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A Note to Future Strategic Communication 
Master’s Students 

As you will learn while reading this paper or reviewing my presentation, in addition to 

the Strategic Communication’s MA’s focus on how to serve as valued counselors for our 

organizations and do the technical aspects of our job well, my professional philosophy is driven 

by the belief that communicators hold immense power and responsibility due to our roles as 

storytellers and gatekeepers of information. 

In line with this interest, I added the interdisciplinary minor in Literacy and Rhetorical 

Studies coordinated by the Center for Writing to my Strategic Communication MA—an 

opportunity for which I am both proud and immensely grateful. While it took exploring and 

creativity, I was able to add coursework for the minor that challenged me to think about the 

choices I make as a communications professional and the assumptions of power that are 

embedded in them. These courses enriched my experience as a Master’s student, and they have 

shaped my thinking in ways that will have profound effects throughout my future. 

While I know that not all Strategic Communication MA students feel a need to explore 

these issues, I encourage those who do to consider adding the LRS minor (learn more at 

writing.umn.edu/lrs). When I contacted them, I was thrilled to find faculty and staff excited by 

the discussions I wished to have and the research I wanted to complete. While I was intimidated 

about crossing into more academic coursework, the minor’s flexible requirements meant I could 

select classes based on my interests as long as they fulfilled the program’s three general 

requirements and writing one “substantial piece of scholarship” (this Capstone being that for 

me—it can be done through a course paper).  
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always easy (both CI 5164 and PA 5426 had substantial weekly reading requirements that had to 

be completed to participate in the discussion-based classes), I was proud to tackle them. 

Professors Lensmire and Melander encouraged me to modify assignments to my interest (this 

paper started as an assignment in PA 5426, and I wrote several papers in CI 5164 that would 

have been initial drafts for my Capstone had I not changed my research focus). 

Separately, for those interested in communications in government, political, or nonprofit 
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Trigger Warning 
This paper includes a focus on sex trafficking along with mentions of specific incidents 

of police violence and examples of racist brand names. While it does not contain graphic content, 

individuals should be aware that this topic can be upsetting or triggering. 

Acknowledgment of Positionality and Limitations 
While I attempted to be aware of my own biases and to do this research in a sensitive and 

thorough manner, my ability to do so is inherently limited by: 

● My introductory level of knowledge about sex trafficking gained from PA 5426: 

Research and Policy with Marginalized Populations, 

● My life experience is from a position of privilege as a white college-educated cisgender 

woman with no known direct contact to sex trafficking or victim-survivors, 

● The constraints of doing this inquiry within my Capstone for a professional masters, and 

● My preconceived ideas about the role and responsibilities of communications 

professionals coming from my 15 years of professional experience. 

I will further discuss these concerns in the Limitations section of this paper along with steps I 

took to address them, but I wished to acknowledge them here to allow readers to have this 

context from the beginning.  
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Executive Summary 
Storytelling is a powerful tool used by strategic communications and public relations 

professionals to create connections with their audience. It allows individuals to experience the 

organization’s operations and values rather than simply reading a description. Most often, these 

stories are based on the real-life experiences and words of a specific person, and these 

individuals likely have thoughts about what information they do or do not want to be shared.  

One subject that highly relies on the use of stories in communications is the 

anti-trafficking movement that seeks to end the practice of sex trafficking, however, these 

communications activities are not without controversy. Whether it is through the use of 

simplistic narratives that rely heavily on xenophobia, racism, and sexism to create a predictable 

cast of stereotypical characters; the use of problematic visuals that include a heavy presence of 

ropes and chains; or the practice of pressing victim-survivors for the gruesome details of the 

worst part of their lives, the communications practices of the anti-trafficking organizations have 

caused victim-advocates and scholars to speak out about the potential for reexploitation that 

exists for victim-survivors who are asked to share their stories publicly. This research seeks to 

examine this criticism to understand what work practices strategic communication and public 

relations professionals can and should adopt to respond. 

The paper begins with background information on the consideration of ethics, equity, and 

power in strategic communications and public relations scholarship generally and then moves to 

an examination of anti-trafficking and the existing criticisms. To do this inquiry, the researcher 

conducted ten semi-structured interviews with communications professionals working in 

anti-trafficking and related organizations. The findings from these interviews are then used to 

create two sets of recommendations of potential work practices: 1) Specifically for 

communicators working in anti-trafficking areas and others working with victims of trauma, and 

2) For all strategic communication and public relations professionals in all sectors. 
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Nine years ago I was part of a documentary team making a film about child 

trafficking in Thailand. The girl we featured in our film, Cat, inspired what eventually led 

to the founding of our trafficking prevention organization, The SOLD Project. Cat was 

nine years old at the time. In the film, we shared things about her mother, projected her 

future, and then toured with that film to 27 cities around America. It was powerful, and it 

moved people to understand what trafficking prevention could look like. 

As the organization continued to grow, and Cat and I developed a close 

friendship, I learned that she didn’t want to be remembered by the world in the light we 

had cast her in that film. She began to teach me that we hadn’t stewarded her story well. 

Had it worked to gain donors? Absolutely, but was it dignifying to Cat? Debatable. I 

began, with Cat as my teacher, to learn what we had done ‘wrong’. Sure, she had signed 

a release form. But we didn’t seek her input for the final draft of the film. She was 

grateful to our organization - and until trust was built - didn’t share her vulnerability 

with us. I learned that as organizations, we have incredible power. 

We chose to not put her film online. It was a hard decision for us. We had 

invested a lot. But was it our story to tell, in the way we had told it? (Rachel Goble, CEO 

of the Freedom Story, as quoted by Freedom Collaborative, 2017, emphasis added) 
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Introduction 
Strategic communications and public relations professionals  have the honor to interview 1

and share the stories of people around us—both those who have lives like our own and, when 

appropriate, those with experiences that are far different. When sharing stories based on the 

words and life experiences of another person, we should feel two responsibilities.  

The first (and the one many of us think of most) is to our organizations. When done 

effectively, our content “supports a key business objective” and/or “fulfills… users’ needs” 

(Halvorson & Rach, 2012, p. 6) by demonstrating an organization’s goals, values, and operations 

that fuel its work. The second responsibility is one that, in the pursuit of the first goal, 

communicators (including myself) can too easily forget: It is a responsibility to respect the 

populations we serve and the individuals whose stories we share. 

Over my career, as I have grown in my understanding of this dual responsibility, I have 

become increasingly preoccupied with questions of equity and bias along with the power 

communicators hold due to our roles as storytellers and gatekeepers of information for our 

organizations. My wish to examine these questions was key to my decision to add a minor in 

Literacy & Rhetorical Studies from the University of Minnesota’s Center for Writing while I was 

enrolled in the Strategic Communication Master’s at the Hubbard School of Journalism and 

Mass Communication. As part of this minor, I enrolled PA 5426: Research and Policy with 

Marginalized Groups in the Humphrey School of Public Policy, a course that uses the topics of 

sex work and sex trafficking as a case study to discuss the practice and ethics of conducting 

1 In this paper, I use the word “communicators” to encompass both the work of strategic communication and public 
relations professionals since, in my experience, nonprofit communications professionals are often asked to fulfill 
both roles. This is further confirmed by the 2020 Nonprofit Communications Trends Report (2020) that found most 
organizations with a budget of below $5 million reported having less than 1.5 FTE (full-time equivalents) staff 
devoted to communications. 
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research with marginalized populations with a particular focus on conducting “action research”,  2

a methodology where traditional subjects of the research serve as active participants in its 

planning and execution. 

I was fortunate to take this class alongside social workers and public policy students as 

they shared with me their deep passion and commitment to working with and for the clients. 

These discussions included information about the steps that they find necessary when interacting 

with victims of trauma and, due to my presence in the class, they also discussed the extreme 

discomfort they can experience when approached by communicators asking about individuals 

with interesting and useful stories to share as they are concerned about the ways the 

communicators may pressure the individual or co-opt their story.  

As we discussed the topic and the complex path victim-survivors  follow to healing, I 3

was struck by just how important it is for a victim-survivor to feel cared about, validated, and 

heard at all times (and particularly by the organizations they turn to for help), and I became 

increasingly alarmed by the potential harm I could cause if I were to come in solely focused on 

getting the perfect story for my organization. Reflecting on these lessons from within the context 

of the Strategic Communication MA has deepened my belief that all communicators (whether 

nonprofit, governmental, or for-profit) should consider the ethics and responsibility of our work. 

Through this particular course, I gained a deeper understanding of the need to understand the 

complex discourse surrounding issues contested in public dialogue along with the essential need 

2 “Action research… is based on the proposition that generalized solutions, plans, or programs may not fit all 
contexts or groups to whom they are applied and that the purpose of inquiry is to find an appropriate solution for the 
particular dynamics at work in a local situation… The primary purpose of action research is to provide means for 
people to engage in systemic inquiry and investigation to design an appropriate way of accomplishing a desired goal 
and to evaluate its effectiveness… An assumption of action research is that those who have previously been 
designated as subjects or clients should participate directly in the research.” (Stinger, 2014, p. 5) 
3  See footnote 13 for an explanation of why I use “victim-survivor” in this paper. 
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for communicators to actively consider the power dynamic and responsibility that come with 

asking for and being allowed to share a story based on another individual’s life.  

As I continued my efforts to incorporate these lessons into my daily work, however, I 

found myself questioning how to balance this with the need to develop the type of short and tight 

content is needed to meet the needs of my organization in today’s fast-paced world. To further 

consider this, for my final Capstone research for my Strategic Communication MA and minor in 

Literacy & Rhetorical Studies, I decided to present lessons and questions I gained in PA 5426 

(along with subsequent research) about the mistakes anti-trafficking communicators make 

despite being “well intentioned” (Countryman-Roswurm & Patton Brackin, 2013, p. 6). 

I am writing this examination for two reasons. First, I wish to bring the writing of 

victim-advocates and academics into conversation with my own experiences as a nonprofit 

communicator and with the academic scholarship available within strategic communication and 

public relations scholarship. This will allow me and other communicators to consider what their 

lessons mean for our day-to-day work. 

Secondly, through an examination of the problems in this particular area, I wish to put 

forward a greater challenge to all communicators and our educational programs: All 

communicators must do more to think, not just about what we must do for our organizations, but 

what we must do to improve the public good. I hope that all communicators will join me in 

considering the necessity of incorporating ethical storytelling practices and considerations of 

equity and power into our jobs so we will all do our work “in a way that is responsible, ethical, 

and conscious of the consequences of our practice” (Motha, 2014, p. xxiii).  4

4 While this is a quote from a book about teaching of English to non-native speakers, I believe the lesson applies. 
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Problem Statement 
This paper seeks to address the following problem statement regarding the dual 

responsibilities of communications professionals: 

Strategic communication and public relations professionals must balance a dual 

responsibility to develop communications that fulfill organizational objectives with 

the need to honor and respect the individuals whose stories we share. 

As I have discussed, I firmly believe all communicators have a duty to fulfill both objectives 

when using words and experiences that belong to another person. 

To further demonstrate, I present two perspectives on storytelling, the first being from a 

former instructor in the Strategic Communication MA (Matt Kucharski, President, Padilla) and a 

second from a pair of scholars and victim-advocates writing about communicators working 

specifically with victim-survivors of sex trafficking. 

The Strategic Communication 

Mindset on Storytelling 

“In a strategic communication setting, 

whether it's corporate or not-for-profit, the 

stories you tell are containers for key 

messages that are designed to educate, 

inform, and persuade…  

"The use of stories is inherently self-centered 

as you don't tell a story without it serving a 

strategic purpose. Otherwise, it's a wasted 

effort on the part of the communicator. So by 

definition, you're going to choose stories that 

help further your agenda and, within those 

The Victim-Advocate 

Mindset on Storytelling 

“Story is a powerful medium. A well told 

story can make an issue like human 

trafficking personally relevant to those who 

hear it. Such stories encourage action in ways 

that facts and figures may not. However, it is 

the responsibility of social service agencies 

and not-for-profits serving survivors of 

human trafficking to protect the well-being 

of these survivors. 

“It is important that agencies reflect on why 

they are considering using a survivor’s story. 

15 
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stories, you respect the actors while 

highlighting the elements that get your point 

of view across.” 

(Matt Kucharski, President, Padilla, emphasis 

added, personal communication, June 24, 

2020) 

 
 

Is sharing the story therapeutic and beneficial 

for the survivor, or is it a way to seek benefits 

for the agency?… 

“Ultimately, there is no cause significant or 

important enough to jeopardize the 

emotional and physical well-being of a 

survivor. Survivors of human trafficking have 

overcome exploitation, and they should not be 

further commodified by those trying to help.” 

(Countryman-Roswurm & Patton Brackin, 

2013, p. 6, emphasis added) 

 

While these quotes may seem to be in competition or judgment of each other, I believe they 

perfectly demonstrate the dual responsibilities that all communicators must balance when writing 

stories involving the words and experiences of an actual person. 

Method 
To deepen my understanding of the communications work done by anti-trafficking 

organizations, I conducted both primary and secondary research on the topic. I first completed 

secondary research during my spring semester in PA 5426 regarding the problems that exist 

surrounding the communications practices of anti-trafficking organizations, and I added that to 

the course’s discussion of research with marginalized populations. I, then, expanded my research 

scope to examine the existing research on equity and power considerations within strategic 

communication and public relations scholarship. 

I next shifted to my primary research of conducting qualitative interviews with ten 

communications professionals in anti-trafficking and related organizations (n=10). I used 

16 
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purposeful sampling to identify individuals who currently (or formerly ) have strategic 5

communications/public relations responsibilities at organizations that provide services to 

victim-survivors of sex trafficking (in addition to organizations solely focused on sex trafficking, 

this included domestic violence, sexual assault, homelessness, and torture-rehabilitation 

organizations). The interviewees were identified through a Google search using the term 

“nonprofit” paired with “anti-trafficking”, “sex trafficking”, “human trafficking”, and/or “sexual 

assault.” To limit the scope of my interviews and research: 

● I excluded organizations that primarily focused on labor or organ trafficking. 

● I did not ask questions related to the complexities of working with minors even though I 

interviewed two communicators who work at organizations focused on children/teens. 

● I did not ask the communicators about whether they work with victim-survivors who are 

still in active trafficking situations. There is separate academic research speaking to the 

significant additional legal, ethical, and safety considerations that exist for researchers in 

these scenarios (see Gerassi, Edmond, & Nichols, 2017). 

● I did not pre-screen the organizations based on their philosophical or political viewpoints. 

This meant I had interviews with communicators who view prostitution as a form of sex 

trafficking and exploitation while the others did not speak about the issue.  I have 6

included quotes that describe prostitution as a type of trafficking and exploitation when 

the communicator did so. 

5 I intended to only include professionals who currently work in an appropriate organization, but I added one former 
communications director at a qualifying organization after the organization’s staff stated they were unavailable to do 
an interview. 
6 As I will discuss shortly, it is important that communicators working in anti-trafficking context to understand there 
are differences of opinion within the anti-trafficking community about whether prostitution is a form of trafficking, 
and these groups have differing terminology and opinions about the decriminlization of the practice. 

17 



ANTI-TRAFFICKING COMMUNICATION & ETHICAL STORYTELLING FOR STRAT COMM/PR PROS 

I, first, limited my search to Minnesota-based organizations and, then, expanded my search 

nationally until I identified 25 potential organizations with a preference for organizations that 

appeared to have professional communications staff.  I then either emailed the communicators 7

directly (when possible) or the organization’s general email account. Of the 25 organizations 

contacted, ten agreed to be interviewed, four declined either due to busy schedules or standing 

policies against doing interviews with student researchers, and the remaining organizations did 

not respond. As I quickly surpassed my initial goal of scheduling three to five interviews, I did 

not do a second round of contacts in most cases. 

I conducted my interviews between June 8 and July 15, 2020. This was a notable period, 

as many professionals (including most of the interviewees) had been working from home for 

several months due to COVID-19 (Hickman & Saad, 2020). Additionally, the interviews started 

shortly following the murder of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man killed by a Minneapolis 

police officer on May 25, 2020—an event that set off protests and riots in Minnesota and across 

the country (Kaul, 2020), along with decisions from “corporations of all stripes” to issue “public 

statements in support of racial equality, a topic that, for a long time, all but a select few would 

speak on” (Garcia, 2020). Many of the interviewees mentioned one or more of these world 

events at some point during their interview. 

Half (five of ten) of these interviews were conducted through Zoom video conferencing 

while three people sent me written responses to the interview guide, one interview was held 

in-person, and one occurred through a phone call. I used a semi-structured interview format 

7 As this is research for a Professional MA Capstone, I sought to limit my interviews to organizations with 
professional communications staff due to my strong desire to identify work practices that could help me and other 
communicators do our work. My interviews did include a few program-level staff members, all of whom had 
significant communications or media-related responsibilities. 
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guided by an interview guide with questions regarding the communicators’ experiences working 

within their organizations along with their general knowledge and impressions from their work 

as communications professionals (see Appendix A). I asked individualized follow-up questions 

both during the interview and in an email afterward, when appropriate. 

I emailed the interview guide to the interviewees ahead of the interview so they could 

prepare. Due to the results of some of the early interviews, I replaced a few of the early questions 

in the later interviews, and I discarded the responses to the deleted questions. 

