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Abstract  

This study investigates the psychological mechanisms that underlie trauma, compliance, and 
recovery among victims of human trafficking, with a specific focus on the European and 
Romanian contexts. The aim of the research is to understand how psychological trauma 
contributes to victims’ compliance with traffickers and to identify the factors that facilitate 
recovery and reintegration. Human trafficking, beyond its criminal dimension, represents a 
severe psychological process marked by coercive control, dependency, and the erosion of 
personal agency. Adopting an interdisciplinary and qualitative approach, the study integrates 
concepts from trauma psychology, victimology, and forensic sciences, examining empirical 
evidence and clinical observations in light of European human rights standards and Romanian 
socio-legal realities. The research further analyzes how trauma bonding, fear conditioning, and 
learned helplessness explain victims’ apparent cooperation and delayed self-identification, 
while also exploring resilience-building mechanisms essential for long-term rehabilitation. 
Romania’s role as both a source and transit country offers a critical perspective on structural 
vulnerabilities such as poverty, early trauma, and institutional distrust. The findings underscore 
that effective recovery requires not only legal protection but also sustained psychological 
assistance and trauma-informed interventions that restore autonomy and dignity. The study 
concludes by emphasizing the necessity of an integrated, victim-centered approach that bridges 
legal frameworks with mental health care, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding 
of human trafficking as both a legal and psychological phenomenon. 
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1 Introduction  
Human trafficking represents one of the most complex and devastating forms of human rights 
violation in contemporary society. Beyond its legal and criminological implications, trafficking 
constitutes a profound psychological trauma process that disrupts the victim’s sense of 
autonomy, safety, and identity. The United Nations defines human trafficking as the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of threat, 
coercion, abduction, fraud or abuse of power, for the purpose of exploitation (United Nations, 
2000). While this definition emphasises the structural and legal dimensions, it insufficiently 
captures the long-term psychological impact of coercion, dependency, and trauma bonding that 
sustain the victim–trafficker relationship. 
Recent reports by EUROSTAT (2023) and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC, 2022) indicate that trafficking in human beings remains a persistent challenge across 
Europe, with women and girls comprising approximately 65% of identified victims, and sexual 
exploitation continuing to be the most prevalent form. In Romania, national data provided by 
the National Agency Against Trafficking in Persons (ANITP, 2024) confirm the country’s dual 
status as both a source and transit region within the European trafficking network. Despite 
legislative alignment with Directive 2011/36/EU, the psychosocial rehabilitation of victims 
remains underdeveloped, often limited to short-term interventions without consistent 
psychological follow-up. These tables highlight the critical need to understand human 
trafficking not only as a socio-legal issue but also as a deeply embedded psychological 
phenomenon that perpetuates cycles of dependency and compliance. 
The psychological dimension of human trafficking extends beyond visible forms of violence 
to encompass mechanisms of mental manipulation, emotional conditioning, and learned 
helplessness. Traffickers often use alternating cycles of threat, pseudo-affection, and control to 
erode victims’ capacity for autonomous decision-making (Herman, 1992; van der Kolk, 2014). 
Victims internalise the trafficker’s authority through processes akin to trauma bonding and 
coercive persuasion, leading to compliance that cannot be understood merely as consent or 
volition (Graham, Rawlings, & Rimini, 1994). This dynamic blurs legal distinctions between 
victim and offender and poses major challenges for criminal justice systems, particularly when 
victims are required to testify against their abusers. 
From a psychological standpoint, trafficking is not only an act of exploitation but a process of 
dehumanisation that restructures the victim’s emotional and cognitive functioning. Prolonged 
exposure to threat and manipulation triggers complex trauma responses—dissociation, 
emotional numbing, and identity fragmentation—that persist long after physical rescue 
(Courtois & Ford, 2009). Recovery, therefore, demands more than removal from the trafficking 
situation; it requires long-term, trauma-informed interventions that rebuild the individual’s 
capacity for trust, agency, and social reintegration. 
The aim of this study is to conceptualise the psychological mechanisms that underpin trauma-
induced compliance and to identify pathways for post-traumatic recovery among trafficking 
survivors, with particular focus on the European and Romanian contexts. The paper integrates 
psychological theory with policy analysis to highlight the intersection between trauma, control, 
and rehabilitation. 
Accordingly, the study addresses the following research questions: 

1. What psychological mechanisms underlie victim compliance in trafficking, and how do 
fear, dependency, and cognitive adaptation contribute to this behaviour? 

2. How does trauma bonding influence the victim–trafficker dynamic, and what are its 
implications for intervention and justice procedures? 
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3. Which recovery and resilience models have proven most effective within European and 
Romanian rehabilitation frameworks for survivors of trafficking? 

By answering these questions, the article seeks to advance a trauma-informed understanding 
of human trafficking that bridges psychological theory and socio-legal practice, promoting 
more humane, evidence-based approaches to recovery and reintegration. 

2 Theoretical Framework 
The psychological experience of human trafficking cannot be adequately explained through 
legal or economic paradigms alone; it requires an integrative theoretical understanding of 
trauma, coercion, and attachment under threat. The present framework synthesises core 
psychological theories that illuminate how individuals internalise control and develop 
compliance under conditions of sustained abuse. 

2.1 Trauma Theory 
Psychological trauma represents a central axis in the analysis of trafficking experiences. 
According to Herman (1992), trauma results from an event or series of events that overwhelm 
an individual’s capacity to cope, producing lasting alterations in emotion regulation, cognition, 
and self-concept. In the context of human trafficking, trauma is chronic and interpersonal, 
resembling what van der Kolk (2014) conceptualised as complex post-traumatic stress disorder 
(C-PTSD)—a condition characterised by persistent fear, hypervigilance, dissociation, and 
disrupted identity. Trafficking victims are frequently exposed to cycles of threat, isolation, 
humiliation, and physical or sexual abuse, which impair their sense of control and agency 
(Zimmerman et al., 2011). 
These continuous traumatic exposures activate neurobiological responses such as learned fear 
conditioning and dysregulation of the stress axis. Over time, the victim’s behavioural repertoire 
narrows to survival-driven strategies that reinforce submission, avoidance, and dependency. 
Such adaptive mechanisms, while functional in life-threatening situations, evolve into 
maladaptive patterns once the victim is removed from the exploitative environment, often 
leading to re-victimisation or difficulty in trusting others during rehabilitation (Hopper & 
González, 2018). 

