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PURPOSE  
A Year - Long Storytelling & Dialogue Series on the Human 

Trafficking Ecosystem   

This initiative is a year - long, mindful storytelling and dialogue 

series designed to illuminate the full human trafficking 

ecosystem from its historical roots to the modern systems that 

enable it, and to advance  collective ly and  responsib ly for 

prevention, healing, and action.  

 

 

INSIDE THE MIND OF A 

TRAFFICKER  
The Psychology of Grooming, 

Control, and Prevention  
 

This discussion is one part of a broader effort  called The Invisible 

Movement —a year - long storytelling and dialogue series designed 

to examine human trafficking as a complete system  in order to 

more effectively address this form of modern - day slavery 

worldwide.  

 

Each session explores a different dimension of the ecosystem , 

from psychology and vulnerability to transportation, economics, 

and policy , building toward a coordinated, cross - sector response.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Counter to what many may  believe, human  trafficking does not 

begin with force —it begins with influence.  

 

This month, we  explore the psychological patterns traffickers use 

to identify vulnerability, build trust, create dependency, and 

ultimately exert control. Participants will gain insight into how 

grooming unfolds in stages, why coercion is often misunderstood, 

and how th ese dynamics operate within everyday environments , 

including campuses, communities, and transportation systems.  

  

 

SERIES PRIORITIES  

• Raise Awareness  

• Create a Community of 
Practice  

• Expand the Narrative to 
Include Demand Side  

• Elevate Dignity & Compassion  

• Create Partnerships & 
Sponsorships  

• Collaborate Resources and 
Priorities  

 

 

OTHER PRIORITIES  

• Improve Social Media 
Presence  

• Shift How We See, Relate, 
and Respond  

 

INVISI 
MOVE 
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This  is about understanding behavior, strengthening identity, and 

building a culture of prevention.  

 

Introduction: The Crime You Don’t See Coming  
Most people imagine trafficking as something obvious —force, 

abduction, visible danger.  The truth is more unsettling.  Trafficking 

is not a crime of force. It is a crime of influence.  

 

It begins quietly  with a ttention , connection , and with someone who 

appears to understand you.  So, by  the time it becomes visible, the 

psychological groundwork has already been laid.  

 

To disrupt the cycle of human trafficking, we must shift from 

reacting to outcomes to understanding the behavioral patterns 

that drive it. By recognizing the structured psychological process 

traffickers use, we can interrupt it before it takes hold.  

 

Let’s take a deeper look at these patterns.  

 

1. The Psychology of Recruitment: How 

Vulnerability Is Identified  
Recruitment into trafficking often begins long before any overt 

exploitation, and it’s rooted in a deliberate process of identifying 

vulnerability.  Traffickers are not guessing. They are observing.  

They scan both physical and digital  environments looking for 

signals. Not weakness, but unmet needs . 

 

These signals often include:  

• A desire for belonging  

• Financial stress or instability  

• Emotional isolation  

• Conflict within family or support systems  

• A need to feel seen, valued, or chosen  

Where others might see a young person navigating life, traffickers 

see points of entry . 

 

As Daniel Kahneman describes  most of our decisions are driven 

by fast, intuitive thinking —not deliberate reasoning , and with 

research suggesting that up to 95% of decision - making happens in 

the subconscious, one thing becomes clear:  Human behavior is not 

primarily driven by logic.  

 

It is shaped by emotion, perception, and unmet needs , and that is 

exactly where manipulation begins.  Traffickers recognize that 

where  there is an unmet need, there is opportunity for influence.  

 

Once vulnerability is identified, the next step is not force , but trust . 

 

 

 

OPPORTUNITIES  

• Write Articles  

• Arrange Webinars  

• Create a Movement  

• Expand Awareness through 
Social Media  

• Outreach and Ambassadors  
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2. Grooming: The Architecture of Trust and Dependency  
Grooming is not a single moment , it is a structured psychological process that unfolds in stages, each designed to 

deepen influence and reduce resistance.  

 

Stage 1: Connection  

The trafficker initiates contact in a way that feels natural:  

• A friendly conversation  

• A compliment  

• Shared interests  

Nothing feels threatening. In fact, it feels affirming.  

 

Stage 2: Trust Building  

The relationship intensifies:  

• Frequent communication  

• Emotional validation  

• Gifts or financial support  

Trafficker s  position themselves as:  “The one person who truly understands you.”  This is often referred to as “love 

bombing,” but at its core, it is emotional conditioning . 

