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Abstract 

Human trafficking, despite being illegal in every country, remains a global 

problem. Even in the face of a global pandemic, human trafficking continues to be a 

dynamic, complex issue. Leaders in the fight against trafficking are faced with a 

multilayered issue that thrives in a complex environment. This issue requires an 

understanding of the systems at play and in turn a collaborative, multi-stakeholder 

approach to building initiatives to combat these systems. The insights of those currently 

working in the field of anti-trafficking provide valuable first-hand lessons and best 

practices.  

While underrepresented in the leadership literature, Catholic Sisters are an active 

group that is recognized for their successes in the field of anti-trafficking. This qualitative 

phenomenological study described and interpreted the lived experience of Catholic 

Sisters as leaders in anti-trafficking initiatives. Within this study, Catholic Sisters in 

international anti-human trafficking organizations described their lived experiences in 

leading international anti-trafficking initiatives. The specific environments they were 

involved in can be characterized as Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous 

(VUCA). Drawing on interviews with Catholic Sisters involved in anti-trafficking efforts, 

this study’s findings included recommendations for leaders involved in complex areas 

such as anti-trafficking. 

Keywords: Anti-human trafficking, Catholic Sisters, COVID 19, human 

trafficking, pandemic, systems thinking, VUCA, wicked problems. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The phenomenon of Catholic Sisters leading initiatives aimed at alleviating 

suffering and helping communities improve their circumstances is not new (Brigham, 

2015; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Catholic Sisters are recognized as leaders, educators, 

and facilitators of change (Akruvala et al., 2020). However, while there is an awareness 

that Catholic Sisters are involved in leading a variety of efforts, there are very few studies 

that look at the leadership roles that Sisters play in activities outside their religious order 

or the Church (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018).  

A key area where Catholic sisters have focused their efforts is in the fight against 

human trafficking. Catholic Sisters are leaders at both the local and global level in a 

variety of anti-trafficking initiatives. These initiatives range from education, to building 

awareness of the issue, offering survivor services, engaging in advocacy to pass and 

strengthen laws against human trafficking, and then also ensuring enforcement of these 

laws once they are passed (US Catholic Sisters Against Human Trafficking [USCSAHT], 

2020). Though they have been recognized for the success of these efforts (Department of 

State, 2019), there is nothing in the literature that explores their experiences of leading 

them. Therefore, this study sought to understand the lived experience of Catholic Sisters 

leading globally complex initiatives that combat human trafficking. By examining their 

efforts through a systems-thinking perspective, additional insight was provided in how to 

address this complex problem. 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the problem, the aim, purpose, and 

methodology that this dissertation in practice (DIP) used to explore the phenomena of 

Catholic Sisters as leaders, specifically in anti-trafficking efforts. Systems thinking is 
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introduced as a conceptual framework for understanding human trafficking as a complex 

system, as well as the variety of issues and approaches leaders face in building initiatives 

to combat it. Finally, the qualitative phenomenological methodology for this study is also 

summarized. 

Statement of the Problem 

Leaders involved in anti-trafficking efforts are faced with a complex issue that 

crosses areas that include illegal migration, threats to national sovereignty and security, 

slavery, transnational organized crime, labor issues, human rights violations, or a 

combination of any of these (van der Watt, 2020). Human trafficking is approached 

through disciplines as diverse as law, policy, social justice, law enforcement, and others. 

As a crime, human trafficking is a process and not a single event, and the perpetrators 

range from individuals to large international organizations. Human trafficking includes a 

variety of ways in which victims are exploited and also a variety of contextual factors 

including social, economic, and also cultural (van der Watt, 2019). However, there is 

little in the literature focusing on how leaders approach these issues and develop 

interventions. 

Human trafficking is a complex, dynamic issue with a variety of manifestations. 