2.2  Learned Helplessness and Cognitive Entrapment 
Seligman’s (1975) theory of learned helplessness provides an explanatory lens for 
understanding how trafficking victims gradually cease to resist coercion. Continuous exposure 
to uncontrollable punishment or degradation fosters a perception of powerlessness and a belief 
that no personal action can alter one’s situation. This cognitive entrapment is reinforced by 
traffickers through manipulation, misinformation, and unpredictable cycles of reward and 
punishment. 
In this regard, compliance should not be interpreted as voluntary participation but as a trauma-
adaptive coping mechanism. The victim’s passivity becomes a protective strategy to minimise 
harm, shaped by the conviction that resistance only leads to greater suffering (Walker, 2017). 
The internalisation of helplessness may also explain the psychological paralysis often observed 
during rescue operations or legal proceedings, where victims fail to self-identify as exploited 
persons (Baldwin, 2019). 



Rus et al. / Trauma, Compliance, and Recovery 

17 

2.3  Coercive Control and Psychological Domination 
Building on the framework of domestic violence and gender-based coercion, Dutton and 
Goodman (2005) defined coercive control as a strategic pattern of domination that combines 
intimidation, isolation, and microregulation of everyday life. In trafficking, coercive control 
manifests through constant surveillance, threats to family members, debt bondage, and 
restriction of movement. These mechanisms systematically dismantle autonomy and instil fear-
based compliance. 
From a psychological standpoint, coercive control operates through intermittent 
reinforcement—alternating cruelty and apparent kindness—to produce confusion and 
dependency (Stark, 2007). The trafficker thus becomes both the source of terror and the 
perceived provider of protection or basic needs. This dual role is crucial in the formation of 
trauma bonding, where attachment and fear coexist in a paradoxical emotional structure that 
ties the victim to the abuser. 

2.4 Trauma Bonding and Stockholm Syndrome 
The concept of trauma bonding (Dutton & Painter, 1981) and the related phenomenon of 
Stockholm Syndrome (Graham, Rawlings, & Rimini, 1994) describe the emotional attachment 
that develops between victim and perpetrator under conditions of dependency and power 
asymmetry. This attachment emerges from the victim’s attempts to cognitively reconcile abuse 
with sporadic acts of kindness, generating feelings of gratitude, loyalty, or even affection 
toward the trafficker. 
In trafficking situations, trauma bonding sustains the cycle of control by blurring the 
boundaries between coercion and care. Victims often defend their traffickers, refuse assistance, 
or return to exploitative environments—a pattern misunderstood by authorities as complicity 
rather than psychological conditioning. Neuropsychological research further supports that 
extreme stress alters reward circuitry, reinforcing attachment to the abuser as a means of 
survival. Consequently, interventions must recognise that breaking this bond requires time, 
therapeutic stability, and a non-judgmental environment. 

2.5  Ecological and Systemic Perspectives 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory offers a multilevel lens for understanding 
trafficking as an interaction between individual vulnerability and systemic structures. 
Psychological trauma does not occur in isolation but within a social ecology shaped by poverty, 
gender inequality, migration pressures, and institutional neglect. At the microsystem level, 
coercive relationships foster dependency; at the exosystem and macrosystem levels, economic 
instability, corruption, and inadequate victim services perpetuate vulnerability. 
Applying this ecological model to Romania and broader European contexts reveals that 
recovery is contingent upon coordinated action across levels—mental health services, legal 
support, social reintegration, and community awareness. Without systemic engagement, 
individual psychological recovery remains partial and fragile. 

2.6  Integrative Perspective 
In summary, the theoretical framework integrates trauma theory, learned helplessness, coercive 
control, and trauma bonding within an ecological understanding of exploitation. These 
paradigms collectively explain how trauma operates both as a psychological mechanism of 
subjugation and as a barrier to recovery. They further underscore that effective rehabilitation 
must address cognitive, emotional, and systemic dimensions simultaneously. 
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In the following sections, these theoretical foundations will guide the analysis of compliance 
and recovery mechanisms, highlighting how trauma-informed interventions can reshape the 
European and Romanian response to human trafficking. 

3 Trauma and Psychological Control in Human Trafficking 
Human trafficking involves a sustained process of psychological subjugation, in which the 
trafficker’s objective is not merely to exploit labour or sexual services, but to dismantle the 
victim’s capacity for resistance and autonomy. Control is maintained less through physical 
confinement than through psychological conditioning, which systematically erodes self-
agency, induces fear, and replaces external coercion with internalised compliance (Hopper & 
González, 2018; Stark, 2007). This section explores the principal mechanisms of psychological 
control—fear, manipulation, dissociation, and identity fragmentation—and their manifestation 
within the European and Romanian contexts. 

3.1  Fear, Threat, and Behavioural Conditioning 
Fear is the fundamental currency of trafficking control. Victims are subjected to continuous 
exposure to threats, violence, and unpredictable punishment, which creates an environment of 
total surveillance and instability. This chronic stress activates the body’s survival system, 
particularly the amygdala-mediated fear circuit, leading to hypervigilance and submission (van 
der Kolk, 2014). 
Traffickers exploit this neurobiological mechanism through classical and operant conditioning. 
They associate disobedience with immediate harm and compliance with temporary safety or 
access to basic needs. Over time, the victim learns that survival depends on anticipating the 
trafficker’s moods and satisfying demands, even when explicit threats are absent (Herman, 
1992). In Romanian and Southeast European case analyses, fear is reinforced not only by 
personal violence but also by collective intimidation, including threats against family members 
or children left at home (ANITP, 2024). This extension of coercion across the victim’s social 
network ensures silence and loyalty long after physical escape. 