All of the interviews, except the written interviews, were recorded with the participants’ 

consent using Zoom or an audio recording, and transcripts were generated through Zoom or 

YouTube’s auto-captions option. I corrected these transcripts for errors and used a combination 

of the written transcripts and my notes to identify themes and notable items across the interviews 

(see Appendix B for further information about the interviewees). 

Literature Review 

Background on Discussions of Ethics, Equity, and Power in 
Strategic Communication and Public Relations Scholarship 

To begin my research process, I began with a literature review of existing writing on 

ethics, equity, and power considerations within existing strategic communication and public 

relations scholarship. I quickly determined, however, that this writing seems to be rather shallow, 

and, while I found several interesting articles from critical public relations scholars—a subset of 

scholarship that “represents a diverse set of views” that “coalesce around the idea of power” 

(Coombs & Hollady, 2012)—I could not find writing from anyone examining my particular item 

of concern (the dual responsibility of communicators) or items that directly tied critical public 
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relations scholarship back to the day-to-day work practices of communicators. 

Foundations of Public Relations as a Field 

While I believe that questions of equity, inclusion, and power should be considered as 

foundational issues for both the study and execution of public relations and strategic 

communications, there appears to be lack of attention in the mainstream of public relations and 

strategic communications scholarship likely due to the functional approach taken by many 

scholars (Edwards, 2018; Munshi & Edwards, 2011). In the functionalist view, “Organizational 

goals are paramount and the PR system (of strategies, tactics, and evaluation) is looked to work 

primarily in the interest of organizational management” (Munshi & Edwards, 2011, p. 355).  

This functionalist approach and the subsequent lack of attention to equity and power have 

roots dating back to the start of public relations as a formal field in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

This was a time when the white working class became increasingly discontented with the 

changes occurring due to the Industrial Revolution (Nkomo & Al Ariss, 2014) and concerns 

were being raised due to the consolidation and merger of large corporations (Logan, 2016). As 

such, “Governments and commercial organizations used PR to communicate the value they 

provided to society; their audiences were those who mattered—most frequently the white middle 

class…” (Munshi & Edwards, 2011, p. 352).  

As explained in Creating The Corporate Soul: The Rise Of Public Relations And 

Corporate Imagery In American Big Business (Marchand, 1998), these corporations and early 

public relations professionals used tools similar to the practices continued today: 

For instance, a corporation worried about an image of moral irresponsibility might 

initiate and publicize benefit programs for its employees, associate itself with some 
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current moral or patriotic crusade, or seek to characterize its operations as public service. 

One dismayed by its apparent lack of personality might erect an impressive new 

corporate headquarters, disseminate a "humanized" image of its chief executive, affix a 

striking logo to all its products, or link its identity with its research laboratories. (p. 10) 

Public relations was, therefore, born “to resolve antagonism between big business and the 

public” (Logan, 2016, p. 95)—an idea that continues in the functionalist approach in today’s 

scholarship, and it explains how the field’s “narrow focus on achieving the organizational goals 

of big business functioned to philosophically and practically distance public relations from 

ethical and moral concerns” (Logan, 2016, p. 95-96). 

While some critical public relations scholars state that the field is “witnessing a 

‘socio-cultural turn’ where alternative explorations of the profession have adopted a much 

broader conceptualization of PR and focused on the dimensions of power inherent in PR practice 

and theory” (Munshi & Edwards, 2011, p. 356), this is a developing area.  8

Background of the Ethical Storytelling Pledge 

I next turned to conversations happening between practitioners, and this led me to the 

Ethical Storytelling initiative, a project sponsored by the Freedom Story (previously called the 

SOLD Project). As part of the project’s early efforts, a group of nonprofit practitioners and 

storytellers (nonprofit communications professionals along with filmmakers and writers) created 

an Ethical Storytelling Pledge (see Appendix C) to discuss the responsibilities communicators 

8 “We face real challenges to expanding and developing our work. Perhaps the most obvious factor to those of us 
working in this area is that there are relatively few critical and social-cultural scholars in the field — certainly less 
than 100 at the time of writing…. While the group is growing slowly, there is only so much that this number of 
scholars can achieve” (Edwards, 2018, p. 224). 
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and fundraising professionals have when working in humanitarian and social impact spaces  9

including: 

● The need to get “deep consent”  from individuals they profile (consent that goes beyond 10

legal requirements to ensure the individual is informed about all aspects of the story 

including how and why it will be used along with the advantages and disadvantages of 

sharing one’s story publicly), 

● A responsibility for the communicator to put the interviewee’s needs first including 

allowing them to review the story and make changes based on their feedback, 

● The necessity to select appropriate photos that portray the situation without 

sensationalism or stereotypes, and 

● The continuing mandate to fulfill the pledge and recognize and learn from mistakes. 

While the pledge was not developed through an academic or scientific research approach, I 

believe it serves as a solid base for considering the complex issues faced by communicators 

daily, especially around what to consider when balancing the needs of one’s organizations with 

the individuals’ whose stories you share. 

Background on the Issue of Sex Trafficking 

The issue of sex trafficking has gained significant interest since the early 2000s. Driven, 

in part, by an unlikely coalition of Evangelical Christians and Radical Feminists (Cojocaru, 

9 I did an interview with Heidi Burkey, one of the original people involved in curating the Ethical Storytelling 
Pledge, during which she told me, “We created the Ethical Storytelling Pledge because there was no ethical code for 
the humanitarian or social impact space. It is different from journalism. And it is different from documentary 
filmmaking. You're actually storytelling to create some more tangible action, and oftentimes it's very specific around 
like you're balancing both the story and also the organization's needs.” 
10 “‘Deep consent’ is a real conversation that makes sure that the storyteller, whether it's someone who is in a 
vulnerable place or a board member or whomever, fully understands that they're going to be sharing a story, what 
the purpose is going to be, what media is going to be used, and for how long it will be displayed” (Goodman Center, 
2018, p. 3). 
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2015) along with attention from high-profile celebrities (Haynes, 2014), the public’s interest has 

increasingly turned to horror stories of girls being kidnapped and forced into sexual slavery.  

This increased attention has led to a surge in new communicators entering the sex 

trafficking field without specific background or lived experience (Countryman-Roswurm & 

Brackin, 2017), and this creates the potential for these individuals to cause harm and confusion. 

This is why it is important that all new anti-trafficking communicators take time to learn such 

basics as definitions, questions of issues of prevalence, and appropriate terminology along with 

potential ethical concerns that exist as there continues to be confusion in the public. 

Confusing Definitions, Statistics, and Terminology Differences 

Under the United States Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 

(TVPA), sex trafficking is defined in federal law as occurring whenever “a commercial sex act is 

induced by force, fraud, or coercion” or whenever the individual performing the act is younger 

than 18 years old. This law was developed in accordance with the UN Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress, and Punish Trafficking (commonly referred to as the Palermo Protocol) , a “voluntary 11

international law [that] lays the foundation for nations to develop their own laws” (Nichols, 

2015, p. 5). All 50 states have since passed their own state-level anti-trafficking statutes. 

Confusion and Myths Continue 

The definition in the TVPA was intentionally broad to allow anyone (regardless of 

citizenship, age, gender, or sexual orientation) to be classified as a trafficked individual. There 

continues, however, to be a variety of myths or misconceptions that hamper public awareness 

and the identification of victims. 

11 While I am only discussing sex trafficking in this paper, both the Palermo Protocol and the TVPA also cover labor 
trafficking, servitude, and organ trafficking (Nichols, 2016). 
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● Myth #1: An individual must be brought across an international border to be 

trafficked. A trafficking victim-survivor can be recruited and trafficked within their own 

hometown or local community, and a large portion of trafficking victim-survivors are 

U.S. citizens (Polaris, n.d.). Part of the confusion around whether the crossing of an 

international border is required stems from instances in which the terms “trafficking”, 

“smuggling”, and “migration” are used jointly or interchangeably (Nichols, 2016). These 

are, however, separate acts and terms as smuggling occurs whenever an individual is 

brought into a country illegally, and migration is a term used when referring to 

“movement from one region to another” (Nichols, 2016, p. 7). As such, an individual can 

agree to be smuggled into a country or voluntarily migrate, but they cannot consent to be 

trafficked.  

● Myth #2: There must be violence or bondage for a situation to be considered 

trafficking. While violence and bondage can and does occur in trafficking scenarios, it is 

not a requirement under the TVPA. More often an individual’s “bondage to their 

trafficker… involves psychological abuses, exploitation of vulnerability, and other 

elements of coercive control” (Nichols, 2016, p. 9), and individuals stay due to 

“emotional barriers, stigmatization, abuses, debt bondage, cultural beliefs, or gaps in 

services” (p. 106) such as an inability to find food or safe shelter. 

● Myth #3: Most trafficked individuals are kidnapped by strangers. While there are 

many dramatic stories that feature women being kidnapped and sold into sex trafficking, 

statistics show more trafficked individuals are lured into the situation by someone who is 

a romantic partner or an individual posing as such (Polaris, n.d.). It is, in fact, common 
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for traffickers to “first pose as a boyfriend to gain the trust and love of usually younger 

girls and then talk the girls into selling sex for them” (Nichols, 2016, p. 10). 

● Myth #4: “Innocent White females” (Austin, 2016, p. 3) are the only victims of sex 

trafficking. Although the media often tells the story of cisgender white women and girls 

“needing to be rescued from evil human traffickers” (Austin, 2016, p. 3), statistics show 

anyone can become a victim of sex trafficking. One population that is “particularly 

vulnerable” are LGBTQIA+ youth “due to an increased likelihood of homelessness” 

(Nichols, 2016, p. 87), and “Black, Latino/a, and Native American individuals are 

disproportionately represented among survivors in the United States… likely because 

those who are racially marginalized in society are disproportionately exposed to the risk 

factors of victimization in the form of weak social institutions” (Nichols, 2016, p. 90). 

Additionally, while they are not discussed as frequently, male victims “make up a 

significant proportion of victims of trafficking” (Raney, 2017). 

Questions about Statistics 

There is broad disagreement in the research regarding the prevalence of sex trafficking 

both within the United States and globally. There are many explanations for these differences 

including several commonly-cited studies that have been found to have weak or faulty 

methodology (Fedina, 2015), the hidden nature of sex trafficking, and the use of estimates drawn 

“from cases reported to or uncovered by law enforcement, prosecuted cases, and reports from 

social service agencies” (Nichols, 2016, p. 11) even though “sex trafficking is often unreported, 

misreported, or is simply not identified” (p. 13). 

 It is, therefore, difficult to correctly estimate the number of trafficking victims, and 
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“most of the scary articles about sex trafficking are larded with inflated figures and phony 

statistics that don’t survive any serious analysis” (McNeill, 2014). 

Differences in Terminology 

There are deep disagreements within the anti-trafficking community around a variety of 

issues, one being whether adult prostitution should be considered trafficking or voluntary sex 

work. One framing of this debate comes from Andrea Nichols in Trafficking in the United States: 

Theory Research Policy and Practice (2016) who notes that “longstanding and enduring political 

and feminist debates impact contemporary sex trafficking discourse and policy” (p. 33). This 

occurs, according to Nichols, because “neoliberalism largely centers upon the deregulation of sex 

markets” (p. 31) and “suggests that individuals should have a right to sell various aspects of their 

sexuality if they choose” (p. 31). In contrast, abolitionists seek “to eradicate all forms of sexual 

labor, maintaining that all forms of sexual commerce depict women as commodities, as 

secondary to men, or as sexual outlets to men” (p. 32). 

Examining the terminology used specifically, one of the differences centers on whether to 

use the phrase “sex work” to refer to individuals involved in prostitution or legal sex-related 

activities (stripping, pornography, etc.). While the term is strongly rejected by abolitionists, it is 

generally embraced by neoliberals for “legitimizing sexual labor as a viable occupation” (p. 31). 

Examining the terminology and rhetoric differences further: 

Neoliberals often describe antitrafficking activism as a ‘moral crusade’ that grossly 

misrepresents the issue as an unwarranted excuse to eradicate all forms of sexual 

commerce… Such researchers highlight the inflation of the magnitude of the problem, 

the use of horror stories to gain public support, the non-acknowledgement of willing sex 
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workers, and the anti-immigration sentiment tied in to antitrafficking efforts to abolish 

sexual commerce (p. 31-32).  12

Conversely, abolitionists describe “all women engaging in sexual labor… as victims of sxual 

slavery due to limited opportunities, lack of better alternatives, or forced entrance into sexual 

commerce”, and abolutionists use “the language of modern-day slavery… to describe sex 

trafficking and any form of sexual commerce… such as pornography and prostitution” (p. 32). 

There are also disagreements regarding what to label individuals who are or have been 

trafficked,  although these perspectives are driven more by an individual’s professional 13

background than a specific ideological or political stance. As explained by Nichols (2016): 

One point of contention in the antitrafficking movement lies in the use of the labels 

‘victim’ or ‘survivor’…  Social workers and others in the social services area prefer to 

use ‘survivor’ because it respects the agency, resilience, strength, and survival of 

trafficked and exploited people… In contrast, various members of the justice system 

including police, prosecutors, detectives, and attorneys tend to prefer the term ‘victim’ 

because the term ‘victim’ highlights the serious nature of the multiple forms of abuses 

that are experienced, including various forms of coercive control and sexual, physical, 

economic, and psychological abuses (p. 21). 

12 I also discuss these items in this paper; however, I am doing this with the mindset of what these items mean for 
communicators and the representation of individuals who have been trafficked. I am not attempting to take a specific 
neoliberal or abolitionist position (as I do not feel I have the expertise necessary to do so). This does serve as a 
valuable reminder that, even when attempting to be impartial and defer to authoritative sources, researchers and 
communicators must consider the viewpoints and motivations of the original authors and consider what perspectives 
may have been missed. 
13 I have chosen to use the joint phrase “victim-survivor” when referring to individuals who are or have been 
trafficked since I wish to signal that I believe that this report’s overall findings and recommendations have value to 
all communications professionals engaging in these spaces regardless of their organization’s specific philosophical 
or political perspective. 
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The differences in the use of statistics and terminology are key items for communicators to 

understand as the choices a communicator makes could make would signal (intentionally or 

unintentionally) an organization’s position and beliefs. This, in turn, will impact how the 

organization is viewed by potential allies and stakeholders. 

Understanding the Ethical Concerns for Anti-Trafficking Communicators 

Despite the relative simplicity of the TVPA’s definition, scholars state that the 

communications practices of the same organizations that seek to end trafficking are also to be 

blamed for the confusions and myths that persist. Whether it is through the use of simplistic 

narratives that rely heavily on xenophobia, racism, and sexism to create a predictable cast of 

stereotypical characters; the use of problematic visuals that include a heavy presence of ropes 

and chains; or the practice of pressing victim-survivors for the gruesome details of the worst part 

of their lives, the communications practices of anti-trafficking organizations led one pair of 

scholars to state: 

Within the last two decades, media personnel, multidisciplinary professionals, and 

concerned citizens alike have taken note of this social-justice issue. Due to such increased 

interest, an unprecedented number of people are engaged in awareness efforts that claim 

to combat human trafficking. While most involved in such efforts are well intentioned, 

few are intentional.   14

Acts of awareness undertaken by allies are often harmful to the very victims 

and survivors they are declaring need to be ‘rescued.’ In the name of anti-trafficking 

awareness, survivors are frequently reexploited. Rather than being recognized or 

14 This quote is the origin of the start of this paper’s title. 
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compensated as experts and leaders in the anti-trafficking movement, survivors are taken 

advantage of in the pursuit of a story that has emotional pull. (Countryman-Roswurm & 

Brackin, 2017, p. 327, emphasis added) 

Utilizing Simplistic Narratives That Eliminate Further Analysis 

One criticism of anti-trafficking campaigns is the reliance on simplistic narratives and 

personal accounts to scare individuals to support organizations while not analyzing the deeper 

societal causes of trafficking.  

As explained by Dr. Erin O’Brien (2020) in her book, Challenging The Human 

Trafficking Narrative: Victims, Villains, And Heroes, trafficking “narratives are ‘stories of 

power’, where ‘helplessness and control’ are linked through a policy narrative premised on the 

assumption that improving the situation is beyond the control of the protagonist” (p. 6-7). All too 

often, despite the strength needed for victim-survivors to survive and succeed, anti-trafficking 

narratives can be boiled down to a tale that “‘begins badly, ends well’” (O’Brien, 2020, p. 6) as 

the vulnerable woman or girl survives due to the intervention of a nonprofit, whether that be by 

the organization directly freeing the individual or by providing services that give her the strength 

needed to move forward (Andrijasevic & Mai, 2017). 

In reality, the story of how an individual becomes involved in human trafficking is often 

a messy tale of society’s worst failures and difficult choices made by the individual to attempt to 

improve their situation. While anyone can be trafficked, researchers have identified several 

identity-based risk factors  that, combined with “weak social safety nets”, put individuals at 15

15 “Risk factors include age, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, poverty, racial marginailaization, intellectual 
disability, and undocumented citizenship” (Nichols, 2015, p. 84). 
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greater risk for trafficking (Nichols, 2016).  

This is, however, not a story that can easily be solved, and, therefore, nonprofits continue 

to turn to simplistic episodic tales  that center “individuals rather than society and social 16

conditions at the center of solving problems” (Steinke, 2019, p. 6). Due to their focus on 

individuals, these stories “obscure structural factors and the social, economic, and political 

conditions that create vulnerability to trafficking, such as wealth inequality and poverty, 

gendered cultural beliefs that devalue women and girls and commodify sex, and the denial of 

human rights based on race and/or nationality” (Baker, 2013, p. 17).  

