Art Therapy Interventions for Trauma  

Doll making in the context of art therapy was found to be of significant therapeutic value 

working through complex trauma with a client who had experienced years of sexual abuse and 

family violence (Stance, 2014). Stance’s (2014) case study follows a female in her mid-thirties 

diagnosed with PTSD and depression following a complex trauma history of sexual abuse and 

family violence. Stance (2014) presented doll-making after a significant relationship with the 

client’s grandmother presented itself in therapy. The client believed it was important to express 

herself in a three-dimensional method in a pliable human form. The dolls created by the client 

were titled in chronological order: “Grandmother,” “Self I,” “Mother,” “Self-Esteem,” “Self II,” 
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and “Self III”. The dolls allowed the client to process the emotions she had experienced with 

herself and others throughout the duration of her complex trauma as a child. Stance (2014) 

indicated that the dolls allowed the client to process feelings and emotions she had carried 

throughout her life into her thirties. Doll making as an expressive outlet allowed her to explore 

issues that had a significant impact on her identity.  

 Stance’s (2014) case study indicated the therapeutic doll making provided a safe 

experience to express and manage intense emotions, increase feelings of self-acceptance, 

confidence, and empowerment. The client reported being able to safely express, experience, and 

manage intense emotions through the doll making process allowing her to further understand her 

experiences of child sexual abuse and family violence (Stance, 2014). It also helped the 

achievement of a positive identity and the client to feel integrated.  

Morrissey (2013) explored processing trauma in a case study using art therapy with 

veterans. Some veterans experience extensive layers of trauma during their service that are too 

difficult to discuss. Art therapy utilizes the non-language part of their brains where the traumatic 

experiences reside allowing the veteran to re-engage because it calls for visual rather than 

narrative expression. The creative process allows clients to bring traumatic memories out in a 

safe, supportive, and nonjudgmental setting without necessarily having to take ownership of 

those experiences in words. They can create something that is simply a drawing, collage, or 

sculpture until they are ready to acknowledge past experiences.   

Art in general has been long recognized and employed in behavioral treatment as a source 

of comfort, a way of quieting intrusive thoughts and inducing enough calm to get through 

activities of daily living (Morrissey, 2013). The study uses the example of a veteran with terrible 

insomnia from post-traumatic stress disorder for example might build elaborate custom model 

cars late into the evening as a way of distancing himself from his provoking inner thoughts. 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  24 

 

Diversional arts and crafts fall under the umbrella of therapeutic art making, but a clinical role 

for art therapy has gained value as part of an interdisciplinary approach with social workers, 

nurse practitioners, psychologists, psychiatrists and music and dance/movement therapists.  

  One technique used with veterans is to draw a jar and fill it by drawing their stressors 

such as depression, addiction, PTSD, etc. Their stressors were given “weight” such as pebbles, 

stones, or sand, allowing the veterans to consider these stressors in a more complex way instead 

of instinctually saying them out loud. The size, shape, and color of these stressors in their 

drawing also provides information to the therapist about the client’s needs. One client stated, “It 

felt like a stone, but in comparison to these other things, it’s actually like a pebble.” This 

example allows the client to consider what they are emotionally holding on to or what is heaviest 

(Morrissey, 2013). Another technique is to create an image using colored papers and adhesives 

with directions to tear the paper and layer it without using scissors or any other art materials. 

Veterans are trained to be in control during the time of their service and sometimes this 

mechanism is difficult to restructure after separation from the military. This intervention allows 

the client to have play with having little control over how the paper tears and must adapt to this 

lack of control. The veterans are often surprised at the creative outcome from having little 

control over the media (Morrissey, 2013). Directives such as these allow veterans to use imagery 

as inner reflection and help veterans deal with challenges such as loss of control they were taught 

to maintain as soldiers. It also allows the clinician to make key observations through the client’s 

creative process. Witnessing how the client follows instructions and handles challenging tasks 

wouldn’t typically be observed in a psychotherapy session and can provide the therapist with 

clues of how to address cognitive or emotional issues presented in the client’s behavior 

(Morrissey, 2013).  
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  One case study included a homeless veteran who had just been released from jail 

(Morrissey, 2013). The client had come to the VA Medical Center asking for an evaluation to be 

readmitted into a homeless shelter. Client denied any psychiatric, drug or alcohol history, and 

appeared to be in denial of his circumstances. The clinic was able to research his case and found 

the veteran suffered from a traumatic brain injury due to crashing through the windshield of a 

troop transport truck. During the study (Morrissey, 2013), the client showed minimal ability to 

navigate his surroundings which became evident during his first session when he began drawing 

and had forgotten the instructions. He remembered that he was supposed to draw something, so 

he drew a horse and an apple which he described as a source of comfort explaining that if you 

gave a horse an apple that he would be your friend. As it turned out, the client had grown up on a 

farm. The therapist made the observation to write down the instructions for the client due to his 

ability to retain short term information. The next exercise required the patient to pour paint on 

paper, fold it and open it back up, creating an abstract design or perhaps a more recognizable 

image. This process is typically successful due to the bilateral symmetry of the image which 

characterizes most human and animal shapes. The brain decodes that kind of visual information 

and translates it into meaning. In this example, the client ignored the larger design and instead 

focused on a portion in the middle that he thought resembled a coat, retrieving the memory that 

someone had stolen his coat at the homeless shelter. This response helped the therapist know that 

the client was not able to process abstract thinking.  

  The client experienced a breakthrough when given the supplies to draw an image of their 

choice. This time, the veteran used an oil crayon to shade a piece of paper light blue with sets of 

what looked like ghostly eyes in the upper half of the page. He then added blood-red droplets 

that look like tears all along the top, streaking down into the blue. The entire picture seemed to 

symbolize a face and he entitled the drawing “sea of pain.” (Morrissey, 2013). This image 
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showed new signs of the client being able to understand and use an abstract way of thinking and 

presenting himself. For example, in the image, there was a damaged right eye where he indicated 

having migraine headaches. The client had up until that present moment proven not to be able to 

think abstractly or communicate personal experience due to a traumatic brain injury. This is one 

example of how tactile and tactical techniques of art therapy can draw out thoughts, emotions, 

and experiences in nonverbal ways (Morrissey, 2013). The researcher indicated that this client 

continued to progress through ongoing art therapy treatment and the veteran now has a sense of 

self, identity, and understanding of his limitations.  

Creating artwork in a therapeutic setting allows the veterans to work through their trauma 

creatively on their own timeline in order to regain a more normal life. Morrissey (2013) stated 

that veterans claimed that they had been in therapy for years in different settings with various 

clinicians and art therapy was able to provide them with their first opportunity to address a 

particular issue related to the trauma they had experienced stating, “It is impossible for me to talk 

about this; I can make imagery about it.” (Morrissey, 2013). 

Naff (2014) created a framework for treating cumulative trauma with art therapy by 

interviewing three art therapists about their experiences. Cumulative trauma is the experience of 

two or more different types of traumatic experiences within a lifetime. The qualitative study 

gathered detailed data on how some art therapists are currently treating the accumulation of 

trauma experienced by their clients. The results of the study indicated that practitioners 

emphasized that the symptoms of a person who has experienced cumulative trauma are complex 

and can often be misleading upon initial investigation claiming that many individuals seek 

mental health treatment for symptoms of depression, anxiety, relationship difficulties, or 

substance abuse. In children, cumulative trauma often manifests as behavioral problems 
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commonly showing symptoms of depression, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, 

oppositional defiant disorder or conduct disorder. 

Regarding treatment approaches, clinicians often used trauma focused cognitive 

behavioral therapy (TF-CBT) and acknowledged the use of a humanistic, client centered 

approach. Within the TF-CBT treatment, the clinicians noted the techniques that appeared to be 

most effective were approaching the trauma narrative gradually, use of psychoeducation, and 

developing relaxation techniques. With the humanistic or client centered approaches, participants 

referenced building of self-awareness of the client’s resources and strengths to be beneficial in 

treatment.  

  The art therapists interviewed for this study (Naff, 2014) were committed to using the 

creative process to help clients become self-aware of their resources, knowledge, and coping 

skills. The clinicians also believed the art making portrayed a more accurate reflection of the 

client’s inner emotional process with little distortion. They also found that the use of art in 

session often relieved tension because it allowed the client to focus on the art making which 

allowed clients to control the narrative of their trauma work at their own pace. More structured 

art materials such as collage images, boxes, or altered books were observed to increase feelings 

of control for the client. The clinicians in this study all agreed that the development of 

therapeutic rapport was important so that the clients feel a strong sense of safety during treatment 

and feel motivated to continue (Naff, 2014). 

Although healing from complex trauma looks different for everyone, the art interventions 

within these studies are able to meet the needs of the individualized client which aligns with the 

varied and complicated needs of trauma survivors. Stance’s (2014) research provides a glimpse 

into the layers of healing taking place through the use of art therapy. Morrissey’s (2013) case 

study showed that art therapy for the use of treating veterans allows unique advancing and 
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supplementing efforts to lead people out of trauma by expressing their emotions safely in a way 

that they have difficulty discussing. Not only is art therapy a useful treatment for trauma, but the 

art itself can be an accurate reflection of the client’s inner emotional process with little distortion 

and important details can be given through the creative process a client experiences when 

witnessed by the clinician (Naff, 2014).  

Art Therapy and Human Trafficking  

Minimal research has been conducted to show the benefits of using art therapy with 

human trafficking survivors up until recent years. One of the longest running organizations for 

human trafficking in the United States is the Polaris Project. Polaris was founded in 2002 and 

began providing services for survivors of all forms of human trafficking (Polaris Project & 

Sanar, 2015). Some services they provide are case management, transportation, medical 

advocacy, material support, legal assistance, life skills and job readiness programs, housing 

services and referral coordination, educational and employment assistance, individual and group 

therapy, and empowerment enrichment programs.  

The Polaris Project explored alternative resources to better help trafficking survivors who 

reported symptoms consistent with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, 

dissociation, and anxiety (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). Clients reported feelings of shame, 

hopelessness, and a disconnection from their bodies as a result of the difficult trauma they 

experienced. To engage survivors in processing these trauma-related symptoms, Polaris began 

integrating sensory-based therapeutic support and were able to identify successful strategies that 

proved to be critical tools in beginning the rebuilding process. The three-trauma informed 

therapeutic supports implemented were expressive arts therapy, therapeutic/restorative yoga, and 

mindfulness and sensory-based practices that included breathing techniques, aromatherapy, 

animal assisted therapy and mindfulness (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). 
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Expressive arts therapy is a multimodal approach to processing trauma that incorporates 

drama, music, art, poetry/creative writing, dance/movement, and play. Various types of art are 

typically combined to provide an integrative therapy treatment. During sessions clients were 

encouraged to use pictures and sounds to explore their responses, insights, and reactions to their 

trauma. Expressive arts therapy sessions can take place alongside psychotherapy, or on its own, 

and individuals are not required to have artistic ability to benefit from the intervention. Active 

participation, expression, imagination, and the mind body connection were the four areas of 

therapeutic impact expected during these sessions (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). 

Clients who took part in the sessions reported high satisfaction rates with the expressive 

arts workshops (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). Clients with increased levels of anxiety, who 

reported feelings of being self-conscious in social situations, found themselves better able to 

build a sense of community with other survivors and connect with facilitators after participating 

in the expressive arts groups. Some clients reported recreating the creative projects while at 

home and implementing the skills they learned with their children and other family members. 

The expressive arts interventions proved to be a great tool for clients to share experiences they 

felt were important and allowed clients to express themselves creatively while minimizing the 

sensation of feeling exposed and other similar feelings. The majority of clients reported 

reduction in anxiety after completing expressive arts groups. Clients shared an increased ability 

to focus, and with concentrated attention on creating, they were able to process past traumatic 

experiences (Polaris Project & Sanar, 2015). 

Artmaking utilizes both hemispheres of the brain engaging the body and mind, feelings, 

and thoughts (McNamee, 2006; Talwar, 2007; Tripp, 2007; Tripp 2016). Focusing on the 

creative process allows the uncomfortable feelings surrounding the trauma to be more easily 

controlled, therefore, lowering the likelihood that the client will become dysregulated. Creating 
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art provides a container for the inner chaos of the traumatic memory, allowing it a voice and 

shape. The use of visual imagery and metaphors allow the client to tell stories pertaining to their 

experience as an alternative to specific details surrounding the trauma, thus ensuring safety 

(Kalmanowitz, 2016). 