 

Stage 3: Isolation  

Gradually, external influences are weakened:  

• Friends are framed as unsupportive  

• Family is portrayed as controlling or distant  

• Secrecy is encouraged  

Isolation is rarely forced all at once. It is often incre mentall y chosen  by the victims, unfolding  as a series of small, 
believable shifts  that may not feel like choices . So , what once felt like support begins to feel like interference, and what 
once felt wrong begins to feel right. And in that quiet shift, perception becomes a reality.  

Stage 4: Dependency  

Now the dynamic changes:  

• Emotional reliance deepens  

• Financial or logistical support increases  



 

4       

 

• The individual begins to feel they “need” the trafficker  

Requests begin to escalate. What was once optional becomes expected. It starts small —private conversations, simple 
favors, increased communication. Then comes more time, more access, more secrecy, more urgency.  

Step by step, the dynamic shifts —from choice , to expectation , to pressure.  

Once dependency is established, control no longer needs to be forced , it becomes internalized.  

 

Stage 5: Control and Coercion  

Only after trust is built and dependency is deepened does coercion take hold.  

• Emotional pressure replaces support  

Care becomes obligation.  

“You owe me.”  

“Don’t disappoint me.”  

• Threats begin to surface —sometimes subtle, sometimes direct  

Exposure. Abandonment. Harm.  

“If you walk away, there will be consequences.”  

• Shame reshapes identity  

The narrative shifts.  

“This is your fault.”  

“This is who you are.”  

This is where the real shift happens.  

Control is no longer just something done to a person , instead it becomes something carried within  them.  

The voice of manipulation becomes their inner voice.  The pressure no longer needs to be constant  because it has 

already taken root.  

3. Coercion: The Psychology of Entrapment  
One of the most misunderstood aspects of trafficking is why individuals don’t leav e, but leaving is not simply a physical 

act , it is a psychological one.  

 

Victims often experience:  

• Trauma bonding : A deep emotional attachment formed through cycles of reward and harm  

• Learned helplessness : When the loss of control becomes a belief    

• Shame and self - blame : Feeling responsible for their situation  

• Fear of consequences : For themselves or those they care about  

Let’s talk a little about control. It begins with resistance. A person pushes back, questions, tries to regain control but 
each attempt is met with force, pressure, or consequence. They try again. And again. And again. And nothing changes. 
So, the mind sta rts to make sense of it: “Maybe it’s not the situation…maybe it’s me.”  

Control feels further away. Options feel diminished. Until one quiet shift takes place, a person begins to think: “Trying 
doesn’t work.” So , when trying no longer feels useful, the effort stops. Not because the person is incapable, but because 
the brain has learned that effort leads nowhere.  

It’s not the absence of strength, but rather the result of repeated experiences where strength made no difference.  

From the outside, these responses may be misread as  compliance or even choice. In reality, they are survival strategies 

shaped by sustained psychological conditioning. What may appear to be weakness is, in fact, the predictable result of 
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prolonged coercion and control.  Rather than asking why someone didn’t leave, we should recognize the powerful 

psychological conditioning that made leaving feel impossible.   

 

4. Networks and Systems: Organized Influence  
Trafficking is not an individual act ; it is a coordinated system . It often operates within coordinated networks that include:  

• Recruiters (initial contact)  

• Controllers (ongoing manipulation)  

• Facilitators (transportation, logistics, financial systems)  

These systems mirror legitimate organizations . They have d efined roles , communication structures , and s trategic 

coordination .  

 

Addressing this requires more than awareness , it requires coordination.  

 

The Invisible Movement was created to support that shift: bringing together communities, institutions, and individuals to 

share insight, strengthen awareness, and build a coordinated response.  

 

Understanding this shifts the conversation:  We are not just addressing isolated incidents.  

We are confronting systems of influence embedded within everyday environments . 

 

5. Why Awareness Alone Is Not Enough  
Awareness is often treated as the answer  but awareness without understanding behavior only takes us so far.  

We are taught to look for danger  but trafficking doesn’t  begin that way.  

• Grooming feels like kindness  

• Manipulation feels like care  

• Coercion doesn’t show up until after trust has already been built  

By the time it looks  like harm,  it already feels like relationship.  

This is why traditional messaging fails.  It prepares people for the moment of crisis , not the moments that lead up to it.  