Also known as trafficking in persons or modern-day slavery, it is a crime that involves 

compelling or coercing a person to provide labor or services, or to engage in commercial 

sex acts (U.S. Department of Justice [USDOJ], 2017). It is a problem that touches every 

continent except Antarctica (Gallagher, 2015; Hall, 2014; Pati, 2014). The estimate of the 

number of human trafficking victims ranges from 2.4 million to over 29 million 

(Gallagher, 2015; Hall, 2014; Pati, 2014). Given the clandestine nature of trafficking, it is 
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difficult to identify a specific number of victims (Gallagher, 2015; Hall, 2014; Pati, 

2014). In combatting human trafficking, leaders are faced with a complex, global 

problem that thrives in an environment that can be characterized as volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous (VUCA; Du & Chen, 2018). The term VUCA can also describe 

a rapidly changing environment characterized by the high mobility of people and goods, 

changing state borders, as well as increasing technological interconnectivity (Codreanu, 

2016).  

As the scope of human trafficking is a cross-border, multiorganizational, and 

cross-jurisdictional activity and no single actor, policy, or law can adequately address all 

facets of trafficking, it can be termed a “wicked problem” (Erikson & Larsson, 2020). 

The term “wicked problems” was initially used by Rittel and Webber (1973) to describe 

the inadequacy of single-focused, traditional planning methods for complex issues. 

Dentoni and Bitzer (2013) suggested that there are three main characteristics of wicked 

problems: they mutate over time, their causes and effects are scientifically uncertain, and 

they involve value conflicts among different stakeholders in society. Peters (2017) added 

that wicked problems also involve multiple actors, are socially and politically complex, 

and include the political difficulty of decision-making in more participatory and 

politically complex environments. As a wicked problem, human trafficking is too 

complex and malleable for leaders to address through conventional, linear planning 

models; this challenge requires a systems approach to both understand and build anti-

trafficking efforts (Rittel & Webber, 1973; van der Watt, 2020).  

Systems thinking encourages looking at a system as a whole which is made up of 

elements, interconnections, and a function or purpose (Meadows, 2008). As the elements 
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of a system are recognized, it is important to understand that these elements and 

structures do not stand alone, but rather are interconnected. In applying a systems-

thinking approach, consideration is also given to how the information flows between the 

elements and structures and then how this impacts the system (Wheatley, 2006). 

The complexity of the human trafficking environment is further enhanced through 

the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic (Bottani, 2020). The Covid-19 pandemic caused 

both individual and social trauma and has acted like a lens magnifying and worsening 

injustices and vulnerabilities across the world (Bottani, 2020). According to the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the capacity of state authorities and 

nongovernmental organizations have been severely curtailed as a result of the pandemic 

(UNODC, n.d.).  

A group of leaders who are building networks and initiatives to address these 

various contextual factors is the Catholic Sisters. Networks of Catholic Sisters such as 

Talitha Kum, and Catholic Sisters against Human Trafficking incorporate a variety of 

initiatives that allow for sharing of resources, information, and best practices. The 

initiatives led by Catholic Sisters involve collaboration among medical, education, legal, 

law enforcement, community, and religious organizations. Despite recognition for their 

success (U. S. Department of State [USDOS], 2019), there is limited research that 

explores the leadership experiences of Catholic Sisters (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019; 

Fiebig & Christopher, 2018) in anti-trafficking efforts.  

While there is evidence of Catholic Sisters in leading anti-trafficking efforts, 

before and during Covid-19 (Talitha Kum, n.d.; USDOS, 2019), there is a gap in the 

scholarly literature exploring their leadership. This DIP sought to address this gap in 
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knowledge. The focus of this DIP was understanding how Catholic Sisters described their 

lived experience of leading complex anti-trafficking efforts initiatives in a VUCA 

environment and determining whether and/or how a systems-thinking approach was 

reflected in their initiatives. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how Catholic Sisters 

described and interpreted their lived experiences of leading anti-trafficking efforts, and 

how a systems-thinking approach was incorporated. As systems thinking is suggested as 

a key framework for understanding human trafficking and building initiatives to combat 

it (van der Watt, 2019) how the participants’ efforts reflected systems thinking was 

analyzed. A hermeneutic phenomenological approach with semi-structured interviews 

was used to explore the participants’ experiences.  

The findings of this DIP could give voice to an underrepresented group of leaders 

working in international anti-trafficking efforts. In hearing the voices of Catholic Sisters, 

this could build on the body of knowledge of how they lead, and it could also 

demonstrate how a systems approach can be applied to combatting complex problems 

such as human trafficking. Understanding the participants’ experiences can contribute to 

perspectives on leadership in the face of complexity and how systems thinking is used to 

address this. This study has also provided insight into addressing the challenges of 

wicked problems in a VUCA environment.   