Kometiani (2020) held an art therapy support group with survivors of sex trafficking at a 

faith-based ministry safe house. The goals of the trauma-informed shelter focus on healing, 

providing restoration, education, and reintegration of skills. Following the three phases of trauma 

recovery care of (a) survivor safety, (b) trauma memory and loss processing and (c) adjustment 

to transition and establishing connection to others, the art therapist focused on establishing a safe 

space for the women to make personalized choices and receive individualized, empathetic, and 

non-judgmental support (Kometiani, 2020, p.100). Participants were also involved in other 

essential counseling services to effectively cover their psychological and emotional needs. Goals 

of the art therapy treatment for the survivors were establishing safety in the group setting, 

building a community of support, experiencing empowerment, improving self-worth, and 

providing opportunity for trauma processing. The art therapy treatment was intended to improve 

social connection, instill hope for the participants, decrease depression and anxiety, increase a 

sense of control, and facilitate coping with life transition.  

One client had an extensive history of trafficking and was held captive in a basement for 

six months (Kometiani, 2020, p. 102). She suffered from suicidal ideation, sleep issues, agitation, 

significant lack of trust in others and avoided any physical touch. Due to the effects of her 

complex trauma, she restricted her verbal engagement in the group setting; however, was able to 

utilize the art as a safe form of expression to tell her story and experience empowerment. 

Komentiani (2020) recalls one memorable session where the group was asked to draw a place 

that represents safety. Using symmetrical presentation and a few colors, the client wrote phrases 
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describing her trauma influenced viewpoint of her personal safety. Through the processing of her 

image, she said that she only feels safe where she is now living and in her counselor’s office at 

the trauma therapy agency. The client used the art to illustrate how her trauma had affected her 

worldview as she inscribed “trust no one” in her image, and she stated that she doesn’t feel safe 

with anyone (Kometiani, 2020, p. 103). The client appeared tearful when other group members 

attempted to comfort her. During another session, the same client was given alcohol inks 

cardstock and then asked to express her feelings. The client declared “my brain is a mess;” but 

then specified that she wanted to include bright colors in order to show “beauty in the dis order” 

(Kometiani, 2020, p. 103). Other than her metaphoric message, she did not engage in any other 

verbal processing with the group. Through art therapy, this client was able to connect her 

difficult life experience and the mental effects of trauma while emphasizing her existential hope 

for the future through a promising and bright colorful design.   

During another group, the participants were encouraged to write expressively and create 

an image about their personal pasts and prompted to write regarding their life events (Kometiani, 

2020). Survivors whose voices had been frequently silenced, connected easily with the potential 

provided by the art materials available, which served to inspire ideas and suggest words for their 

journaling. This structured intervention allowed for trauma processing and grief expressions to 

be safely communicated and contained through images. The format allowed the survivors to 

write and create in an honest and nonthreatening format and to exert control by choosing what 

information from their past to share with the group and with the art therapist. The survivors were 

given the opportunity to tell their stories and hear other’s stories, thus helping to build a 

community of support through establishing connection and reducing isolation. During this group 

a client recalled her journey: 
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“Knowing the difference between rite [right] and wrong, 

choosing to go down the path of self [-] destruction 

because you don’t want to feel or hurt anymore. 

Having dark shadows following you everywhere you go. 

Feeling trapped with no escape no matter what direction 

you turn. 

Looking for a light, a glimpse of hope on this never end- 

ing merry go round of torture[.] 

My fight to escape the darkness, my will to survive the 

depths of hell, never ending. 

Finally, a glimpse of light, my new journey has begun” (Kometiani, 2020, p. 105). 

Komentaini (2020) claimed the poetry writing was a defining moment for the client as she 

bravely read aloud the detailed, complex, and grim past while also expressing her trafficked 

imprisonment through metaphors incorporating imagery of darkness, pain, and continuous 

torment. The client communicated her ability to find light over the darkness, discovering hope as 

she fought and persevered to start anew. The client presented a pencil drawing of a large cross to 

accompany her narrative and titled it, “My Salvation” (Kometiani, 2020, p. 106). The client 

indicated that the illustration portrayed her experience of forgiveness, grace, and unconditional 

love as her newfound religious beliefs relieved her of the burdensome past. She demonstrated 

progress in her trauma healing by sharing the depth of her metaphorical and meaningful narrative 

with the group, ending her silence and isolations, and establishing trusting relationships with 

other participants. As a tangible vessel of the client's painful past, her writing might, hopefully, 

have represented a separation from her trauma and her journey forward away from her past. Her 
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image visually signified her faith, saving her life and redeeming her from the dark, crippling 

burden of her personal history.  

The two case examples specifically mentioned here illustrate the benefits that are 

achieved when art therapy treatment within a trauma-informed approach is tailored to the trauma 

recovery stages. New identities, and an increased sense of self-worth for survivors of sex 

trafficking can emerge when they are in a protected environment and can experience safety with 

other group members. An art therapy group setting decreases isolation while increasing 

connection as the participants are engaging in a common action; provides time for processing 

about personal emotions, past loss, and trauma; helps the traumatized survivors feel heard and 

supported through listening to each other’s stories, and builds relationships through relating, 

supporting, and being comforted by one another. Art therapy creates an empowering 

environment for survivors to retrieve the control that was lost through traumatic experiences 

(Kometaini, 2020).   

Expanding to the expressive therapies, Fargnoli’s (2017) study became a valuable 

resource to the researcher considering the population included in the research were both clients 

and providers who had all survived human trafficking. In his study, conducted in Kolkata, India, 

Fargnoli (2017) explored self-care practices of six women who survived human trafficking and 

were also providing care to other human trafficking survivors. The participants had been working 

as dance and movement therapists in their role assisting women survivors of human trafficking. 

Each survivor acknowledged the need for self-care and two main themes were discovered: 

creative process and self-reflection. 

Fargnoli’s (2017) study discovered that engaging in self-reflection was a crucial part of 

the participants’ trauma recovery. Participant self-reflections focused on the growth the survivors 

experienced instead of their trauma. Engaging in self-care allowed them to be aware of their own 
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personal obstacles in order to decrease the chances of projecting harmful thoughts or emotions 

onto the client. The study determined that self-reflection aided in the acceptance of participants’ 

personal traumas by increasing their mind-body connection, and in doing so decreased the 

potential to become triggered while in the presence of other survivors (Fargnoli, 2017).  

 The participants in Fargnoli’s (2017) study engaged in creativity as a form of self-care 

that included play, journaling, dancing, and art making. Allowing participants to explore their 

creativity assisted each participant in measuring their recovery as well as the ability to 

experience a sense of freedom. A positive correlation was found in the survivor’s ability to 

regain some form of control, acceptance of their trauma, understanding one’s own body, 

understanding triggers, building connections, and emotional regulation (Fargnoli, 2017). 

The use of art therapy to engage in self-reflection can be an important part of trauma 

recovery (Fargnoli, 2017). Research has shown that art therapy can be a valuable tool in 

survivors of human trafficking recovering from the trauma they endured. Art therapy can create 

an empowering environment for survivors to retrieve the control that was lost through traumatic 

experiences (Kometaini, 2020). Participating in expressive arts groups can reduce anxiety as well 

as an increase in ability to focus allowing survivors to process traumatic experiences (Polaris 

Project & Sanar, 2015). 

Art Therapy and Sexual Abuse 

 In some studies, research has shown art therapy to be successful for related traumas 

surrounding circumstances similar to those of an individual who has been trafficked (Komentaini 

& Farmer, 2020). Art therapy with survivors of sexual abuse provides empowerment through 

processing of trauma, coping skills, emotional expression, and future visualization (Pifalo, 2009). 

Specifically, for female survivors of sexual abuse and family violence, art therapy provided a 

vast number of healing approaches. Female survivors gained management of intense emotions, 
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methods expressing trauma, feelings of safety, improved self-acceptance, enablement of stability, 

and integration of a positive identity and sense of self (Stace, 2014). The use of art in therapy has 

played a large role in the healing of survivors of sexual abuse by allowing them to communicate 

their trauma (Becker, 2015).  

Sexual trauma is the type of trauma occurring most often in our world today (Forde & 

Duvvury, 2017). After experiencing sexual abuse, PTSD is often developed. Becker (2015) 

found that brain development was impacted when more than one occurrence of sexual abuse 

during childhood. Unpleasant memories are stored in the right hemisphere of the brain and 

severe traumatic memories could even be stored within the unconscious (Becker, 2015). 

Memories that are not available to the conscious mind create difficulties for communication 

between the left hemisphere of the brain to the right hemisphere (Becker, 2015). PTSD creates a 

barrier for the brain to adequately understand symbols and communicate information (Becker, 

2015). Adults who have survived sexual trauma often have difficulty explaining, using words 

alone, how the trauma has affected them (Becker, 2015). Art therapy may allow survivors to 

communicate therapeutically in a non-threatening means by allowing the survivor to confront 

their trauma at their own pace (Perryman et al., 2019). 

 Murray et al. (2017) conducted a pilot study to explore the benefits of art therapy during 

a See the Triumph Healing Arts Workshop. The workshop took place in a community for women 

sexual abuse and domestic violence survivors. The purpose of the workshop was to use art with 

these women as an avenue for them to express themselves, offer tools allowing them to cope 

with their recovery journey at home, and to guide them through self-introspection. Murray et al. 

(2017) used a 10-point Likert scale measuring satisfaction of the workshop resulting in an 

average score of 9.64, reflecting a high level of participant satisfaction. Participants reported a 

positive experience concerning growth, progression in their healing, connecting with other 
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survivors, expressing themselves and noticing their abilities. The use of art as a form of creative 

expression was correlated to participants who reported increased self-awareness.  

 A pilot study conducted by Pifalo (2006) collected empirical evidence on the reduction in 

PTSD symptoms in sexual abuse survivors when combining cognitive behavioral therapy with 

art therapy. Data confirmed the research hypothesis and further investigation was implemented. 

Pifalo (2006) conducted a second study investigating the development of children between the 

ages of eight and sixteen specifically using The Trauma Symptom Checklist (TSC) for Children. 

The study examined the combination of cognitive behavioral therapy with art therapy. The 

results indicated that any symptom reduction scoring higher than .30 was considered a 

significantly large effect size. The data demonstrated three subscales in the TSC representing an 

effect size of larger than .30, with three of the scores on the Critical Items substantially reduced. 

The results revealed a continuous correlation in pathology reduction which continued to support 

the hypothesis from the original study. 

 Becker (2015) explored the effectiveness of group treatment in participants with PTSD 

symptoms having survived childhood sexual abuse. Art therapy, narrative therapy, grounding 

techniques and exposure therapy were all included within the study. All participants met the 

diagnostic criteria for PTSD while having experienced childhood sexual abuse before the age of 

sixteen. A pre-test, post-test, and one-month follow-up were issued utilizing the PTSD Checklist-

Civilian Version (PCL-Civilian), Trauma Symptom Inventory, and the Beck Depression 

Inventory-II. The study involved presenting prompts to participants to explore topics such as 

safety, trust, boundaries, emotional awareness, shame, and moving forward. After four weeks of 

treatment, written exposure was introduced and continued weekly until the end of the study. 

Participants reported a reduction in PTSD symptoms and depression as a result of the study and 
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displayed the importance of utilizing art therapy as treatment for sexual abuse victims (Becker, 

2015).  

Art as a therapeutic tool provided an outlet for expressing trauma for victims of sexual 

abuse to experience some form of release (Pifalo, 2006). Art also had the potential to translate 

trauma memories into a personal narrative the client could better understand (Becker, 2015). 

Survivors were able to engage in the creative process allowing them to practice self-care by 

expressing themselves (Murray et al., 2017). These studies are an example of how art therapy 

can be a crucial tool in healing for individuals who have survived sexual abuse.  

Art Therapy and Sense of Safety  

Trauma recovery can only occur through experiencing an inner sense of safety and self-

control (Kometiani, 2020). Additionally, ensuring a protected environment and providing 

opportunities to experience security through relationships is of the utmost importance in art 

therapy group treatment for sex trafficked survivors. Human trafficking survivors have claimed 

once they moved beyond the initial crisis of being trafficked into a safe environment, they 

needed to be involved in a transitional recovery program providing them with the skills they 

needed to re-enter and function in normal life (Rajaram & Tidball, 2018). Survivors proclaimed 

these types of programs should include mental health services, life, and job skills, as well as 

intensive psychotherapy to help them cope with the trauma of all they have experienced 

(Rajaram & Tidball, 2018).  Survivors can feel unsafe in their physical bodies and with others 

and they feel emotionally and mentally out of control (Herman, 1992). Trauma takes away an 

individual’s sense of control; restoring control and power to the survivor is a primary rule in 

recovery (Herman, 1997).  