3.2  Isolation and Cognitive Manipulation 
Psychological control further depends on isolation—the systematic deprivation of social 
contact and external information. Traffickers frequently confiscate victims’ identity 
documents, restrict movement, and monitor communication, thereby severing ties with 
alternative sources of support or reality validation (Baldwin, 2019). Isolation creates a closed 
psychological ecosystem in which the trafficker’s interpretation of events becomes the sole 
frame of reference. 
This situation is exacerbated by cognitive manipulation, including gaslighting, false promises, 
and distorted narratives of blame. Victims are led to believe that they consented to their 
exploitation or that the outside world is hostile and untrustworthy. In such environments, the 
trafficker’s authority transforms into a cognitive anchor—providing structure and meaning in 
an otherwise chaotic experience. As reported in qualitative studies of trafficking survivors in 
Central and Eastern Europe, many describe their traffickers as the only person who “cared” 
about them during captivity. This paradoxical perception reinforces dependency and 
complicates post-rescue recovery. 
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3.3  Dissociation and Emotional Numbing 
Under extreme and repeated trauma, individuals often develop dissociative responses as a 
means of psychological survival. Dissociation allows victims to detach from overwhelming 
emotions, pain, or memory, preserving some degree of functional performance while shielding 
consciousness from unbearable experiences (van der Hart, Nijenhuis, & Steele, 2006). In the 
trafficking context, dissociation may manifest as emotional flatness, loss of time perception, or 
fragmented recall of events. 
From a clinical perspective, this mechanism protects the victim during captivity but becomes 
maladaptive in recovery, contributing to complex post-traumatic symptoms such as flashbacks, 
nightmares, or depersonalisation (Courtois & Ford, 2009). Romanian practitioners working in 
rehabilitation centres have reported that victims frequently present with dissociative amnesia 
or identity confusion, which complicates both therapeutic engagement and legal testimony 
(Save the Children Romania, 2023). Such patterns demonstrate how psychological defences 
initially formed under coercion persist as barriers to reintegration. 

3.4  Identity Fragmentation and Learned Dependency 
Sustained psychological abuse gradually dismantles the victim’s sense of identity. Traffickers 
impose new names, control physical appearance, and dictate behaviour, effectively 
reconstructing the victim’s self-concept to align with exploitative roles (Zimmerman et al., 
2011). This process of identity fragmentation produces what Herman (1992) calls the “loss of 
self,” in which personal boundaries, moral agency, and self-worth are dissolved. 
Victims internalise the trafficker’s expectations, developing learned dependency—a 
psychological state in which external authority replaces self-determination (Seligman, 1975). 
In Romanian field reports, survivors often express uncertainty about how to make independent 
decisions after liberation, reflecting the enduring impact of psychological domination (ANITP, 
2024). This dependency is reinforced by societal stigma and inadequate reintegration support, 
which perpetuate cycles of vulnerability and re-victimisation. 

3.5 The European and Romanian Context 
Across Europe, empirical studies reveal that psychological coercion, rather than physical 
violence, constitutes the primary mechanism of control in more than 70% of trafficking cases 
(EUROSTAT, 2023; UNODC, 2022). In the Romanian context, trafficking remains 
intertwined with structural vulnerabilities—economic deprivation, migration for work, and 
gender inequality (EIGE, 2023). Women and adolescents from rural areas represent the 
majority of identified victims, often recruited through deceptive job offers or emotional 
manipulation.( Ștefănoaia,2010) 
Despite the existence of victim assistance programs aligned with Directive 2011/36/EU, 
implementation gaps persist. Psychological counselling is frequently underfunded and short-
term, and there is limited integration between legal, health, and social services. Moreover, 
cultural attitudes that stigmatise victims of sexual exploitation exacerbate shame and silence, 
preventing disclosure and prolonging trauma. 
From a systemic perspective, psychological control in trafficking thus operates not only within 
dyadic victim–trafficker dynamics but also within structural contexts of inequality and 
institutional neglect. Understanding these layers of coercion is essential for developing trauma-
informed policies and therapeutic models that address both individual and societal dimensions 
of exploitation. .( Ștefănoaia,2010) 
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4 Compliance and Trauma Bonding: A Psychological Analysis 
Compliance in the context of human trafficking must be conceptualised not as consent but as a 
trauma-induced survival adaptation. Under prolonged coercion, individuals develop complex 
psychological mechanisms that reconcile fear and dependency, leading to paradoxical loyalty 
to their exploiters. This section explores the nature of compliance, the emergence of trauma 
bonding and Stockholm Syndrome, and their implications for legal interpretation and 
rehabilitation within European and Romanian frameworks. 

4.1 Compliance as a Survival Strategy 
In situations of captivity and psychological domination, victims often exhibit behaviours of 
submission, cooperation, or apparent acquiescence. These reactions, however, are best 
understood through the lens of trauma adaptation rather than volition (Hopper & González, 
2018). According to Herman (1992), victims of chronic interpersonal trauma adopt survival 
strategies that include appeasement, conformity, and emotional numbing to reduce harm and 
maintain predictability in an unpredictable environment. 
Within trafficking, compliance is functional—it minimises physical abuse, secures access to 
basic necessities, and maintains a semblance of control through the avoidance of punishment. 
This behavioural compliance becomes internalised over time as psychological compliance, in 
which the victim’s own sense of agency is replaced by the trafficker’s will (Seligman, 1975). 
Such mechanisms explain why many victims fail to flee or even return to exploitative settings, 
and why external observers often misinterpret these reactions as evidence of consent or 
complicity. 
Neuropsychological evidence suggests that chronic stress and fear conditioning impair the 
functioning of the prefrontal cortex—responsible for rational decision-making—while 
strengthening subcortical circuits of fear and attachment (van der Kolk, 2014). Thus, 
compliance reflects not moral weakness but neurobiological survival logic. 

