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A B S T R A C T 
Child trafficking is a global public health concern that deprives children of safety, freedom, and dignity. Traf-
ficked children are separated from their families and local communities and this results in feelings of loneli-
ness and abandonment. The combination of all these sociocultural factors and situations significantly hinders 
the development and self-esteem of the trafficked children. To mitigate the impact of the above-mentioned 
sociocultural factors, we must adopt public health interventions, like culturally tailored mental health coun-
selling, community-based anti-stigma campaigns, etc., which aids in the creation of a supportive ecosystem 
that encourages healing, resilience, and reintegration of trafficked children upon their return. In conclusion, 
socio-cultural factors significantly influence the mental health outcomes of trafficked children. Addressing 
these issues requires a multipronged approach, built on the support from different sectors to ensure holistic 
recovery and streamline the reintegration process.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Child trafficking is a global public health concern that 
deprives children, including adolescents, of safety, 
freedom, and dignity, as they are often trafficked 
across or within nations and subjected to harsh con-
ditions.1,2 In fact, the available global estimates sug-
gest that 5.5 million children are exposed to this 
across the world and this robs them of their child-
hood and leaves long-term consequences on their 
physical and mental well-being.3 The psychological 
and emotional toll on children is huge, with many of 
them suffering from different mental health disor-
ders (like post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, 
depression, etc.).4 Moreover, their developmental 
milestones are delayed and they find it exceedingly 
difficult to trust people thereafter.3 
 

SOCIOCULTURAL IMPACTS 
Trafficked children and adolescents are separated 
from their families and local communities and this 
results in feelings of loneliness, abandonment, and 
gradually develops a lack of belonging, as they feel 
that they no longer can fit into their original commu-
nities.4 In continuation, because these children are 
kept in unfamiliar environments, they get detached 
from their cultural background (due to the loss of na-
tive language proficiency among trafficked indige-
nous children), and because of the continuous abuse, 
there is a disruption in the normal development pro-
cess of identity formation.5 As these children are re-
peatedly exposed to abuse and violence, they inter-
nalize these behaviors as normal, which impacts 
their ability to form healthy relationships in the fu-
ture.6 It is not an unusual observation that these 
children are stigmatized and discriminated repeated-
ly by community member or peers, due to which they 
develop guilt and have less self-esteem, which plays 
a crucial role in the exacerbation of different mental 
health conditions.4,6,7 In a historical cohort study in 
the United Kingdom, a high prevalence of physical 
(53%) and sexual (49%) abuse was reported among 
trafficked children.4 Moreover, in many regions, 
mental health issues are stigmatized and this further 
deters trafficked children from seeking timely care.4 

It is a usual practice employed by traffickers where 
they destroy identity papers, which makes it ex-
tremely challenging for children to access healthcare, 
social services, or education after rescue.8 In fact, 
these children do miss their formal education during 
their exploitation, which results in a significant gap 
in their general knowledge and literacy, and this 
problem is further augmented by the bullying or 
stigmatization in schools once they are re-enrolled 
after rescue.9,10 In some settings, these children and 
adolescents are treated as offenders in the communi-
ty or the police, and this compound their mental 
trauma.11 It has been reported that some families 
may reject trafficked children upon their return, es-
pecially when it has been linked with shame and dis-
honour.6,11 In such cases, these children feel aban-

doned and might even be deprived of social support 
services.2 The combination of all these sociocultural 
factors and situations significantly hinders the de-
velopment and self-esteem of the trafficked chil-
dren.1-3 

 

SOCIOCULTURAL DYNAMICS AND 
ADOLESCENT MILESTONES 

Sociocultural dynamics play a vital role in develop-
ment of adolescents, considering that this period is 
crucial for identity development, and if these traf-
ficked children and adolescents are timely reinte-
grated with their families, they can reestablish the 
connect with their traditions and community val-
ues.12 A significant proportion of trafficked children 
and adolescents experience delayed developmental 
milestones due to severe psychological trauma.13 
Owing to their exposure to an unsafe and exploita-
tive environment, they often face trust issues and 
withdraw themselves from the social circles.14 In our 
society, often sociocultural norms impact gender 
roles and expectations, and reintegration must adopt 
gender-responsive strategies, like provision of safe 
spaces for girls addressing sexual exploitation stig-
ma, discrimination, and specific vulnerabilities expe-
rienced by trafficked girls.4,6,8 Further, it is important 
that educational and vocational training offered to 
the trafficked children and adolescents are cultural-
ly-relevant and help them to regain their milestones 
(viz. identity formation, establishment of peer rela-
tionships, emotional regulation, acquisition of inde-
pendence, development of social and academic com-
petencies, etc.).15 
 

PUBLIC HEALTH INTERVENTIONS 

To mitigate the impact of the above-mentioned soci-
ocultural factors, we must adopt a holistic approach, 
which aids in the creation of a supportive ecosystem 
that encourages healing, resilience, and reintegration 
of trafficked children upon their return.3,4,6,16-19 The 
need of the hour is to develop a package of mental 
health interventions that respect and take into ac-
count the cultural backgrounds of the trafficked chil-
dren, as it will not only develop trust but even expe-
dite the process of healing.3,4,16 As mental health pro-
fessionals and social workers have a vital role to play 
in the reintegration process, our utmost priority 
should be to train them in cultural competencies and 
the unique needs of these children to enhance their 
overall competency in dealing with these issues.3,13,17 
In a field-based qualitative research that involved in-
terviews of 213 representatives from different wel-
fare agencies, the availability of quality assured men-
tal health services and supports in aftercare pro-
grams of child trafficking was highlighted, as these 
services can minimize the extent of psychological 
damage and long-term scars.17 We can even establish 
safe spaces or peer support groups, where children 
are not judged and get a supportive environment to 
share their experiences and heal better.18 Regarding 
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their legal and identity issues, free legal support 
should be provided and as a special case, the process 
of generating their identity should be fast-tracked 
with the help of government agencies.9 

The role of awareness activities and campaigns to 
challenge societal norms and eliminate stigma (asso-
ciated with trafficking and mental health conditions), 
will play a defining role in promoting a supportive 
environment and adopting an empathetic approach 
for these children.8 In addition, we can also work to-
wards strengthening community networks, as this 
will give a sense of belonging and streamline the 
process of reintegration into society by addressing 
the stigma.19 All these activities play a crucial role in 
encouraging families to accept child trafficking and 
minimizing incidents of social isolation.3,4,9 However, 
the role of local leaders in these awareness activities 
and the reintegration process is vital as they can ac-
tively facilitate acceptance.19 The problem of educa-
tion deprivation can be handled by offering catch-up 
programs or by providing financial assistance and 
free school supplies, which will remarkably aid in 
enrolment and retention in schools.6 Further, there is 
a definite need to strictly enforce laws and policies 
and support this with the sensitization of teachers 
and students to not discriminate or bully children in 
schools.6,10 Finally, we must address the problem of 
limited funds available for providing legal assistance 
to these trafficked children and adolescents, and this 
will require support and sustained commitment from 
the national Governments, non-governmental agen-
cies, and international welfare organizations.1,9 
There is a definite need to offer programs to develop 
skills, rebuild self-esteem, and help these vulnerable 
children reconnect with their identities.3,6,7 
 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, to effectively support the mental 
health of trafficked children, interventions must be 
rooted in cultural understanding and community 
context. Governments and child protection agencies 
should invest in culturally competent reintegration 
programs that prioritize psychological recovery and 
long-term social inclusion. 
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