A high level of importance is placed on establishing a sense of safety following trauma 

(Trip et al., 2019). The three main phases of trauma treatment include: 1) Safety and 
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Stabilization, 2) Remembrance and Mourning, and 3) Reconnection (Herman, 1992). Trauma 

therapy can be effective when the healing journey includes shifting perceptions of unpredictable 

danger to reliable safety, isolation to acceptance or connection and dissociation of trauma to 

acknowledged memory (Herman, 1997). For survivors who have experienced chronic neglect or 

abuse, establishing safety can be a time consuming and complex task (Courtois et al., 2009). The 

slightest indication of threats or danger can ignite stress hormones and cause negative emotions 

through increased somatic responses (van der Kolk, 2014). This increases the risk for clients to 

lean into self-harm or avoid interpersonal relationships. Avoiding stressful situations in general, 

including therapy, is an attempt to avoid pain associated with human interaction (Fisher, 2017). 

Safety is one of the most important aspects in trauma-informed therapy with sex 

trafficking survivors and this is developed over time through an honest, trusting, and authentic 

partnership (Harris & Fallot, 2001). Therapists need to demonstrate unconditional positive regard 

and empathy to establish security in the therapeutic relationship and build trust with a survivor. If 

the therapist provides opportunities for clients to disclose personal details in a safe, 

nonjudgmental environment this can increase the survivor’s insight and facilitate growth (Litam, 

2017). Survivors require a success-oriented, supportive, and empowering environment that is 

based on their strengths and their ability to endure (Harris & Fallot, 2001). By establishing a 

nurturing and protected environment for a trafficking survivor to develop reliance in the 

therapeutic relationship in addition to providing interventions that are empowering and strength-

based, therapists initiate and instill the individual’s survivorship. 

An intervention was executed by a trauma support group combining art therapy with 

aspects of the Seeking Safety Model to reduce trauma-related symptoms in refugees (Ely et al., 

2017). The original developer of the Seeking Safety curriculum gave permission to modify the 

curriculum into an eight-week trauma support group for this study. Seeking Safety is a type of 
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cognitive behavioral therapy that is appropriate to use with individuals suffering from 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other comorbid disorders, it provides psychoeducation 

and coping skills to help individuals heal from trauma (Najavits et al., 2013). The facilitators 

chose eight of the original twenty-five Seeking Safety treatment topics based on the needs of the 

support group. The intentions of the group were to address trauma by helping participants to 

understand trauma and its impact, help participants build their own tools for coping, encourage 

self-reliance, and provide a safe space for participating.  

The treatment groups were further adapted by adding an art therapy component in the 

form of mandala creation to each session (Najavits et al., 2013). Mandalas are graphic and often 

symbolic patterns usually in the form of a circle divided into four separate sections or bearing a 

multiple projection of images (Merriam-Webster,2020). Jung (1983) studied mandalas 

extensively, finding a great deal of potential symbolic meaning in them and grew to believe that 

mandalas were reflections of the self. When mandalas are used in art therapy, the therapist 

considers the mandala as a representation of the client's current feelings and emotions. Mandalas 

were purposely chosen so participants could create their own meaning for their experiences using 

creativity and self-expression through words, symbols, pictures, and colors (Ely et al., 2017). 

The mandala allowed participants the opportunity to create a tangible product at the end of each 

session which gave them a meaningful way to gauge their progress. Facilitators communicated to 

participants the significance of releasing emotions onto the paper as being more important than 

the image. Although the case observation was not a formal study, reports from facilitators and 

participants suggested an increase in participant use of safe coping skills and a decrease in 

trauma related symptoms based on the themes identified by the facilitators (Ely et al., 2017). 

Farrell-Kirk (2001) explored the use of boxes in art therapy and how secrets, symbols, 

and safety were reflected. Throughout history, boxes have been used as containers to protect and 
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preserve sacred things such as jewelry, human remains or precious items. These symbolic 

representations become metaphors allowing clients to reflect on the significance of what they are 

holding either physically or symbolically within the space during art therapy sessions. Farrell-

Kirk (2011) found the use of the box as a container, in art therapy, allowed the client to distance 

themselves from their own specific difficulty. Fryrear & Corbit’s (1992) study explains that the 

box can be a powerful symbolic tool in art therapy by creating a safe space allowing clients to 

find the freedom and security to approach their issues. Bacheland’s (1964) finding that the box 

can be both intimate and infinite simultaneously. While the box is closed, it exists in the same 

space as ordinary objects but once opened, the box holds a dimension of intimacy. The 

coexistence of the infinite and the minute allows the box to hold complex issues within a small 

container.  

In 2019, Tripp et al. conducted a study exploring the effectiveness of using the Safe Place 

collage protocol to manage traumatic stress. The collage protocol enhances safety by 

encouraging the client to focus on the manipulation of the material, using left-brain analytical 

processes (Tripp, 2016). By working cognitively with a challenging art task, clients were found 

to access creative internal resources increasing feelings of empowerment, strength, and safety. 

Tripp et al. (2019) used a single-subject design to evaluate a reduction in anxiety by analyzing 

the participants’ experience with safe place collage making. Tripp et al. (2019) qualitative 

analysis revealed that the Safe Place collage protocol was viewed as a challenging but 

meaningful struggle promoting insight and resolution and was successful for reducing present 

moment anxiety even while participants were engaged in the stressful act of confronting both the 

uncomfortable and comfortable images. These benefits were evidenced by a statistically 

significant change in state anxiety and the qualitative indications of perceived safety. This 

finding is particularly noteworthy as it may indicate a combination of structured cognitive 
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protocols, contemplative imagination and a semi-structured creative process enables a sense of 

safety. Enabling the client’s ability to cope with immediate distressing emotions is not intended 

to remove a client’s trauma but rather to help him or her find an acceptable technique to deal 

with and place this trauma in the past (Trip et al., 2019).  

Safety for someone who has experienced various forms of trauma looks different for 

everyone. The previous studies have shown the use of art therapy to be beneficial in establishing 

a sense of safety with the population (Ely et al., 2017; Trip et al., 2019). Art can also be used as a 

container for the safekeeping of a complex item or idea having yet to be processed (Farrell-Kirk, 

2001).  

Summary of Literature Review 

Human trafficking is occurring all over the world at alarming rates. Treatment for this 

very specific population of survivors has not only been limited but far more complex than 

research has yet to discover. Reestablishing safety is of utmost importance in the recovery of 

trauma victims, which is first established with regained control. Art therapy provides victims the 

freedom to explore their innermost thoughts, gaining control of their emotions, therefore 

reestablishing safety. The use of art therapy has been found successful in treating similar traumas 

to human trafficking therefore could prove useful to clinicians working directly with human 

trafficking survivors. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

The researcher conducted a qualitative study with survivors of human trafficking to 

investigate the effects of creating an art response following a guided reflection of a safe place, 

the participants were provided a short questionnaire post art making. One focus group consisting 

of three people was held virtually (due to the Covid-19 pandemic) for ninety minutes. The data 

were analyzed in the form of a thematic analysis between the art images created and the 

questionnaires. This qualitative study followed a phenomenological design that explored the 

experiences of individuals who have similar backgrounds (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This 

type of study focuses on a single phenomenon, concept or idea that attempts to understand 

people's perceptions and understanding of a particular situation gaining an insider perspective of 

experiences. It gives insight to a person's perception of the meaning of an event as opposed to an 

event that exists external to the person. This research study investigated the survivors' 

perceptions of a safe place reflection through the exploration of their art responses. One of the 

many art therapy interventions included in the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) one 

might use with human trafficking survivors is the guided daydream directive (Hinz, 2020). The 

ETC is best described as a theoretical model helping art therapists to better understand the 

manner in which people form images and process information based on how they interact with 

art materials. The ETC does not stress any particular theoretical approach to art therapy or 

psychotherapy (Hinz, 2020). The researcher wishes to modify the guided daydream directive into 

a guided safe place daydream. The perspectives of the participants' experiences to the safe place 

reflection and directive were also explored using questionnaires post-art making. 
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Participants  

Participants selected for this study were affiliated with a nonprofit organization that 

provides direct care for human trafficking survivors in middle Tennessee. Research participants 

were comprised of 3 adult women aged 18 or older who had been victims of human trafficking. 

The demographic data collected by the researcher included the criteria required by the 

organization in order to be considered victims of human trafficking. To be considered for 

services with the organization, a person has to have been trafficked in or through Tennessee for 

labor or sex trafficking. The nonprofit organization works with every stage of a survivor’s 

journey from being rescued, legal and law enforcement, medical care, mental healthcare, 

housing, clothing, and assisting the survivors in reaching all their needs for overall health and 

wellbeing. In this program, each survivor is given a case manager immediately after assessing 

that they meet the criteria for being trafficked and the case manager ensures provision of care for 

the survivor’s specific needs. Residents who need safe housing immediately are provided private 

housing in an environment with adequate security features ensuring safety from their traffickers. 

Only the survivors live there together, but the safe house is accessible to case workers and the 

resident manager, who is directly responsible for the house and available for any survivor needs 

during non-office hours. There is always a case manager on-call and readily available for any 

needs that may arise. Case managers who work with survivors daily presented the opportunity to 

participate in this research study to survivors using the provided flyers (Appendix G). Voluntary 

participants completed consent forms to participate (See Appendix A) and were reassured that 

not participating will in no way affect the services provided to them by the organization. 

Participants were given the option to withdraw consent at any time. Participants were asked to 

sign a consent form (Appendix A) in order to participate in the study. Included in the consent 

paperwork was permission to use photographs taken of non-identifying artwork for research 
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purposes if the participant wished to do so. The consent form explained the study and what all it 

entailed, including protection of personal identification and privacy. The participants were given 

the ability to decline participation or withdraw at any time. This study was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board on April 20th, 2021. 

Research Design    

One focus group consisting of three people was held virtually for ninety minutes due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic. Originally this group consisted of four participants, but one withdrew 

after completing the study due to extenuating circumstances. The group meeting time was 

planned by the case managers in coordination to the survivors’ schedules and preexisting groups 

to avoid time conflicts. The researcher conducted the group virtually through the platform 

provided by and complied with all the safety regulations required by the organization. The 

session was structured by the group facilitator affiliated with the organization who conducts 

groups with the participants on a regular basis. During the sessions, one survivor was present in 

their safehouse while the other two were present in the community room during the time of the 

study. The community room was set up with participants sitting at a table with the option to 

spread out within the area in order to be more comfortable during the artmaking process. The 

community room was closed to anyone not participating in the study other than the survivors 

regular group facilitator. Participants were asked to return to the table for processing and 

discussion after completing the artmaking process.  

Procedure 

The group met one time for an hour and a half due to constraints surrounding the Covid-

19 pandemic. The researcher began the session with a 15-minute introduction and explained to 

the participants the structure and components to the session. Next, the organization’s group 

facilitator administered the consent forms in person at the safehouse. After completing the 
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paperwork, the researcher engaged the group in a guided relaxation experience (See Appendix C) 

for fifteen minutes. Participants were given the choice to keep their eyes open or closed during 

the experience. Directly after the guided relaxation experience, the participants were provided 

various art supplies to create a visual representation of their safe place visualization and allotted 

forty-five minutes for artmaking. The researcher provided art kits for each participant which 

included: multimedia paper, colored pencils, markers, crayons, acrylic paint, paintbrushes, glue, 

scissors, and magazines. The organization’s group facilitator assisted the researcher to meet any 

of the participants' needs during and after the session. The group then engaged in a 15-minute 

discussion inviting participants to share thoughts and feelings about their experiences only if 

they felt comfortable doing so. The researcher then closed the discussion which was followed by 

a post-session questionnaire (Appendix B) and optional comments form. Photographs were taken 

to document the artwork of the survivors who consented and signed the photo release (Appendix 

A). The photographs were taken by either the clients or case managers and transferred to the 

researcher’s password protected computer via protected flash drive. Each photo and 

questionnaire had an identifiable marker in the form of an index card (Survivor A, Survivor B, 

Survivor C, etc.) to allow the researcher to organize participant data. A copy of the consent 

forms was made for the director of survivor care to keep in a locked office, and the researcher 

kept another copy in a locked, fireproof safe. A copy was also given to the participants to keep 

for their personal records. At the end of the study, the researcher thanked all the participants for 

contributing to the study and each subject was given a Request for Optional Debrief form 

(Appendix F). Any requests went through the program director and once research is complete, 

results will be provided to the director and forwarded to the participants.  
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Response Art and Post Questionnaire  

Participants were asked to create an art response to their safe place reflections. No other 

instructions were given unless a participant had a question about how to use the medium; 

however, no questions were asked regarding the materials given. The participant information was 

obtained in a short questionnaire completed after the group session (see Appendix B) and was 

used to assess the current sense of safety of each participant at the conclusion of the session. The 

researcher conducted a thematic analysis based on the participants’ response art and the response 

given in the questionnaire.  