In addition to this simplistic view, published narratives from victim-survivor are often 

only partial narratives in which “there is rarely emphasis on the individual’s story after they exit 

trafficking, specifically their path towards healing and recovery” (Countryman-Roswurm and 

Brackin, 2017, p. 328). Many of the stories seem to end “in happiness and fulfillment as a result 

of being rescued by an anti-trafficking organization” (Steinke, 2019, p. 14), but while this may 

seem to be a happy ending, the conclusion of the story at this point does not allow the 

victim-survivor the opportunity to discuss what happened next and the ways they persevered and 

thrived. This is, ultimately, doing a disservice to the individual by only valuing the worst part of 

the individual’s story (their trafficking experience), and it creates a threat for re-traumatization 

later if their story were to be found by potential employers, friends, or family members the 

individual has not told.  

16 For example, in an analysis of 348 anti-trafficking nonprofit blogs from between 2015 and 2017, UMN Ph.D. 
Candidate Allison Steinke (2019) found that 66.9% contained episodic rather than thematic frames that ““relate 
individual circumstances to larger contextual issues” (Mourão et al., 2018, p. 4). As such, “Episodic frames with 
individual narratives and testimonies dominate the presentation of human trafficking published by NGO blogs at the 
expense of thematic frames that could illustrate broader social forces and problems at play in propagating trafficking 
worldwide” (Steinke, 2019, p. 21-22). 
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Reinforcement of Existing Stereotypes 

A key aspect of these stories is a rotating and predictable cast of weak (physically or 

morally) women, dangerous traffickers who are “‘foreign’… or undesirable ‘others’” (O’Brien, 

2020, p. 14), and heroes that are either action heroes or everyday citizens. Scholars have also 

discussed the ways modern-day anti-trafficking campaigns echo the narrative of the “white 

slavery” moral panic seen in the early 1900s (see Doezema, 1999; Barnett, 2014).  17

Victims are frequently divided between innocent “ideal victims” and unworthy prostitutes 

or illegal migrants.  While youth, weakness, and blamelessness are used to portray ideal 18

victim-survivors as “victims ‘through and through’” (O’Brien, 2018, p. 69), migrants and 

victim-survivors who previously agreed to engage in prostitution or other forms of sex work are 

viewed (consciously or unconsciously) as unworthy of help. In addition to creating divisions and 

judgment by creating a “hierarchy of victims” (O’Brien, 2013, p. 316), this ideal victim persona 

hurts victim-survivors by creating a scenario in which individuals must either repeatedly lie 

about how they ended up being trafficked (if they agreed to prostitution) or repeatedly 

demonstrating just how innocent they were in their victimization—in either instance, interrupting 

their efforts to reassert their agency and move past their trafficking experience. 

Traffickers are described in even more simplistic terms that draw on racism, xenophobia, 

17 “Scholars have suggested that contemporary media accounts of trafficking parallel press accounts of ‘white 
slavery’ published in the 19th a nd 20th centuries, in which magazines in England and the United States published 
investigative stories on the kidnapping and sale of young white women by mysterious criminals, typically 
‘foreigners’ from developing nations” (Barnett, 2014, p. 22). 
18 “In the case of trafficking, we might expect a hierarchy of victims ranging from 'ideal victims' such as young girls 
abducted from an orphanage and trafficked into prostitution, down to women already working in the sex industry 
who are persuaded that the money could be better if they migrate to another country, and then find themselves 
trapped in unacceptable conditions or in debt bondage” (Hoyle, Bosworth & Dempsey, 201, p. 315) 
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and anti-immigrant sentiment. There is normally little to no examination of these “villains… 

most often described as foreign men, organized crime syndicates, ‘pimps’ and ‘johns’” (O’Brien, 

2020, p. 74)—let alone their motivations or life experiences that led to their current choices. 

They are simply deemed to be “uncomplicatedly evil” (p. 74) individuals who seek to gain 

money and power or take pleasure in extolling untold horrors on their innocent victims. 

The final, and most celebrated, character in anti-trafficking narratives is the hero. While 

the victim-survivor is normally the central figure of the tale, they are seldom the hero. Instead, 

the hero can be any one of us: 

They are the rescuers, the instigators, the motivators, the fund raisers, the awareness 

raisers, and the service providers. Many different characters populate the anti-trafficking 

movement, ranging from the concerned citizen who shares a link to raise awareness, to 

the ex-military commando who raids brothels to rescue victims. There is a vast difference 

between these actors, but they are connected in the narrative by the thread of heroism, 

with both actions framed as important in the work of saving victims. (O’Brien, 2020, p. 

116) 

Through the stories they share, anti-trafficking nonprofits say anyone can be a hero—even if it is 

just by sharing a link, knowing the signs to spot a possible trafficking scenario, or using 

military-style tactics to stage a rescue (O’Brien, 2020).  

Once again, while these actions may make supporters feel good, they are doing little to 

solve the societal inequities and problems that lead to the existence of sex trafficking in the first 

place.  As such, this narrow set of stereotypical characters led one researcher to declare: 19

19 Erin O’Brien (2013) perfectly summarizes this: “By placing the blame on a socially undesirable other, awareness 
campaigns allow the target audience to feel outrage at the actions of others, while deftly sidestepping our own 
complicity in the pull factors of trafficking” (p. 319) 

32 



ANTI-TRAFFICKING COMMUNICATION & ETHICAL STORYTELLING FOR STRAT COMM/PR PROS 

My suggestion is that the current anti-trafficking regime… holds little promise for 

bringing about the end of trafficking violence, and thus discussion of trafficking must 

move beyond racial stereotyping and the immigration frame if we are to find new ways to 

attend to the human trade. (Steele, 2011, p. 35). 

Selection of Problematic Visuals 

As with the shallow depictions of stereotypical characters, scholars have also criticized 

organizations for their reliance on images that perpetuate misconceptions, stereotypes, and tropes 

about trafficking. 

Organizations frequently use imagery of “women and girls in chains” (Nichols, 2016, 

p.9) or girls who are “silenced or blinded” (Baker, 2013, p. 7) in their publications. While 

attention-grabbing, these images misrepresent the lived experiences of many sex trafficking 

victims. Even more troubling, these images make it harder for individuals to recognize 

victims—and, potentially, for victims to identify their own experiences as trafficking—because 

of the frequent misconception that sex trafficking must be a violent act and/or victims must 

always be restrained (Polaris, n.d.).  

Researchers have criticized organizations for continuing stereotypical demonstrations of 

gender. Rutvica Andrijasevic (2007) discussed how women are erotized in campaigns: 

The representation of violence is… violent itself since it confirms the stereotypes about 

eastern European women, equates the feminine with the passive object, severs the body 

from its materiality and the historical context in which trafficking occurs, and confines 

women within the highly disabling symbolic register of ‘Woman’ as to maintain an 

imaginary social order… (p. 24) 
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Alternately, Carrie Baker (2013) examined how campaigns portray “very young girls” (p. 

6) to focus on innocence. These images continue the idea of the “ideal victim” discussed earlier: 

“In portraying trafficked persons there were two seemingly opposing representations—one that 

strips women of their agency and shows their desperation and hopelessness, and one that is based 

on eroticization of the female body” (Krsmanovic, 2016, p. 142). 

Seeking Salacious Details 

One of the most dangerous approaches that can be taken when developing anti-trafficking 

messages is for communicators to “utilize survivors as propaganda and share survivor stories 

with little thought to the effects of such exposure” (Countryman-Roswurm & Brackin, 2017, p. 

328). When doing so, communicators can push the victim-survivors to share their 

story—especially dark and disturbing details of their experience—without considering whether it 

is in the individual’s best interest.  

In a powerful article, Claudia Cojocaru (2015) shared her experience as a sex trafficking 

survivor who was pressured to play “the role of global victim/poster girl for a circus of 

salvation” (p. 186) when she gave a guest lecture at New York University Law School. She 

agreed to do the lecture because she planned to discuss: 

…my experiences [emphasis in the original] living and working with sex workers in 

Japan, the impact that socio-political global governance institutions had on our lives, the 

cultural and social environment within which we labored, and the personal circumstances 

of engaging with clients, third parties, and the wider society (p. 186).  

Upon arriving, however, she found herself pressured to share “the intimate and sometimes 

almost trivial details of the sexual violence I had experienced” (Cojocaru, 2015, p. 187).  
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I felt like I was covertly but firmly directed to retrieve my traumatic memories, which 

generated such graphic and suggestive imagery that even I became uncomfortable with 

the process, and questioned whether it was safe or the responsible thing to do (Cojocaru, 

2015, p. 187) 

Communications professionals must be aware that retelling a trauma story can cause the 

individual to re-experience the trauma (HHYP, 2017).  This, along with the need to allow 20

individuals to share only the details they wish, is why communicators must always allow 

victim-survivors to lead their conversations when doing interviews. 

Minimizing the Value of Victim Survivors 

One final ethical concern about the ways anti-trafficking organizations communicate 

centers on the lack of respect victim-survivors are given as leaders and participants in the 

anti-trafficking movement. While it seems likely most allies would likely recognize that they 

cannot understand the experiences and feelings of a victim-survivor, that does not stop 

well-intended individuals from assuming they know what must be done to address trafficking.  

As explained by Sue Lockyer (2020), “Survivors, advocates, and scholars argue for more 

meaningful and ethical ways that survivors can participate in anti-trafficking decision-making, 

and caution against tokenizing inclusion that sensationalizes the trauma endured by survivors 

while devaluing or ignoring their knowledge and expertise on the issue” (p. 2). Organizations 

must find ways to recognize, value, and compensate victim-survivors for the expertise they give, 

and they must identify when it will be best to follow survivor-led organizations. 

20 “When we tell stories, our brains sometimes cannot distinguish between a re-imagined event and an event 
occurring in real time. In other words, when we tell a powerful story about the past, the emotions and sensations 
associated with that event may reassert themselves. In the case of stories about trauma, this can lead to a 
re-traumatization that can potentially derail a therapeutic process” (HHYP, 2017, p. 2). 
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Interview Findings 
While I was concerned initially about what I would find during my interviews due to the 

secondary research I had collected, I am thrilled with the rich and meaningful conversations I 

had with the ten anti-trafficking communicators I interviewed for my primary research. All the 

individuals I interviewed talked about the commitment and responsibility they feel to the 

victim-survivors their organizations serve, and many expressed their hope that their work helps 

victim-survivors succeed by educating the broader public about the issue.  

The findings from my interviews center around three primary themes: 1) Organizations 

seek to balance the benefits and concerns of asking victim-survivors to share stories,  

2) Communicators must not sensationalize the issue while ensuring stories reflect the varied 

experiences of victim-survivors, and 3) Communicators recognize the need to ensure they use a 

respectful process that puts the needs of victim-survivors first — even if that means not sharing a 

story or losing a communications opportunity.  

In this section of this report, I will explore these themes and what they mean for the 

day-to-day work of the communicators. 

Organizations seek to balance benefits and concerns about 
asking victim-survivors to share their stories. 

Storytelling has been widely adopted by nonprofits as “a narrative communication 

technique to frame a message that is able to fulfill the needs of the organization and 

communicate with multiple audiences by showcasing a constituent’s experiences” (Siegel, 2017, 

p. 17). By putting a name and face on issues, communicators seek to show humanity and 

demonstrate the importance of issues so supporters will feel connected and invested in our work 
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and causes. These, most often, are not stories shared to simply entertain; they are, rather stories 

with a goal—whether that is to push the reader to donate, volunteer, call their elected officials, or 

otherwise act. 

Storytelling creates connections. 

Organizations examined through the interviews were no exception to this trend. All 

communicators interviewed stated that they, at least in some form, use personal narratives or 

quotes from victim-survivors as part of their communications and public presentations.  

“Storytelling is important in the fundraising and awareness arenas. Without 

compelling stories of success, all you have to present to donors is 

numbers… The communications department works with all the 

departments in [the organization] to identify client success stories, 

interview the clients, and share the stories.” - Communications Director, 

Nonprofit Social Services Organization 

By sharing stories, these communicators help people understand the real effects of sex trafficking 

on the lives of victim-survivors rather than thinking in broad generalities or statistics. 

Additionally, as the topic of sex trafficking can be uncomfortable for many people to 

discuss or understand, communicators find that sharing stories from real victim-survivors causes 

their audiences to engage, rather than look away and pretend the problem does not exist. As the 

communications specialist from the survivor-led anti-trafficking/prostitution organization 

explained, 

“One part that I really am cognitive when giving presentations is that 

people want to be able to identify and they want to be able to have 

something real… So we try to wrap and weave as much color as we can 

to make this tapestry or even just a better vision of what this puzzle is…” 
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Sex trafficking is a complex issue that can be found in communities of any size, but, due to its 

hidden nature, many believe it could happen around them. Communicators find that using stories 

helps their audiences gain “a better vision” for a problem that they might otherwise never see. 

While victim-survivors should never be thought of solely as a source of stories to shock 

or entertain the general public, through the ethical and conscientious use of stories, 

communicators can help audiences understand the experiences of victim-survivors and feel 

further invested in the need to find a solution. 

There are differing opinions regarding the ethics of asking current/past clients 

for permission to use their stories. 

While all of the communicators I interviewed use personal accounts from 

victim-survivors in some form, they did not do it in the same way. For example, the interviewee 

who took the hardest position on this issue (the Sex Trafficking Project Mmanager for a Sexual 

Violence Organization) discussed her concern that asking current clients for stories could be 

exploitive, particularly when the stories will be connected to fundraising, saying:  

“We are intentional about not re-exploiting survivors and not using 

survivors for their stories… We don’t use survivors for fundraising. We think 

that is exploitive and seems kind of like a pimping dynamic.” 

The interviewee was concerned enough about this nonconsensual “pimping dynamic” that she 

distinguished whose stories were ethical to use in the first place: 

“When I do use survivor stories, it’s not the people that we serve. I use 

stories from published authors who are also survivors who have written 

about their experience, so I will pull some quotes from those books… and 

that has to do with consent. If they have published a book, they are, 

obviously, okay with their experiences being out there.” 
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There are serious concerns about the power dynamics that could be at work when an 

organization approaches a client who currently or previously received financial support or 

services from the organization. Regardless of intent or statements to the contrary, concerns exist 

that current clients may feel they are expected or required to share their stories in exchange for 

the support they have been given (HHYP, 2017). 

While none of the other organizations took as strict of an approach as the previous 

organization, many of the communicators did say they set strong boundaries about when and 

how they will contact actual clients about stories for the organization’s use. For example, the 

Communications Director for the Nonprofit Social Services Organization stated they will not 

engage clients until they have completed the program: 

“…Clients are not asked to publicly share their stories (for [the 

organization’s] blogs/newsletters, media interviews, etc.) until at least one 

year after they graduate from the program. This allows them to work 

through their program, gain safe housing and employment, and return to 

some ‘normalcy’ in their lives. Our clients are survivors of trafficking, where 

they had to give up their right to make decisions in their best interest. It 

would be inappropriate for us to present a situation where they feel they 

must share their story in exchange for services.”  

By waiting to approach victim-survivors until after they completed the organization’s program, 

communicators are allowing the individuals to focus on healing and re-establishing their lives. 

This will also, hopefully, lessen the concern about the perceived power dynamic of an 

organization asking a client for their story. 

In those organizations that did approach current clients, the communicators discussed the 

steps they take to tell the client that they can choose whether to share their story while always 
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emphasizing that the organization will support the individual either way. As explained by one 

communicator when discussing fulfilling requests from the media to interview clients: 

“…If we did [have a client who agreed to do media], we would say things 

like, ‘You know we support your decision, whether you want to share your 

story or not share your story. It will have no effect on the services you 

received from us.’“ - Former Communications Director, 

Torture-rehabilitation Organization 

By informing clients that they have the right to refuse to share their story, these organizations are 

seeking to address the perceived power dynamic by explicitly naming it. This is meant to put the 

victim-survivor at ease while showing the organizations feel their experiences are important. 

While some victim-survivors find it healing to share their story, others do not. 

Some interviewees stated they have found clients willing (and potentially eager) for the 

opportunity to share their story with supporters or donors. 

“I always worry that people are going to be, I don't know, offended or feel 

like they're being exploited because we're using their lived experiences 

to raise money, but, I have to say, most of the time people want to do that, 

because they feel like it's their way to help [the organization]—you know 

to help us keep going and help other people too.“  

- Communications Director, Domestic Violence Shelter 

To these victim-survivors, the opportunity to share their story publicly is a chance to give back to 

the organization that has helped them, and the individuals also hope to future victim-survivors.  

Ultimately, however, deciding whether to ask a victim-survivor to share their story 

publicly can be difficult for communicators as they cannot always predict how the 

victim-survivor will react when retelling their experience.  
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“I know a lot of journalists will say, ‘Oh, so often, people feel better after 

they share their story.’ Sometimes yes, sometimes no… Sometimes for 

people, it does help, but sometimes, it brings up bad feelings, and they 

later realize that [their story] is how they're known to people that don't 

really know them, and it doesn't make them better… They just want to get 

better and go on with their lives and find some kind of peace and so 

talking about it, does not help, and we just need to be accepting of that.” 

