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Integrating a Trauma-Informed Response
In Violence Against Women and Human Trafficking Prosecutions
INTRODUCTION

Viktoria Kristiansson, JD and Charlene Whitman-Barr, JD1

of extreme violence, such as shootings or stabbings. Sexual
assaults committed by strangers may also be accepted as the
type of violent events that may trigger symptoms of trauma. But
the trauma caused by other types of violence — nonstranger
rape, sexual assault of an unconscious victim, alcohol-facilitated sexual assault, nonstranger stalking,3 sexual exploitation or trafficking, and intimate partner violence — is often
mitigated or overlooked even by experienced professional responders. This disparity can discourage victims from reporting
and from seeking help, and can also retraumatize victims who
do come forward if they are blamed for the crimes committed
against them or if their disclosures are minimized, criticized,
or not believed.

The most significant injuries suffered by victims of sexual
violence, intimate partner violence, stalking, and human
trafficking2 (hereinafter “violence against women and human
trafficking”) are often those least visible. Perpetrators use
pre-existing relationships, trust, victim’s alcohol or drug use,
or perhaps a victim’s engagement in criminal activity, to name
a few, to create vulnerabilities that enable him/her to commit crimes or escape accountability. These vulnerabilities, the
trauma associated with the experience of the assault itself, as
well as the guilt, self-blame, embarrassment, fear, and other
emotions, may have long-lasting psychological wounds deeper than most any physical injury the victim may have suffered
during the assault.
The impact of trauma resulting from these crimes is often
misunderstood. Traumatic stress is acknowledged as an expected or reasonable response to exposure to war or other forms

1

Trauma is an experience or situation that is emotionally and/
or physically painful and distressing, and includes a response
that is characterized by intense feelings.4 In the immediate
short-term following trauma, typical reactions can include
shock and denial.5 In the longer term, reactions can include
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unpredictable feelings and emotions, flashbacks, headaches
and nausea, and relationships that are strained.6

ing areas where continued, additional integration is necessary. This article will also identify gaps in the application of
the approach, specifically in reference to other co-occurring,
violence against women and human trafficking crimes, and
suggest strategies to more effectively integrate traumainformed investigative and prosecutorial practices.

Victims of violence against women and human trafficking
experience trauma that manifests in many different ways, including fear, concern for the safety of themselves and others,
embarrassment, shame, and self-blame that can overwhelm
their ability to cope. Many “cope” by trying to ignore the victimization or trying to accept it as an inevitable part of their
lives. For example, victims may report freezing7 during an
assault either because of fear, disbelief at the commission of
the crime, or shock at the identify of their perpetrator. Others
may cope through efforts to deny the victimization.8 Many
victims of intimate partner violence experience frequent,
ongoing trauma that results in life-changing reactions to
and survival mechanisms for the abuse, which may include
their own and others’ minimization9 of the violence.10 Victims of sexual exploitation and human trafficking, who must
continue to “work” after suffering or witnessing violence,
may cope by normalizing11 the violence. As a result of the
trauma and its short- and long-term impact, most victims of
violence against women and human trafficking are unable
to seek help or report to authorities.12

THE TRAUMA-INFORMED APPROACH

A TRAUMA-INFORMED RESPONSE REQUIRES
THE FOLLOWING ELEMENTS:
• Fully acknowledge the trauma caused by the
current victimization and its impact on the victim
and her/his family;
• Recognize professionals’ and society’s tendency to
minimize violence against women and human
trafficking crimes involving nonstranger offenders,
alcohol, sexually exploited victims, and crimes
committed without the use of traditional weapons
such as knives or guns;
• Consider the likelihood that the victim may also have
experienced significant past trauma that may be
independent or may cross over, or be otherwise
related to the current victimization, and contemplate
the impact of this past on the victim’s current
response to trauma; and

Over the last several decades, prosecutors of violence
against women and human trafficking have carefully reviewed practices with the goal of better integrating an
understanding of trauma into responses related to the
prosecution of these cases.13 There are several examples
of improved laws, practices, and policies. A greater understanding of victim behavior has led to the passage of state
statutes and other laws allowing for the introduction of expert testimony to explain victim behaviors to judges and
juries. Coordinated multidisciplinary responses to domestic violence were developed, in part, out of the recognition
for the need to comprehensively respond to the collateral
consequences victims face as a result of their abuse and the
batterer’s arrest.14 The understanding of the histories and
life-altering victimization of sexually exploited girls and
women has led to the passage of expungement laws and
diversion courts to support survivors through trauma-informed, holistic care and programming.15