Art Directives   

The guided daydream directive aimed to engage the survivors in the symbolic level of the 

Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC). The healing outcomes of this directive are aimed for 

the client to realize their inner strength and wisdom and the ability to incorporate these strengths 

into practice (Hinz, 2020). The researcher modified the guided daydream directive (see 

Appendix C) into a guided safe place reflection with the option for the participants to keep their 

eyes open or closed, however they feel safest. The participants then created an art response to 

their safe place and were given the instruction to envision a place that makes them feel safe and 

asked questions pertaining to the details of their surroundings in their safe place. The participants 

were encouraged to participate in the guided reflection however they feel most comfortable. 

After the reflection, the participants were given 45-minutes and various art supplies to create a 

visual response to their safe place. The researcher did not speak to the participants during this 

time unless questions arose directly concerning the art media being used. The session ended with 

discussion and processing.  

 

 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  47 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Participants were offered the opportunity to participate in the study by signing the 

consent form and were given a fictitious identifier (Survivor A, Survivor B, etc.). No identifying 

information was collected, to protect participants’ identity and safety. The in-person group 

facilitator provided each participant with a manila envelope that included two copies of the 

consent form. One form was for the researcher and one for the participants’ personal records. 

The participants were also given an index card labeled with their fictitious identifier. The manila 

folder was also used to store each participants’ art piece. Art created within the group setting 

belonged to the individual participant who created it. Photographs of client images were labeled 

with their identifier and were imported into a password protected computer for data analysis. The 

researcher’s copy of the signed consent forms will be contained in a locked safe for two years. At 

the end of that timeframe, the forms will be shredded and burned. The consent form copies will 

be held by the director of survivor care in a secured office for the duration of their choosing and 

disposed of using the policies established by the organization.  

The researcher complied with the American Art Therapy Association and the American 

Art Therapy Credentials Board’s ethical principles and standards regarding confidentiality in 

research (AATA, 2013; ATCB, 2020). These ethical principles required the researcher to 

responsibly respect the dignity and protect the welfare of each participant within the research 

process. Confidentiality was discussed prior to engaging in the study. The consent forms 

confirmed the agreement to allow the researcher to obtain deidentified photographs of 

participants' artwork. No names or identifying information were used in the results or data of the 

study. The researcher protected the integrity of all private information including consent forms 

and data collected during the study. All digital documentation was saved in an encrypted, 

password protected file. Participants were granted autonomy to only disclose information they 
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were comfortable sharing with others. The participants maintained direct contact with their case 

workers and the on-site group facilitator following the study. This contact was maintained for 

emotional support as needed and the participants continued to engage in ongoing counseling 

services provided by the organization. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher began to analyze all of the data through thematic analysis by examining 

all of the creative works to establish an inclusive message. Each art response and questionnaire 

were analyzed individually then as a group. The researcher also took field notes during the study 

making notes on descriptors participants provided about their artwork. Questionnaires, notes and 

complete art responses (Appendix B) were analyzed to determine how the safe place reflection 

affected the participant’s perspective of their sense of safety. Creswell and Creswell (2014) 

identified the steps for analysis as: (a) organizing and preparing the data (b) look over all of the 

data (c) begin coding all of the data (d) generate a description and identify themes, and (e) 

complete a collective analysis of themes. The researcher prepared the data collected for analysis 

by reviewing the information shared on questionnaires and completed art multiple times. Similar 

descriptions and wording used by the participants was highlighted to determine themes and the 

researcher wrote a work representing that category or theme in the margins. Colors used in the 

art responses were evaluated to determine the overall emotional feel of the piece. The researcher 

highlighted similar words used across each piece of data collected to identify parallel 

experiences, thoughts and images. The researcher wrote thoughts and ideas while reading 

through the questionnaires. The researcher analyzed each image through both participant 

responses to their image and the researcher's understanding of color, symbols, and listed possible 

metaphors indicated in the images. All notes were considered and resulted in codes if there were 

similarities across the data gathered. Codes were found by color coding the emotions from both 
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sets of responses and the artwork to recognize patterns found. The researcher then created a list 

of emotions, feelings, and other notable factors that communicated their current mental state 

after completing the directive. Coding the data was used to generate a small number of themes 

and descriptions which displayed participant perspectives supported by answers to questions and 

words used to describe their finished art. Collectively the data showed healing and that healing 

was able to be collapsed into three main sub themes with seven subthemes. Each sub theme was 

represented in specific descriptions or images from the art pieces and questionnaires that support 

the main theme. For example, a main theme was a sense of safety with the sub themes being 

protection and well-being. An art piece and questionnaire response communicated a sense of 

well-being which supported the concept of sense of safety.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

The purpose of this study was to explore if art therapy can be an effective tool in 

rebuilding sense of safety in adult women survivors of human trafficking. The study used a 

guided safe place reflection, artmaking, researcher notes, and a short questionnaire to collect and 

analyze data. Three survivors fully completed the study’s protocol. The researcher found three 

main themes including: (a) evidence of healing, (b) solitude, and (c) sense of safety. Seven sub 

themes were identified including: 1) emotional expression, 2) self-awareness, 3) contentment, 4) 

isolation, 5) seclusion, 6) well-being, and 7) protection (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Thematic Analysis 

Main Theme Sub Themes Artwork Questionnaire 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Evidence of Healing 

 
Emotional Expression 

 
Participants did not 
hesitate to create, allowing 
for artistic release of state 
of mind. 

 
 
“art is the best way to feel” 

 
Self-Awareness 

 

 

 

 
Contrast of colors on the 
outside of the box 
compared to the inside. 

 
 “The outside is what the 
world sees, but not where I 
feel safe” 
 
“I was able to imagine my 
safe space however I 
imagined it to be”  

 
Contentment 

 

 
Peaceful paintings void of 
chaos 
 

 
“I enjoyed this experience” 
“It was refreshing and fun” 
“I was grateful to get to do 
this art project today” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Solitude 
 
 
 
 

 
Isolation  
 

 
Lack of human presence 
 

 
“would of been better to be in 
person” 
 
Participant shared she enjoyed 
being alone  

 
Seclusion 

 
Remote areas in reference 
to participant’s safe place 
 

 
Participant shared she “felt 
safest in a dark and quiet 
place”, describing her safe 
place as a “void.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Sense of Safety 

 
Well-Being 
 
 

 
Growth of flowers and 
thriving wildlife in a 
valley 

 
All participants responded 
they felt very safe after the art 
response 
 

 
Protection 

 
box created for protection 
 
tranquil, calming nature 
scene, serenity 

 
“now I have a mini sized safe 
space to remind me that I am 
safe” 

“Peaceful place in nature” 
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Presentation of Themes 

 Theme 1: Evidence of Healing  

Evidence of healing was witnessed in the art responses and questionnaires. Each 

participant did not hesitate to create and showed an eagerness to participate in creating their safe 

place. Survivor C stated, “art is the best way to feel'', leading the researcher to believe that 

emotional expression was exhibited by the participant in response painting her safe place. This 

also contributes to the client being self-aware of her emotional state surrounding the task. 

Survivor D created a box for her safe place response with a contrast of colors on the outside 

versus the inside. The statements she made surrounding her creation displayed self-awareness by 

claiming “the outside is what the world sees, but not where I feel safe”. She was able to identify 

where she felt safe and compare it to what she allowed the world to see. Survivor B claimed, “I 

was able to imagine my safe space however I imagined it to be”, showing personal self-

awareness in the safe place she envisioned. All three participants' artwork conveyed a general 

impression of peace in contrast to the chaos of trauma they are escaping. Survivor C stated, “I 

enjoyed this experience” while Survivor B stated that “It was refreshing and fun” as well as, “I 

was grateful to get to do this art project today”. These statements displayed contentment in their 

overall experiences with the safe place reflection and artistic response. The researcher discovered 

within the main theme of evidence of healing, three sub themes in the forms of emotional 

expression, self-awareness and contentment.  

 Emotional expression. All participants exhibited high levels of participation in the 

artmaking following the safe place reflection. Their lack of hesitation, both with the medium and 

the task, allowed for each participant to freely express their thoughts and emotions into their art 

responses. Survivor C included in her questionnaire “art is the best way to feel,” suggesting the 

directive gave her an emotional outlet to express her needs in the present moment. Both Survivor 
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B and C were able to describe their safe space by expressing their feelings and desires through 

painting, each painting peaceful, tranquil landscapes conveying emotions of satisfaction in their 

safe space. Survivor D’s box represented a physical depiction of her inner self versus the self she 

shows others, and her willingness to separate the two emotions.    

        
Figure 1. Survivor D Art Response Image 1           Figure 2. Survivor D Art Response Image 2 
 

 Self-awareness. Survivor D’s artwork (see Figures 1 and 2) of her box presented an array 

of colors on the outside of the box, with most colors of the rainbow present, and painted the 

inside completely black. When sharing her artwork, Survivor D stated, “the outside is what the 

world sees, but not where I feel safe”, expressing awareness of the two selves and the difference 

in her feelings within each self. Survivor B included in the questionnaire “I was able to imagine 

my safe space however I imagined it to be,” projecting her imagined safe place into existence. 

Survivor B’s (see Figure 3) safe place image was painted as a secluded place in nature with 

colorful flowers on a sunny day. Her safe place was portrayed as a place of tranquility and peace 

with no outside sources of intimidation, revealing awareness of her desires and needs within her 

place of safety.  
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Figure 3. Survivor B Art Response 

 Contentment.  All three participants responded positively about their experiences with 

the safe place reflection and artmaking processes when they completed their questionnaires. 

Survivor C wrote, “I enjoyed this experience” and she “had fun.” Survivor D wrote, “very fun,” 

and drew five stars under her written response regarding the directive. Survivor B stated, “It was 

refreshing and fun,” as well as “I was grateful to get to do this art project today.” These 

responses indicate an element of happiness was experienced during the artmaking process. Each 

participant displayed regulated affect, fluid body language and no hesitation to engage in using 

the materials leading the researcher to believe all participants experienced a state of relaxation. 

All three participants appeared willing in their approach to the artmaking, displaying no signs of 

frustration. Each person seemed comfortable and at ease with their paints and their ideas as their 

art responses began to take shape, exhibiting satisfaction throughout the process.  

  

 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  55 

 

Theme 2: Solitude  

The researcher discovered the theme of solitude in the forms of isolation, and seclusion.   

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the study had to take place virtually when originally planned in 

person. The group discussed the difficulties of having to do groups virtually and stated that they 

preferred to do them in person because there is a greater sense of community. Survivor B 

claimed the study “would of been better to be in person”, indicating her feelings of isolation, 

whereas Survivor D isolates herself, because “she likes to be alone”. Survivor C shared that she 

“enjoyed being alone and found it peaceful to recharge by herself.” However, seclusion was also 

witnessed by the researcher because each of the survivors' safe place was chosen to be in a 

remote area, two of which were in nature and all lacking human presence. Their art responses 

implied the need to be alone in order to be safe, which was indicated by open fields full of nature 

and lacking any sort of public inclusion.  Survivor D’s box was an expression of herself and only 

herself sharing that she “felt safest in a dark and quiet place” describing her safe place as a 

“void.”  During discussion, the researcher asked how she felt in her void and the survivor 

claimed to “find comfort in the dark and quiet nothingness.”  