- Former Communications Director, Torture-rehabilitation Organization 

While research has shown there are benefits to retelling a story of trauma (Gillihan, 2019),  and 21

for some victim-survivors it can be an important part of their healing, sharing one’s story can be 

difficult or harmful for some. This means some victim-survivors do not benefit from sharing the 

stories whether it is due to the emotions they experience or, later, being recognized by 

individuals who read their stories. 

This concern is particularly salient when working with victim-survivors who have not 

shared their story publicly as they are not likely to know how they will respond or what could be 

triggering. 

“…This was something that I really did have to learn… is that you have to 

not sacrifice the person for the story… and the thing is that you can't 

expect the survivor or the victim to know their limits. And that's why we 

have a survivor advocate, because [the client] may have experienced 

trauma, and they may also just really want to help and tell their story, but 

they… may not be able to say, ‘Hey, this isn't something that I want to 

share, and this may trigger me.’” - Public Relations Coordinator, 

Anti-trafficking Organization 

21 It should be noted that the studies documenting the benefits were within clinical settings, not with untrained 
communicators. 
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Communicators must help victim-survivors set boundaries. Alternatively, the communicators can 

work with victim advocates or organization staff as these individuals will be committed to 

protecting the individual and ensuring the organization does not “sacrifice the person for the 

story.” They, additionally will have specific training and knowledge to understand when the 

individual could be or is being triggered.  

Many have consent practices that go beyond basic legal requirements. 

Many of the communicators and organizations I interviewed operationalized this concern 

by establishing consent practices that go beyond the basic legal requirements needed to protect 

the organization. Many nonprofits use a fairly simple consent process when sharing an 

individual’s story/image publicly consisting of the individual signing a form stating the 

organization may use their story or likeness as they wish. The communicators I interviewed, 

however, discussed why they felt forms should only be a single step within a deeper consent 

practice. As explained by the Strategy Director of the Child Trafficking Organization: 

“I know that some organizations will say that they stick to or achieve the 

letter of the law… And I think that that is great, obviously, we should all be 

abiding by the law in practice… but I think that's sort of the bare minimum, 

and that the concerns or well being of the client should be everybody's 

highest priority.” 

While this should be a concern for all organizations, the Strategy Director went on to explain that 

anti-trafficking organizations should feel a particular commitment to never exploiting a 

victim-survivor’s vulnerability. 

“If we are a community or a sector or an industry of people who are 

claiming to fight exploitation, then I think that that needs to be included in 

the way that we tell stories also. And that does not mean we shouldn't tell 
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stories, or that storytelling is bad, but we have to be really careful about 

our practices in that area as well.” 

While the waivers that organizations have clients sign mean the organization is protected legally, 

and, at a minimum, that the individual hopefully knows their story will be shared publicly, it 

does little to ensure that the individual understands they are giving the organization the right to 

use their story or picture, potentially, in perpetuity.  

As such, the communicators I interviewed talked about the in-depth (and sometimes 

complex) processes they follow—sometimes referred to as “deep” (HHYP, 2017) or “informed” 

(A Witness, n.d.) consent—before they would share an individual’s story publicly or connect a 

victim-survivor to a member of the media. Instead of simply releasing cookie-cutter stories, 

using deep consent practices means the communicators have extensive conversations with each 

victim-survivor to determine the best way for them to share their story and to help them prepare 

for what could happen after it is released. 

“I talk with the survivor to say, ‘Do you want to share your story?’ and if 

they have an interest, then I kind of coach them. So I say, ‘What is it that 

you want to convey, and how do you want to convey it? What outlet? Do 

you want to talk with a reporter, or do you want to write a blog yourself? Is 

it, you know, a series of Twitter posts? And how do you convey it to 

someone? What do you want them to do once they know that information, 

or are you just putting it out there?’ - Director, Sexual Violence Counseling 

and Advocacy Center 

In addition to the focus on discussing the technical aspects of sharing their story, these 

conversations will also go deeper to discuss possible ramifications of making the 

victim-survivor’s story public. 
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“And then, I also talk with survivors about ‘Are you prepared for what can 

happen once you do share that kind of story?’ Or, ‘If you want me to share 

that story with your identity attached, are you prepared that people might 

reach out to you? Are you concerned about a threat to your safety? Are 

you prepared for all the disclosures you're going to receive, and do you 

know how to handle that?’ So there are all these other components—there 

might be even legal ramifications.” - Director, Sexual Violence Counseling 

and Advocacy Center 

In line with their organization’s work to help victim-survivors reclaim their agency, these 

communicators work with victim-survivors to ensure they understand all of the implications of 

sharing their story publicly including potentially important safety or legal consequences that the 

individual might not consider otherwise.  

These conversations have an added significance in the modern age where, once a story is 

placed on the internet, it can easily be reshared and viewed in ways an organization and/or 

victim-survivor may not predict and, while it can be deleted from the organization’s site, it may 

never completely disappear. As explained by the Former Communications Director of the 

Torture-rehabilitation Organization 

“Especially nowadays, when talking about doing an interview with the 

media, we had to make clear that this would be on the Internet, and it 

could be seen in their home country or it could be read by anyone they 

know, and it could live on the internet for a while.  

“So we would then ask things like, ‘Is there someone close to you that 

you'd like to discuss this with before you make a decision? Family 

members? Friends?’ just to give them space to think about it.” 

Given, in particular, the ease of a story being shared and spread once it is placed online, the risks 
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to victim-survivors who share their stories are not just psychological but also physical. There is 

always a risk that an individual’s story could be seen by their traffickers, particularly for 

victim-survivors still living in the local community where they were trafficked. This is a risk that 

every victim-survivor must consider, and it is one that the communicator and organization cannot 

fully understand or decide for the individual. As such, the communicators I interviewed attempt 

to give victim-survivors enough information, time, and space to fully consider whether they want 

to share their stories publicly. 

These deep consent practices also include a commitment from the communicator and the 

organization to the victim-survivor that they will be able to say when they no longer want their 

story shared.  

“There are and will be times again where time has passed and a youth will 

come back to us, and they are in a different place in their lives and 

request we stop using their photo or story. This is most often for safety with 

our clients in our Safe Harbor Program or simply because the youth is now 

a young adult and prefers to no longer have their story used. We honor all 

requests from clients to remove a photo or story from our materials.” - 

Development Director, Youth Poverty and Homelessness Support 

Organization 

Based on my experience, I can say it is common for communicators to repeatedly use photos or 

stories for years once they have permission to use a good one. The communicators I interviewed, 

however, recognized that it is reasonable (and even to be celebrated) for a victim-survivor to 

move to a point in their life where they no longer wish to have their trafficking story out in the 

world for anyone to find. These communicators make commitments to honor these requests.  22

22 I acknowledge that I have reacted with frustration, at times, when I have been contacted by someone asking that I 
remove their story from a publication even though they had agreed previously. Honoring these requests is part of a 
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Ultimately, these communicators follow consent practices that feature deeper 

conversations and repeated assurances so the victim-survivor feels empowered to say how they 

do or do not want their story shared and to ensure they can withdraw this consent at any time. 

“We really try to support people so that they feel like they have control 

over their own story, their own experiences, and help them navigate that 

in a way where they feel confident and informed and that they have the 

information to make those good decisions.” - Communications Director, 

Domestic Violence Organization 

Always giving victim-survivors this control is an important part in an organization’s 

commitment to helping the individual find healing and reclaim their sense of agency. 

Communicators cannot sensationalize the issue or tell stories that 
simply perpetuate stereotypes, but they must also ensure their stories 
represent and validate the real and varied lived experiences of 
victim-survivors. 

Stories cannot sensationalize or oversimplify the issue. 

One trend of particular concern mentioned in almost all my interviews was the practice of 

sharing stories about sex trafficking that are sensationalized. Many of the interviewees discussed 

the responsibility they feel to write stories that accurately portray an individual’s experience. 

“We always want to represent the student in a way that is both truthful and 

dignified. At the same time, we are also not wanting to brush over any 

issues that are happening in their life or to take certain things out of 

context or blow things out of proportion.” - Strategy Director, Child 

Anti-trafficking Organization 

In doing this, the communicators seek to share the reality of what the individual is experiencing 

commitment to recognizing that we are using stories and photos based on someone else’s life and, therefore, they 
should be thought of as their property rather than the organization’s. 
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while neither shying away from or drawing undue attention to negative or unpleasant aspects of 

the individual’s story. 

As phrased by the Sex Trafficking Project Manager for the Sexual Violence 

Organization, however, there is also a danger of organizations over-correcting from the 

temptation to focus on the sensational and, instead, only sharing stories that shield supporters 

from the reality of sex trafficking. 

“Sometimes, in this field, we work out of both extremes. There is a 
tendency for people to dramatize or sensationalize—especially for 

funding purposes, and sometimes emotional manipulation happens where 

people use shock-and-awe to terrify people into donating to them….  

“But on the other end, and in a backlash of response to some of those 

practices that have been critiqued as unethical, the pendulum sometimes 

swings too far the opposite way where people are so worried about 

triggering or wondering ‘how palatable do we make this?’, that they are 

not really conveying the real truth and the reality of trafficking and 

prostitution that is horrific. It just is—it’s oppression and violence and 

sometimes we tiptoe around that, which is also a problem.  

“Trying to find that balance is very challenging… It needs to be a ‘both 

and,’ where we don’t do either extreme but we do try to be representative 

of people’s experiences… and we don’t dismiss [the extreme] stories or 

experiences either.” - Sex Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual Violence 

Manager 

As my interviews showed, the communicators I interviewed have listened to the concerns about 

sensationalization, and they have begun to pull back from dramatic depictions of trafficking. At 

the other end of the spectrum, it is also important for communicators not to overcompensate. As 
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stated by this interviewee, “trying to find that balance is very challenging” but it is essential.. 

In addition to the general wish to be accurate, this duty to neither tell strictly sensational 

nor sanitized stories is important because victim-survivors need to be able to see themselves and 

recognize their experiences as sex trafficking. 

“While no one ever needs to get into the gory details, we do need to have 

some voice and analysis of that [violence that can occur]. I think that is 

validating to people who have experienced it themselves. They often are 

talking about the trauma, violence, and degradation, so when they don’t 

hear that at all in education, it is easier for people to minimize how 

damaging this actually is on the person being exploited…” - Sex 

Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual Violence Manager 

For victim-survivors who have methodically stripped of their agency, an important part of their 

healing is being able to talk about their experiences in their terms, and, for some, sharing the 

details of their experiences publicly can serve as a valuable healing opportunity. This means 

communicators must ensure we are always helping with that process rather than causing harm by 

trying to fit a victim-survivor’s words into an overly simplified message box.  

While all organizations need to decide what level of details will be shared in the 

organization’s in stories (preferably after consultation with their clients and consideration of the 

organization’s unique position in the anti-trafficking community), organizations should seek to 

give victim-survivors the opportunity or outlet they need to share their story as they wish. 

Communicators stress the importance of situating individual stories and 

statistics within the context of broader trends. 

One danger of sharing an individual’s story is that supporters will focus on the 

individual’s experience and forget the larger trends of what happens with victim-survivors. Many 
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of the communicators I interviewed, therefore, talked about the importance of situating the 

stories and statistics they share within the context of the “macro perspective” of the broader 

trends of sex trafficking. 

“When people share their stories, it is important to balance the individual 

experience that a person has with the macro perspective of the entire 

system and entirety of the trends of what we are seeing for people who 

are being exploited and trafficked. So it is about balancing the macro 

with the micro perspective.” - Sex Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual 

Violence Manager 

While the act of sharing an individual story is about that individual’s experience, communicators 

must also think about their communications holistically to consider whether they are only 

sharing one type of story or placing undue emphasis on experiences that do not reflect the broad 

majority of victim-survivors.  

At times, this will mean that communicators must think past the individual question they 

are asked at the moment and to, instead, consider what other information needs to be shared to 

give context to the effects of systemic and societal oppressions and systems of inequity. 

“For example, if someone asked me to talk about the clients in our 

domestic violence shelter, the vast majority of women in our shelter are 

African American women. So, that's a fact, right? I'm not lying or giving 

bad information when I say that, but, at the same time, I am feeding into a 

myth or a stereotype that there's more violence in Black communities.  

“If that's all that I say, that is what people can believe when the reality is 

that, for most people, going to a domestic violence shelter is the last 

possible place they want to be, and, in our community, because of a 

whole long list of systemic and racist reasons—barriers to housing, wealth, 
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and economic disparities… for single African American women, they 

don't have other options right then, so they go to a place like a shelter, 

whereas, you know, more white people have other options or other 

resources that they can draw on. - Communications Director, Domestic 

Violence Shelter 

While it may be easy to justify one’s action by simply stating that you were answering a question 

posed to you, many of the communicators I interviewed discussed their awareness of needing to 

consider existing stereotypes and, therefore, provide additional information to discuss the full 

complexity that exists when discussing human trafficking and related issues so they are not 

“feeding into a myth or stereotype”. 

This concern can be especially pertinent following high-profile incidents that seem to 

embody the worst fears of the public. For example, when looking at the broader issue of sexual 

assault: 

“Sometimes we have really horrific incidents that our clients are going 

through. Especially when there's, maybe, a ‘stranger-in-the-bushes’ type 

of a sexual assault. We know, however, that college students are more 

likely to experience an acquaintance-type sexual assault than that 

stranger, and so the media likes to participate, sometimes, on a certain 

type of narrative. So beyond avoiding the sensationalism, we also try to 

describe what the norm is and give those facts.” - Director, Sexual 

Violence Counseling and Prevention Center 

While extreme situations can be quick to grab the media and public’s attention, communicators 

always need to feel a responsibility to provide the broader context so people can understand the 

broader risks. 

The communicators I interviewed stated that this focus of balancing “the macro with the 
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micro”, while difficult, is part of their responsibility to ensure their communications and stories 

are benefiting the victim-survivors their organizations exist to help. 

“There's a balance of providing the right information and accurate and 

truthful information—even if it's data or narratives—but what is the impact 

of that? Is it actually hurting the greater good? I think the public is thinking 

about the public good, and so, as a communicator… that's what we 

should be focusing on. But sometimes I see communicators more 

concerned about their organization versus ‘how do we help the people 

that we are actually designed to help?’” - Director, Sexual Violence 

Counseling and Prevention Center 

Communicators make a conscious effort to challenge stereotypes.  

As discussed in the research, there are many stereotypes surrounding the issue of sex 

trafficking. Whether it is the issue of the “ideal victim” (O’Brien, 2020), the overlooking of 

BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ victims (Nichols, 2016), or stereotypical depictions of traffickers that 

touch on xenophobia and racism (Steele, 2011), all of the communicators discussed what they do 

to challenge the stereotypes that surround sex trafficking.  

Statistics show that, while certain risk factors have been identified, anyone can be 

trafficked. The communicators, therefore, feel a responsibility to show in their communications 

the full range of experiences and people who have been trafficked. 

“We are intentional about representing a diverse group of people and 

identities, whether that is race, class, religion, sex, sexual orientation as 

well as experiences. Since we do so much community education, we 

want to make sure that we don’t reinforce stereotypes or myths about 

trafficking, so we want to show the whole spectrum of what exploitation 

and trafficking look like.  
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“So we talk about the legal sex industry:  stripping, pornography, 23

escorting, sugar daddy arrangements, erotic massage; all of those sorts of 

things, but we also then talk about prostitution, trafficking whether it is by 

professionals or religious communities, law enforcement, gangs, 

partner-based trafficking, familial trafficking, web-based trafficking—all of 

those things, and it can be really challenging to try to incorporate the 

enormous spectrum but we try to do that and come at this issue from a lot 

of different angles.” - Sex Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual Violence 

Manager 

While it can be difficult to wrap the issue into one short story, the communicators I interviewed 

felt it was their responsibility to help people understand the wide range of trafficking scenarios 

that exist and affirm that the absence of certain elements (such as violence or bondage) does not 

mean a situation does not constitute trafficking. 

Additionally, in line with organizations’ wish to help victim-survivors move past their 

trafficking experience, many organizations have chosen to purposely reject commonly-used 

labels that demean or simplify the complex experiences of victim-survivors. 

“We are really working on… removing the labels because we're seeing 

everyone… So we don't say ‘prostitute'. This is a large part of our 

education: they’re prostituted women, girls, and boys. We're not saying 

‘john’ anymore. We say ‘people who purchase sex’, and we usually will 

add ‘from another human being’ just to make sure we are bringing in the 

humanity. So we say that the action is not the person.” - Communications 

Specialist, Survivor-led Anti-trafficking/Prostitution Organization 

By reframing their terminology and challenging stereotypes, these organizations are stating that a 

23 As noted earlier, while some anti-trafficking organizations focus on activities that strictly fall under the TVPA’s 
definitions, others focus more broadly on all things they consider exploitation and trafficking (including the legal 
sex industry). 
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client’s involvement with sex trafficking is not the entirety of their existence. While these shifts 

may seem small to some, they can be a key part of helping victim-survivors to move past what 

happened to them and seek a different future. 

Communicators seek to show a victim-survivor’s humanity while also protecting 

their anonymity. 

As discussed in the research, stories of trafficking shared by organizations can become 

formulaic and oversimplified. The communicators I interviewed use a variety of tools “to wrap 

and weave as much color” (Communications Specialist, Survivor-led 

Anti-trafficking/Prostitution Organization) as possible—the most important being a focus on 

discussing a victim-survivor’s many intersecting identities. 