This STRATEGIES will describe a trauma-informed approach
to responding to these crimes and discuss practices where
such an approach has already been incorporated, highlight-

• Respond in a manner that fully supports the victim
and avoids any retraumatization.16

Trauma-Informed Multidisciplinary Response

2

A multidisciplinary response is a core component of a
trauma-informed approach throughout the continuum of
the criminal justice response. The building blocks for the
trauma-informed approach can be found in most jurisdictions’ multidisciplinary response teams, which often
include law enforcement agencies, prosecutors, health
care professionals, emergency responders, 911 operators,
advocates, child protective services, local businesses and
employers, and religious leaders. Such response teams’
goals range from providing a first response to providing
longer-term services to working to supplant social norms.17
Many operate with input from survivors, which “can sig-
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Trauma-Informed Investigation

nificantly enhance the effectiveness of the community’s
response” to crimes by highlighting offender/victim behaviors and trends in a local community, keeping professionals’
focus on the survivor, and providing a level of comfort for
other survivors.18

Law enforcement is most effective when trained to recognize and address psychological and emotional trauma in
the aftermath of all violence against women and human
trafficking cases.25 This includes their first response,26 interviewing of the victim,27 conducting the investigation, addressing intimidation,28 and working with prosecutors and
other allied professionals throughout the case.

Crimes involving nonstranger offenders, which constitute
a significant percentage of violence against women and human trafficking crimes, call for response teams to address
victims’ specific needs. Cases of intimate partner violence
are addressed by domestic violence response teams (DVRTs)
and coordinated community response teams (CCRs);19 sexual
assault response teams (SARTs) offer specialized sexual assault intervention services;20 and human trafficking response
teams (HTRTs) are similar to DVRTs and SARTs, but often with
the additional recognition that prevention through curbing
demand is also a crucial component of a holistic response.21

Victims are often reluctant to report, concerned that they
will not be believed or will encounter harassment, or concerned about retaliation by the perpetrator or her/his family or other associates. The victim’s true feelings about her/
his victimization — and how the victimization has affected
her/his family and friends — will likely only be known to
investigators and prosecutors if they take the affirmative
step of specifically asking about them. Ideally, responders
should be well trained so they have the adequate foundational knowledge through which to process information
shared by the victim before they begin interviewing the victim regarding these issues.29

These response teams “strategize, resolve problems, and
make changes within the system in order to improve the
community’s response to” these crimes, but they are not immune to their own challenges.22 The challenges associated
with trauma-informed care occur not because communities
are not responding collaboratively, but because, even when
trauma-informed, cases involving nonstranger offenders
are still often misunderstood, minimized, or overlooked.

Law enforcement officers and prosecutors, in particular,
must consider the continuum of trauma that victims experience and seek to avoid any retraumatization of the victim
and her/his family. These two groups are crucial components of a holistic response to violence against women and
human trafficking, and they frequently assist victims in accessing other crucial services. The nature of the response by
law enforcement officers and prosecutors might also have
a direct impact on victim’s ultimate feelings of whether
s/he was provided with meaningful access to justice after
engaging with the justice system.30 This is because, more
than any others, police and prosecutors are identified by
victims as the face of the justice system. Their collective
response, therefore, may have a greater impact on the
victim’s trauma recovery and view of the system’s ability to
help her/him than any other professionals.31

PRACTICE TIP

Across these coordinated efforts, however, the response
may become siloed.23 Professionals sometimes focus
so much on their specific victim population that they fail
to screen for co-occurring crimes or other victimization.
This can occur, for example, when assault victims are
not asked questions that may identify them as trafficking victims, or when domestic violence victims are not
asked about sexual violence.24 A comprehensive traumainformed approach should train triage professionals —
who ask the questions about current facts and relevant
history — as well as first responders to work with victims
and avoid retraumatizing them. Such trainings should
take into account that all responders bring their own biases
to the work that impact their ability to listen and to identify
potential victimization. Even inadvertently, theses biases
may result in victim blaming and ultimately lead to a minimization of the offender’s culpability.