Research Question 

How do Catholic Sisters describe and interpret their lived experiences of leading 

anti-trafficking efforts with systems thinking in an environment of global complexity? 
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Aim of the Dissertation in Practice 

The aim of this DIP was to build on the body of knowledge about the lived 

experiences of Catholic Sisters as leaders, while also examining how leaders apply 

systems thinking to leadership in a complex, global environment. For this study, the 

complexity of anti-trafficking environments was explored. This research focused on a 

group of leaders who, while at the forefront of these efforts, are underrepresented in the 

literature. The outcomes of this study included an increased understanding of how 

Catholic Sisters described and interpreted their lived experiences of leading anti-human 

trafficking efforts. 

There is limited prior research that focuses on the characteristics of effective 

leadership styles of Catholic Sisters, especially in extreme circumstances (Brigham, 

2015; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). The significance of this study is that it helped shed 

new light on both the leadership of Catholic Sisters and provided insight on how leaders 

could use a systems-thinking approach for complex, global problems in a VUCA 

environment. By analyzing these experiences, this study builds on that body of 

knowledge of both Catholic Sisters as leaders as well as expanding the discussion of 

leadership specifically in anti-trafficking efforts. This study can therefore inform 

leadership frameworks, approaches, and training. Further, because of the global presence 

of the Sisters, this study provided additional understanding of leadership experiences and 

global complexity, especially during a time of pandemic.  

     Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms were operationalized within this study:   
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Anti-Trafficking: Efforts including prevention, protection, and partnership aimed 

at ending human trafficking and supporting the victims. These efforts require 

collaboration among a variety of stakeholders and sectors such as law enforcement, 

medical professionals, education, and social justice organizations. 

Catholic Sisters: Catholic women religious who take vows, are part of a religious 

community with established constitutions approved by the Catholic Church and devote 

their lives to the mission of their order (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Sisters combine a 

life of prayer with works that take them into the world (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018).  

Global Complexity: An environment characterized by dynamic, interconnected 

issues that manifest at the local, national, and global level. The issues are further 

complicated by issues such as the global pandemic, transnational crime, migration, and 

other wicked problems.   

Human Trafficking: Also known as modern slavery, it is the commodification of 

human beings through forced labor via coercion such as abduction, fraud, deception, or 

the abuse of power. It can include those who are in a specific position of vulnerability or 

can involve the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve consent despite 

unequal power relationships. This includes sexual exploitation, forced labor or service, 

slavery, or practices similar to slavery, servitude, or the removal of organs (Davy, 2015, 

p. 320). 

Pandemic: For this DIP, this term refers to the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic 

which began in 2019 and has continued during the writing of this study. The resulting 

largescale quarantine severely limited travel as well as access to many essential services. 

It also resulted in significant economic hardship worldwide. 
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Systems Thinking: An approach that allows for seeing the whole, taking into 

consideration elements, interconnections, and function or purposes of a system 

(Meadows, 2008, p. 11). Systems thinking is seeing the whole beyond the parts, and the 

ability to see the parts in relation to the whole (Shaked & Schechter, 2020).  

VUCA: An environment that can be characterized as volatile, uncertain, complex, 

and ambiguous (VUCA; Du & Chen, 2018).  

Methodology Overview 

 A qualitative research method was used in this DIP. Qualitative research was 

appropriate to this study as it provided insights in areas where there has been little 

previous study. By talking directly with people, qualitative research allows for a 

multifaceted, detailed understanding of the issue (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). These 

details in a qualitative study are established by allowing participants to tell the stories 

rather than relying on numbers or what has been previously written in the literature 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

More specifically, a phenomenological method was used in this study. 

Phenomenological research draws on the descriptions of a phenomenon provided by an 

individual to a researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To accomplish this, researchers 

identify a phenomenon, an “object” of human experience (van Manen, 1990). 