There fore,  the signs are missed  not because people aren’t aware , but because what they experience doesn’t match what 

they expect.  

Awareness tells us to look.  Understanding teaches us what we’re actually seeing , and that difference  is where 

prevention either begins  or is lost.  

This is where the shift must happen.  

If awareness alone is not enough, then the question becomes:  Who is positioned to turn awareness into understanding —

and understanding into action?  

One of the most powerful answers is already in front of us.  

 

6. The Role of College Students: From Awareness to Action  
College campuses represent both vulnerability and opportunity.  

 

Students are  navigating independence , forming new relationships , and e ngaging heavily in digital and social 

environments . But they are also:  

• Highly connected  

• Influential within peer networks  
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• Positioned to lead cultural change  

This makes them a critical line of defense  against human trafficking . Not just as individuals , but as amplifiers of 

understanding . Not just within college and university ecosystems  but across high schools, middle schools, and even 

elementary schools, where traffickers are increasingly targeting individuals at younger ages.  

 

7. Peer - to- Peer  
College students don’t just receive information , they shape how it spreads , and when it comes to prevention,  information 

alone isn’t what changes behavior.  

Trust does.  

The most effective prevention does not come from authority alone.  It comes from trusted peers  in the following ways:  

Phase 1: Awareness Training  

Equip students with:  

• Understanding of grooming stages  

• Recognition of behavioral patterns  

• Practical ways to respond  

Phase 2: Peer Networks  

Activate students to:  

• Lead conversations  

• Share insights  

• Normalize dialogue around safety and influence  

Phase 3: Youth Outreach  

Extend this knowledge beyond campus:  

• High schools  — understanding relationship dynamics  

• Middle schools  — navigating digital exposure  

• Elementary schools  — establishing boundaries and recognizing trusted adults  

Phase 4: Culture Shift  

The goal is not just education . The goal is  transformation:  

• From silence → to conversation  

• From isolation → to connection  

• From reaction → to prevention  

8. The Deeper Insight: Identity as Protection  
At its core, this is not just about trafficking.  It is about identity.  

 

When individuals:  

• Understand their emotional patterns  

• Trust their instincts  

• Feel connected to supportive communities  

They become significantly harder to manipulate.   

 

Traffickers rely on environments where:  
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• Needs go unmet  

• Voices are unheard  

• People feel unseen  

This is where limiting patterns like fear, self - doubt, shame, and the need for validation  take hold, and aw areness of 

these patterns is not just personal growth.  It is protection.  Because the same emotional needs that guide our 

decisions —belonging, validation, and fear of rejection —are the exact signals traffickers learn to recognize and exploit.  

 

As part of the Invisible Movement , we’ve introduced a free awareness tool —the Drift Assessment —to help individuals 

identify these patterns and understand how they influence behavior.  

 

When you can see your own patterns clearly,  you become harder to manipulate —and better able to recognize those 

patterns in others.   

 

Free Drift Assessment:  https://go.enoluxllc.com/drift  
 

Conclusion: From Awareness to Responsibility  
Understanding recruitment, grooming, and coercion is not about fear.  

It is about clarity.  

 

When these patterns are understood:  

• They become predictable  

• They become interruptible  

• They lose their power  

 

And when individuals , especially students , step into awareness not just for themselves, but for others, a shift occurs:  

 

From passive awareness → to active protection.  

 

The strongest defense is not reaction.  It is the ability to see clearly  before it’s too late.  

 

The Invisible Movement  helps you recognize what’s happening around you.  The Drift Assessment  helps you recognize 

what’s happening within you.  

 

You need both to truly protect yourself.  

 

LOOKING AHEAD   
This series continues to explore the machinery behind human trafficking.  

 

In the coming months, we will examine the industries, incentives, and human behaviors that allow the system to persist.  

 

Understanding transportation is one step toward seeing the larger structure. When the system becomes visible, better 

questions can be asked about how exploitation operates and where it might be interrupted.  

 

Human trafficking thrives in what remains unseen  and a wareness helps bring the system into view.  