 Isolation. Survivor B’s response on the questionnaire “would of been better to be in 

person”, indicated she felt isolated and would have rather spent this group session in the presence 

of others. During discussion, she disclosed that although she needed to be alone to recharge in a 

“normal world” she was having a difficult time being away from all human interaction due to the 

pandemic, so this might have affected her feelings of isolation within the study. This study was 

held virtually instead of in person as originally planned due to the global pandemic. On the 

questionnaire Survivor D stated “she liked to be alone” indicating her choice to self-isolate in 

order to feel safest.  
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 Seclusion. The safe place art responses from both Survivor B (see Figure 1) and Survivor 

C (see Figure 2) reflected a remote area away from civilization in their images, suggesting the 

subtheme of seclusion. They needed to set themselves apart from others and the world. Survivor 

D created a box designed specifically for herself and no one else, and stated during the 

discussion, she “enjoys going into her dark closet because she feels protected there”.  Indicating 

she makes a conscious decision to seclude herself from others. Both survivors B and D stated 

during the discussion some form of withdrawal was needed in order to process their emotions. 

These three survivors demonstrated visually and verbally wanting/desiring space from others to 

gain safety.  

 
Figure 4. Survivor C Art Response 

 Theme 3: Sense of Safety 

The researcher discovered the theme of sense of safety in the forms of emotional well-

being, and protection. The tranquil and calming valleys full of vibrant flowers displayed in both 

Survivor B and C’s artwork and thriving wildlife in Survivor C’s artwork displayed signs of 

well-being. Flowers and wildlife cannot thrive in a barren wasteland, instead needing rich soil 

and nutrients to flourish. The depiction of a healthy landscape led the researcher to believe that 
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an overall sense of wellbeing was present in their artwork. This was supported by all three clients 

indicating they felt “very safe” after completing their art responses on their questionnaires. An 

individual does not experience well-being if he or she feels unsafe. Survivor B described her safe 

space as a “peaceful place in nature”. Protection was witnessed in Survivor D’s creation of a box 

for her safe space. She claimed, “she created a box to keep her safe place protected”, also stating 

“now I have a mini sized safe space to remind me that I am safe”. Survivor C also said she “was 

going to place her painting on her bathroom mirror as a reminder that she can go back to her safe 

place anytime she feels the need.” During the discussion, both survivors who had a nature scene 

in their response said that “no danger resided in their safe place.”   

 Well-being. Both Survivor B (see Figure 3) and C (see Figure 4) responded with the 

inclusion of colorful flowers and Survivor C included thriving wildlife in a serene and tranquil 

setting suggesting the sub theme of well-being.  The client associations to their art were 

consistent with an association of a welcoming and healthy place. Flowers and wildlife cannot 

thrive in a barren wasteland. They need rich soil and nutrients to flourish, leading the researcher 

to believe that an overall sense of wellbeing was present in their artwork. This was supported by 

all three clients indicating they felt “very safe” after completing their art responses on their 

questionnaires. A sense of wellbeing is a goal to be reached by survivors but is obtained through 

progression of transition from their trauma into safety. Feeling safe is vital for survivors of 

human trafficking and creating their safe places through their artwork allowed them to explore 

exactly what that means to each of them. The two nature scenes are soft, gentle places lacking 

any sense of turmoil. Survivor D’s box (see Figures 1 & 2) shows a definite separation of inner 

and outer emotional worlds, however does not indicate any area of danger. Though their artwork 

doesn’t specify complete safety it does imply a general thought of overall well-being.  
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 Protection. Survivor D’s art response (see Figures 1 & 2), as a safe place box presented 

the subtheme of protection. She claimed she created a box to “keep her safe place protected.”  

The act of building six walls encasing her safe space, as well as including a latch to keep it 

closed, demonstrates an act of protecting herself and her space. She claimed that in her daily life 

she “enjoys going into her dark closet because she feels protected there” and claimed, “now I 

have a mini sized safe space to remind me that I am safe”. Survivor B (see Figure 3) and 

Survivor C (see Figure 4) both created a tranquil, serene, calming nature scene. Survivor B stated 

her safe space is a “peaceful place in nature” describing the protection she felt in her safe place 

away from the chaos of her trauma. Both participants, B & C, painted their art pieces from a 

viewpoint of being in a valley which was protected by the natural boundaries of the landscape 

and included a full view of their surroundings. Survivor C included the presence of animals in 

her artwork consisting of deer and birds, all of which do not appear to be predatory animals. 

During the discussion, both survivors who had a nature scene in their response said that “no 

danger resided in their safe place.” 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The researcher hoped to provide evidence-based research that art therapy can be an 

effective tool in rebuilding adult women human trafficking survivor’s sense of safety after being 

trafficked. This study was guided by the following questions: How can art therapy be used to aid 

in facilitating a sense of safety among human trafficking survivors? What are the common 

themes found in artwork among human trafficking survivors in relation to sense of safety? 

Evidence of Healing  

The theme, evidence of healing, included: emotional expression, self-awareness, and 

contentment. The use of art, in therapy, has played a large role in the healing of survivors of 

sexual abuse by allowing them to communicate their trauma (Becker, 2015). Artmaking utilizes 

both hemispheres of the brain. This utilization engages the mind, body, emotions, and thoughts 

(McNamee, 2006; Talwar, 2007; Tripp, 2007, 2016). In Fargnoli’s (2017) study, two of the main 

themes discovered were self-reflection and the creative process. Participants found engaging in 

self-reflection contributed to their recovery.  

The statements Survivor D made, regarding her box, displayed self-awareness and 

reflection; she stated, “the outside is what the world sees, but not where I feel safe”. She was 

able to identify where she felt safe, while comparing those feelings to whatever she allowed the 

world to see. Survivor B claimed, “I was able to imagine my safe space however I imagined it to 

be,” showing personal self-awareness in the safe place she envisioned. Survivor C stated, “art is 

the best way to feel”. This statement led the researcher to believe emotional expression was 

exhibited, by the participant, in her response painting of her safe place. Engaging in the safe 

place image response, the participants displayed a willingness to participate while exhibiting 
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feelings of safety during the process. Survivor C stated, “I enjoyed this experience,” while 

Survivor B stated, “It was refreshing and fun” as well as, “I was grateful to get to do this art 

project today”. Their contentment was expressed not only in their words, but also in their art 

responses and body language. Participants displayed: regulated affect, fluid body language, and 

no hesitation to engage in using the materials. These responses led the researcher to believe all 

participants experienced a state of relaxation. Each person exhibited emotional expression in 

their artwork, conveying an increased self-awareness in their choices of artistic expression.  

Survivors displayed a wide variety of emotional expressions. Jani (2018) encouraged 

survivors to explore different models of therapy in order to process trauma in a non-

retraumatizing method. Due to the possible limitations of talk therapy with survivors of complex 

trauma, exploring other outlets is beneficial in allowing clients to express their emotions 

nonverbally (Fargnoli, 2017; Jani, 2018). All participants expressed a willingness to participate 

in the artmaking process following the safe place reflection. The survivors immediately 

participated in listening to the guided reflection and the artmaking processes. Their willingness 

allowed for each participant to freely express their thoughts and emotions into their art 

responses. Survivor B and Survivor C painted landscapes for their art responses. Landscapes 

may symbolize an inexpressible or unspeakable mood (Jung, 1983). The survivors indicated their 

images represented a mood of tranquility and peace within their safe spaces. Survivor C 

responded to the questionnaire, “art is the best way to feel,” suggesting the directive gave her an 

emotional outlet to express her needs in the present moment. Art therapy, with survivors of 

sexual abuse, provides empowerment through processing of trauma, increasing coping skills and 

emotional expression (Pifalo, 2009).   

 Self-awareness was discovered both in the artwork and questionnaire responses. 

Komentiani and Farmer (2020) claim: art therapy has been beneficial for trauma treatment, can 
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provide opportunities to build self-regulation skills, and allow the client to re-examine and 

process trauma. The use of art as a form of creative expression was correlated to participants 

who reported increased self-awareness, Murray et al. (2017). This was shown in Survivor D’s 

artwork displaying multiple colors on the outside of her box versus the darkness on the inside. 

She stated in discussion, “the outside is what the world sees, but not where I feel safe.” She 

painted the inside of the box black and indicated this was her safe space. She displayed self-

awareness through reflecting on her portrayal to people on the outside versus the way she really 

feels on the inside. Survivor B reported, “I was able to imagine my safe space however I 

imagined it to be,” allowing her artwork to call her imagined safe place into existence. Self-

awareness is described as an awareness of one’s own personality or individuality (Merriam-

Webster 2020). Both Survivor B and Survivor D exhibited cognizance of their own idea of a safe 

place, having become aware of their own personal needs. Survivor C’s art response included 

birds and deer in her safe place. Animals represent self, (Jung, 1983), specifically deer represent 

purity and sublimity (ASAS, 2011), and birds represent a link between conscious and 

unconscious (ASAS, 2011). Survivor C’s artwork indicates her awareness of self and her 

connection to her conscious and unconscious surroundings. Although their safe places appeared 

different, all survivors expressed being aware of themselves and what each one needed to feel 

safe, as indicated by Survivor D’s box of safety and Survivor B and Survivor C’s peaceful place 

of tranquility. 

Contentment was observed by the researcher in participant statements and the imagery of 

the art responses. Contentment means feeling or showing satisfaction, gratefulness, and 

happiness (Merriam-Webster 2020). All three participants responded positively to their 

experience on the questionnaire. This positivity validated statements of enjoyment and having 

fun during the session. Survivor B expressed emotional satisfaction with statements of gratitude 
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when she wrote, “I was grateful to get to do this art project today.” Clients have reported high 

levels of fulfillment with the expressive arts therapies and its incorporation into individual 

sessions (PP & Sanar, 2015). The artwork created by Survivor B and Survivor C displayed 

peacefulness devoid of chaos, indicating a sense of contentment in the midst of their 

surroundings. Participating in this research study provided the survivors an opportunity to 

explore their sense of safety in new ways and they all noted an experience of fun and enjoyment. 

Enjoyable art making done on a regular basis can improve mood similar to chemical changes 

produced by medication (Malchiodi, 2012). 

Solitude  

The researcher discovered the theme solitude in the forms of isolation and seclusion, both 

representing a state of being alone and yet having different meanings. Jani (2018) stated, due to 

the extensive layers of trauma accompanying human trafficking, survivors often display a wide 

range of distrust towards others. Distrust can often lead to withdrawal in many forms.  

Of the three participants’ art responses, no one chose to include human figures within their 

artwork. The choice of no human figures could be related: to the lack of connectedness caused 

by the pandemic, having to complete the study virtually, or the survivors' unconscious desire to 

be alone. According to (Gray, 2001), intimacy, companionship, and community engagement can 

all feel threatening for survivors who have experienced torture, creating a need for therapeutic 

safety within the healing process.  

The safe place art responses from both Survivor B and Survivor C reflected a remote area 

away from civilization and without human accompaniment indicating a withdrawal from society. 

Survivors’ B and C purposefully painted their safe places in an area void of any human 

involvement indicating their safety was dependent on being alone. Seclusion means to separate, 

and the act of secluding, (Merriam-Webster 2020). This idea of seclusion was displayed: through 
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the artwork, questionnaire responses, and discussion during the study. Survivor D created a box 

designed specifically for herself and no one else. She stated during the discussion, she “enjoys 

going into her dark closet because she feels protected there”.  This statement indicates she makes 

a conscious decision to seclude herself from others. Both survivors B and D indicated, during the 

discussion, some form of withdrawal was needed in order to process their emotions. 

Isolation is being alone, the act of isolating, (Merriam-Webster 2020). Survivor B’s 

response on the questionnaire “would of been better to be in person”, indicated she felt isolated 

due to the virtual study instead of the planned in-person study. This isolation was out of her 

control, whereas survivor D indicated she chooses to isolate herself, with her statement, “I like to 

be alone”. Survivor D created a box as her safe space. Farrell-Kirk (2001) found the use of a box 

as a container allows the client to distance themselves from their issues, making them more 

manageable. Survivor D indicated her box represented a private space within herself where no 

one is allowed to go and a representation of who the world sees versus who she really is. The 

differences between the two realities are more easily managed when displayed in two separate 

illustrations. The researcher found it interesting that each of the survivor’s safe places were 

chosen to be in a remote area, two of which were in nature and all lacking human presence. This 

implies the need to be alone in order to feel safe as indicated by their open fields full of nature, 

lacking any form of public inclusion. The painted demonstrations, of needing to be alone in order 

to feel safe, contrasted with the participants verbal longing to be in person and their feelings of 

isolation. This contrast could have been due to a number of reasons, including: the uncertainty 

surrounding the pandemic, conflicting emotional needs regarding their individual traumas, or a 

possible unknown topic not mentioned, during the discussion, due to lack of trust building prior 

to the study.  
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  For someone who has experienced trauma, any indication of danger can provoke stress 

hormones and negative emotions. This reaction can happen by increasing somatic responses thus 

increasing the desire for clients to avoid interpersonal relationships (van der Kolk, 2014). 