4.2 Trauma Bonding and Emotional Entrapment 
Trauma bonding refers to the strong emotional attachment that forms between victims and their 
abusers through cycles of reward and punishment (Dutton & Painter, 1981). It is sustained by 
the psychological interplay between terror and gratitude, in which intermittent kindness 
following abuse is interpreted as affection or redemption. This reinforcement pattern mirrors 
that found in abusive intimate relationships, but in trafficking, it acquires an intensified form 
due to total dependency and isolation. 
Graham, Rawlings, and Rimini (1994) identified four key conditions that foster trauma 
bonding: (a) perceived threat to survival, (b) occasional acts of kindness by the captor, (c) 
isolation from alternative perspectives, and (d) perceived inability to escape. These conditions 
are systematically reproduced in trafficking operations. The trafficker alternates between 
violence and pseudo-protection, creating an emotional paradox: the same individual who 
inflicts suffering is also perceived as the only potential source of safety. 
For victims originating from impoverished or unstable environments, the trafficker’s control 
may symbolically represent order or belonging. In Romanian field interviews, survivors often 
describe their traffickers as “family” or “partners,” revealing how emotional deprivation and 
dependency transform coercion into attachment (ANITP, 2024). Such relational distortions 
complicate both rescue and prosecution efforts, as victims may resist cooperation with 
authorities out of misplaced loyalty or fear of abandonment. 
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4.3 The Stockholm Syndrome Revisited 
Closely related to trauma bonding is the concept of Stockholm Syndrome, derived from a 1973 
hostage situation in Sweden in which captives developed empathy for their captors (Namnyak 
et al., 2008). The syndrome encapsulates the psychological process by which victims adopt the 
worldview, justifications, or even goals of their abusers. In trafficking, this phenomenon 
manifests as identification with the aggressor—a defence mechanism in which victims 
internalise the perpetrator’s power as a way to reduce anxiety and preserve psychological 
coherence (Freud, 1936/1966). 
Victims exhibiting Stockholm-like symptoms may deny abuse, rationalise the trafficker’s 
behaviour, or experience guilt over perceived betrayal when cooperating with law enforcement. 
These reactions are particularly pronounced in sexual exploitation and forced labour cases, 
where dependency is both emotional and material . The resulting confusion blurs legal 
assessments of consent and complicates efforts to secure credible testimony. 
Recognising this syndrome as a trauma response rather than an indicator of free will is essential 
for victim-centred justice. The European Court of Human Rights has underscored that 
psychological coercion can invalidate apparent consent, obliging states to ensure that victims 
are treated primarily as survivors of trauma rather than as collaborators (ECHR, Rantsev v. 
Cyprus and Russia, 2010). 
We have explicitly acknowledged the contested and debated status of Stockholm Syndrome in 
the psychological literature. The manuscript now frames the concept not as a formal diagnostic 
category, but as a descriptive construct closely aligned with trauma bonding and identification-
with-the-aggressor mechanisms. Recent critiques (e.g., Namnyak et al., 2008) are referenced 
implicitly through the careful positioning of the concept within trauma theory and 
neuropsychological adaptation, emphasizing its heuristic value rather than diagnostic validity. 
This clarification strengthens theoretical precision while preserving the explanatory relevance 
of the construct for trafficking contexts. 

4.4 Compliance, Guilt, and Moral Disengagement 
Another dimension of psychological control in trafficking involves guilt induction and moral 
disengagement. Traffickers often convince victims that they are complicit in criminal 
activity—illegal border crossing, sex work, or debt fraud—creating a moral conflict that 
paralyses disclosure. Bandura’s (1999) theory of moral disengagement explains how 
perpetrators justify exploitation while victims internalise responsibility, perceiving themselves 
as undeserving of help. 
This guilt-based control mechanism is reinforced by societal stigma, especially in Romania and 
Eastern Europe, where victims of sexual exploitation are frequently blamed for their 
victimisation. Shame and fear of judgment thus sustain silence long after liberation. From a 
clinical standpoint, therapy must therefore prioritise reframing guilt as a symptom of coercion 
and restoring a coherent moral identity. 

4.5 Implications for Justice and Rehabilitation 
Understanding compliance and trauma bonding as psychological sequelae of coercion has 
profound implications for legal practice, victim identification, and rehabilitation policy. 
Judicial systems that rely on evidence of physical restraint may fail to recognise the subtler but 
equally binding forms of psychological captivity. In Romania, for example, legal practitioners 
have noted difficulties in prosecuting traffickers when victims retract statements or express 
affection toward them (ANITP, 2024). 
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Trauma-informed justice frameworks advocate that investigators and prosecutors receive 
specialised training to interpret victim behaviours within the context of trauma adaptation 
rather than deceit (Baldwin, 2019). Similarly, rehabilitation programs should avoid 
confrontational methods that risk replicating dynamics of control and shame. Instead, 
empowerment-based approaches—emphasising safety, trust, and gradual restoration of 
autonomy—are necessary to dismantle learned compliance and foster recovery (Herman, 1992; 
Courtois & Ford, 2009). 
From a broader European perspective, the integration of psychological expertise into anti-
trafficking efforts remains uneven. Although Directive 2011/36/EU calls for multidisciplinary 
assistance, few member states provide sustained trauma therapy beyond the initial rescue phase 
(EUROSTAT, 2023). Developing trauma-sensitive protocols, particularly in Romania, is 
therefore critical to bridging the gap between legal protection and psychological recovery. 

5 Theoretical Model of Trauma in Human Trafficking 
The psychological dynamics of human trafficking can be conceptualised through an integrative 
Trauma–Compliance–Recovery Model (TCR Model), which explains how coercion, trauma, 
and adaptation interact to produce compliance and influence recovery outcomes.  

This model synthesises four interrelated theoretical domains:  
(1) chronic traumatic exposure 
(2) coercive conditioning  
(3) trauma bonding and identity fragmentation 
(4) resilience-based recovery.  

It reflects both individual and systemic dimensions, acknowledging that trauma is maintained 
not only by interpersonal domination but also by structural and institutional failures. 

5.1 Chronic Traumatic Exposure 
At the foundation of the model lies complex trauma theory (Herman, 1992; van der Kolk, 
2014), which defines human trafficking as a prolonged, interpersonal trauma that disrupts self-
regulation, memory, and identity. Victims experience cumulative stressors—physical violence, 
sexual assault, humiliation, deprivation, and threat—which result in neurobiological changes 
to the stress-response system . 
Prolonged exposure leads to dysregulation of the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axis and 
persistent hyperarousal, reinforcing vigilance and submission. Within the trafficking 
environment, trauma ceases to be episodic and becomes structural, forming the psychological 
context within which all subsequent control mechanisms operate. 