Phenomenology originated with the philosophy of Husserl, and it examines subjective 

human experience to understand individuals, their meanings, and interactions with the 

environment (Lopez & Willis, 2004). To build this understanding, phenomenological 

studies describe the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of 

a concept or a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
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Within phenomenology there are two main schools or approaches, descriptive and 

hermeneutic (Peoples, 2020). While both descriptive and hermeneutic phenomenology 

can address areas not previously studied, hermeneutic phenomenology is useful in 

examining the features of an experience that are relevant to practice (Lopez & Willis, 

2004). Hermeneutic research can also draw out the features of an experience that may not 

be addressed in descriptive phenomenology (Lopez & Willis, 2004). Since the goal was 

to examine a phenomenon through lived experiences, hermeneutic phenomenology was a 

good fit for this study. 

This DIP explored the leadership phenomena at the individual level of analysis. 

Thus, the focus was on the experiences of individual Catholic Sisters who are leaders in 

anti-trafficking initiatives. This approach at the individual level of analysis is in contrast 

to communities (a group level) or organizations (organizational level) or the Church itself 

(macro-level) aspects of their work. Participants in the study were solicited primarily 

based on their work with organizations such as the Order of Malta, Talitha Kum and U.S. 

Catholic Sisters Against Human Trafficking (USCSAHT). Data were collected via 

individual interviews. Dukes (1984) recommended three to 10 participants while 

Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended five to 25 participants for phenomenological 

studies. For this study, the researcher conducted individual interviews with 10 

participants who are Catholic Sisters with experience leading anti-trafficking efforts. 

After the informed consent was provided to participants, the interviews were recorded, 

transcribed, and then analyzed for themes. With geographic and time zone differences, 

further complicated by the current pandemic, the interviews were performed via video 

teleconference. 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   10 
 

 In hermeneutics, data come not only from the interviews, but the interviewer. The 

researcher also plays a role in giving meaning to the data. Empathy and relevant prior 

experience aid the researcher in data analysis and/or interpretation of meanings (Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014). The goal of data analysis in phenomenological research is to present a 

description from essential themes of an experience in a way that is comprehensible and 

identifiable (Peoples, 2020). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology allows for the incorporation of additional 

frameworks (Peoples, 2019). An additional framework can help to focus the inquiry, 

develop the research question, and understand the findings (Lopez & Willis, 2004). In the 

case of this DIP, a systems- thinking approach was used as an additional framework to 

better understand the issue of human trafficking and how leaders approach solutions. 

Rather than focusing solely on individual parts, systems thinking looks at the whole 

system through understanding the individual elements and interrelations. Systems 

thinking allows for “seeing the structures that underlie complex situations (Senge, 2006, 

p. 69). This approach encourages examining the interconnections and relationships that 

hold the elements together. This in turn allows leaders to plan where to focus 

interventions that will cause a change in the system. Systems thinking was evidenced in 

how Catholic Sisters planned for initiatives and established networks to support these 

initiatives. 

In looking at the various systems at play and where to focus interventions, leaders 

in anti-trafficking efforts often work across disciplines to seek solutions. Anti-trafficking 

initiatives often include partnerships comprised of groups as diverse as law enforcement, 

medical professionals, education, and social justice activists. They can collaboratively 
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target each of the facets of anti-trafficking efforts. As members of religious organizations 

and while also working in the fields of medicine, education, and social justice, Catholic 

Sisters have a unique role in leading anti-trafficking efforts. 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases 

Delimitations are choices and boundaries set by the researcher for a study 

(Peoples, 2020). A delimitation of this study was its population. While focusing on 

Catholic Sisters allowed for a targeted study of an understudied group of leaders, this is 

also a delimitation as it limited the observations of leadership experiences to one specific 

group. Another delimitation was the selection criteria established by the researcher. 

While focusing on individuals who are currently leading, or who have led anti-trafficking 

efforts during the pandemic, there were challenges of communication with individuals in 

different time zones as well as the ongoing impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Limitations are weaknesses of the study inherent in the methodology (Peoples, 

2020). Peoples (2020) pointed out that common limitations for phenomenological studies 

are the small sample sizes and bias in the participant sample. The context and time of the 

study are also limitations. While generalizability is not the purpose of a 

phenomenological study, a lack of generalizability can also be seen as a limitation 

(Peoples, 2020). The technology used to conduct the video interviews was not a 

challenge as all of the Sisters had been working with Zoom during the lockdown. 