Avoiding stressful, and potentially triggering, situations is an attempt by survivors to avoid the 

pain associated with being triggered by human interaction (Fisher, 2017). A hallmark symptom 

of PTSD is avoidance. Avoidance can worsen emotional and physical symptoms, including:  

flashbacks, depression, anxiety and sleep disturbances, if the complex trauma remains 

unresolved (ISSTD, 2021). 

Focusing on the creative process allows the uncomfortable feelings, surrounding the 

trauma, to become more easily managed; this in turn reduces the risk the client will become 

dysregulated (Kalmanowitz, 2016). Creating a visual safe space of escape, when a survivor feels 

triggered by the world, allows them an opportunity for grounding in the present moment. This 

creative process assists the client in potentially avoiding becoming further dysregulated.  

Sense of Safety  

A sense of safety in the forms of emotional well-being and protection were observed as a 

theme in the data. A high level of importance is placed on establishing a sense of safety after 

experiencing trauma (Trip et al., 2019). A sense of wellbeing is a goal to be reached by survivors 

but is obtained through progression of their transition from their trauma into safety. Art therapy 

can access the portion of the brain where trauma resides. This access also allows for non-verbal 

processing with reconnection to the traumatic experience in a safe environment (Gant & Tinnin, 

2009; Morrissey, 2013). Trauma therapy can be beneficial when clients are able to shift their 

perspective from unpredictable danger to reliable safety, (Herman, 1997). Specifically, with 

female survivors of various forms of sexual trauma, art therapy: allows survivors to better 

manage intense emotions, improves self-acceptance, enables stability and integration of a 
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positive identity, and increases feelings of safety (Stance, 2014). Feeling safe is vital for 

survivors of human trafficking.  Creating their safe places through their artwork allowed them to 

explore and understand how safety looks to each of them. Participants experienced a sense of 

safety during their art responses by being able to ‘control’ their idea of a safe place. Trauma 

recovery can only occur through experiencing an inner sense of safety and self-control 

(Kometiani, 2020). The two nature scenes are soft, gentle places lacking any sense of turmoil. 

Survivor D’s box (see Figures 1 & 2) shows a definite separation of inner and outer emotional 

worlds, however does not indicate any area of danger. Though their artwork doesn’t specify 

complete safety it does imply a general thought of overall well-being. All three participants 

claimed to feel very safe after completing the safe place reflection and visual responses. 

According to Herman (1997), restoring control and power to the survivor is a primary rule in 

recovery.  

 A sense of well-being is a state of being happy, healthy, and prosperous (Merriam-

Webster, 2020). Well-being was observed within the artwork and questionnaire responses, 

provided by participants, in the form of thriving and serene landscapes as well as survivors’ 

responses of “having fun”.  According to Kapitan (2010), rewarding experiences increase healthy 

brain activity and provide an inviting space for personalized and cultural freedom of expression. 

Heenan (2006) reported improvements in self-confidence and self-esteem when creative arts 

were involved in fostering positive mental health and well-being. The study concluded art, as 

therapy, can inspire empowerment and recovery through art-based programs (Heenan, 2006). 

Previous research has suggested art therapy is successful in reducing trauma symptom 

significance for clients (Schouten et al., 2015). Previous studies with survivors of sexual abuse 

and domestic violence have shown participants reporting positive experiences in: developing 

growth, progressing in healing, connecting with other survivors, and acknowledging their 
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abilities through expressing themselves (Murray et al., 2017). The ability to tackle such a topic as 

safety and to build and create a version of this safety is highly resilient. Participants displayed 

the ability to express and communicate this resiliency, through the creation of such in-depth art 

responses, in forty-five minutes consisting of one session. This resiliency indicates each 

participant achieved a sense of well-being at this point in their recovery.  

 Creating art provides a container for the inner chaos of the traumatic memory; allowing it 

to have a voice and shape (Kalmanowitz, 2016). Metaphorically, boxes have been used as 

containers to protect and preserve sacred items, ideas and feelings. During the art therapy 

intervention, the participant was able to reflect on the significance of elements being held both 

symbolically and physically within the safe space (Farrell-Kirk, 2001). The safe place box 

created by Survivor D engaged the survivor’s need for protection. The box framed six walls of 

protection around her safe space and the added latch, to keep it closed, further engaged the 

metaphor. Survivor D described her box indicating, “now I have a mini sized safe space to 

remind me that I am safe,” supporting the symbolic meaning of the space keeping her protected. 

Both Survivor B and Survivor C created visual escapes as their safe place art responses. The use 

of visual imagery and metaphors allow the client to tell stories pertaining to their experience as 

an alternative to specific details surrounding the trauma, thus ensuring safety (Kalmanowitz, 

2016). Survivor B responded in the questionnaire stating that her safe place was a “peaceful 

place in nature.” Survivor C included the presence of animals in her artwork consisting of deer 

and birds, all of which do not appear to be predatory animals. Though the art responses of both 

survivors did not include a representation of themselves in their paintings, the viewpoint from 

which they are painted appears to be close to the ground behind the flowers, implying their 

surroundings offer protection. 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  67 

 

Jung (1983) believed the symbols revealed in our unconscious minds, offered practical 

advice being sent to our conscious self. Viewing the psyche, as representations of the self and the 

unconscious, reveals who we deeply are.  

The researcher found several similarities between Survivor B and C’s art responses. Both 

Survivor B and Survivor C painted landscapes consisting of a serene valley and colorful flowers. 

Valleys may symbolize plentitude, humbleness, stillness, and rest (ARAS, 2011) while flowers 

may symbolize renewal, and a seeding place within ourselves (ARAS, 2011). The researcher 

noticed the flowers in the nature scenes are crowded together indicating a place of protection 

from the outside scene. Survivor C included several elements in her artwork indicating protection 

in her safe place. The placement of the waterfall and the flowers create an area of containment 

which could produce an area of protection for the two deer she painted. The birds and deer in her 

artwork are displayed as non-predatory animals and this could also indicate a safe place. Both 

Survivor B and C also included clouds in their paintings, which indicate limitless freedom and 

tranquility (ARAS, 2011). The tranquility, serenity and protection displayed in the artwork of 

both Survivor B and C symbolized a sense of well-being as well as health and growth in their 

safe places.  

 Both Survivor B and C placed the majority of their flowers on the lower left side of their 

paintings. Left signifies the sphere of unaccepted and unconscious reactions, even something 

sinister (Jung, 1983). Though these paintings seem to have been painted from a lower, more 

protected area, the placement could unconsciously indicate a hesitancy in their safe places and a 

feeling of being unaccepted.  

Both of these safe place art pieces indicate a progression of gaining control of their safe 

space. Survivor C specifically included a waterfall in her painting, which can symbolize balance 

(ARAS, 2011). The river and waterfall reflect continual fluidity, this could potentially display an 
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awareness to resources both internally and externally. Survivor C also included two deer and 

several birds in her painting, with animals symbolizing self (Jung, 1983) indicating herself in the 

midst of the thriving landscape. The birds included in Survivor C’s artwork, indicated a link 

between conscious and unconscious, (ARAS, 2011). The waterfall, an emblem of balance, 

(ARAS, 2011) was placed on the right, psychologically, this is the side of consciousness of 

adaptation (Jung 1983) and could indicate a balance in the consciousness of her progression 

through her trauma. The researcher found Survivor C could have a greater connection between 

her conscious and unconscious or she could have a greater sense of self, which is indicated by 

animals, representing our instinctive nature and its connectedness with one’s surroundings, 

(Jung, 1983). 

 Survivor D’s box is a representation of control she is gaining over her life. She knows 

she portrays one view to the world but is very aware of the black void in which she feels is the 

most comfortable place to reside. By specifically creating a latch for her box, the researcher 

found this could indicate the survivor either has the ability to go back and forth between the two 

worlds as needed, or she has the control to simply shut out which world she does not want to 

participate in at the moment. The complete black inner box may indicate she is not ready to bring 

the outside world into her private void, her safe place. The total darkness may indicate she feels 

nothing on the outside world can provide her any type or feeling of safety.  

All three art pieces, though different, contain several similarities. All three have the color 

black representing anxiety or depression, (Jung, 1983) or dark shadows indicating a base or evil 

or an instinctive drive that one ought to overcome (Jung, 1983). Although these elements are 

present, the survivors did not indicate they felt anything other than safe in their art responses. 

The color black or dark shadows also include a transition into bright and vibrant colors. 

The researcher found the vibrant colors could indicate growth and happiness in the nature scenes 
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of Survivor B and C but could also be indicated on the colorful outside of the box of Survivor D. 

“Transformation from dark to meadow underlines potential for positive action, (Jung, 

1983).  Survivor B and C also include small mountain passes in their paintings, “well known 

symbol for a situation of transition that leads from an old situation to a new one, (Jung, 1983). 

With both dark colors and the vibrancy of new life combined in all three art pieces, the 

researcher found all three survivors were resilient in their forward progression. In this 

progression the survivors also indicate an understanding and awareness of the traumatic parts of 

their past still being present. Their safe places each contained an area of rest even with darkness 

lurking, but they indicate an understanding of the gradual transition from darkness, as part of 

their journey. The researcher took into account some symbols present in the art could hold 

personal meaning to the participants; however, due to the lack of time and establishment of trust, 

the processing discussion did not go as deep into personal meaning and details as desired.   

Limitations 

Limitations to this study include the number of participants and the time frame of the 

study. The sample size for this study was limited due to accessibility to the target population. 

Trafficked survivors involved with the organization where the research was conducted tend to 

enter and exit the program on a regular basis and the number of survivors in the program at any 

given time also may vary. This study involved available survivors in attendance in the program 

at the time of the study. Despite four participants consenting to participate Survivor A withdrew 

herself from the study after completing the response art, but before completing the short 

questionnaire, thus the researcher did not include her artwork in the results.  

The researcher was surprised at the participants’ willingness to share details of their art 

responses with the group during discussion. The researcher was aware this population can be 
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hesitant to trust, especially in a therapeutic relationship, and was worried they would not be 

willing to share their details with someone they had just met. The researcher would be interested 

to see how much deeper into discussion the participants would have ventured had some form of 

previous relationship been established.  

The Covid-19 pandemic limited in-person options for completing the study, due to 

requirements preventing in-person contact due to the strict quarantine and stay at home orders 

(CDC, 2020). Due to these challenges, the study was completed via virtual sessions in order to 

keep everyone involved safe. To further increase safety factors, the researcher decided to avoid 

using porous art supplies and sharing of materials between participants to reduce the risk of 

contamination and spreading of the virus.  

The specific timing of this study occurring during a worldwide pandemic may have 

hindered the focus of participants on their past traumas and may have influenced their responses 

such as the presence of isolation. The researcher would be interested to see if the same themes 

present themselves if held during a different time.  

The researcher was not aware of any countertransference being experienced with either 

the clients or the artwork; however relatable feelings arose when a participant stated that 

“everyone needs to do this study since no one is safe during Covid.” The researcher immediately 

resonated with that statement as fear and anxiety of all the unknowns surrounding the pandemic 

had surfaced in the forefront of the researcher’s mind.  

Personal bias may include the researchers' previously formed belief of the healing power 

of art due to her own experience of involving art therapy throughout her daily life experiences. 

Previously, the researcher also completed a ten-month direct services internship at the nonprofit 

organization where the research was conducted and was familiar with procedures within that 

organization as well as knowledge about the population. Since the researcher was familiar with 
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the population, there might have been questions that weren't asked because she already 

understood the needs of the population. The researcher had a greater understanding for the 

trauma informed approach required when serving this population as well as the limited resources 

available to them. The researcher already knew there was limited access to this specific 

population and was concerned about the effects the virtual platform would have on her study.  

The researcher viewed having to rely on the organizations’ facilitator being present 

during the study, instead of the researcher herself, as a limitation. The researcher is very detail 

oriented and would have preferred to have been in person to make sure the paperwork and 

elements of the study ran smoothly. Being very familiar with the organization, due to previous 

time spent with them, there was no doubt everything would be taken care of as needed, even so it 

was difficult having to rely on a group facilitator instead of being able to do it personally.          