 

Join us for the April  Webinar  | APRIL  30 @ 1 PM PST  

 

FREE  ZOOM Webinar: https://calstatela.zoom.us/s/82895175617   
 

https://go.enoluxllc.com/drift
https://calstatela.zoom.us/s/82895175617
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Panelists:  

Nate Casillas  is a trauma - informed Community Health Worker dedicated to mental 
health, prevention, and creating safer communities. For seven years, he has served with 
Keeping Every Girl Free, coordinating motel outreach and ensuring motels and hotels 
have clear access to the 24/7 National Human Trafficking Hotline. Nate is also a 
committed youth educator, encouraging young men to step into protective roles and 
supporting young women in understanding their value, their boundaries, and how to stay 
safe from predatory behavior.  Fun Fact: I have traveled to 15 different states.   
 
 
 

 
Jess Kern is known in the field as an Advocate, Trauma Professional, Counselor, SART 
Expert and Trainer, Crisis Intervention Specialist, Certified Addictions Recovery 
Specialist, Self Defense Instructor, MANDT Instructor, Emergency Medical Responder, 
and Q IDP. She has worked for over a decade to create a safe space to support and 
advocate for survivors of sexual violence and human sex trafficking, and thus Raindrops 
Rising was born.  
 
Jess understands that the only way to truly empathize with a survivor is to have 
survived. She also has learned that it is imperative to ensure that everyone, everywhere,  

has the proper training to handle such a delicate matter. Something she always says when sharing her story 
is “we have been through events that no human being should have to endure”, and that couldn’t be more true.  
 
Jess aims to break down the societal stigmas surrounding sexual violence and human sex trafficking, 
rewriting the way people view the individuals involved. In her personal life, Jess has four beautiful children. 
When asked about them, she responds the same  every time, that they are her reasons for the work she does. 
Jess’ main goal is to assist survivors in regaining their voice, their strength, and their power. If there was one 
thing Jess would say she has learned from her years in the field of sexual viol ence and human trafficking 
advocacy, it would be to always take it personally.  
 

OUR UPCOMING MAY 2026 WEBINAR TOPIC: Socio - economic conditions that traffickers exploit.  

What Can YOU Do  
You do not need a badge, a title, or a degree to make a difference , but you do need awarenes s  and the willingness to act 

on it.  With this first step, you can help by slowing down, asking questions, noticing patterns, and joining in on the 

conversations.  

 

Every human trafficking system is made of people , and every victim is a person. The shift begins with someone deciding 

to see , understand, and act. Become aware and find the courage to act.  

 
The Invitation  
The Invisible Movement is building a community of practices across industries : people committed to looking more 

closely at the systems around them.  

 

Slow down  --------- -- Notice pattern s ---------- Ask questions. ----------- Speak up.  

 

This series is not just information; it is a community of practice . Over the next year, we will move together through three 

acts:  
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• Act I:  Seeing the Whole   

• Act II:  Understanding the Machinery   

• Act III:  Choosing to Act  

Each month builds on the last.  Each conversation deepens awareness.  Each story brings us closer to clarity.  Each action 

shifts the system.  

 

Human trafficking thrives in what remains unseen.  Awareness is the light that exposes the path.  

 

Begin by seeing the whole system and your place in it.  Take the pledge to join the Invisible Movement Community of 

Practice today.  
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CONTRIBUTORS  

 

Chang, Paul is a part - time Lecturer at the Global Center for Women and Justice and at 

California State University, Los Angeles. Paul received his BA and MPA from California State 

University Los Angeles and is currently pursuing his Ph.D. at Claremont Graduate Universi ty, 

where his scholarship focuses on human trafficking.  

 

 

Pchang26@calstatela.edu  | linkedin.com/in/paul - chang - 85857643  | 626- 642- 6275 

 

 

 

Ley, Aloha  is a seasoned transportation leader with over 30 years of service at the U.S. 

Department of Transportation, where she held key roles including Chief of Staff, Senior 

Advisor, and Director across the FAA, FTA, and the Office of the Secretary. She brings 

ex pertise in aviation and transit safety, safety management systems, community 

development, anti - human trafficking initiatives, strategic planning, grants management, and 

public engagement. Aloha also integrates mindfulness and modern leadership i nto her work 

as a certified yoga teacher and practitioner of manifestation and mindfulness mastery. She 

has social media mastery and is currently pursuing AI mastery. She holds bachelor’s and master’s degrees 

from the University of Maryland,  and is a graduate of the Federal Executive Institute. Her career reflects a 

commitment to innovation, resilience, and meaningful community impact.  