A potential personal bias that I brought to the research is that I have worked very 

closely with the Catholic Sisters both academically and in service projects for many 

years. Another bias is my passion for anti-trafficking efforts. While my experiences 

provide a certain level of familiarity with their work, it was also an area of potential bias. 
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To assist in reducing bias, Smith and Noble (2014) pointed out the importance of having 

a well-designed research protocol which explicitly outlines data collection and analysis. It 

was also important to be direct about limitations and delimitations of the study and 

account for those things that are potential sources of bias (Smith & Noble, 2014). 

Potential bias was considered at each step of the research through. Steps included peer 

review, member-checking, and addressing bias (Peoples, 2020). In hermeneutic 

phenomenological studies, researchers make their biases and pre-understanding explicit 

prior to analyzing data (Peoples, 2020). In this study, I engaged in journaling throughout 

the process. Unlike transcendental phenomenology where biases are bracketed and put to 

the side (Peoples, 2020), hermeneutic phenomenology does not encourage the removal of 

researchers’ biases. Rather, they are identified and addressed as part of the process of co-

constructing meaning. Journaling can be one method which facilitates the process of 

identifying and reflecting on biases. Through journaling, the researcher not only 

identifies their biases, but also notes any revisions or changes in their biases (Peoples, 

2020). Additionally, journaling can help identify new biases that may emerge during the 

research (Peoples, 2020). In hermeneutic phenomenology, the researcher seeks to 

interpret the descriptions and to co-construct meaning, thus their opinions, biases, and 

previous understandings are important (Patton, 2014) By writing down biases, and pre-

understandings, the researcher can put their biases in front of them and in turn analyze 

any changes to their thinking (Peoples, 2020). Throughout this process I journaled to 

reflect on and explore biases, new ideas, and reactions. These reflections helped me 

formulate this DIP. 
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For peer review, the researcher used a neutral peer. This person is an acquaintance 

with research experience, an understanding of the issue, someone who has completed a 

terminal degree, and has also completed CITI training. To ensure participant 

confidentiality the peer reviewer was required to sign non-disclosure agreements. In peer 

review, areas such as methods, results, and other conclusions are discussed with a neutral 

peer to create “accountability and honesty” (Peoples, 2020, p. 69). This type of review 

provides a deeper focus on validity and reliability but does not replace the review of the 

dissertation committee (Peoples, 2020).  

The researcher also employed member-checking. In member-checking, after the 

researcher verifies the audio against the transcript, the researcher asks the participant to 

review their transcript for accuracy (Peoples, 2020). The participant then reviews and 

validates the information in the transcript. The researcher makes any necessary changes 

to the transcript based on participant feedback (Peoples, 2020).  

Reflections of the Scholar-Practitioner 

I have worked in internationally focused organizations for the majority of my 

career.  This also extends to humanitarian work that I participate in as part of a lay 

religious order. I have seen firsthand the leadership challenges of navigating initiatives in 

globally complex and dynamic environments. Over the years, I have been a student of 

international organizations and have worked to increase my understanding of how to best 

take a systemic approach to complex issues. Some of the best lessons have been through 

learning from my experiences and the experiences of others. This has been especially true 

during this time of a global pandemic. 
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The program at Creighton has not only increased my understanding of leadership, 

but also provided ways to approach my own leadership. A valuable lesson has been that it 

is critical for me as a leader to understand myself in order to best understand how to 

navigate the complexities and challenges of leadership. All leadership begins with self-

leadership (Lowney, 2005). Part of this understanding has been through taking time to 

deliberately examine how I think about leadership and how I assess my experiences. By 

investing time in these deliberate processes of reflection, I have developed a better 

understanding of myself and how I approach leadership. In quiet moments I can re-

evaluate my work but also think about ways that I can do better. Part of improving comes 

from learning from other leaders. Yet, in reflecting on leadership examples, I often think 

of the voices we do not hear. I wonder what we as leaders are missing as we seek 

solutions to the complex problems that we face today. I had asked myself where I may 

have missed out by not including other voices or perspectives in my solutions. In several 

of the groups that I lead, I have purposefully added some new members who bring a 

different viewpoint or skillset to the conversation. This has benefitted everyone as we 

build new initiatives since it widens our perspectives and moves us forward from a 

single-track way of thinking. 