Recommendations and Future Studies 

Recommendations for future studies include conducting a longitudinal research study to 

examine long term effects of art therapy within human trafficking recovery programs. The 

researcher believes this type of study completed in person would improve outcomes and increase 

data collection practices that may further contribute to the body of research. Due to the lack of 

data on art therapy groups with human trafficking survivors, the researcher is interested in 

increasing the number of studies with the target population as well as completing this study a 

second time. The researcher would be interested to see if someone replicated this study, if it 

would have a similar outcome. The researcher would also like to see future studies exploring 

multicultural variances in the creation of safe spaces. Studies focusing on specific details 

surrounding comorbid disorders associated with PTSD and human trafficking such as depression, 

anxiety, and dissociative identity disorder to examine the best evidence-based methods for 

treatment. No information was given as to the type of traumas the participants had experienced 
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prior to their time with the organization and no information was given during discussion. This 

would not be typical in a group that has only held one session, but it would be interesting to 

know more details surrounding individual participants previous traumas. A more detailed, in-

depth study is suggested for both labor trafficking and sex trafficking. The researcher would be 

interested to explore the similarities and differences if this study was completed with each 

population individually. More detailed art therapy studies, focusing on the starting age of 

trafficking and length being trafficked, would be beneficial with this population. Studies that 

explore: trafficking survivors’ identity, self-esteem, relationship building, coping skills, grief, 

loss, and addiction through the use of art therapy interventions, would also increase a better 

understanding of the needs of this population.  

Conclusion 

Recovery from trauma unfolds in stages, the first and most important is establishment of 

safety. Returning to a grounded experience of oneself in the world or returning to the present 

orientation is the beginning of regaining a sense of safety. Art therapy provides victims with an 

avenue for exploring their experiences and innermost feelings without the need for using words. 

Regaining control of their thoughts and feelings helps to establish a sense of safety after 

traumatic experiences.  

The researcher believes human trafficking survivors across cultures would benefit from 

engaging in art therapy. Layered trauma of survivors of sex trafficking could be addressed and 

explored through art therapy. Despite the trauma human trafficking survivors endure, 

participants in this study appeared to have an increased sense of safety as described on the 

surveys after completing the art therapy directives. Further studies are needed to validate the use 

of art therapy with trafficking survivors. It is hoped that this study may increase awareness of the 
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importance of art therapy with human trafficking survivors and the need to introduce more varied 

healthy coping strategies to increase survivors’ sense of safety and emotional healing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  74 

 

References 

American Art Therapy Association. (AATA). (2013). Ethical principles for art therapists. 

http://www.arttherapy.org/upload/ethicalprinciples.pdf 

American Art Therapy Association. (2017). About art therapy. 

 https://arttherapy.org/about-art-therapy/  

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental 

disorders (5th ed.). https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596 

Art Therapy Credentials Board, Inc. (2020). ATCB Code of Ethics, Conduct, and Disciplinary 

Procedures. https://www.atcb.org/Ethics/ATCBCode 

Archive for Research in Archetypal Symbolism. (ARAS). (2011). Book of symbols. Taschen.  

Barker, M. (2010). Self-care and relationship conflict. Sexual & Relationship Therapy, 25(1). 37-

47. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14681990903479904 

Becker, C. J. (2015). Integrating art into group treatment for adults with post-traumatic stress 

disorder from childhood sexual abuse: A pilot study. Art Therapy: Journal of the American 

Art Therapy Association, 32(4), 190-196. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2015.1091643 

Carlson, E. B., & Putnam, F. W. (1993). An update on the dissociative experiences scale. 

Dissociation: Progress in the Dissociative Disorders, 6(1), 16-27. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2020). Timing of state and territorial COVID-19 

stay-at-home orders and changes in population movement - United States, March 1–May 

31, 2020. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  

Clawson, H. J., Dutch, N., Solomon, A., & Grace, L. G. (2009). Human trafficking into and 

within the United States: A review of the literature. Office of the Assistant Secretary for 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  75 

 

Planning and Evaluation. https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/human-trafficking-and-within-united-

states-review-literature 

Courtois, C. A., Ford, J., & Cloitre, M. (Eds.). (2009). Best practices in the treatment for adult. In 

Treating post-traumatic disorder (pp.82-103). Guilford Press. 

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 

methods approaches. Sage Publications. 

Ely, G. E., Koury, S., Bennett, K., Hartinger, C., Green, S., & Nochajski, T. (2017). “I feel like I 

am finding peace”: Exploring the use of a combined art therapy and adapted seeking 

safety program with refugee support groups. Advances in Social Work, 18(1), 103-115. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.18060/21130 

Fargnoli, A. (2017). Maintaining stability in the face of adversity: Self-Care practices of human 

trafficking survivor-trainers in India. American Journal of Dance Therapy, 39(2), 226-

251. https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1007/s10465-017-9262-4 

Farrell-Kirk, R. (2001). Secrets, symbols, synthesis, and safety: The role of boxes in art therapy. 

American Journal of Art Therapy, 39(3), 88.  

Fisher, J. (2017). Healing the fragmented selves of trauma survivors: Overcoming internal self-

alienation. Routledge. 

Forde, C., & Duvvury, N. (2017). Sexual violence, masculinity, and the journey of recovery. 

Psychology of Men & Masculinities, 18(4), 301-310. 

http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1037/men0000054 

Fryrear, J. R., & Corbit, I. E (1992). Photo art therapy. A Jungian perspective. Charles C. 

Thomas. 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  76 

 

Gant, L., & Tinnin, L. W. (2009). Support for a neurobiological view of trauma with 

implications for art therapy. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 36, 148-153. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2008.12.005. 

Goździak, E. M., & Bump, M. N. (2008). Data and research on human trafficking: Bibliography 

of research-based literature. Georgetown University. 

Gray, A. E. L. (2001). The Body Remembers: Dance/Movement Therapy with an Adult Survivor 

of Torture. American Journal of Dance Therapy, 23(1), 29-43.  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1023/A:1010780306585 

Harber, K. (2011). Creating a framework: Art therapy elicits the narrative. Journal of the 

American Art Therapy Association, 28(1), 19-25.  

Harris, M., & Fallot, R. D. (2001). Envisioning a trauma-informed service system: A vital 

paradigm shift. In M. Harris & R. D. Fallot (Eds.), Using trauma theory to design service 

symptoms (pp. 3-22) Jossey-Bass. 

Heenan, D. (2006). Art as therapy: An effective way of promoting positive mental health? 

Disability & Society, 21(2), 179-191.  

Herman, J. (1992). Trauma and Recovery. Basic Books.  

Herman, J. (1997). Trauma and recovery: The aftermath of violence-from domestic abuse to 

political terror. Basic Books. 

Hinz, L. D. (2020). Expressive therapies continuum: A framework for using art in therapy. 

Routledge. 

International Labour Organization. (2017). (rep.). Global estimates of modern slavery: Forced 

labour and forced marriage. Geneva.  

International Society for the Study of Trauma & Dissociation. (2021). Post-traumatic stress 

disorders. https://www.isst-d.org/public-resources-home/ 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  77 

 

International Society for the Study of Trauma & Dissociation. (2021). Trauma and complex 

trauma: An overview https://www.isst-d.org/public-resources-home/ 

Jani, N. (2018). Ethno-theatre: Exploring a narrative intervention for trafficking survivors. 

Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 28(5), 548-556.  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1080/10911359.2018.1432439 

Jung, C. (1983). Man and his symbols. Doubleday.  

Junge, M. B. (2010). The modern history of art therapy in the United States. Charles C. 

Thomas. Kalmanowitz, D. (2016). Inhabited studio: Art therapy and mindfulness, 

resilience, adversity and refugees. International Journal of Art Therapy, 21(2), 75-84.  

Kapitan, L. (2010). The empathic imagination of art therapy: Good for the brain? Art Therapy, 

27(4), 158-159. 

Karakurt, G., & Silver, K. E. (2014). Therapy for childhood sexual abuse survivors using 

attachment and family systems theory orientations. The American Journal of Family 

Therapy, 42, 79-91. doi:10.1080/01926187.2013.772872  

Karasu, T., Marczylo, T. H., Maccarone, M., & Konje, J. C. (2011). The role of sex steroid 

hormones, cytokines and the endocannabinoid system in female fertility. Human 

Reproduction Update, 17, 347-361. 

Kometiani, M. K. (2020). Art therapy treatment with sex trafficking survivors: Facilitating 

empowerment, recovery, and hope. Routledge. 

Kometiani, M. K. (2020). Beauty in the disorder art therapy with sex trafficking siurvivors in 

Ohio, United States. In Art therapy treatment with sex trafficking survivors facilitating 

empowerment, recovery, and hope (pp. 97–112). Routledge.  



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  78 

 

Kometiani, M. K., & Farmer, K. W. (2020). Exploring resilience through case studies of art 

therapy with sex trafficking survivors and their advocates. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 67. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1016/j.aip.2019.101582 

Litam, S. D. A. (2017). Human sex trafficking in America: What counselors need to know. The 

Professional Counselor, 7(1), 45-61. https://doi.org/10.15241/sd.al.7.45 

Malchiodi, C. (Ed.). (2012). Handbook of art therapy (2nd ed.). Guilford Press.  

McNamee, C. M. (2006). Experiences with bilateral art: A retrospective study. Art Therapy, 

23(1), 7-13.  

Merriam-Webster, Incorporated. (2016). Merriam-Webster's dictionary of law.  

Merriam-Webster Incorporated. (2020). Merriam Webster Collegiate Dictionary (11th ed.).  

Morrissey, P. J. (2013). Trauma finds expression through art therapy. Health Progress, 94(3), 

44-47.  

Murray, C. E., Moore Spencer, K., Stickl, J. & Crowe, A. (2017). See the triumph healing arts 

workshops for survivors of intimate partner violence and sexual assault. Journal of 

Creativity in Mental Health, 12(2). 192-202.  

Naff, K. (2014). A Framework for Treating Cumulative Trauma with Art Therapy. Art Therapy: 

Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 31(2), 79-86.  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1080/07421656.2014.903824 

Najavits, L. M. (2002). Seeking Safety: A treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse. 

Guilford Press.  

Najavits, L. M., Smylie, D., Johnson, K., Lung, J., Gallop, R. J., & Classen, C. C. (2013). 

Seeking Safety therapy for pathological gambling and PTSD: A pilot outcome study. 

Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 45(1), 10-16.  

doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/02791072.2013.763557  



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  79 

 

National Institute of Mental Health. (2016). Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

 www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorderptsd 

Pénzes, I., van Hooren, S., Dokter, D., Smeijsters, H. & Hutschemaekers, G. (2016). Material 

interaction and art product in art therapy assessment in adult mental health. Arts & 

Health, 8(3), 213-228.  

Perryman, K., Blisard, P., & Moss, R. (2019). Using creative arts in trauma therapy: The 

neuroscience of healing. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 41(1), 80-94.  

Pifalo, T. (2006). Art therapy with sexually abused children and adolescents: Extended research 

study. Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 23(4), 181-185. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ777015.pdf 

Pifalo, T. (2009). Mapping the maze: An art therapy intervention following disclosure of sexual 

abuse. Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 26(1), 12-18. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2009.10129313. 

Polaris Project, & Sanar. (2015). Sanar promising practices - polaris project. polarisproject.org. 

https://polarisproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Sanar-Promising-Practices.pdf.  

Rajaram, S. S., & Tidball, S. (2018). Survivors’ Voices-Complex Needs of Sex Trafficking 

Survivors in the Midwest. Behavioral Medicine, 44(3), 189-198.  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1080/08964289.2017.1399101 

Rankin, A. B. & Taucher, L. C. (2003). A task-oriented approach to art therapy in trauma 

treatment. Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 20(3), 138- 

147.  

Schouten, K. A., de Niet, G. J., Knipscheer, J. W., Kleber, R. J., & Hutschemaekers, G. J. M. 

(2015). The effectiveness of art therapy in the treatment of traumatized adults: A 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  80 

 

systematic review of art therapy and trauma. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 16(2), 220-228. 

https://doi.org/sites/default/files/Sanar-Promising-Practices.pdf 

Spielberger, C. D., Gorsuch, R. L., Lushene, R., Vagg, P. R., & Jacobs, G. A. (1983). Manual for 

the state-trait anxiety inventory. Consulting Psychologists Press.  

Stance, S. M. (2014). Therapeutic doll making in art psychotherapy for complex trauma. Art 

Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 31(1), 12-20. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2014.873689. 

Stoklosa, H., Grace, A. M., & Littenberg, N. (2015). Medical education on human trafficking. 