Trauma-Informed Prosecution

3

For law enforcement and prosecutors, the ongoing need to
apply trauma-informed practices spans the case’s progress
through the justice system. Decisions like collaborating
with other professionals and experts, determining whom to
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is going to be offered and requesting privacy for the victim.
It may also be a good idea to give the victim and her/his
family a warning that graphic or potentially embarrassing
information will be revealed. In preparing for direct examination, prosecutors should be sensitive about opening up
past traumas, and recognize that there may be events that
are deeply painful for the victim to recall.

interview and what to ask those persons, charging certain
crimes, keeping in contact with the victim at every stage of
the process, filing pretrial motions, and employing a certain
trial strategy should all be approached with a consciousness of the impact that responders’ choices have on victims
and witnesses. For example, the filing of a pretrial motion
to allow an advocate to sit near a victim when testifying
can demonstrate that the prosecutor will pursue all available legal avenues to support the victim during the trial.32
In addition, the prosecutor’s referral of the victim to other
service providers can demonstrate concern for the victim’s
overall health and well-being.33 On the contrary, if law enforcement and prosecutors fail to respond in a trauma-informed manner, the victim’s fears — that no one believes or
supports her/him — may be realized.

Victims must be prepared for aggressive cross-examination.
Prosecutors should explain the role of the defense attorney,
the goal of cross-examination (which is often to discredit
the victim), and how questions will be phrased in a leading
manner. Stress the importance of honesty and clarity, so if
a defense attorney’s leading question cannot be answered
truthfully with a yes or no, the victim should simply say so.
Prosecutors should ask some follow-up questions to clarify facts and ensure they have a clear understanding of the
totality of the evidence in order to be able to ask the victim questions that will present all relevant information to
the judge and jury. By this point, law enforcement will have
provided facts that point to who, what, where, when, and
how. At trial, the prosecutor will draw out those facts, and
paint a clear picture that recreates the reality of the crime.

This fear may be fed by the fact that most people outside
of the justice system have limited experience with it and
have little idea about how it operates. Victims who have had
previous contact with the system may feel they were previously mistreated, or they may have been involved with
the system in another role (e.g., as a defendant or as an
associate of someone accused of a crime), so their views of
the system’s and person’s roles in it may be influenced by
prior negative perceptions. The prosecutor should explain
the justice system and its participants: the judge, jury,
defense attorney, court staff, stenographer, and, if applicable, interpreter. It might also be necessary to discuss who
else might be in the courtroom in order to alleviate some
of the victim’s nervousness. Prosecutors should explain the
process of the case from charging through conviction and
sentencing, and discuss what could happen at each stage.
During victim interviews and when preparing victims for
direct and cross-examination, prosecutors should proceed
with a consciousness that each of the stages may trigger
traumatic memories that could exacerbate the trauma. A
challenge exists here in balancing the prosecutor’s need
to elicit detailed information about the crime with the victim’s comfort level. It can be helpful to have an advocate
or other support person with the victim during interviews
and at trial and, as much as possible, to pay attention to the
victim’s emotional state and identify when s/he may need
a break. Explore available avenues, such as asking to have
the courtroom cleared for the victim’s testimony or by
alerting observers in the gallery that sensitive testimony

Trauma is often shrouded in secrecy and denial,34 so the
prosecutor should try to obtain an understanding of the victim’s history, as it may help explain the victim’s reactions to
the assault and her/his processing of the associated trauma.
It is important for the prosecutor to know about this information in advance of trial to prevent or minimize retraumatization of the victim, and to elicit testimony about victim
behavior and trauma from an expert so factfinders have the
proper context through which to process victim testimony.35

4

In the event of a conviction, sentencing is also a time to
continue to plan for the victim’s safety and ensure that
s/he remains engaged with advocates and other professionals who can provide services and support.36 To prepare
the victim, the prosecutor should discuss the range of the
possible sentence and explain what a sentence of jail,
prison, parole, or probation would entail. Possible special
conditions should also be discussed, as perhaps the victim
has some requests or concerns.37 The victim may share
these concerns her/himself, or ask the prosecutor to share
them with the court.38
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CONCLUSION

ENDNOTES

Crimes of violence against women and human trafficking
are vastly underreported, and perpetrators usually go undetected. By viewing these cases through the lens of trauma,
investigators and prosecutors can refine their responses to
victims of these crimes in order to support them throughout
and beyond the criminal justice process. Fully integrating a
trauma-informed approach acknowledges the trauma that
the victim has experienced following the assault, as well as
other possible experiences and histories, to ensure victims
are supported. Responding in a trauma-informed manner
minimizes the impact of a victim’s past harms suffered while
consciously avoiding causing additional trauma, and allows
prosecutors to simultaneously focus on some of the most
dangerous offenders.