“When we do quote survivors, if you share the person’s name and that 

they are a survivor, it is also nice to share some of their other identities, 

and that they are not only a survivor—they are also an advocate or an 

activist or an educator, a lawyer, a mom, a sister. Whatever their other 

identities are to them, those are important to include alongside that they 

are a survivor just to round out the human being, and that they are a 

survivor, and that is part of them, but that is not all of their identity.” - Sex 

Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual Violence Manager 

One particular danger for victim-survivors who share their stories publicly is that they will be 

identified going forward by others simply as a victim of sex trafficking. No person is just one 

thing, however; and while their trafficking experience likely had profound effects on their life, it 

will never be the only thing that shaped who they are. By explicitly recognizing the individual’s 

many interlocking identities when sharing a victim-survivor’s story, communicators are 

attempting to show that their trafficking experience “is part… but… not all of their identity” so 
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they can heal and move forward with their lives. 

When doing this, however, communicators are conscious of the need to protect the 

victim-survivors from unnecessary scrutiny and ensure they are not sharing more information 

than is necessary. This is an item of special import for the communicators I interviewed who had 

previously worked as journalists. 

“You know that your role as a journalist is to share information. So it was a 

shift for me from ‘My job as a journalist is to tell everyone so that they can 

make informed decisions’ to, ‘No, let's be a little more careful and have a 

little bit more of a discerning lens’ and… ‘What details are really necessary 

for people to understand the situation, right? What details are unnecessary 

or really don't further the story in any way?’” - Communications Director, 

Domestic Violence Shelter 

As journalists, these professionals were responsible for sharing with the public as much 

information as possible so they could be aware and make decisions about important things 

happening around them. In their new roles in anti-trafficking organizations, however, these 

journalist-turned-communicators felt it was necessary to shift their mindset to consider what 

details are the victim-survivor’s alone to share. 

Communicators recognize the need to ensure they use a respectful 
process that puts the needs of victim-survivors first — even if that 
means not sharing a story or losing a communications opportunity. 

Having discussed the larger theoretical issues and ethical responsibilities, I can now turn 

to the more applied and functional aspects of my conversations where we further discussed what 

communicators do within their day-to-day work to balance the needs of their organizations and 

the victim-survivors with whom they interact. 
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Communicators work with program and direct service  staff to ensure the 24

storytelling process is healthy and respectful. 

While many communicators come to their work and organizations from a general 

background,  many direct service staff members have in-depth training, education, and 25

experience related to the cause at the center of their organization’s work and the needs of their 

clients. As such, many of the communicators I interviewed discussed how the relationships they 

have with staff members are important to ensuring that their focus on getting a good story will 

not cause harm to the victim-survivor they are interviewing. For example, as explained by an 

interviewee who is a program staff member with communications responsibilities (the Sex 

Trafficking Project Manager for the Sexual Violence Organization): 

“It is critical for anybody that is doing some type of communication… 

consult with the direct service providers and advocates because those 

who are actually on the ground working with the human beings that have 

been really affected by this can be very different from a more detached 

professional that, maybe, knows about an issue in an academic or 

ideological way. So it is important that we bridge that gap and have those 

two groups talking and consulting each other because I know for me, 

when it was more academic and ideological, it was a very different 

perception of this issue than now when I’ve actually worked with people 

who have lived experience.” 

While communicators can make every attempt to educate themselves on their organization’s 

issues and ways to be sensitive to clients’ needs, communicators who have a responsibility to 

24  Direct service is “a program or activity that works directly with an intended population. The term is used to 
distinguish such programs from those that seek to change conditions generally through advocacy or public 
education. This term is also used to distinguish hands-on work with affected populations from background and 
supporting services in organizations, such as administration, fundraising, and research” (Idealist, 2016). 
25 I, for example, came to my current role from a political and communications background while many of the 
program staff I currently work with have significant experience and training in international education. 
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collect stories that fulfill organizational objectives will, inherently, have a split focus that means 

the wellbeing of the victim-survivors they interview will not be their only concern. 

Communicators must be open to working with direct service staff who are more knowledgeable 

about what is good for victim-survivors, generally, and, in cases where the staff person has been 

working with the individual, the specific victim-survivor being interviewed. 

Of particular note, these direct service staff members will be in the position and with the 

knowledge to identify when a client has reached a place in their healing journey when they have 

the potential to benefit from sharing their stories publicly. 

“We would only ever tell a story of a client or a beneficiary that is at a 

good place in their life… and when it's going to benefit them to tell the 

story. I always go to the caseworkers and ask them, ‘Okay, who do you 

know?’ And we'll select some stories, and [the caseworkers] will approach 

the students first and ask them if they're interested and willing, and then I 

get involved.” - Strategy Director, Child Anti-trafficking Organization 

As previously discussed, some communicators will rush in to ask someone for a story. This is 

often done with the best of intentions, but without fully considering the individual’s interest. 

Organizations dedicated to the healing of victim-survivors must always hold this goal at the core 

of their work. Due to the knowledge, experience, and goal of the direct service and program staff 

who work with the clients daily, they will have important knowledge about the individual’s 

circumstances and unique healing path to consider whether the individual is at a place to benefit 

from having their story told. 

Care must be practiced when selecting imagery, particularly if an organization is 

using photos of actual victim-survivors. 

As I discussed in my literature review, one item of particular concern in the research was 
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the use of imagery in anti-trafficking communication. As part of the problem of sensationalism, 

many organizations have chosen to feature images that depict the literal and metaphorical 

bondage of victim-survivors during trafficking through the presence of “chains, padlocks, 

barcodes, whip marks, and other symbols associated with slavery” (Krsmanovic, 2016, p. 155). 

While powerful, the widespread use of these images, however, has had problematic effects due 

to minimizing the agency of victim-survivors and feeding into the myth that violence or bondage 

is required for a situation to be considered sex trafficking. 

Contrary to the research discussing the widespread nature of these types of images (and 

despite my lack of pre-screening organizations based on ideology or work practices), most of the 

communicators I interviewed seemed to be cognizant of the concern, and they have or are in the 

process of taking action to address it. 

“It was the easy go-to… that victim in the chains or whatever… you know 

the horrors of it, but that doesn't fuel the hope and so what I'm starting to 

gear a little more towards… that positive image to show this human being 

as somebody other than this…” - Communications Specialist, Survivor-led 

Anti-trafficking/Prostitution Nonprofit 

“We want to make sure that our images evoke emotion, but are not 

exploitative. Our clients don’t identify with the posters and images 

showing people with tape over their mouths or in other ‘victim’ poses. 

Survivors of trafficking can look like anyone else on the street, so we take 

care to select images appropriately.” - Communications Director, 

Nonprofit Social Services Organization 

As all of the communicators I interviewed worked for organizations that had, at least, partial 

focus on providing direct service for victim-survivors, the communicators all seemed cognizant 
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of the need to use images that victim-survivors can connect to and recognize themselves in. This 

meant most of the interviewees have recognized the need to move past simplistic visuals and, 

instead, show that victim-survivors can look like (and be) anyone. 

Another item of particular concern to the communicators were the potential safety 

concerns connected to using photos of actual victim-survivors. While some of the 

communicators stated they do not use photos of their organization’s clients, others have adopted 

alternatives to protect the individuals’ anonymity. 

“A lot of times, even if the individual is willing, we'll do things like taking a 

photo of the back of someone's head so maybe you don't see their face 

or take their photo in a group of people where it's less identifying 

somehow, or it's a photo where, you know, maybe it's a mix of staff and 

clients, and it's not really identified. 

“We try to be intentionally vague sometimes in photos or sometimes we'll 

kind of create our own stock photos… we'll have two staff members 

having a conversation, you know, and take a photo of them so it's implied 

that one is staff and one is the client, but, again, we don't put names by it. 

So it helps illustrate here's what we do, here's what our spaces look like, 

this is what it's like at [the organization’s facilities] so people still get that 

visual without actually asking our clients. So it’s kind of a whole mix of 

solutions, I guess.” - Communications Director, Domestic Violence Shelter 

By taking photos where the person is not easily identifiable and/or being “intentionally vague” 

when labeling photos, these communicators are attempting to protect the identity and safety of 

their clients while also honoring the request from outside parties (such as donors) who want to 

see examples of the organization’s operations along with the requests of victim-survivors who 

want to be photographed. 
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Just as with stories, the communicators I interviewed stated victim-survivor be able to say 

whether or how they were comfortable with their photo or image being shared. Some 

organizations, therefore, have adapted the standard photo release form to give the individual 

greater control. 

“Years ago, we used to have a blanket sign off on our Photo Release 

Form. That meant we could use a person’s photo in any of our materials at 

any time if they had signed our form. Several years ago, we changed this 

practice so that any time we have interest in using someone’s image for 

another purpose, we connect back with the individual to seek permission 

a second time. We also offer a list of photo uses that allows individuals 

options for use of their photo. That’s because some people may be 

comfortable using their image in a brochure but not in social media.” 

- Communications Representative, Faith-based Nonprofit Organization  

Due to the sensitivity of the issue, communicators can struggle with demands 

from and about media coverage. 

One significant challenge mentioned by several of the communicators I interviewed 

relates to the pressures they experience regarding requests from and for media coverage. As 

members of the media can work on quick deadlines, many communicators generally prioritize 

responding to media requests quickly.  However, given the especially public and sensitive 26

nature of doing media interviews, some of the communicators I interviewed must follow 

complex processes when wanting to ask a client to do an interview. 

“I didn't know who the clients were, so I would always have to go through 

the clinical staff. I'd say we've had this [media] request and is there 

26 “When journalists make contact with a practitioner and express a need for information, the deadline has been set 
whether the contact is actively received, sent to a voicemail box, or remains unopened in an e-mail inbox. Failing to 
meet these deadlines results in a significant decrease in future interest in covering an organization…” (Waters, 
Tindall, & Morton, 2011, p. 152) 
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anyone who you would suggest we speak to and then, let me tell you, this 

process was very involved. Rather than call them, we would send them a 

letter in writing, first, to give them notice. It would explain, ‘We've had this 

inquiry. I consulted with your therapist, and they think you may consider 

this. I am sending this letter, and I will call you you know sometime next 

week, and this is my number just so you recognize that.’ So we’d send this 

letter…then a week later, I would start making calls, and I would know 

that if they never answered or returned my call, they had no interest. That 

was a way for them to keep a little distance from us.” - Former 

Communications Director, Torture-rehabilitation Organization 

While the mailing of a letter to be followed up by a phone call may seem extreme, some of the 

organizations and communications professionals felt these types of complex systems are 

necessary to protect their clients and give them the time and space needed to fully consider 

whether doing a media interview would be best for them. These systems do mean, however, that 

the communicators cannot quickly answer when a member of the media asks to interview a 

victim-survivor. 

The communicators also discussed the difficulties they would have when working with 

the media due to the possibility that the client might change their mind after agreeing to the 

interview or suddenly become triggered during the interview. 

“Sometimes, a client agrees to do a media interview, but they change 

their mind or something like that. So then… my role is to support them in 

that and go back to reporters saying, ‘Nope, sorry. We don't have anyone 

willing to do an interview right now.’” - Communications Director, 

Domestic Violence Shelter 

While it can be hard for communicators to understand, if they focus solely on the needs of their 
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organizations and responding promptly to media requests, these communicators show their 

commitment to supporting the victim-survivor in their choices by understanding their 

responsibility to tell a member of the media that an individual is no longer available if they 

change their mind. 

Additionally, two of the communicators shared stories about challenging scenarios they 

have experienced due to the unwillingness of some media outlets to air stories if an individual 

wants to have their identity hidden. 

“…We had a survivor who agreed to share her story, I went with her to 

meet this journalist and I knew this journalist very well.… And we met and 

talked about what we would talk about during the interview and what [the 

survivor would] be comfortable with. There was a stipulation that her 

identity would be protected—like her face wouldn't be seen. But because 

of the whole ‘we need a good story’ thing, the journalist’s editor wanted a 

face to support the story, and [the station] pulled the whole thing.”  

Not only was this a setback for the organization, but it is also extremely disappointing for the 

victim-survivor who had “put herself out there”. 

“And so it was very frustrating for the survivor because I think she felt very 

disappointed. She kind of put herself out there and her story. She wanted 

to do it to help other people and then nothing came of it so that was 

frustrating for her and for us [at the organization]. It feels like a broken 

promise, and that's something that's really important, is that you don't 

break promises and you don't over-promise.” - Public Relations 

Coordinator, Anti-trafficking Organization  

Following intense criticism over the use of unnamed sources (McCarthy, 2019), some 

newsrooms instituted policies against publishing stories or quotes where the individual was 
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unwilling to be named. While understandable in many contexts, there are many reasons why a 

victim-survivor may be uncomfortable or unwilling with having their identity revealed on a 

media broadcast. As such, communicators must, at all times, only agree to scenarios where the 

victim-survivor’s preference will be respected. 

These challenges have caused the communicators to create media guides to educate 

members of the press about doing interviews with victim-survivors (see Countryman-Roswurm 

& Patton, 2013) and to have conversations with their organization’s leadership about the reasons 

why it is difficult to get media attention for the organization. 

“I would say to the executive director and the director of development 

and the board members, you know, for communications professionals in a 

nonprofit, there's always pressure to get more earned media… But we 

have this problem that we can't respond quickly, and we didn't ever really 

promote individual stories of people.” - Former Communications Director, 

Torture-rehabilitation Organization 

As anti-trafficking communicators cannot guarantee a victim-survivor will be willing to do an 

interview, they can find it difficult to pitch the media for attention. It is important that 

communicators educate the media and their own leadership about these complexities to either 

establish reasonable expectations or consider alternatives. 

Limitations 
There are several limitations to this research, both due to my background and the 

methodology I established for this examination.  

I first wish to acknowledge that I, in many ways, chose to explore the subject of sex 

trafficking after my initial instruction in PA 5426 as it seemed a subject where there would be an 
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obvious significance (and existing writing) to questions about ethical practices of 

communications professionals. While I attempted to do this research in a sensitive and thorough 

manner, my ability to do so was inherently limited due to my introductory-level exposure to the 

topic, lack of lived experience, and the constraints of doing this inquiry within a Capstone for a 

Professional MA. At many points during this research, I questioned whether it was appropriate 

for me to use an issue as serious and complex as sex trafficking in this manner or whether it was 

a continuation of the arrogance that can be found when “well-intentioned… multidisciplinary 

professionals and concerned citizens” (Countryman-Roswurm, 2015 p. 10) choose to pick up the 

issue without knowledge or background. These questions (along with time considerations and 

lack of review by the Institutional Review Board ) are key reasons for why my original research 27

solely focuses on interviews with strategic communication professionals who work at 

anti-trafficking and related organizations asking about their work practices and professional 

experiences, and this explains the lack of inclusion of voices or perspectives from 

victim-survivors  outside of that which is available in existing research (see Lockyer, 2020). 28

While I attempted to be cognizant of my own biases and beliefs, there is no way for me to 

do that fully. This means my findings and recommendations have likely been shaped by my 

strong feelings regarding the need for communications professionals to consider the ethics and 

equity concerns related to our work along with my preconceived ideas of what that entails.   29

I attempted to address this potential for bias in two ways. The first occurred during my 

27 Some Strategic Communication MA Capstone projects (including mine) are not submitted to the IRB due to their 
applied focus intended to help communication professionals within their organizations. 
28 My interviews only focused on the communicators’ professional backgrounds working in communications and 
nonprofits. As such, I cannot speak to their backgrounds apart from the information they volunteered. 
29 For example, there are also a number of foundational questions that I did not interrogate in this paper—the most 
notable of which is whether an individual without lived experience can adequately understand and communicate 
about a topic as sensitive and complex as sex trafficking. 
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interviews where I included two open-ended questions in my interview guide in which the 

interviewees were given the option to share any additional thoughts they had on the subject. The 

second came during the drafting of this paper when I decided to write it in first-person. I made 

this decision as an attempt to display that I was not attempting to hide my bias as an invisible 

narrator or to exclude myself from the practices discussed.  

Looking at the interviews I included in my original research, my findings are not 

generalizable due to my decision to use a small non-random sample of organizations located 

largely within the same geographic region (Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Illinois). Additionally, as 

I chose to focus on organizations with designated communication staff that I could find through a 

Google search, my interviews were likely skewed towards larger or more established nonprofits 

that could make this type of financial investment in their staff. My interviews also did not 

include organizations that specialize in working with a number of particular populations of 

interest (such as LGTBTQIA+ or BIPOC victim-survivors), and as discussed in my 

methodology, I did not ask specific questions about working with children or victims who are 

currently experiencing trafficking. 

In line with limitations that exist due to performing interviews, the findings of this 

research come from self-reported information from specific communication professionals who 

were responding to the specific questions I posed. It is impossible to judge how effective these 

individuals are in addressing the ethical/equity considerations in their day-to-day work, 

particularly given the inherent nature of implicit bias as operating “in an unintentional and 

unconscious manner” (Marotta, Howard, & Sommers, 2019, p. 67).  
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Further Research 
This research brought to the forefront several issues that deserve further research and 

consideration, including 1) further consideration of the practices and responsibilities for 

communicators working in anti-trafficking organizations, 2) the use of ethical/equitable 

storytelling practices by all communicators, and 3) the academic research and education of 

students in public relations and strategic communication. 