In preparing for my DIP topic, I wanted to find a complex, real-world problem 

that required collaboration and systems leadership to address. Recognizing the Sisters 

who had been leadership exemplars, I also looked for a problem that was currently being 

addressed through the leadership efforts of Catholic Sisters. I was educated by Sisters and 

have had opportunities to work alongside them in a variety of projects. I also marveled at 

their dedication and ability to tackle the toughest of problems. After reading the 
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biography of the foundress of my college, I was shocked that as students we had never 

heard her story, or the challenges she encountered in building a higher education 

institution for women. She was not even mentioned in the curriculum of the women’s 

studies program. It seemed she was the ultimate unheard voice among unheard voices! 

This left me wondering about the other lost opportunities to learn from the leaders who 

we do not hear about. 

A chance encounter helped me learn about the efforts of the Hilton Foundation 

which provides leadership training and networking for Catholic Sisters around the world. 

This opened my eyes to a variety of sustainable development issues in which Catholic 

Sisters are currently leading. As I narrowed my focus to a specific area, anti-trafficking 

efforts resonated with me. The variety of anti-trafficking efforts that Sisters are leading 

provided an opportunity to study a complex, global issue from the perspective of leaders 

who, though recognized for their efforts (USDOS, 2019) are not heard in the research 

literature. 

In studying the leaders in complex initiatives, especially anti-trafficking 

organizations, it is important to hear the voices and experiences of those who are on the 

front lines. This includes groups normally underrepresented such as the Catholic Sisters. 

While the focus of this research was on a particular population, my hope is that this study 

will not only build on the current body of knowledge on leadership challenges in anti-

trafficking, but will also open the door to study the leadership experiences of other 

currently underrepresented leaders and groups. There is much to learn from the 

experiences of all involved in these efforts, even the ones who are not always heard or 

recognized. 
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Summary 

Understanding how leaders experience leadership in our complex, global, 

interconnected environment is increasingly important (Grohs et al., 2018). Learning from 

the experiences of leaders in the field, especially understudied ones, can give new 

insights into complex issues and their solutions. While approaching complex issues, 

frameworks such as systems thinking can equip leaders to face these challenges. In 

addition, information from those currently working in the anti-trafficking field ensures 

that the frameworks remain relevant for addressing multifaceted and continuously 

evolving problems. This analysis of how Catholic Sisters described their lived 

experiences as leaders in complex anti-trafficking initiatives through systems thinking 

facilitated greater understanding. By identifying examples of how leaders use systems 

thinking in addressing complexity, new strategies can be developed. The literature review 

in Chapter 2 will further build on the themes presented here and provide insight into the 

current literature on key concepts and systems thinking/theory and the frameworks 

applied in the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The goal of this chapter is to provide an overview of the limited research on the 

leadership of Catholic Sisters. In addition, to better understand the complex challenges 

that they face leading anti-trafficking initiatives, this literature review examines current 

research on human trafficking, the legal definitions of it, and how it can be categorized as 

a “wicked problem” with international, local, and VUCA characteristics. The VUCA 

environment is further complicated by the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic which has 

added further challenges to the issue.  

Next, the chapter examines how systems thinking is an approach for 

understanding and combating human trafficking. Systems theory and systems thinking 

are different. Systems theory proposes that rather than looking at individual parts of a 

system, organisms should be studied as a whole system (von Bertalanffy, 1968). Systems 

theory provides the philosophical foundation for systems thinking. While systems theory 

helps people to better understand systems, systems thinking looks at the cognitive skills 

required to think about systems, and build interventions (Glenn et al., 2020). Shaked and 

Schechter (2020) described systems thinking as more than a way of understanding issues, 

but also as an approach for leaders to build solutions. 

In this chapter, systems thinking is used as a way of describing an approach for 

leaders to build solutions for complex initiatives such as addressing wicked problems in a 

VUCA environment. Though there are various terms to describe systems thinking, it 

fundamentally refers to a mindset that emphasizes consideration of the whole, an 

expanded understanding of causality, and recognition that systems are in a constant and 

dynamic flux (Thibodeau et al., 2016). 
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The purpose of this literature review is to provide a theoretical framework on the 

leadership of Catholic Sisters, and the complexity of the environment that Catholic 

Sisters operate in when leading anti-trafficking efforts. In addition, it will examine 

systems thinking as a theoretical tool to help understand how Catholic Sisters experience 

leadership, particularly in the face of complexity. 