5.2 Coercive Conditioning and Learned Helplessness 
The second domain of the model draws from coercive control theory (Dutton & Goodman, 
2005; Stark, 2007) and learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975). Through alternating cycles of 
punishment and intermittent reward, traffickers condition victims to associate obedience with 
survival and disobedience with pain. 
This process produces behavioural compliance (avoidance of harm) and, over time, cognitive 
compliance (internalisation of subservience). Victims develop the belief that resistance is 
futile—a form of cognitive entrapment that perpetuates passivity even in the absence of overt 
coercion. 
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In the European and Romanian contexts, coercive conditioning is reinforced by external factors 
such as economic dependence, fear of deportation, and cultural stigma (EIGE, 2023; ANITP, 
2024), which replicate the logic of control beyond the immediate trafficking situation. 

5.3 Trauma Bonding and Identity Fragmentation 
The third domain explains the paradoxical emotional attachment victims may develop toward 
traffickers. Trauma bonding (Dutton & Painter, 1981) occurs when cycles of threat and pseudo-
kindness create a neurochemical linkage between fear and attachment, mediated by fluctuations 
in cortisol, oxytocin, and dopamine. 
As a result, victims experience conflicting emotions of dependency, loyalty, and guilt—
hallmarks of Stockholm Syndrome (Graham et al., 1994). The trafficker becomes 
simultaneously the source of pain and the perceived provider of safety. 
Over time, these dynamics generate identity fragmentation: victims lose continuity in their self-
concept, adopting imposed roles (e.g., “obedient worker,” “girlfriend,” or “commodity”) as 
survival identities. This disintegration is maintained by moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999) 
and dissociative coping (van der Hart et al., 2006), which shield consciousness from unbearable 
contradictions but hinder post-traumatic integration. 

5.4 Resilience-based Recovery 
The final domain represents the transition from trauma to restoration. Recovery involves the 
gradual reversal of coercive conditioning through safety, empowerment, and relational trust. 
Herman’s (1992) triphasic model—safety, remembrance, and reconnection—serves as the 
structural basis, while contemporary resilience theory (Masten, 2014; Ungar, 2018) emphasises 
adaptive capacity within ecological systems. 
In this stage, survivors reconstruct agency by re-establishing autonomy, reconnecting with 
supportive social networks, and integrating fragmented self-states. Institutional support, 
community inclusion, and access to trauma-informed therapy are essential for preventing re-
victimisation. 
In Romania, rehabilitation programmes that integrate psychological care, vocational support, 
and legal protection have shown more sustainable outcomes than short-term shelter models. 
These interventions demonstrate that resilience is not innate but relationally cultivated through 
consistent safety and empowerment. 

Table 1. Summary of the Model 
Domain Core Mechanism Psychological Outcome Intervention Focus 

Chronic traumatic 
exposure Repeated threat and violence Hypervigilance, C-PTSD Establishing safety 

Coercive 
conditioning Fear–reward cycles Learned helplessness Empowerment and 

autonomy training 

Trauma bonding & 
identity 

fragmentation 

Intermittent reinforcement 
and dependency 

Emotional attachment to 
trafficker, dissociation 

Therapeutic alliance, 
cognitive 

restructuring 

Resilience-based 
recovery 

Safe relationships, self-
efficacy 

Reconnection and post-
traumatic growth 

Trauma-informed and 
systemic support 
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6 Methodology of Research 

6.1 Aim of the Study 
The primary aim of this study is to conceptualise the psychological mechanisms that sustain 
compliance and impede recovery among victims of human trafficking, with particular reference 
to the European and Romanian contexts. Through an interdisciplinary lens that integrates 
trauma psychology, coercive control theory, and resilience research, the study seeks to 
illuminate how prolonged exploitation transforms victims’ emotional, cognitive, and social 
functioning. 
More specifically, the research aims to: 

1. Identify and explain the trauma-based psychological processes—such as fear 
conditioning, dissociation, and trauma bonding—that underlie victims’ compliance and 
attachment to traffickers. 
2. Analyse the role of coercive persuasion and emotional manipulation in shaping learned 
helplessness and identity fragmentation. 
3. Evaluate recovery and reintegration pathways, including trauma-informed and 
resilience-focused therapeutic approaches implemented in European and Romanian 
rehabilitation systems. 
4. Bridge the gap between psychological theory and policy practice by aligning mental 
health frameworks with legal standards established under Directive 2011/36/EU and the 
Romanian National Strategy against Trafficking in Persons (2023–2027). 

In pursuing these objectives, the study aspires to advance a trauma-informed understanding of 
human trafficking that transcends juridical definitions and prioritises the psychological 
recovery and dignity of survivors. By doing so, it contributes to the development of more 
effective and humane intervention models that integrate psychological science into social 
policy and criminal justice frameworks across Europe. 

6.2 Research Hypotheses 
Based on the theoretical foundations of trauma psychology, coercive control, and resilience 
theory, the study proposes the following conceptual hypotheses: 

H1. Victim compliance in human trafficking is primarily the result of trauma-induced 
psychological adaptation, rather than voluntary cooperation, arising from sustained 
exposure to coercive control, fear conditioning, and dependency. 
H2. The formation of trauma bonds between victims and traffickers mediates the 
relationship between coercive control and perceived safety, fostering emotional 
attachment that perpetuates compliance even after opportunities for escape or rescue. 
H3. Chronic exposure to psychological manipulation and violence leads to identity 
fragmentation and learned helplessness, which in turn hinder post-traumatic recovery and 
reintegration. 
H4. The effectiveness of recovery and reintegration depends on the implementation of 
trauma-informed and resilience-oriented interventions, which address cognitive, 
emotional, and social dimensions of healing simultaneously. 
H5. The degree of psychological recovery among survivors in Europe and Romania is 
moderated by systemic factors, such as access to integrated rehabilitation services, societal 
attitudes toward victims, and the extent of inter-institutional cooperation under Directive 
2011/36/EU. 
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6.3 Research Questions 
1. What psychological mechanisms underlie victims’ compliance in situations of human 

trafficking? 
This question seeks to identify the trauma-related cognitive and emotional processes—such as 
fear conditioning, dissociation, and learned helplessness—that explain why victims remain 
compliant under coercion. 

2. How does trauma bonding influence the victim–trafficker relationship and sustain 
emotional dependence? 
This question explores the formation of trauma bonds and Stockholm-type attachments as 
adaptive but maladaptive survival mechanisms. 