While I attempted to include victim-survivors’ voices through the use of existing 

literature, one natural and important extension of this research would be to expand the interviews 

to include conversations with victim-survivors and direct service staff on their thoughts and 

experiences surrounding the practices of communicators and storytellers. Additionally, as all of 

my interviews came from communicators who work at organizations with a direct service 

component, another interesting expansion of this research would be to do interviews with 

communicators who work at organizations solely engaged in public education and/or advocacy 

to see if there are differences in their approach.  Secondly, it would be useful to conduct a 30

discourse analysis to analyze the themes and rhetoric used by anti-trafficking organizations 

similar to Friedman & Johnson’s (2015) examination of whether and how blame is ascribed in 

media coverage about sex trafficking cases. This would also create opportunities to compare 

between communicators based on their attempts to use ethical/equitable storytelling practices. 

Looking at the broader issue of ethical/equitable storytelling, future research projects 

could continue this inquiry by expanding the inquiry to communicators working in other areas 

such as corporate social responsibility. Further inquiry could also be done to develop and test the 

30 I am curious whether this could illuminate the differences between the secondary research I collected and the 
operations of the communicators I interviewed. 
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usefulness of a new code of ethics/equity specifically regarding storytelling practices. 

Finally, to the broader public relations and strategic communication research community 

and the educational programs communicators turn to for further instruction,  I wish to encourage 31

additional research that bridges critical public relations scholarship and functionalist 

perspectives. As I have discussed throughout this paper, strategic communications and public 

relations professionals can no longer simply think of our work as only fulfilling organizational 

interests ; the public is increasingly demanding more of each of us and our organizations. 

Additionally, as I have done this research, I have found many communicators who (like me) 

have felt discomfort about the “organization first” mindset that one develops through the 

day-to-day work, but they have not known what to change or how to respond. 

As such, strategic communication and public relations professionals and students could 

benefit from considering the “tough questions” put forward by critical public relations scholars 

“about power, persuasion, and activism that the orthodoxy of public relations chooses to ignore” 

(Coombs & Hollady, 2012). By combining the functional and critical public relations lenses, our 

educational programs and research could prepare future communicators to both ask and 

determine what the following questions can and should mean in for our day-to-day work: 

Whom do practitioners serve? Their own career interests? The organization? The 

profession? The interests of others in the margins? The larger society? Moreover, who is 

defining that service (Rakow, 1989)? Is it the practitioner? The professional association? 

The CEO or other top manager? A journalist or community official outside the 

organization? (Berger, 2005, p. 23) 

31  I have included answers, based on my experience. to several potential questions from educational programs in 
Appendix D. 
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Recommendations 
I will now provide recommendations for work practices that communications 

professionals can use in their day-to-day work to balance their responsibilities to their 

organizations with the need to honor and respect the individuals whose story we share. I was 

very excited to consider these as, while my conversations with social workers, teachers, and 

other direct service staff convinced me of the essential importance of ethical/equitable 

storytelling, these individuals could not help me determine what the issue would mean for my 

work. Additionally, I found this to be an interesting and exciting chance to demonstrate the 

opportunities needed to connect the critical scholarship I found doing this research with the 

functional approach taken more broadly in strategic communication and public relations. 

My recommendations are in two parts. First, I will provide recommendations speaking 

specifically to communicators working in anti-trafficking organizations or others who work with 

victims of trauma. Next, I will provide a list of more general recommendations for all 

communicators, regardless of sector. I developed these recommendations based on the secondary 

research that went into this research, my interviews with the communicators, and (where 

appropriate) my personal experiences and thinking as a strategic communication and public 

relations professional with approximately 15 years of experience in the field.  

Recommendations for Anti-Trafficking Communicators and 
Others Working with Victims of Trauma 

In addition to these specific recommendations, interested communicators should read 

Chapter 8 (Marketing, Training, and Fundraising) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services Toolkit for Building Survivor-Informed Organizations (2018) to complete an assessment 
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and review other recommendations for involving victim-survivors in marketing, training, and 

fundraising efforts. Additionally, see Appendix E for an example scenario provided by one of the 

interviewees that shows many of these recommendations in practice. 

Collaborate with program/direct service staff to identify individuals who would 

benefit from sharing their stories publicly and to ensure a respectful process that 

empowers victim-survivors. 

As shared in my interviews, communicators must work with their program and direct 

service staff when working with victims of trauma, particularly when doing interviews with 

clients who came to the organization for help. Protecting the healing and support of the 

organization’s clients must always be seen as the priority, and we must ensure our efforts never 

compromise the individuals’ healing and/or “their willingness or ability to continue to engage in 

important services” (HHYP, 2017). 

In most instances, the program or direct service staff communicators work with have 

extensive training and experience centered around the needs and sensitivities of their 

organizations’ clientele that communicators do not have. This is why it is essential for 

communicators to work with and listen to these staff members.  Additionally, the relationships 32

these professionals have built with their clients will be invaluable to communicators when they 

wish to identify and approach victim-survivors to do an interview.  

I provide the following recommendations for communicators hoping to work effectively 

with program and direct-service staff: 

● Have training for program staff about what a good story is and why it is important. 

32 I, personally, make sure to check in with my organization’s direct service staff when 1) identifying clients who 
have interesting stories, 2) developing interview questions, and 3) before sending a draft of the story to the 
individual for their review. Many times, these staff have informed me of concerns of which I was not aware that 
could have r negatively impacted my interview or the long-term prospects of the individual profiled. 
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Just as direct service staff members have training communicators do not have, most of 

these staff members will not have the training on storytelling and communications that 

their organization’s communications professionals do. This means it is essential that 

communicators host training sessions and regular discussions about the value of 

storytelling, what a good story looks like, and why communicators need to help identify 

individuals who will benefit from their story. As part of these training sessions, 

conscientious communicators can also discuss the steps they put into place to protect 

victim-survivors and answer any questions or concerns that staff members have.  

● Host Story Circles at staff meetings. In addition to hosting a training, an important part 

of curating story ideas from staff is creating an overall “storytelling culture” in your 

organization in which “members of the community are actively engaged in the 

exploration, crafting, and sharing both of their own stories as well as a communal 

narrative” (Kass, n.d., p. 15). While I have tried this in multiple organizations, I have 

struggled with helping staff think about storytelling while doing their day-to-day work. 

One interesting recommendation shared with me by Michael Kass, founder of Story and 

Spirit, is to host Story Circles at staff meetings where one or two staff people (or more) 

share a story about something that happened recently connected to the organization’s core 

values. While these stories are not intended (at this point) to be shared with the public, 

they encourage staff to be increasingly cognizant of the value of sharing stories, and these 

staff ensure staff will become more likely to consider and contribute ideas.  33

● Carefully consider the appropriateness of asking current clients for their stories. 

33 For more on how to host a Story Circle, see the “Story Circle Discussion Paper” written by John O’Neal (n.d.). 
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Regardless of intentions, it is likely that no organization will be able to fully address the 

perceived or real power dynamic that exists when asking a current or past client to share 

their story. While this is a concern all organizations should be cognizant and sensitive to, 

this should be a particular issue of concern when interacting with victim-survivors of sex 

trafficking as “having experienced a potent loss of control over their physical space, 

person-hood, or property, victim/survivors will be sensitive to power dynamics between 

the interviewers and themselves” (Hankel, 2015). Whether a client feels a hidden 

pressure to share their story or whether they believe they will receive special treatment or 

bonuses for doing so (HHYP, 2017), communicators should work with their coworkers, 

organizational leadership, and clients to carefully consider whether it is appropriate to ask 

current or past clients for permission to use their story along with what other alternatives 

that may be available to making this request.  

● Ask direct service staff to initially approach clients regarding sharing their stories. 

Organizational policies can vary regarding whether a communications staff person can 

contact an organization’s clients directly. Regardless, I strongly recommend asking the 

direct service staff who work with a client to ask the individual whether they are 

interested in sharing their story. This will help ensure the client can feel comfortable with 

asking questions or expressing concerns, and I have always found that individuals are 

more likely to respond to an email or phone number that they recognize. 

Follow deep consent practices to ensure victim-survivors understand the 

potential benefits and dangers of sharing their story publicly. 

While basic consent forms for giving nonprofits authorization to share stories/photos can 
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easily be found online, these forms are normally created only to protect the organization. As a 

result, “often these releases are designed more to protect the organization legally than they are 

about eliciting informed, empowered consent” (Marple, 2018, p. 12), and they do little to 

consider the impact on the individual who must live with the reality of having their story 

available for anyone to find. 

It is important for all communicators working with victims of trauma to look past their 

simplistic legal responsibilities and, instead, put the interest of their clients first by using “deep 

consent practices” (HHYP, 2017, p. 4). As discussed in my findings, there are many ways deep 

consent practices go beyond the standard practices used by organizations. To give a list of 

possible items to discuss as part of a deep consent practice,  I recommend that communicators 34

inform interviewees of the following when asking to share their story: 

● Why they are being asked for their story, how it will be shared (i.e. on a website, email, 

print, video, and/or in-person presentations), and a general estimate of the size of the 

audience that could interact with their story (examples include the number of subscribers 

on an email list or an estimate of the number of individuals who will attend an event);  35

● They can choose how or if they want to be identified in the story, and they can choose 

which details they want to have included or excluded. Victim-survivors should never be 

pressured to disclose specific or graphic information about their experiences if they do 

not wish to talk about them. 

34 I created this list based based on my own experience, recommendations given in the interviews, and the 
Hollywood Homeless Youth Partnerships Issue Brief on Navigating the Ethical Maze: Storytelling for 
Organizations Working With Vulnerable Populations (2017). 
35 While it is, of course, impossible to perfectly predict this, it is good to let the individual know whether you are 
planning, for example, for their story to be shared on an email list that goes to 100 subscribers versus being featured 
in an ad broadcast in New York City's Times Square. 
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● What opportunities the individual will be given to review the story before it is published, 

and how their requests for changes would be addressed. 

● The reality of what it means to publish a story in the age of the internet including the fact 

that the organization cannot guarantee who will or will not see the story and an 

explanation that other parties could find and decide to republish part or all of their story 

for their own purposes. 

● Your organization’s policy regarding the individual’s right to withdraw their consent to 

having their story published—whether that is done before/during the interview, before the 

story is published, or after the story is published  including how/if the organization will 36

check in with the person before using the story again in the future.  37

Ultimately, the use of deep consent practices is about shifting the storytelling process to be a 

partnership between the communicator and individual, rather than being a one-off conversation 

where the communicator makes all of the decisions. This will ensure that the individual being 

profiled “feels empowered from the start of the process” (M. Kass, personal communication, July 

14, 2020) so they know they have control over how their story will be shared.  

36 As a strategic communication professional, I wish to acknowledge that it is easier to remove a story from some 
forms of publications than others. It is generally easy, for example, to delete a story from the text on your website 
(ignoring the possibility of it having been shared elsewhere), but it would be difficult and/or costly to remove a story 
from a video or brochures that were ordered in large quantities. When preparing these difficult/expensive to change 
publications, I encourage communicators to approach individuals who have already shared their story publicly and 
to give these individuals every opportunity to change their mind or request edits before items are published.  
37 Some organizations using deep consent practices check-in with individuals every six months or year to ask if they 
are still ok with the organization using their story. This is important, as explained by  Michael Kass (Founder of 
Story and Spirit), “If you actually want to be ethical about [sharing stories], then you have to be aware that people''s 
stories are not static. There's all sorts of stories out there about videos floating around for years. You don’t want 
yours surfacing and making things really awkward for someone who’s left that part of their life behind.” 
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Use trauma-informed interview techniques when interviewing victim-survivors 

including naming the power dynamic that exists within storytelling. 

Communicators need to use trauma-informed interview and communication techniques 

that “prioritize the safety and healing of those who have experienced trauma” (Lockyer, 2020, p. 

7). First, communicators should address the power dynamics I have already discussed by 

explicitly naming the issue when approaching a client ,  and stating that the organization will 38 39

support the individual regardless of whether they share their story.  

Additionally, below is a list of general recommendations for communicators to consider 

when interviewing victims of trauma, but I encourage communicators to discuss the needs of 

your organization’s clients with your staff: ,   40 41

● Ask the victim-survivor to select a location for the interview or pick a neutral space. 

● Encourage the victim-survivor to bring someone with them they trust, particularly if you 

cannot bring a staff member they know or a victim advocate. 

● Prepare some general questions but allow the victim-survivor to lead the conversation as 

“the interviews that yield the most accurate portrayal of a woman's experience are those 

38 Michael Kass, founder of Story and Spirit, recommended stating something like the following: “I just want to 
make you aware that I’m an employee of [INSERT ORGANIZATION], and you receive services from us. I want to 
make sure that you understand that you as you actually hold the power in this conversation [about how we will share 
your story]… so I want you to know you can say if there is something you would like to change or anything that we 
missed.” Kass also stated it is important that this conversation happen in the beginning of the process so that the 
individual starts with a feeling of empowerment as “it’s almost impossible to do that at the end” such as when 
asking the individual to review the final version of the story. 
39 When I was initially introduced to this idea, I was concerned that this could make the client more uncomfortable 
by giving the impression that I knew what they were thinking. To those wondering the same thing, I concluded this 
was more about my own discomfort rather than the client’s. I decided that, as long as I addressed the concern and 
then quickly moved on, this practice would give the client permission to ask questions if they wished. 
40 These recommendations were developed based on information collected through my interviews and a review of 
the World Health Organization Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked Women 
(Zimmerman, 2003). While this publication was drafted specifically regarding interviewing women, I believe the 
advice applies to all victim-survivors. 
41 See Appendix G for the “WHO’s Ten Guiding Principles To The Ethical And Safe Conduct Of Interviews With 
Women Who Have Been Trafficked.” 

73 



ANTI-TRAFFICKING COMMUNICATION & ETHICAL STORYTELLING FOR STRAT COMM/PR PROS 

that are unstructured and responsive” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 10). 

● Clearly remind the victim-survivor that they are not required to share their story with 

you, that they can stop the interview or say they do not want to answer a question at any 

time, and that they can decide what parts of their story they do or do not want to share. 

● Ask the victim-survivor whether/how they want to be identified and whether they want 

identifying details changed (i.e. name, age, nationality, home location, etc.). 

● Do not ask questions designed to draw an emotional response, reveal disturbing details, 

or “insinuate negative judgments about a woman’s decision, her actions, or impugn her 

character” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 23). 

● Pay attention to any changes of behavior or signs of discomfort, fear, or being triggered  42

as “events can change suddenly during the course of an interview…. Even if the original 

conditions set for an interview were acceptable, a respondent can begin to feel unsafe or 

ill at ease at any time during an interview” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 10-11). If this occurs, 

the communicator should be prepared to change the subject or offer to stop the interview.  

● Be conscious of your body language, and avoid responses based on feelings of surprise or 

shock as “expressions of pity or sympathy may be inappropriate and unwelcome as many 

women do not wish to be treated as victims” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 10). 

● Have information about available resources to share at the end of the interview, 

particularly if your organization does not provide services directly. 

● Be cautious when using interpreters.  These individuals must be carefully selected to 43

42 Potential problematic symptoms would include “trembling or shaking, crying uncontrollably, severe headache 
pain, dizziness, nausea, difficulty breathing or catching her breath, sudden appearance of a rash or becoming 
flushed” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 23). 
43 Be aware that using “interpreters and interviewers who speak the same language may make the respondent feel 
more at ease, and thus help to build trust. However, it can also have the opposite effect. Women may not trust, or 
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ensure they understand the importance of confidentiality and “to assess whether they are 

fully prepared to work on such a sensitive subject” (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 14). 

● End the interview positively, perhaps by reminding the victim-survivor of “how well she 

coped in such difficult circumstances, perhaps using specific examples from her 

narrative, and that the information that she provided will be used to help others“ 

(Zimmerman, 2003, p. 12).  44

Use extreme care when selecting visuals, particularly if you are using photos of 

actual victim-survivors. 

As I and the interviewees discussed, the stereotypes that exist around sex trafficking are 

often communicated through visual tropes such as photos of chained wrists, taped mouths or 

eyes, or scared and vulnerable looking women (Krsmanovic, 2016). While these types of visuals 

may be attention-grabbing for supporters and potential donors, anti-trafficking organizations 

must move past these types of simplistic visuals and focus on visuals that will connect with and 

show the reality of victims-survivors.  45

Additionally, organizations should carefully consider how or if they include photos of 

actual victim-survivors. Some individuals will want to do this; I encourage communicators to 

fully discuss potential risks of doing this with these individuals and whether photos can be taken 

in a way that gives the individual anonymity. 

may feel ashamed speaking in front of someone from their community or same cultural background…. moreover, 
less discreet interpreters or co-workers may treat a woman's responses as good local gossip” (WHO, 2003, p. 14) 
44 Specifically, the World Health Organization’s Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked 
Women (Zimmerman, 2003) gives the following sample closing for the interview: “Thank you very much for taking 
the time and having the strength to tell me about your experiences. Nobody deserves to be treated the way that you 
have been treated and you are clearly a strong and courageous woman to have survived these abuses” (p. 12). 
45 It may be best for communicators to consult with victim-survivors directly about which visuals will be best. For an 
example of how and why to do this, see Martin, 2013 and, specifically, p. 229 for a discussion of what was gained 
when researchers conducted focus groups to develop marketing materials for their research project about women 
who who trade sex. 
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I also encourage communicators to further research the discussions occurring amongst 

photojournalists and documentary photographers about the ethical use of photography (see 

Photography Ethics Centre, n.d.). While it may not be possible, or even desirable, for nonprofit 

communicators to meet the high standards of “awareness, authenticity, and accuracy” 

(Photography Ethics Center, 2020, Module 1.2) expected of photojournalists, there are valuable 

lessons to be learned from these discussions about how to understand and value the use of 

photography and the responsibility we each should feel when using images of actual humans. 