Catholic Sisters, their Ministries, and Leadership 

 This section focuses on available literature about Catholic Sisters as reflected in 

the works they do outside of the church or beyond their religious community. Given there 

is little in the literature regarding their experience of leading in anti-trafficking initiatives, 

the few general studies focusing on their leadership are examined. The section will begin 

with general leadership studies, then move to specifics regarding the involvement of 

Catholic Sisters in anti-trafficking endeavors.  

Who are Catholic Sisters?  

Catholic Sisters are women religious who take vows, are part of a religious order 

with established constitutions approved by the Catholic Church, and devote their lives to 

the mission of their order (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Sisters combine a life of prayer 

with works that take them into the world (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Each religious 

order has a particular charism or work to which it is dedicated, including but not limited 

to education, medical, or social justice ministries. Sisters come from a variety of 

professional backgrounds. The Catholic Sisters in this study came from different religious 

orders and professional backgrounds, but they were specifically Sisters who have played 

a leadership role in anti-trafficking efforts.  
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To understand their leadership in anti-trafficking efforts, it is important to have an 

understanding of their record as leaders as reflected in the literature. Catholic Sisters have 

a long track record of building institutions to respond to the immediate needs of the 

people they serve through their various ministries. Since the 1700s, Catholic Sisters in the 

U.S. have established schools, founded some of the first U.S. hospitals, cared for the sick, 

or created charitable and social service institutions (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018; Fischer 

& Murphy 2013; Levin, 2011). Catholic Sisters are also recognized for serving as nurses 

during the Civil War and activists during the Civil Rights Movement (Fischer & Murphy, 

2013; Levin, 2011). These initiatives continue and have evolved to meet the challenges of 

the times in which they live. 

During the 1960s, the Second Vatican Council challenged women religious to 

find new ways to respond to the needs of the times (Victory & Oestreich, 2016). In 

response, there has been a growing diversity of the works that Catholic Sisters have 

undertaken (Lundgren, 2016). Catholic Sisters have been enabling access to social 

services, and through engagement in systemic change, they have also been challenging 

unjust structures (Brigham, 2015). To fulfil their missions, Catholic Sisters take an 

approach that looks beyond their religious community to find ways to best solve issues 

and provide support for the people they serve (Hilton Foundation, 2019). However, their 

efforts are more than religious and also focus on meeting the educational, medical, and 

social justice needs of the people they work with (Fiebig & Christopher, 2019; Fisher & 

Bai, 2018; Pati, 2014). 

The diverse ministries of Catholic Sisters are a reflection of their religious identity 

(Lundgren, 2016). Though firmly rooted in their own faith, Catholic Sisters serve people 
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of all faiths, while their unwavering commitment to religious life allows them to set a 

high moral tone for their institutions (Levin, 2011). The efforts of Catholic Sisters are 

also reflected in their ministries in the public sphere as they lead initiatives that serve the 

marginalized of all faiths (Brigham, 2015). As members of religious organizations, 

Catholic Sisters have a unique relationship with the populations that they support (Leary, 

2018). It is this unique relationship that gives them additional insights into the needs of 

these communities and how to address them (Leary, 2018). This relationship with the 

community allows Catholic Sisters to be integral members of their community, and to 

also address the societal challenges of those who are marginalized in areas not being 

addressed by other leaders (Akruvala et al., 2020).  

The religious identity of Catholic Sisters and how it is lived through their works is 

shaped by Catholic Social Teaching (CST). This approach is based on the “invisible 

dignity or intrinsic value of the individual” (Guitián, 2015, p. 63) and allows for an 

explanation of social and moral issues (McVea, 2021). Within CST there are three 

interconnected pillars: human dignity, solidarity, and subsidiarity (Cremers, 2017). These 

concepts are not meant to stand alone, but rather each are interconnected, reciprocal, and 

complementary (Sison, 2016). Cremers (2017) described the three pillars as forming an 

“interrelated harmonious triad” (p. 712). Human dignity forms the foundation of these 

pillars and is the recognition of the value of each individual and the need to avoid 

harming others or treating them instrumentally (Cremers, 2017). Human dignity is the 

recognition of the intrinsic worth and value of all individuals. In CST, this understanding 

of human dignity is rooted in the belief that humans are created in the image of God 

(Sison, 2016). 
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Solidarity recognizes the social nature of human beings and that individuals’ 

rights to have their dignity respected by others and their corresponding duty in turn 

respect their rights (Cremers, 2017). Solidarity recognizes the interdependence and deep 

bonds of humanity. It recognizes “the intrinsic social nature of the human person, the 

equality of all in dignity and rights and the common path of individuals and peoples 

towards an ever more committed unity” (Pontifical Council of Justice and Peace, 2006, p. 