1 Viktoria Kristiansson is an Attorney Advisor and Charlene Whitman is an Associate Attorney Advisor at AEquitas: The Prosecutors’
Resource on Violence Against Women. The authors would like to
thank Jennifer G. Long, Director of AEquitas for her significant
contributions to this article.
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Understanding the Organization, Operation, and Victimization
Process of Labor Trafficking in the United States (Oct. 2014),
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/413249-Labor-Trafficking-in-the-United-States.pdf

3 Notably, there is a strong connection between domestic violence and
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and effective interviews will be better able to explain victim
behavior to their multidisciplinary professional colleagues
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who have experienced trauma in their lives can and do recover and heal, especially when the professionals charged
with responding to traumatic crimes do so in a supportive
and informed manner. Supporting victims is a moral and
professional responsibility, and leads to better prosecution
and, thus, improved community safety.

4 Traumatic events are more extreme versions of stressful events, and
the effects of stress are alleviated when the stressor is removed. The
effects of traumatic events continue well after events have passed, but
the memory of the event lingers on. Shock and strain may continue, and
often the body never fully recovers. Trauma can stay in the brain forever,
and this can impact the victim in different emotional and physical ways.
See The Israel Center for the Treatment of Psychotrauma, http://
www.traumaweb.org/content.asp?PageId=58 (last visited Dec. 19,
2014); Kenneth R. Yeager and Albert R. Roberts, Dep’t of Psychiatry, Ohio State University, Differentiating Among Stress, Acute
Stress Disorder, Crisis Episodes, Trauma, and PTSD: Paradigm
and Treatment Goals (2003), http://btci.edina.clockss.org/cgi/reprint/3/1/3.pdf.
5 Trauma, American Psychological Association, http://www.apa.
org/topics/trauma/ (last visited Dec. 19, 2014).
6 Id.

7 Webinar Recording by Rebecca Campbell, The Neurobiology of Sexual
Assault, http://nij.gov/multimedia/presenter/presenter-campbell/Pages/presenter-campbell-transcript.aspx (recorded Dec. 3, 2012).
8 See Sandra Bloom, Understanding the Impact of Sexual Assault: The
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(1998).
9 See, e.g., What is Domestic Violence?, Mass.gov, http://www.mass.
gov/essexda/victim-assistance/dv/what-is-domestic-violence.html
(last visited Dec. 19, 2014).
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stalking victims have been stalked for 5 years or more.” Stalking Resource Center, The National Center for Victims of Crime, Stalking
Fact Sheet (Aug. 2012), http://www.victimsofcrime.org/docs/src/
stalking-fact-sheet_english.pdf?sfvrsn=4 (citing Katrina Baum et al.,
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Informed Care: Perspectives and Resources, http://trauma.jbsinternational.com/traumatool/Module1.html (last visited Dec. 19, 2014).
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The Toll of Stalking, 17(1) Journal of Interpersonal Violence 50-63
(2002)). In addition to minimization of abuse, coping mechanisms for
intimate partner violence include denial of abuse, secrecy, continued
contact with offender, recantation of abuse, and more.

17 See, e.g., Anti-Human Trafficking Task Force Initiative, Bureau
of Justice Assistance, https://www.bja.gov/ProgramDetails.aspx?Program_ID=51 (last visited Dec. 19, 2014); Community Oriented
Policing Services, Community Policing Defined, http://www.cops.
usdoj.gov/Publications/e030917193-CP-Defined.pdf (last visited Dec.
19, 2014); and Community Policing Consortium, Understanding
Community Policing: A Framework for Action (Aug. 1994), https://
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District Attorneys Assoc’n, Victim Response to Sexual Assault:
Counterintuitive or Simply Adaptive? 9 (2007), http://www.ndaa.
org/pdf/pub_victim_responses_sexual_assault.pdf.
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(last visited Dec. 19, 2014). See also supra note 13.
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Tonry eds., University of Chicago Press 1989).