While doing an in-depth exploration of ethical photography practices for nonprofit 

professionals is a separate research paper (see Warrington & Crombie, 2017; Girling, 2018), I 

was given the following recommendations by Bryon Lippincott (Co-founder and Creative 

Director of SharingDots.org), a photographer who provides consulting and creative services to 

humanitarian organizations with an interest in ethical/equitable storytelling and photography: 

● Showing people at their best: “I always try to portray people at their best, clean clothes, 

hair combed, clean hands, and face. All these things make a difference in how the 

audience values an individual.” 

● Point of View: “I feel it is important to keep the camera at or below the eye level of the 

person you are photographing. Keeping the camera at or below eye level subconsciously 

communicates equality and positions the subject as an equal or even a person of 

significance.”  

● Use Neutral Backgrounds: “It is very common for photographers to show people in 

their communities, their homes or places of work. But often those situations are so far 

removed from what is normal in the developed world that those surroundings 
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automatically devalue the individual based on where they are or the work they do. I will 

often try to photograph an individual in a doorway or an open window where I can get a 

clean black background that hides their economic situation and forces the audience to 

fully engage with the person as a human being. The goal is to force them to encounter the 

humanity of the individual without the distractions of the situation.”  

Have discussions of the feasibility and ethics of paying victim-survivors for their 

stories. 

There is considerable controversy around whether it is ethical for organizations to ask 

victim-survivors to share their time and/or stories without compensation. As explained by the 

World Health Organization’s Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked 

Women (Zimmerman, 2003): 

Decisions about paying for interviews are difficult. Fees paid for an interview can 

sometimes cast doubt on the veracity of the information collected, especially if the sums 

offered are significant. On the other hand, it is important to compensate women for time, 

lost earnings, and other costs incurred, such as travel or childcare (p. 21). 

Survivor-leaders,  however, have strongly criticized organizations that ask victim-survivors to 46

share their stories for free—particularly when they are used for fundraising. As explained by 

Rachel Bender in a blog titled “7 Ways Your Organization Could Be Re-exploiting Survivors” 

(2017): 

If a trafficker makes a girl work all night and then takes all her money; how can we not 

see the similarities by having her speak about those experiences in order to raise your 

46 “Survivor-leaders are unique from most survivors of human trafficking in that they actively participate in the 
anti-trafficking movement as expert consultants, researchers, trainers, authors and speakers” (Lockyer, 2020, p. 4) 
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organization money and then you take it all and not offer her anything. Both scenarios are 

very, very similar. Especially, since both scenarios would not have received the funds 

without her. 

Simply put: 

‘Go work, give me the money’- trafficker 

‘Go speak, give me the money’ – organization 

I encourage all communications professionals to have conversations with their organization’s 

leadership, direct service staff, and clients about whether the organization can and should 

compensate victim-survivors who share their stories. These conversations should include 

discussion of the ethical questions, the circumstances of the organization’s clients, and a holistic 

view of the organization’s budget and the potential size of the number of stories that will be 

requested. Organizations should also consider other ways for victim-survivors to participate and 

be honored including being awarded leadership positions,  joining the organization as paid staff 47

or consultants, and publicly acknowledging the achievements of victim-survivors (see Lockyer, 

2020). 

Ultimately, communicators need to know their organization's practice so they can inform 

individuals who ask and communicate with past participants if the policy changes. 

Educate the media and organizational leadership about the sensitivities and 
challenges of connecting victim-survivors and reporters. 

As discussed in the findings section, one of the largest challenges the communicators 

reported facing is due to the expectations from and for media attention. More the one of the 

communicators discussed the need to specifically educate members of the media regarding the 

47 It will be important that these positions have actual power and the ability to provide insight rather than simply 
being figurehead positions. 
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sensitivities and challenges of doing interviews with victim-survivors of sex trafficking and other 

victims of trauma. 

Several organizations have released in-depth Media Guides that organizations can consult 

while creating their own materials (see Countryman-Roswurm & Patton, 2013; Love146, n.d.; 

San Francisco Department on the Status of Women, n.d.; Ethical Journalism Network, 2017). 

Some items to discuss in the guide or with members of the media include: 

● The organization’s preferred terminology and approach.  

● Information about interviewing victims of trauma including a reminder that the individual 

may decide to cancel the interview before or during the interview and examples of signs 

to be alert for regarding if the individual has been triggered. 

● Whether the organization will connect members of the media to victim-survivors and, if 

so, what the general timeline and general ground rules would be for that. 

● Discussion of the potential of a victim-survivor wishing to share their story anonymously 

and the need to know whether that will be allowable by the reporter’s network/paper. 

In addition to developing this information, communicators should always carefully review media 

requests including past coverage by the reporter to determine whether they would be a good fit 

for talking with the organization’s clients. 

Recommendations for All Communications (Nonprofit, Public 
Sector, and For-Profit) 

While it may be tempting to disregard the issues discussed in this paper as an altruistic 

idea that applies only to nonprofits and service-oriented organizations, I firmly believe it is not. 

In today’s world of increased activism, consumers and shareholders are increasingly attuned to 
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false claims of ethical actions from companies, and they are asking for proof that companies are 

considering the deeper effects of their practices. As explained by one of my interviewees: 

“I think everyone that's a professional communicator… has a responsibility 

to challenge misinformation and to correct myths and stereotypes when 

we see them. That can be really hard to do sometimes especially if you 

have five seconds of someone's attention or if you have an Instagram 

post. A lot of these issues—whether it's trafficking or a million other 

issues—they're complex, and they're nuanced and they're layered, and 

so I think sometimes that can be really hard.  

“So, how do you help people understand your issue without reinforcing 

myths and stereotypes that people feel like they already know? The 

information that we choose to share—the stories that we choose to 

share—I think makes a huge difference.” - Communications Director, 

Domestic Violence Shelter 

Regardless of their topic, sector, or area, all communicators must make choices daily about what 

information is important, whose stories to share, and how people will be portrayed and treated. 

All of those decisions are derived from an individual’s values, ethics, and biases—regardless of 

whether they are informed by a SWOT analysis, marketing research, philosophical debate, or 

conversations with others. 

As such, I strongly encourage all communications professionals to consider all of the 

lessons in this paper and continually consider what it means to develop communications that are 

not only strategic but also ethical, equitable, and inclusive.  

The fields of public relations and strategic communication are continually attacked and 

thought of as tools for companies to manipulate, seduce, and mislead the public for their own 
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benefit and profit (Baker & Martinson, 2002). While I believe that is not true for the vast 

majority of strategic communication and public relations professionals, we must all look at our 

work and roles and consider what we miss when we focus only on the needs of our organizations  

As such, I will now give recommendations for all strategic communications and public 

relations professionals about practices we must adopt to “put the goals of [the individual 

profiled] at the center of your plan, and let their wishes drive the strategy” (G. Pumbo, personal 

communication, July, 7, 2020) so that we “maintain the dignity and respect of clients, colleagues, 

and themselves as human beings” (Place, 2010, p. 228). 

Challenge misinformation, myths, and stereotypes in communications through 

being cognizant of your own biases and intentional research, planning, 

consultation, and hiring. 

Regardless of whether it is known or consciously considered, any type of marketing can 

promote stereotypes or misinformation. This is a concern that is increasingly gaining traction in 

the advertising and marketing worlds as more companies are calling on marketing and 

communications agencies to diversify their creative departments (Maheshwari, 2016). 

The pressure to respond to equity and social justice concerns has intensified in the past 

few months and has forced some companies to make changes that they have strongly rejected for 

years. Some notable examples of this include an announcement that the name of the Washington 

Redskins is going change—despite the team’s owner previously using “every tactic and 

opportunity to silence Native peoples and ignore… demands to change the name” (Sprung, 

2020)—and a decision from Quaker Oats to rebrand its Aunt Jemima breakfast brand (Kubota, & 

Stump, 2020) that had long been criticized as being “an outgrowth of Old South plantation 

nostalgia and romance grounded in an idea about the ‘mammy,’ a devoted and submissive 
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servant who eagerly nurtured the children of her white master and mistress while neglecting her 

own” (Richardson, 2015).  

Communications professionals must challenge ourselves to think past our industries’ 

traditional roots focused only on the needs of our organizations and, instead, ensure we focus on 

the greater public good. One area, in particular, that needs further examination is the issue of 

race as the current discussions in public relationship and strategic communication scholarship 

merely treat race as a “demographic category”, “strategic communication tool” (Waymer & 

Dyson, 2011, p. 469) or a problem to be solved (such as when companies focus more on 

minimizing the blow-back from racist campaigns instead of seeking to understand and address 

the harm the campaign created). Communicators must be prepared to discuss racism and white 

privilege as systemic and structural issues rather than single “one-off events" (C. Knights, 

personal communication, July 9, 2020) if they do not wish their organization to be seen as 

disingenuous. 

All strategic communication and public relations professionals must commit to continue 

doing research, planning, and exploration to learn more about the diverse and rich cultures that 

exist in our society; to understand the ways marketing, public relations, and strategic 

communication have exploited individuals to use their stories and experiences only for the 

company’s benefit; and to understand their own internalized biases.  

While their training is not perfect, communicators may do well to learn some of the 

frameworks and recommendations created for journalists,  including: 48

● Fault Lines: Robert Maynard developed the “Fault lines” framework for journalists 

48 For a deeper dive into the training for journalists, see Reporting inequality: Tools and methods for covering race 
and ethnicity (Lehrman & Wagner, 2019). 
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wanting to “understand issues more clearly and build more accuracy into their work” 

(Maynard, n.d.). With this framework, journalists are asked to examine their positionality 

regarding the “five enduring forces that shape lives and social tensions in this country: 

race, class, gender, generation and geography” (Maynard, n.d.) so they can “take the risk 

to reflect on their blind spots and challenge them” to “consider what lens or perspective 

may be missing… and strive to tell the complete story” (Smith, 2019, p. 181). 

● Standpoint Epistemology: This practice challenges journalists to make a “critical 

examination of the journalist and the journalistic institution from the perspective of the 

most marginalized ‘object’ of investigation” (Durham, 1998, p. 132) therefore 

“compelling journalists to rethink themselves and their craft from the position of 

marginalized Others, thus uncovering unconscious ethnocentric, sexist, racist, and 

heterosexist biases that distort news production as it is governed by the dominant news 

paradigm” (p. 132). 

Use strength-based messaging and audit existing publications. 

Connected to the idea of challenging stereotypes, one concrete action all communications 

should take to establish more ethical and equitable communication practice is to consider the 

terminology they use when referring to individual people. This can be done by conducting an 

audit of your communications to examine whether you are using language that seeks to empower 

individuals by discussing their strengths and possibilities (referred to as strength- or asset-based 

language) or phrasing and words that focus on difficulties or challenges (deficit- or needs-based 

language). 

The use of deficit-based language can be a particular problem in nonprofit and support 
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sector communications as communicators tend to establish their organization, rather than an 

individual or society, as the hero of its stories.  This focus may come from a wish to convince 49

the audience of the essential nature of the organization so they will provide financial support. 

This does not, however, benefit the client, as it does not help individuals think of themselves as 

capable and resourceful and, instead, telegraphs a message the organization’s clients can only 

succeed through the assistance of others. Communicators must, instead, seek to “humanize, 

and… and start by highlighting what makes this person unique or what makes them proud” (E. 

Murphy, Communications Specialist, Seattle & King County Department of Public Health, 

personal communication). 

For communicators wanting to make a shift to asset-based language, their first steps 

would be to identify commonly-used phrases and then create a strengths-based style guide for the 

organization that includes terminology that should and should not be used in the organization's 

communications and the reasons for this change.  The guide can also discuss issues like the 50

organization’s tone and key messages. 

There are many models for this (see Appendix F for a sample guide). One example is 

“Words Matter: Amplifying The Message Through An Asset-based Approach” created by Step 

Up (a nonprofit that creates mentorship opportunities for teenage girls) that the organization used 

while “shifting from communication that calls out what needs to be fixed to language that 

49 As explained by Erin Murphy (Communications Specialist, Seattle & King County Department of Public Health) 
in an interview with me, “The default way to approach messaging as a communication staff member, in particular, is 
to basically credit an organization for saving someone or fixing someone or making somebody better. That's a 
framing issue that's a power issue. And rather than giving that power to the individual that the story is about (and 
you can absolutely mention the role that the organization had and supporting that individual), but you've got to give 
the power back to the individual. That is the person and the story.” 
50 Erin Murphy (Communications Specialist, Seattle & King County Department of Public Health) explained in an 
interview that including the explanation of why certain terminology is important as “we also want to empower our 
staff to make the decisions on their own as [the guide] is not always a blueprint.” 
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spotlights the existing good we can build on together” (2016, p. 2). The guide gives the 

following examples of “old deficit-based” language and “new asset-based” phrases (p. 4),: 

● “Step Up teens are often facing difficult family situations like violence, abuse, 

unemployment or illness” became “Step Up teens are aspirational and taking action to 

graduate high school confident, college-bound, career-focused, and ready to join the next 

generation of professional women”, and 

● “We need to find more summer internships for at-risk girls” became “Girls from our 

community are seeking summer internships.” 

When making these guides, I recommend communicators have in-depth conversations 

with clients, their audiences, and direct service staff for their organizations. In addition, they can 

review such existing guides as: 

● A Progressive’s Style Guide (Thomas & Hirsch, n.d.), which includes recommendations 

about preferred terminology along with how and why to use people-first language, active 

voice, and other key writing concepts. 

● Conscious Style Guide was created “to help writers and editors think critically about 

using language—including words, portrayals, framing, and representation—to empower 

instead of limit” (Yin, 2020). 

● The Diversity Style Guide (Kanigel, 2016) from the Center for Integration and 

Improvement of Journalism at San Francisco State University. 

● The NABJ Style Guide (n.d.) from the National Association of Black Journalists. 
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Follow informed consent practices—it is about more than just covering your 

legal liability and responsibility. 

As I discussed before, many organizations follow consent policies focused on little more 

than ensuring that the organization cannot be sued for using an individual’s story or photo. While 

it may not be necessary for all organizations to follow the complete “deep consent” practices I 

outlined earlier for anti-trafficking organizations and others working with trauma,  all 51

communicators need to consider how they can follow informed consent practices to ensure 

individuals will, at a minimum, understand: 

● Why they are being asked to share their story, 

● How it will be shared, and 

● Whether they will be able to review and ask for changes before it is published. 

Discuss photo disclosure requirements and whether individuals are blocked 

from your programs simply because they don’t want to be photographed. 

Many organizations ask supporters to sign blanket photo waivers when registering for 

events or services declaring that their photos can be taken and used for any purpose. For 

individuals who do not want to have their photo taken and/or shared for whatever reason, this 

practice can have the (presumably) unintended consequence of effectively barring them from 

interacting with the organization. 

I encourage communicators and organizations to carefully consider this practice and what 

available alternatives exist including: 

● Staging events in specific ways so you can ask people who do not want to be 

51 If you did not read it, I strongly recommend all communicators do so to understand how deep consent ensures that 
“when the individual says yes, they are giving a full-throated yes” (M. Kass, personal communication, July 14, 
2020) when agreeing to allow an organization to use their words and life experiences in a story. 
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photographed to gather in one area that the photographer will know to avoid. 

● Using different colored name tags for individuals who do not want to be photographed. 

At my organization, for example, I have worked with my leadership to develop a policy stating 

that all staff members who organize events/programs where photos will be taken are responsible 

for creating a plan to ensure participants are aware they may be photographed, knowing who 

does not want to have their photo taken, and working with the photographer to establish an 

appropriate identification system so the photographer can avoid these individuals. 

For White Communicators: Consider whether you are the appropriate person to 

write a story or whether you should hire a freelancer or make alternate 

arrangements. 

Finally, to the vast majority of communications professionals who, like me, are white 

college-educated professionals, I wish to add a note that it is essential that we each consider our 

own biases, how they shape our choices and communications, and whether you are the right 

person to write someone’s story. It is no longer enough for white communications professionals 

to simply state that we must increase the diversity of the professionals in our field (which we do). 

To do this effectively, we must consider how and why the fields of strategic communication and 

public relations are not attractive to people of color and, for those who do get hired, are often 

places these individuals move on from rather than stay long term (see Allen, 2017; Waymer & 

Dyson, 2011, or Munshi & Edwards, 2011). 

We must also understand that, no matter how well-intentioned or aware we think we are, 

it is never possible for a person to fully screen out all bias in their thinking and actions, and there 

are some experiences we cannot understand due to our positions of privilege. There are times 

where it will be better for us to consider hiring freelancers or making alternate arrangements to 
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ensure an individual’s story is written by someone who truly understands and values the person’s 

background (UMN Communicators Forum, 2019). 