AMA Journal of Ethics, 17(10), 914-921. https://doi-

org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/10.1001/journalofethics.2015.17.10.medu1-1510 

Talwar, S. (2007). Accessing traumatic memory through art making: An art therapy trauma 

protocol (ATTP). The Arts in Psychotherapy, 34, 22-35.  

Trip, T. (2007). A short-term therapy approach to processing trauma: Art therapy and bilateral 

stimulation. Art Therapy, 24(4), 176-183.  

Tripp, T. (2016). A body-based bilateral art protocol for reprocessing trauma. In J. King (Ed.), 

Art therapy, trauma and neuroscience: Theoretical and practical perspectives (pp. 173-

194). Routledge.  

Tripp, T., Potash, J. S., & Brancheau, D. (2019). Safe Place collage protocol: Art making for 

managing traumatic stress. Journal of Trauma & Dissociation, 20(5), 511-525.  

United States Department of State. (2019). 2019 Trafficking in persons report, 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-trafficking-in-persons-report/  

VandenBos, G. R. (Ed.). (2007). APA Dictionary of Psychology. American Psychological 

Association. 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  81 

 

van der Kolk, B. (2014). The body keeps the score: Brain, mind, and body in the healing of 

trauma. Penguin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HUMAN TRAFFICKING SURVIVORS: FACILITATING A SENSE OF SAFETY 

  82 

 

Appendix A. 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
Title of the Research Study: Human Trafficking Survivors and Short-term Art Therapy: 
Facilitating a Sense of Safety 
Principal Investigator: Tracy Richardson, Ph.D., St. Mary-of-the-Woods College 
Co-investigator: Marissa Skinner, St. Mary-of-the-Woods College 
Co-investigator: Tamar Einstein, Ph.D., REAT, St. Mary-of-the-Woods College 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study about the use of art therapy to facilitate a 
sense of safety. Key information for you to consider is provided below. Please carefully consider 
this key information and read this entire form to obtain more detailed information about this 
research study. Please feel free to ask questions about any of the information before deciding 
whether to participate in this research project. Participation in this research project is voluntary. 
 

Key Information 
● Purpose of the research study: to understand the meaning of an art therapy experience to facilitate a 

sense of safety in human trafficking survivors.  
● Procedure and Duration: The entire study will take approximately one hour and thirty minutes to 

complete. The art task will begin with a guided relaxation experience reflecting on a place that 
makes you feel safe. After the reflection you will create an art response to your safe place with the 
art supplies provided. Participants will be asked not to use identifiers in their artwork as 
photographs may be taken of art as data if consent is given for a photo of your artwork to be 
included in the study. You will then complete a short questionnaire about your experience.  

● Risks and discomfort: Risks or discomforts from this research study include vulnerability to reflect 
back on a place that makes you feel safe. 

● Potential benefits: Benefits that may be expected from this research study include increased sense 
of safety and enhanced coping skills.  

● Participation is voluntary. Non-participation will in no way affect the services provided to you by 
End Slavery Tennessee.  
 

 
Purpose of the Research 
The purpose of the research study is to understand how art therapy can be used to facilitate a 
sense of safety. 
You are being asked to participate because you have identified with the human trafficking 
survivor population.  
 
Procedures 
The art task will begin with a guided reflection of a place that makes you feel safe narrated by 
the researcher. Participants will have the option to keep their eyes opened or closed during this 
reflection.  
You will have forty-five minutes to create an art response to your safe place. Participants will be 
asked not to display any identification in their artwork as it may be photographed for data. 
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During this time the researcher will not speak unless questions arise directly relating to the art 
materials provided.  
After the art is created you will be asked to complete a short questionnaire regarding your 
experience. You may share any thoughts or insight gained during this time. 
The artwork you create is yours to keep after being photographed. 
 
Risks or Discomforts 
Reflecting back on a place that makes you feel safe can feel vulnerable. Creating an art reflection 
to a place that makes you feel safe, allows the participant to express these feelings of safety as an 
alternative coping skill to reflect back on in times of need.  
 
Potential Benefits 
Benefits from this study may include an increased sense of safety and enhanced coping skills. 
The data collected from these images and surveys may provide researchers and therapists more 
tools in helping other individuals within the human trafficking population.  
 
Confidentiality 
All participants will be given alternative identifiers within the research (Survivor A, Survivor B, 
etc.). Data charts will contain these alternative identifiers. Photographs will be stored on a 
password protected computer before being added to the research with your alternative identifiers 
(Survivor A Artwork, Survivor B Artwork, etc.). 
There will be two copies of your consent forms that can directly identify your signature. One 
copy will be made for the director of survivor care and the original will be secured in a locked 
fireproof safe with the researcher separately from the data collected. All participants will also 
receive a copy for their personal records, this copy does not need to be signed. This signed 
informed consent form will be kept by the researcher for the duration of two years in a locked 
fireproof safe, after that time period it will be shredded then burned. A copy will be kept by the 
director of survivor care with End Slavery Tennessee and will be kept in a secured office for the 
duration of their choosing and disposed of using the policies established by ESTN. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
It is entirely voluntary to participate in this research study. Non-participation will in no way 
affect the services provided to you by End Slavery Tennessee. You can decline participation in 
the study by not signing the consent form. You can withdraw from the study at any time without 
penalty by informing the co-investigator, Marissa Skinner, that you no longer wish to participate. 
 
Use of Data for Future Study 
Data that does not contain information directly identifying you could be used for future research 
studies or distributed to another investigator for future research studies without additional 
informed consent.  
 
If you have questions about this research study, please contact the principal investigator or co-
investigator. 

Principal Investigator 
Tracy Richardson, Ph.D.  
trichardson@smwc.edu  
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Co-investigators 
Marissa Skinner, MAAT 

(931) 231-5569, marissa.skinner@smwc.edu 
 

Tamar Einstein, Ph.D., REAT 
tamar.einstein@smwc.edu 

 
This study was approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Human Subjects Institutional 
Review Board on _____________________. If you have questions or concerns about your rights 
as a research participant, you may contact the chair of the Human Subjects Institutional Review 
Board. 

Chair, IRB 
Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 
Saint Mary of the Woods, IN 47876 

(812) 535-5232 
lpantazi@smwc.edu 

 
My signature below indicates that I am 18 years of age or older, I have been informed about this 
study, I consent to participate, and I have received a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
______________________________________  ____________________________ 
 Signature      Date 
 
 
Note: If participant is under the age of 18, participant’s parent or guardian must sign the consent 
form and the participant must sign an assent form. 
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Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Media Consent Form 

CONSENT TO PHOTOGRAPH ARTWORK 

Thank you for your participation in this research project. As part of this project, you may choose 

to allow the researcher to photograph your artwork. Initial the item that best suits your level of 

comfort. There will be no negative consequences for refusing to give permission for your 

artwork to be photographed. The results of this study may be presented in educational settings, 

scientific journals, popular press or newspapers, professional conferences, or the media. The 

researcher agrees to only use the materials in ways to which you agree. Pseudonyms will be used 

in presenting this research.  

Please initial 

I give approval for my artwork to be photographed. Yes: ______ or No________  

I understand that I can withdraw my permission to have my artwork photographed at any time 

without prejudice and with no explanation required.  

I have read the above and give my consent for the use of the photograph/videotape/audiotape as 

indicated. I certify that I am eighteen (18) years of age or older and that I have been given a copy 

of this form for my own records.  

Signature _____________________ Date _____________________ 
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Appendix B 

1) What was this experience like for you? 

 

2) What meaning did the art making have for you/What did you learn through the art making? 

 

3) Describe what impact (if any) this experience had on your sense of safety? 

 

4) What did you like about this experience? 

 

5) What did you dislike about it? 

 

6) Describe the level of safety you feel right now (very unsafe, somewhat unsafe, somewhat safe, 

very safe… etc.) 

 

7) Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix C 

Population: Human Trafficking Survivors  

Age: 18 or older 

Area of Need to be Addressed: Coping skills  

Art Therapy Initiative (task): Reflective Art Making 

Title: Safe Haven.  

ETC levels: Symbolic 

Art Media to be Used: Paper, various drawing materials, various painting supplies, magazines, 

glue and scissors if needed.  

Directions to be given: Guide survivors through a daydream of somewhere or something that 

makes them feel safe. Somewhere or something that makes them peaceful or calm. Inform 

survivors that they can close their eyes or keep them open, whichever feels safest. Once 

everyone comes up with a place or an image, survivors create a response to this reflection. They 

can either create their haven visually or abstractly to reference the place or feeling.  

Guided Reflection: 

“Let’s all take a moment to get relaxed.” PAUSE  

“Find a place in the room where you feel most comfortable, whether it’s in your chair or 

somewhere on the floor.” PAUSE 

“Take a couple of minutes to focus on your breathing.” PAUSE 

“Become aware of any tension in your body. Notice it when you take a deep breath in and 

release it when you breathe out.” PAUSE 

“Take a deep breath in,” PAUSE “and release.”  

WAIT A FEW MOMENTS FOR BREATHING 
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“Begin to imagine a place where you feel safe. PAUSE Maybe its somewhere you have been 

before, somewhere you have dreamed of going to, or just a safe haven you can create for 

yourself.” PAUSE 

“Look around you in that place, what does it look like?” PAUSE 

“Begin to think about your physical surroundings, the earth beneath you or whatever is 

supporting you in that place. Is it cool or warm, is there a breeze?” PAUSE 

“What can you smell? Is there fresh baked bread, or maybe flowers.” PAUSE 

“What colors do you see?” PAUSE 

“Are there any sounds, or is it completely silent?” PAUSE 

“Notice any pleasant physical sensations in your body while you enjoy your safe space.” PAUSE 

“Let us linger in this space, while we enjoy the peacefulness.” PAUSE 

ALLOW A FEW MOMENTS OF SILENCE.  

“Whenever you are ready, you may leave your haven, knowing that you may return to it 

whenever you like.” PAUSE “Return to the here and now, wiggling your toes up to your fingers, 

adjusting in your seat, bringing your attention back to your surroundings.” 

 

Time needed for this age and developmental stage:15 minutes for introductions and/or 

icebreakers, 15 minutes for guided reflection, 45 minutes for response and 15 minutes for 

processing and wrap up 

Any special Concerns: None 

Processing Questions which link levels of ETC and area of Need to be addressed:  

How can you use this image as a reminder of your haven during a troubling time? 
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Appendix D 

 

Survivor B response art 
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Appendix E 

Survivor C response art 
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Appendix F 

 

   

Survivor D response art 
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Appendix G 
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Appendix H 

Survivor B Transcript 

1) What was this experience like for you? 

“It was refreshing and fun” 

2) What meaning did the art making have for you/What did you learn through the art making? 

“Peaceful place in nature colorful sunset” 

3) Describe what impact (if any) this experience had on your sense of safety? 

“It helped the sense of safety because I was able to imagine where my safe place however I 

imagined it to be” 

4) What did you like about this experience? 

“Getting to do artwork” 

5) What did you dislike about it? 

“would of been better to be in person” 

6) Describe the level of safety you feel right now (very unsafe, somewhat unsafe, somewhat safe, 

very safe… etc.) 

“Very safe” 

7) Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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“I was grateful to get to do this art project today” 

Survivor C Transcript 

1) What was this experience like for you? 

“I enjoyed it “ 

2) What meaning did the art making have for you/What did you learn through the art making? 

“Its almost just as good as talking!” 

3) Describe what impact (if any) this experience had on your sense of safety? 

“Not sure of impact but had fun” 

4) What did you like about this experience? 

“The whole process” 

5) What did you dislike about it? 

“Nothing it was fun” 

6) Describe the level of safety you feel right now (very unsafe, somewhat unsafe, somewhat safe, 

very safe… etc.) 

“Very safe” 

7) Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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“Art is the best way to feel” 

Survivor D Transcript 

1) What was this experience like for you? 

“Good. Creating my safe space was helpful” 

2) What meaning did the art making have for you/What did you learn through the art making? 

“Now I have a mini sized safe space to remind me that I am safe” 

3) Describe what impact (if any) this experience had on your sense of safety? 

“Helpful/good” 

4) What did you like about this experience? 

“Art + therapy + group; good supplies/everyone had the same stuff to work with; focused/single 

prompt etc.” 

5) What did you dislike about it? 

“Nothing” 

6) Describe the level of safety you feel right now (very unsafe, somewhat unsafe, somewhat safe, 

very safe… etc.) 

“Very” 

7) Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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“Very professional; very fun *****” 

 

 

 