3. In what ways do coercive control and psychological manipulation contribute to long-
term identity disruption and moral disengagement? 
The purpose is to understand how persistent psychological domination restructures the victim’s 
sense of agency and moral reasoning. 

4. Which recovery and resilience models are most effective in supporting survivors’ 
reintegration in the European and Romanian contexts? 

This question examines the efficacy of trauma-informed, empowerment-based, and resilience-
oriented therapeutic interventions implemented across EU and national frameworks. 

5. How can European and Romanian anti-trafficking policies be enhanced to incorporate 
trauma-informed and psychologically grounded approaches to rehabilitation? 
The question aims to bridge theoretical insights with practical implications for policymaking, 
ensuring that institutional responses address the full spectrum of psychological recovery. 

6.4 Research Design 
The present study adopts a qualitative, conceptual–comparative design aimed at synthesising 
psychological, legal, and policy perspectives on human trafficking in Europe, with a particular 
focus on Romania. The research employs a theoretical triangulation approach, integrating 
trauma psychology, coercive control theory, and resilience frameworks with empirical data 
from institutional and academic sources. This design is appropriate for exploring complex 
psychosocial phenomena—such as trauma-induced compliance and recovery—that cannot be 
captured solely through quantitative measures (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
The methodological orientation is interpretivist and constructivist, assuming that meaning is 
context-dependent and socially constructed. The goal is to interpret the lived experiences of 
trafficking survivors and the systemic responses that shape their recovery, rather than to 
measure variables in a controlled setting. Through interpretative synthesis, the study seeks to 
bridge the conceptual gap between psychological theory and policy implementation in anti-
trafficking efforts. 

6.5 Research Objectives 
The methodological structure was guided by the following objectives: 

1. To identify and analyse the psychological mechanisms underlying compliance and 
trauma bonding in human trafficking. 

2. To examine post-traumatic recovery processes and the role of resilience factors in 
survivors’ rehabilitation. 
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3. To evaluate European and Romanian policy frameworks in light of trauma-informed 
psychological principles. 

4. To propose an integrative model connecting trauma theory with victim protection and 
reintegration strategies. 

These objectives reflect both exploratory and normative dimensions: understanding the 
psychological reality of trafficking while contributing to evidence-based policy design. 

6.6 Data Collection and Analysis 
The data collection process followed a systematic literature review protocol inspired by 
PRISMA (Page et al., 2021), adapted for conceptual research. The steps included: 

1. Database search (PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar) using 
Boolean operators such as:"human trafficking" AND ("trauma" OR "psychological 
control" OR "Stockholm Syndrome" OR "compliance" OR "resilience" OR "recovery") 
AND ("Europe" OR "Romania"). 

2. Inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed English or Romanian-language studies (2010–2025), 
official EU and national reports, and empirical studies with psychological or 
psychosocial relevance. 

3. Exclusion criteria: purely legal commentaries without psychological analysis, 
journalistic sources, and duplicated datasets. 

4. Thematic coding: texts were analysed through qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 
2014), identifying patterns and conceptual clusters—trauma mechanisms, compliance, 
recovery processes, resilience, and policy implications. 

5. Interpretive synthesis: theoretical insights and empirical data were integrated into an 
explanatory model of trauma–compliance–recovery dynamics. 

This analytical procedure allowed for cross-validation of findings across disciplines and 
ensured that theoretical claims were grounded in contemporary evidence. 
The manuscript now explicitly details the databases consulted (PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of 
Science, and Google Scholar), the Boolean search strategy employed, the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, and the temporal scope of the review (2010–2025). 
In line with PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), we describe the screening and 
selection process, including the removal of duplicates and exclusion of sources lacking 
psychological relevance. Although the study adopts a conceptual–comparative design rather 
than a meta-analytic one, we explicitly state that the review protocol was PRISMA-inspired 
and adapted for qualitative theoretical synthesis. Issues of bias and quality appraisal were 
addressed through triangulation across peer-reviewed empirical studies, EU institutional 
reports, and national Romanian datasets, ensuring convergence and cross-validation of 
findings. 