19 It is widely recognized that victims of intimate partner and dating
violence receive better overall services when responding professionals
coordinate their efforts to support victims through CCRs and DVRTs. Coordinated Community Response, Stop Violence Against Women, http://
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20 SARTs have “a multidisciplinary interagency team of individuals
working collaboratively to provide services to the community.” Sexual
Assault Response Teams, National Sexual Violence Resource Center,
http://www.nsvrc.org/projects/sexual-assault-response-teams-sart-0
(last visited Dec. 19, 2014).

21 See, e.g., End Demand/ Human Trafficking/ Sexual Exploitation, Cook
County Sheriff, http://www.cookcountysheriff.com/womens_justice_services/wjs_HumanTrafficking.html (last visited Dec. 15, 2014);
for a detailed discussion of demand in the context of human trafficking
and commercial sexual exploitation, see Rachel Durschlag & Samir
Goswomi, Chicago Alliance Against Sexual Exploitation, Deconstructing the Demand for Prostitution: Preliminary Insights
from Interviews With Chicago Men Who Purchase Sex (May 2008),
http://www.slaverynomore.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/Deconstructing-the-Demand-for-Prostitution.pdf.

14 See, e.g., Ellen Pence & Martha McMahon, A Coordinated Community Response to Domestic Violence (1997), http://files.praxisinternational.org/ccrdv.pdf.

15 See, e.g., 725 Ill. Comp. Stat. Ann. 5/116-1-5 (2014) (Post-Trial
Motions) & 18 Pa. Cons. Stat. Ann. § 9122 (2012) (Expungement);
see, e.g., Philadelphia Problem-Solving Court Participants Successfully
Graduate, Pennsylvanians for Modern Courts, http://www.pmconline.org/node/1003 (last visited Dec. 19, 2014); see also Tara Murtha, A
New Dawn: Phillly Court Uses Compassion to Fight Prostitution, Philadelphia Weekly (Aug. 3, 2010), http://www.philadelphiaweekly.
com/news-and-opinion/cover-story/A-New-Dawn-Philly-Court-UsesCompassion-to-Fight-Prostitution.html; see also Martha Felini, et al.,
Annual Report 2009-2010: Prostitute Diversion Initiative, http://
www.pdinewlife.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/PDI-Annual-Report-2011_Final-RS.pdf.

22 Coordinated Community Response Teams, Oklahoma District Attorneys Council, http://www.ok.gov/dac/Grants/Coordinated_Community_Response_Teams/index.html (last visited Dec. 15, 2014).

23 “Siloed approach” refers to the lack of a coordinated response to sex
trafficking and interrelated violence against women.
24 Opportunities to screen for types of victimization exist at various
points of entry, such as when victims engage with medical professionals
or when sexually exploited women present as defendants. It is incumbent upon medical and justice system professionals to tailor questions,
responses, and follow-up in a trauma-informed manner that delves
beneath the surface of existing health and other issues, and comprehensively explores the circumstances surrounding the patient, or arrest
and history of the exploited defendant. See, e.g., Lynn Stevens, Barbara
Sheaffer, Screening for Sexual Violence: Gaps in Research and Recommendations for Change, VAWnet.org, http://www.vawnet.org/applied-research-papers/print-document.php?doc_id=1191 (last visited Dec.
19, 2014); Nadejda Bespalova, Juliet Morgan, & John Coverdale, A
Pathway to Freedom: An Evaluation of Screening Tools for the

16 There are a number of resources available to help jurisdictions to
build and/or refine their existing practices. For example, see Webinar
Recording by Chic Dabby and Cindy Liou, Survivor-Centered, Trauma-Informed Advocacy and Services for Human Trafficking Victims, http://
www.apiidv.org/resources/webinars.php (recorded Oct. 11, 2012);
Alisa Klein, Nat’l Sexual Violence Resource Center, Louisiana
Foundation Against Sexual Assault, Sexual Violence in Disasters:
A Planning Guide for Prevention and Response, http://www.
nsvrc.org/sites/default/files/Publications_NSVRC_Guides_Sexual-Violence-in-Disasters_A-planning-guide-for-prevention-and-response_0.pdf;
Trauma-Informed Care Toolkits, ACEs Connection, http://www.acesconnection.com/blog/trauma-informed-care-toolkits-1 (last visited Dec.
19, 2014); Module 1: Understanding the Impact of Trauma, Trauma
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pub_introducing_expert_testimony.pdf.