 

aloha@enoluxllc.com  | www.enoluxllc.com  | www.linkedin.com/in/aloha - ley | 949- 371- 5828  

 

 

 

McKeithen, Isaac is the Regional Leader of the EPIK Project in Southern California, where he 

leads initiatives to combat sex trafficking by reducing demand.   A U.S. Army veteran with 

service in Germany and Kansas, Isaac also spent over 25 years as a martial arts instructor  in 

Central Florida before moving to California in 2015 to work with the Department of 

Transportation.   His anti - trafficking work began at Saddleback Church, where he joined the 

Human Trafficking Ministry’s street outreach in Santa Ana.  He later served as Orange County 

Coordinator for Men Standing Against Trafficking (MSAT) and worked with Magdalena Hope’s 

outreach in Anaheim. In 2019, he launched the Southern California chapter of the EPIK Project, 

which has been actively addressing demand since January 2020.    

 

imck.maht@gmail.com  | www.epikproject.org  | 951- 821- 6313 

 

 

 

mailto:Pchang26@calstatela.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/paul-chang-85857643
mailto:aloha@enoluxllc.com
http://www.enoluxllc.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/aloha-ley
mailto:imck.maht@gmail.com
http://www.epikproject.org/
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Yagci Sokat, Dr. Kezban is an award - winning Associate Professor of Business Analytics at 

San José State University and a Research Associate at the Mineta Transportation Institute. 

Her research uses decision analytics and management science to address human trafficking 

and other s ocietal challenges. Her work has informed policy and practice in the United States 

and globally, including her current SB - 1–funded research examining transportation system 

vulnerabilities and human trafficking during major events. She has served on the U.S. 

Department of Transportation’s Advisory Committee on Human Trafficking and has received  a 

U.S. Senate Citation, the 2024 AACSB Influential Leader Award, and recognition from the U.S. DOT and IBM. 

She holds a Ph.D. in Industrial Engineering and Management Sciences from Northwestern University and 

multiple degrees from Georgia Institute of Techno logy.  

 

Kezban.yagcisokat@sjsu.edu  | Yagci Sokat, Kezban | People | San Jose State University   

linkedin.com/in/kezbanyagcisokat  | 408- 924- 1000 

 

SUPPORTER S  

 

Founded in 1991, the  Mineta Transportation Institute (MTI ), is a university 

transportation center located within the  Lucas College and Graduate 

School of Business  at San José State University  (SJSU) . MTI increases 

mobility for all by improving the safety, efficiency, accessibility, and 

convenience of our nation’s transportation system. Through research, education, workforce development, 

and technology transfer, MTI help s  create a connected world.   

 

Mineta Transportation Institute  | mineta - institute@sjsu.edu  | MTI LinkedIn  | 408- 924- 7560  

 

 

 

Cal State LA is the premier comprehensive public university in the heart of Los Angeles 

and is dedicated to engagement, service, and the public good. We are ranked number one 

in the United States for the upward mobility of our students.  

The University is a federally designated Hispanic - Serving Institution, Minority - Serving 

Institution, and Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander - Serving Institution.  

 

CalState University LA  | (323) 343 - 3000  

 

 

For over 100 years, Vanguard University has remained committed to our founding Christ - centered 

educational mission and has chartered new paths to live out our calling. 

Founded in 1920 by the Southern California District Council of the 

Assemblies of God, Vanguard reflects the distinctives of the Azusa 

Street Revival, the historical Christian movement  to which well over half 

a billion Christians globally trace their roots. As one of the first ministerial training schools formed out of this 

revival, Vanguard has prepared women and men for Spirit - empowered lives of Christ - centered leadership 

and service from our inception.  

 

Vanguard University  | (949) - 244 - 0098  

mailto:Kezban.yagcisokat@sjsu.edu
https://www.sjsu.edu/people/kezban.yagcisokat/index.html
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kezbanyagcisokat?lipi=urn%3Ali%3Apage%3Ad_flagship3_profile_view_base_contact_details%3BS4hWy1veS%2ByqZm8t%2F8qnYA%3D%3D
http://www.sjsu.edu/cob/
http://www.sjsu.edu/cob/
http://www.sjsu.edu/
https://transweb.sjsu.edu/
mailto:mineta-institute@sjsu.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mineta-transportation-institute/?lipi=urn%3Ali%3Apage%3Ad_flagship3_search_srp_all%3B2c3gRASpRe6Btcftmgkmzw%3D%3D
https://www.calstatela.edu/about
https://www.vanguard.edu/about/office-of-the-president