7 Data Analysis and Interpretation 
H1. Trauma-induced compliance 
Analytical focus: Relationship between exposure to coercive control and behavioural 
compliance among trafficking victims. 
Data drawn from EUROSTAT (2023) and UNODC (2022) indicate that 72–78% of identified 
trafficking victims across the European Union report psychological coercion as the primary 
means of control, compared with only 19–24% reporting physical confinement. In Romanian 
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datasets from ANITP (2024), psychological manipulation, fear, and emotional dependency 
were reported in 8 out of 10 victim interviews. 
Interpretation: 
The consistency across these sources substantiates the theoretical expectation that fear 
conditioning and coercive control (Stark, 2007; van der Kolk, 2014) generate learned 
helplessness (Seligman, 1975). Victims conform to traffickers’ demands to avoid perceived 
threats rather than due to voluntary agreement. Textual analysis of survivor testimonies reveals 
recurring linguistic markers of helplessness—phrases such as “I couldn’t do anything” and “I 
just obeyed to survive. 
Hence, the qualitative coding supports H1, confirming that compliance arises from chronic 
trauma adaptation. 
H2. Trauma bonding as a mediator of coercion and attachment 
Analytical focus: How trauma bonding mediates emotional attachment between victim and 
trafficker. 
Using cross-sectional data from EIGE (2023) and case documentation by IOM Romania 
(2022), emotional attachment indicators (loyalty, fear of abandonment, justification of abuse) 
appeared in 61% of trafficking cases involving long-term captivity (>12 months). Thematic 
coding of survivors’ interviews identified recurring expressions of affection under coercion, 
consistent with trauma bonding dynamics described by Dutton and Painter (1981). 
Interpretation: 
The data reveal that victims often interpret intermittent kindness as affection, generating 
attachment despite abuse—a pattern consistent with intermittent reinforcement theory and 
Stockholm Syndrome (Graham et al., 1994). In Romanian rehabilitation records, several 
victims refused to testify, citing emotional attachment or fear of betraying the trafficker 
(ANITP, 2024). These findings empirically support the mediating role of trauma bonding 
between coercion and continued compliance, validating H2. 
H3. Identity fragmentation and learned helplessness as barriers to recovery 
Analytical focus: Relationship between chronic trauma, identity disruption, and rehabilitation 
difficulties. 
Data from psychological assessment reports in Romanian rehabilitation centres (Save the 
Children Romania, 2023; ANITP, 2024) show that approximately 68% of survivors exhibit 
symptoms consistent with complex PTSD (C-PTSD), including dissociation, emotional 
numbing, and impaired self-concept. Furthermore, 47% of survivors prematurely discontinued 
therapy due to avoidance or perceived hopelessness. 
Interpretation: 
Content analysis demonstrates that prolonged exposure to manipulation leads to dissociative 
coping and identity diffusion (Herman, 1992; Courtois & Ford, 2009). The correlation between 
C-PTSD symptoms and therapy dropout rates reflects internalised helplessness. Survivors’ 
statements such as “I no longer know who I am” or “decisions scare me” indicate identity 
fragmentation. This aligns with trauma-theoretical models describing self-structure erosion 
under coercive domination. Thus, H3 is validated by both psychological and clinical data 
showing that identity fragmentation hinders reintegration and long-term recovery. 
H4. Effectiveness of trauma-informed and resilience-oriented interventions 
Analytical focus: Relationship between trauma-informed care (TIC) and survivor recovery 
outcomes. 
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Comparative program evaluation across the EU (EIGE, 2023) shows that states implementing 
trauma-informed and empowerment-based interventions—including the Netherlands, Sweden, 
and Germany—report up to 30–35% higher rehabilitation retention rates than those relying 
solely on legal protection models. Romanian pilot programs integrating psychological therapy, 
vocational training, and peer mentorship demonstrated improved emotional stability and 
employment reintegration in 57% of participants within 12 months. 
Interpretation: 
Thematic comparison confirms that integrated TIC programs addressing emotional, cognitive, 
and social dimensions of trauma lead to stronger resilience and post-traumatic growth (Masten, 
2014; Ungar, 2018). Survivor feedback emphasised empowerment and trust as essential factors 
in sustaining progress. Hence, H4 is validated by cross-country data showing that trauma-
informed and resilience-based frameworks significantly enhance recovery outcomes. 
H5. Systemic moderators of psychological recovery 
Analytical focus: The moderating role of structural and policy factors—service accessibility, 
stigma, and institutional coordination—on psychological recovery. 
European Commission and EUROSTAT (2023) data show substantial disparities in the 
availability of integrated victim services: 84% coverage in Northern Europe vs. only 41% in 
Eastern Europe. In Romania, institutional fragmentation and limited psychological expertise 
result in inconsistent victim support (ANITP, 2024). Qualitative interviews with NGO workers 
reveal that stigma and institutional mistrust act as secondary traumatisers, often causing 
survivors to withdraw from assistance. 
Interpretation: 
These findings validate H5, confirming that systemic conditions moderate the trajectory of 
psychological recovery. Where trauma-informed, multi-agency coordination is strong, 
survivors report higher well-being and lower re-victimisation rates (European Commission, 
2023). Conversely, structural inadequacies—short-term sheltering, limited therapy duration, 
and social stigma—impede recovery. The data thus support the hypothesis that institutional, 
cultural, and policy environments significantly shape psychological outcomes. 

Table 2. Summary of Analytical Validation 
Hypothesis Data Source(s) Analytical Evidence Validation 

H1 EUROSTAT (2023); UNODC 
(2022); ANITP (2024) 

70%+ psychological control; thematic 
evidence of learned helplessness Supported 

H2 EIGE (2023); IOM Romania (2022); 
ANITP (2024) 

Emotional attachment in 61% of long-
term cases; refusal to testify Supported 

H3 Save the Children (2023); ANITP 
(2024) 

68% show C-PTSD; therapy dropout 
due to helplessness Supported 

H4 EIGE (2023);  TIC programs yield 30–35% higher 
recovery; resilience outcomes Supported 

H5 EUROSTAT (2023); EC (2023); 
ANITP (2024) 

Institutional coverage gaps, stigma as 
moderating variables Supported 

The finding that over 70% of trafficking cases involve psychological coercion is grounded in 
aggregated data from EUROSTAT (2023) and UNODC (2022) reports. 
The statistic indicating 61% emotional attachment/trauma bonding in long-term captivity cases 
is derived from EIGE (2023) data and IOM Romania (2022) case documentation. 
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Data concerning C-PTSD prevalence (68%) and therapy discontinuation (47%) are based on 
clinical and institutional reports from Save the Children Romania (2023) and ANITP (2024). 
General Interpretation 
The analysis confirms that trauma in human trafficking operates as a multilevel psychosocial 
process—linking coercion, compliance, and recovery through mechanisms of adaptation, 
attachment, and systemic context. 
All five hypotheses converge to validate the Trauma–Compliance–Recovery (TCR) Model, 
demonstrating that: 

• Psychological trauma explains both submission and post-liberation difficulties; 
• Recovery depends on integrated trauma-informed approaches; and 
• Policy effectiveness is contingent upon cultural attitudes and institutional coordination. 

Thus, data analysis reinforces the theoretical premise that human trafficking must be 
understood not merely as criminal exploitation but as a continuum of trauma requiring 
psychological, legal, and systemic intervention. 

8 Conclusion, Discussion and Implications 

8.1 Integrating Psychological and Structural Dimensions of Trauma 
The findings of this study confirm that human trafficking operates not merely as an act of 
criminal exploitation but as a chronic process of psychological trauma, in which coercion, fear, 
and dependency become self-sustaining. Across all analysed datasets and theoretical 
perspectives, trauma emerges as the central determinant of victim compliance and post-
liberation difficulties. This supports the Trauma–Compliance–Recovery (TCR) Model, which 
conceptualises trafficking as a continuum—from exposure to coercive control to the complex 
pathways of recovery and reintegration. 
The validation of H1 and H2 highlights that psychological adaptation under coercion manifests 
as learned helplessness and trauma bonding. These mechanisms create internalised control that 
persists long after physical release, explaining why many survivors remain emotionally 
attached to traffickers or resist assistance. This finding challenges simplistic legal 
interpretations of “consent” and underscores that compliance is a trauma-induced survival 
strategy, not a voluntary choice (Hopper & González, 2018; van der Kolk, 2014). 
By contrast, the validation of H3, H4, and H5 demonstrates that recovery cannot be achieved 
through legal rescue alone. Instead, it requires long-term, trauma-informed rehabilitation 
capable of rebuilding cognitive, emotional, and relational integrity. The persistence of identity 
fragmentation and learned helplessness among Romanian survivors (Save the Children, 2023; 
ANITP, 2024) illustrates the enduring neuropsychological impact of chronic trauma, which 
demands specialised clinical intervention. 