No matter what, we must remember the trust and privilege we are being given when 

someone allows us to share their words and life experiences. As explained in Cross-Cultural 

Journalism and Strategic Communication: Storytelling and Diversity: 

Bringing voices to stories means delivering the people’s voices to the audience and 

letting them tell their part of the story. This conveys humanity and demonstrates the 

writer’s humility. Humility in that you as the journalist or communicator realize that you 

are, in part, gathering information for your audience through the information that other 

people possess. The people who trust you with their stories expect you will accurately 

communicate what they said without distorting, truncating, or twisting what they said. In 

incorporating voices, your job is to make sure the quotes you use are purposeful and 

reveal their perspectives (Len-Ríos, & Perry, 2016, p. 7-8). 

Conclusion 

It is true than the vast majority of communicators will not deal with issues as complex or 

sensitive as sex trafficking. I chose this topic as the focus of my examination of ethical/equitable 

storytelling practices, however, due to potential harm that could be done by communicators who 

do not consider their practices, biases, and assumptions before interacting with victim-survivors. 

It is also an area that has seen a growth in communication activity undertaken by individuals 

without lived experience or a deep background due to a feeling that it is their “calling” 

(Countryman-Roswurm, 2015, p. 12).  

While we, as strategic communication and public relations professionals, are not 
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journalists tasked with sharing the complete and unvarnished truth, therapists whose sole 

responsibility is to the betterment and healing of the individual, or novelists or screenwriters who 

are writing stories simply meant to entertain, we must always be conscious of our responsibilities 

when we use the words and experiences that belong to another person. 

Regardless of the issues or sector in which they work, all those who engage in 

storytelling have a responsibility to remember that the people in their stories are not merely 

characters—they are flesh-and-blood humans who will need to live with the effects of having 

their story shared. Whether a communicator is writing a story as simple as a customer talking 

about the benefits of their purchase or as complex as a personal narrative of a victim-survivor, 

most being profiled will likely have opinions about what information they do or do not want to 

be shared and how and where they would want their story told.  

As such, I hope other communicators and the educational institutions we turn to for 

instruction will join me in viewing the establishment of ethical and equitable storytelling 

practices as an exciting and necessary opportunity. This will allow us to use communications in 

ways that are not just strategic, but also ethical and purposeful—both to protect the reputations of 

our organizations and ourselves and to respect the individuals whose stories we share. 

So what is ethical/equitable storytelling, and how does it help communicators balance 
their dual responsibilities to their organizations and the individuals whose stories they 

share? 

For…  strategic communication and public relations professionals 

It’s…  an invitation and commitment 

That…  opens opportunities to authentically and ethically share another person’s story so 
you can reach success together. 
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Appendix 
Appendix A: Interview Guide 
Interviews with Communications Professionals from Anti-Trafficking Organizations 

Starting Questions 

1. To begin, could you discuss your current role in your organization? How did you come to 

work in this organization? 

2. Who do you consider the primary audiences for your communications? 

3. When considering your anti-trafficking efforts, are there specific ethical concerns you pay 

attention to when developing communications/public relations campaigns and materials?  

● If yes, what are they? Tell me about them. How do you address these concerns when 

doing your communications work? 

● If no, are there specific things done by other anti-trafficking organizations in 

communications that you seek to avoid? 

4. Have you always considered these types of ethical concerns in your communications work? 

If no, what led you to consider these issues? Was there a specific incident that occurred? 

Specific Work Practices 

5. What are your rules and practices regarding obtaining consent? 

6. Does your organization engage in storytelling where you use the personal stories of 

individuals to illustrate your issue or topic? If yes: 

● What is your process for developing stories (identifying stories, conducting interviews, 

writing/preparing the story, editing/review, publishing, assessment after, etc.)? 

7. Do you share the stories from or about victim-survivors? 

● If yes, do you have any specific processes or practices you follow when interviewing or 

preparing these stories? 

● If no, is there a specific reason you do not share these stories? 

8. How do you select images for communications? Are there specific things you do or do not 

want to show or do with images? 
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9. Before I switch to some broader questions, is there anything else you would like to share 

specifically about ethical considerations for developing anti-trafficking communications? 

This could either be about specific practices you do at your organization or thoughts you 

have about practices in the broader community. 

Training and Broader Application 

10. Thinking more generally about the work done by all communications and public relations 

professionals, are there ethical/equity considerations you believe all communications 

professionals should consider? Why are they important? 

● Do you believe there are differences between sectors or issue areas? For example, do the 

same concerns apply to for-profit communications as nonprofits? 

11. Have you participated in any type of specific training or education regarding ethical/equity 

considerations for communicators/public relations professionals?  

● If yes: What did it discuss, and what was the setting of the training?  

● If no: Is this something you would be interested in pursuing? What would you want the 

training to discuss? 

12. Finally, do you have any other thoughts you would like to share about ethical/equity 

considerations for communications/public relations professionals generally? 

Background 

13. How long have you been a communications/public relations professional? 

14. How long have you worked for your current organization? If less than one year, was your 

previous job in a similar issue area? 

15. (If not discussed earlier) Have you always done communications for nonprofits? What other 

sectors or roles have you participated in? 

16. What level are you in your organization? (Senior leadership, director/manager, generalist)   
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Appendix B: About the Interviewees 

All of the interviewees work at organizations that provide some form of direct service to 

victim-survivors of sex trafficking or related concerns in the form of counseling, residential 

facilities, street outreach, and/or other services. All of the organizations conduct public education 

and advocacy, and approximately half of the interviewees stated they do public presentations or 

other forms of education. Most of the organizations (eight of ten) provide support in their local 

community while two provide services internationally. Of the locally-focused organizations, six 

operate in Minnesota, one operates in Wisconsin, and one operates in Illinois.  

All of the communicators reported having between three and 35 years of 

communications-related experience, and all reported having been with their current organization 

between two and 33 years. Four of the interviewees have worked exclusively within nonprofit 

and/or public sector-related settings while two had worked previously as journalists, one worked 

in a Fortune 500 company, and one worked at a corporate-focused public relations agency. Six 

have roles focused primarily on communications while one is the organization’s director, one 

also focuses on public policy, one is a Development Director, and one coordinates the 

organization’s anti-trafficking program. Six interviewees are part of their organization’s 

dominant coalition while two report to senior leadership and two are coordinators or generalists. 

For identification purposes, I labeled the interviewees according to their job title and their 

organization’s focus. Due to a wish to protect anonymity, I only included the communication- 

related part of their job titles if they have a joint role, so they are labeled as follows: 

1. Communications Specialist, Survivor-led Anti-trafficking/Prostitution Organization 

(interviewed July 8, 2020) 
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2. Director, Sexual Violence Counseling and Advocacy Center (interviewed June 8, 2020) 

3. Communications Director, Domestic Violence Shelter (interviewed June 11, 2020) 

4. Sex Trafficking Project Manager, Sexual Assault Center (interviewed June 16, 2020) 

5. Former Communications Director, Torture-rehabilitation Organization (interviewed June 

17, 2020) 

6. Public Relations Coordinator, Anti-trafficking Organization (interviewed June 17, 2020) 

7. Strategy Director, Child Anti-trafficking Organization (interviewed June 24, 2020) 

8. Development Director, Youth Poverty and Homelessness Support Organization 

(interviewed July 14, 2020) 

9. Communications Director, Nonprofit Social Services Organization (interviewed July 15, 

2020) 

10. Communications Representative, Faith-based Nonprofit Organization (interviewed July 

16, 2020) 

I also did seven separate interviews with subject-matter experts focused on specific topics 

with individuals identified through personal and/or academic networks along with social media 

connections. These interviews provided depth to the information on these specific topics and 

gave further information to assist me as I developed recommendations for all communications 

professionals. These interviewees (identified by name with their permission): 

● Asset-based Messaging: Erin Murphy, Communications Specialist, Seattle & King 

County Department of Public Health (interviewed June 11, 2020) 

● Ethical Photography: Bryon Lippincott, Co-founder and Creative Director of 

SharingDots.org (written response received June 16, 2020) 
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● Corporate Communications: Matt Kucharski, President, Padilla (interviewed June 24, 

2020) 

● Ethical Storytelling Pledge: Heidi Burke, Filmmaker involved in the original collective 

that developed the pledge (interviewed July 9, 2020); Michael Kass, Founder of Story 

and Spirit (interviewed July 14, 2020) 

● Storytelling within healthcare related settings: Ginger Pumbo. Communications 

Manager at Mayo Clinic (interviewed July 7, 2020); Christian Knights, Strategic 

Communications Manager at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota (interviewed July 

9, 2020) 
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Appendix C: The Ethical Storytelling Pledge 
We pledge to: 

● Tell others’ stories the way we want our story told. 

● Always put people first. 

● Explain to constituents the purpose of the story, where it will be used, and answer any questions 

they might have before photographing, filming, or recording. 

● Find an able translator if we speak different languages. 

● Ask the constituent if they wish to be named or identified and act according to their wishes. 

● Use all images and messages with the full understanding, participation, and permission of the 

constituent or the constituent’s legal guardian. 

● Uphold the dignity of our constituents through empowering imagery and messages that motivate 

engagement and inspire hope. 

● Truthfully represent a situation or story to educate our audiences of the realities, complexities, and 

nuances of the issues we advocate for. 

● Not use images, footage, or words that sensationalize or stereotype a person or a situation. 

● Ask for feedback from our constituents and incorporate this feedback into the final story. 

● Abide by international law, standards, and protocols related to vulnerable persons, including the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). 

● Listen to our constituents’ voices and respect their decisions, story, and journey. 

● Hold a posture of humility and learning, recognizing that failures can be our biggest educators. 

● Seek advice if we question whether a particular story, message, or image is not in alignment with 

ethical storytelling practices. 

● Not tell the story, despite the resources invested, when the story cannot be told with the integrity of 

this pledge. 

● Take ownership of our responsibility to uphold integrity in our storytelling and messaging. 

(Ethical Storytelling, n.d., all emphasis is from the original)  
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Appendix D: Q&A for Scholars and Educational Programs 

What is the definition of “ethical/equitable storytelling”? 
As an emerging area, I was not able to find a specific definition. I define ethical/equitable 
storytelling as communications practices that prioritize the needs of the individual profiled, 
recognize that the words and experiences in the story belong to them, ensure the individual 
understands all aspects of the story including how it will be used, view the creation of the story 
as a partnership, and place value on the need to avoid sensationalism or stereotypes. 

Why would this matter to business leaders? 
It may be tempting to disregard this issue as an altruistic ideal that only applies to nonprofits, but 
I believe it is not. In today’s world of increased activism, consumers, stakeholders, and 
shareholders are increasingly becoming attuned to false claims of ethical actions from companies 
and are asking for proof that companies are considering the deeper implications of their actions. 

Additionally, in practical terms, similar to any risk when selecting a spokesperson, there is a risk 
if an organization were not to provide enough attention to the wishes of an individual they 
profile. As they have chosen to publicly link the individual to the company, that person’s voice 
would be considered credible if they were to claim the business misused or lied about their story.  

Couldn’t other interested students find a minor or other opportunity? 
I have shown that it is possible to find classes that discuss ethics and equity in a way that can be 
adapted to apply to strategic communications. I greatly appreciated the insights I gained by 
taking courses from instructors and with students in other academic disciplines. By learning 
alongside teachers and social workers, I have been inspired by the deep feelings of compassion 
and responsibility they have for those they serve along with the demands of their jobs. 

I have missed the camaraderie of the Strategic Communications cohort and, specifically, the 
opportunity to talk with individuals and instructors familiar with the demands and 
responsibilities of my job. As I have been alone, I have been unable to discuss how to balance 
this feeling of responsibility with the need to fulfill the business needs of my organization. This 
has meant that I, when trying to incorporate these lessons into my job, have not found a way to 
feel that I am fulfilling this ethical responsibility without writing stories that lose focus on the 
organizational objective if the individual profiled wants to share their life’s story. 

Similar to how the preface to Business Essentials for Strategic Communicators declares the book 
is an important read “to provide foundational knowledge on essential business topics from a 
strategic communicator’s perspective” (Ragas & Culp, 2014, p. xv), incorporating these issues 
into strategic communication and public relations programs would allow students to consider 
equity and ethics within a strategic mindset, making it easier to bring the ideas back to our work 
and leaders. 
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Appendix E: Example of Recommendations in Practice 

To demonstrate the process used by a nonprofit that follows these recommendations, the 

Development Director of the Youth Poverty and Homelessness Support Organization shared the 

following example of the process the organization uses to develop its end-of-year fundraising 

appeal. 

“To develop this appeal our Marketing & Development Manager will 

reach out to program staff when we are looking to interview a youth or 

client. Program staff know our youth best and can determine if a youth is 

ready to share their story. Staff will explain to [the youth] how the appeal is 

going to be used to ensure that they fully understand its purpose.  

“An interview is set up in a location where the youth is comfortable. 

After the interview takes place the Marketing & Development Manager 

will write the appeal. This appeal is then edited by the Development 

Director and approved by our Chief Advancement Officer and CEO.  

“The final step is getting approval from the youth. We show them the 

final story to ensure we have presented their story accurately. Seeing the 

final version of the appeal also lets us restate how it will be used, ensure 

that the youth is still in a place and willing to share their story, and make 

any edits or changes they might have. We always change the name of 

our youth (the youth receives the option to pick their own moniker) and 

do not give identifying factors that would result in someone being able to 

determine it was them.”  
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Appendix F: Sample Strengths-based Message Guide 
Organization XYZ Writing Style Guide  52

Strengths-based framing 

Organization XYZ strives to frame individuals as they might see themselves, focusing on the 
strengths and assets they bring to our work, their positive visions for our future, and their 
resilience in the face of systemic and institutional inequities. 

To do this, we must challenge the dominant narrative about our communities and the services 
and programs we support. This narrative relies on describing deficits in the communities we 
serve, framing negative outcomes as inevitable without intervention, and using that frame to 
justify providing services. This framing is rooted in racism and undermines the power of 
communities and grassroots movements to impact change for themselves. 

When in doubt about strengths-based framing, ask yourself, “Would a new parent share this 
vision for their child? Would this information make them feel hopeful for the future?” If the 
answer is no, you probably need to re-frame. 

Values 

At Organization XYZ, we strive to live the following values, and they should be reflected in all 
communications. 

● Value: Include a statement about why the value is important and how it is shown in your 
work. 

Voice 

As a brand, Organization XYZ is positive, warm, relational, human, and genuine. Use the 
guidance below to write for the Organization XYZ brand. 

Characteristic Description Do Avoid 

Example: 
Warm 

Example: 
All are welcome at 
Organization XYZ. 

Example: 
- Use language that 
connects to readers’ 
emotions 

- Invite audiences to 
share our vision and 
join us 

Example: 
- Avoid detached, 
academic language 
(e.g. infants, 
adolescents) or 
acronyms/ 
abbreviations 

  

 

52 Based on Best Starts for Kids Writing Style Guide. Modified and included with permission from the author. 
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Word Choices 

Language is evolving constantly. These word choices are preferred by Organization XYZ 
leadership and communications team as strength-based, inclusive and accessible, plain language. 
However, there are always exceptions to the rule. Use your best judgment and consider these 
word choices as guidance rather than hard rules.  

We like… We avoid… Usage notes 

Example: 
Survivors 

Example: 
Victims, prostitutes 

Example: 
We wish to avoid using 
labels that stigmatize, and 
“survivor” reflects the 
individual’s agency and all 
that they have done 
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Appendix G: WHO Principles for Interviewing Female 
Trafficking Victim-Survivors 

There Are Ten Guiding Principles To The Ethical And Safe Conduct Of Interviews With 

Women Who Have Been Trafficked.  53

1. Do No Harm 

Treat each woman and the situation as if the potential for harm is extreme until there is 

evidence to the contrary. Do not undertake any interview that will make a woman’s 

situation worse in the short term or longer term. 

2. Know Your Subject And Assess The Risks 

Learn the risks associated with trafficking and each woman's case before undertaking an 

interview. 

3. Prepare Referral Information - Do Not Make Promises That You Cannot Fulfill 

Be prepared to provide information in a woman's native language and the local language 

(if different) about appropriate legal, health, shelter, social support, and security services, 

and to help with referral, if requested. 

4. Adequately Select And Prepare Interpreters And Co-workers 

Weigh the risks and benefits associated with employing interpreters, co-workers, or 

others, and develop adequate methods for screening and training. 

5. Ensure Anonymity And Confidentiality 

Protect a respondent's identity and confidentiality throughout the entire interview process 

– from the moment she is contacted through the time that details of her case are made 

public. 

53 Zimmerman, 2003, p. 4 
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6. Get Informed Consent 

Make certain that each respondent clearly understands the content and purpose of the 

interview, the intended use of the information, her right not to answer questions, her right 

to terminate the interview at any time, and her right to put restrictions on how the 

information is used. 

7. Listen To And Respect Each Woman's Assessment Of Her Situation And Risks To 

Her Safety 

Recognize that each woman will have different concerns and that the way she views her 

concerns may be different from how others might assess them. 

8. Do Not Re-traumatize A Woman 

Do not ask questions intended to provoke an emotionally charged response. Be prepared 

to respond to a woman's distress and highlight her strengths. 

9. Be Prepared For Emergency Intervention 

Be prepared to respond if a woman says she is in imminent danger. 

10. Put Information Collected To Good Use 

Use the information in a way that benefits an individual woman or that advances the 

development of good policies and interventions for trafficked women generally. 
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