Identification of Trafficking Victims, Academic Psychiatry (Nov.
15, 2014).

36 Although many states have crime victim compensation programs
that may cover medical bills, counseling, and other expenses related to
crime victimization, the prosecutor should ask the victim for a list of
expenses and those anticipated in the future so the prosecutor can seek
restitution on the victim’s behalf. Expenses may include dental care,
medical care, prescriptions, counseling, rehabilitation, work lost, lost
support, caregiver work loss, crime scene clean up, funeral or burial
expenses, and other costs incurred as a result of victimization.

25 See Linda A. McGuire, Criminal Prosecution of Domestic Violence (1999), http://www.mincava.umn.edu/documents/bwjp/prosecutev/prosecutev.pdf. “Experts agree that in addition to a victim-centered approach and sensitivity during interviews, improved response to
sexual assault cases by police can be linked to increased transparency,
meaningful accountability for investigations, leadership, training,
and public outreach to encourage reporting.” Human Rights Watch,
Improving Police Response to Sexual Assault 2 (2013), http://www.
hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/improvingSAInvest_0.pdf.

37 See, e.g., About Victim Rights, Office of Justice Programs: Victim
Law, https://www.victimlaw.org/victimlaw/pages/victimsRight.jsp
(last visited Dec. 19, 2014).

26 Nat’l Sheriff’s Association, First Response to Victims of Crime:
A Guidebook for Law Enforcement Officers (Apr. 2008), http://ojp.
gov/ovc/publications/infores/pdftxt/FirstResponseGuidebook.pdf.

38 See, e.g., Victim Impact Statements, The National Center for
Victims of Crime, http://www.victimsofcrime.org/help-for-crime-victims/get-help-bulletins-for-crime-victims/victim-impact-statements
(last visited Dec. 19, 2014).

27 Webinar Recording by Viktoria Kristiansson & Olga Trujillo, Integrating a Trauma-Informed Response, http://www.aequitasresource.
org/trainingDetail.cfm?id=112 (recorded Sept. 16, 2014).

28 See Improving the Justice System Response to Witness Intimidation,
AEquitas: The Prosecutors’ Resource on Violence Against Women, http://aequitasresource.org/Improving-the-Justice-System-Response-to-Witness-Intimidation.cfm (last visited Dec. 15, 2014).

29 See, e.g., Trauma Informed Sexual Assault Investigation Training,
International Association of Chiefs Police, http://www.theiacp.
org/Trauma-Informed-Sexual-Assault-Investigation-Training (last visited Dec. 19, 2014).

30 Jennifer G. Long & Elaine Nugent-Borakove, Beyond Conviction
Rates: Measuring Success in Sexual Assault Prosecutions, 12 STRATEGIES
(Apr. 2014), available at www.aequitasresource.org/library.cfm.
31 See, e.g., Bonnie Bucqueroux, What Community Policing Teaches Us
About Community Criminal Justice, Policing.com, http://www.policing.
com/articles/pdf/ccj.pdf.
32 Contact AEquitas for assistance in developing motions.

33 See, e.g., Kristiansson & Trujillo, supra note 27. Truly being traumainformed calls for more than a referral in the form of, for example, a
pamphlet or a phone number. The prosecutor should offer privacy and
time so the victim can call the agencies and offer to place the call from
her/his office to ensure the victim is able to call in a timely manner.

34 It is important for the prosecutor to consider that there may be
things that the offender may know about the victim’s history or other
trauma, and to prepare for the possibility that the offender could
attempt to introduce these at trial. If the prosecutor doesn’t know about
these things, s/he cannot file motions to exclude irrelevant evidence
that is often designed to distract from the offender’s criminal behavior.
See, e.g., Sakthi Murphy, Rejecting Unreasonable Sexual Expectations, 79
Cal. L. Rev. 541 (1991).
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