8.2 Trauma Bonding and Compliance as Barriers to Justice 
A key implication of the analysis is that trauma bonding acts as a powerful psychological 
barrier within judicial processes. Survivors may defend their traffickers, minimise abuse, or 
even withdraw testimony—behaviours often misinterpreted as dishonesty or complicity. Such 
reactions are neurobiological in origin, reflecting conditioned attachment mechanisms. 
European and Romanian justice systems must therefore adopt a trauma-sensitive prosecutorial 
approach, ensuring that victim testimony is evaluated through the lens of trauma science rather 
than behavioural expectation. Judicial personnel should be trained to recognise signs of trauma 
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bonding, dissociation, and emotional ambivalence. Without this understanding, well-
intentioned legal procedures risk re-traumatising victims or undermining prosecution success. 

8.3 Implications for Psychological Practice 
The analysis supports a shift toward multimodal trauma-informed therapy that integrates 
psychological, social, and relational dimensions of recovery. Effective programs—validated 
by H4—combine Herman’s (1992) stages of healing with resilience-building interventions 
(Masten, 2014; Ungar, 2018), promoting both safety and empowerment. 
In practice, this means: 

• Establishing safe and stable environments before therapeutic processing begins; 
• Using psychoeducation to normalise trauma symptoms and reduce self-blame; 
• Incorporating attachment repair and trust-building to counteract trauma bonding; 
• Encouraging self-efficacy through participation in vocational or educational programs. 

Romanian rehabilitation centres should be supported to transition from short-term crisis care 
to longitudinal recovery models, ideally spanning at least 12–24 months. Psychological 
evaluation tools should include measures of complex PTSD, dissociation, and self-efficacy to 
monitor progress effectively. 

8.4 Policy Implications for the European and Romanian Contexts 
The validation of H5 reveals that systemic factors—service accessibility, stigma, and 
institutional coordination—moderate psychological recovery. Although Directive 2011/36/EU 
mandates psychological assistance for trafficking victims, national implementation remains 
inconsistent. In Romania, fragmented inter-agency communication and insufficient mental 
health infrastructure limit rehabilitation continuity . 
To bridge this gap, the following policy priorities are recommended: 

1. Institutional Integration: Establish multidisciplinary case management teams 
combining psychologists, legal counsellors, and social workers to ensure continuity of 
care. 

2. Funding for Long-Term Therapy: Allocate EU and national resources for sustained 
psychological and psychosocial support, beyond the current 90-day assistance window. 

3. Trauma-Informed Training: Introduce mandatory training for law enforcement, 
prosecutors, and social service providers on trauma and coercive control dynamics. 

4. Anti-Stigma Campaigns: Develop public education initiatives to counteract cultural 
blame and normalise psychological rehabilitation for survivors. 

5. Evaluation Frameworks: Implement measurable indicators of psychological recovery 
within national anti-trafficking strategies, aligning with EU standards. 

Such reforms would enhance both victim protection and judicial effectiveness, making anti-
trafficking policy more consistent with human rights and clinical psychology principles. 

8.5 Theoretical Implications 
The study’s findings also extend theoretical understanding in three important ways: 

1. They confirm that trauma operates as both a mechanism of subjugation and a barrier to 
recovery, linking psychological science to legal interpretation. 

2. They position trauma bonding as a mediating variable that transforms coercion into 
perceived loyalty, advancing attachment theory in trauma research. 



Rus et al. / Trauma, Compliance, and Recovery 

31 

3. They illustrate that recovery requires ecological resilience—a multilevel process 
involving personal, relational, and systemic reconstruction. 

The Trauma–Compliance–Recovery (TCR) Model thus contributes a comprehensive 
theoretical structure that connects trauma theory with applied rehabilitation practice and policy 
reform. It provides a conceptual foundation for future empirical studies exploring quantitative 
relationships between trauma symptoms, compliance behaviour, and treatment outcomes. 

8.6 Limitations and Future Research Directions 
As a conceptual–comparative analysis, this study’s conclusions rely primarily on secondary 
data and literature synthesis rather than primary statistical testing. Future research should: 

• Conduct longitudinal mixed-method studies assessing the evolution of psychological 
recovery among survivors across different EU countries;  

• Examine neurobiological correlates of trauma bonding and learned helplessness; 
• Evaluate treatment efficacy through controlled interventions integrating trauma-

informed and resilience-based approaches. 
Additionally, cross-cultural comparative research between Romania and Western European 
countries could reveal how sociocultural norms mediate trauma recovery and compliance. 

8.7 Conclusion 
This study conceptualised human trafficking as a continuum of trauma that extends beyond 
legal definitions of exploitation into the psychological domain of fear, dependency, and 
recovery. The findings confirm that compliance is not a sign of consent, but a trauma-induced 
adaptation rooted in coercive control, learned helplessness, and emotional manipulation. 
Through the validation of all five hypotheses, the study demonstrated that trauma operates 
simultaneously as a mechanism of subjugation and a barrier to reintegration. 
The proposed Trauma–Compliance–Recovery (TCR) Model integrates these dynamics into a 
unified theoretical framework, linking the psychological mechanisms of trauma with the 
systemic determinants of rehabilitation. Evidence from European and Romanian contexts 
highlights that sustainable recovery requires long-term, trauma-informed, and resilience-based 
interventions—programs that address both individual healing and institutional accountability. 
Ultimately, the study underscores that the fight against human trafficking must transcend 
juridical intervention to become a psychological and social project of restoration. Effective 
rehabilitation depends on policies that view survivors not merely as victims of crime, but as 
individuals engaged in a profound process of rebuilding selfhood, agency, and belonging. Only 
through this integrative, trauma-sensitive approach can Europe and Romania achieve genuine 
justice, recovery, and reintegration for survivors of trafficking. 
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