192). 

Subsidiarity is described as conditions where people have the “opportunity and 

freedom to participate, serve others, and receive help to develop to their full potential” 

(Cremers, 2017, p. 712). Subsidiarity recognizes the need to draw on specialized talents 

while working toward a shared purpose, thus a “need for collaboration in solidarity” 

(Cremers, 2017, p. 718). Further, subsidiarity recognizes the need to include the 

perspectives and participation of those close to and affected by the situation in the 

development of solutions (Cremers, 2017). 

While CST does not provide answers to every problem, it does provide 

theological and philosophical principles to discern the complexity of the world (McVea, 

2021). Catholic social teaching seeks to provide an “accurate formulation of the results of 

a careful reflection on the complex realities of human existence . . . in the light of faith 

and the Church’s tradition” (John Paul II 1987, #41). For leaders, these pillars can serve 

as a “compass, a commitment device, and to establish criteria for excellence” for 

understanding issues and developing solutions (Cremers, 2017, p. 712). The work of 

Catholic Sisters is guided by and is a reflection of CST. 
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Catholic Sisters as Leaders 

While the research shows the various types of ministries in which Catholic Sisters 

are involved, there is little if anything in leadership scholarship addressing the leadership 

experience of Catholic Sisters (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). 

Much of the literature focuses on the historical and social development aspects of their 

ministries such as the founding of hospitals, schools, and orphanages or their advocacy 

for social justice (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018; Fischer & Murphy, 2013; Levin, 2011). At 

the same time, Catholic Sisters are more than workers on the front lines of their efforts, 

they lead efforts in education, healthcare, and a myriad of community-based initiatives 

aimed at addressing complex social problems in countries around the world (Hilton 

Foundation, 2018). Through these projects, Sisters are committed to serving people from 

all walks of life and faith backgrounds (Hilton Foundation, 2018). They operate by 

serving as leaders in efforts ranging from care for those living in poverty, to working in 

education, to promoting peace and justice, to eradicating human trafficking. Catholic 

Sisters are uniquely positioned as leaders in global human development initiatives (Hilton 

Foundation, 2018). Understanding their work in these areas informs the understanding of 

how their leadership builds successful anti-trafficking initiatives. Their roles as leaders in 

other areas in turn support their leadership in anti-trafficking efforts. 

Current Limited Studies of Catholic Sisters and Leadership 

Despite their global presence and variety of initiatives, there is limited prior 

research that focuses on the characteristics of leadership and leadership styles of Catholic 

Sisters (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Other recent studies 

explored the roles that Catholic Sisters play in works in their Diocese (Fisher & Bai, 
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2018) and in education at the university level (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019). The following 

section provides a snapshot of these studies. Several studies identified specific leadership 

frameworks employed by Catholic Sisters, including transformational and servant 

leadership (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018), grassroots (Wakahiu & Keller, 2011), virtuous 

(Akruvila et al., 2020), and sustainable (Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012). Although the 

studies are valuable as they build on the research of Catholic Sisters as leaders, each of 

these studies suggested that more research should be focused specifically on the 

leadership of Catholic Sisters.  

Fiebig and Christopher (2018) interviewed 119 Catholic Sisters and found that all 

of them possessed significant leadership experience. This also included broad 

experiences guiding and mentoring others, acting as role models, and in creating 

solutions to social justice issues (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Based on an analysis of 

the interviews, transformational and servant leadership styles were the predominant 

leadership styles (Fiebig & Christopher, 2018).  

Fisher and Bai (2018) conducted a survey of 358 Catholic Sisters serving in the 

Diocese of Cleveland. This survey looked at the current work of the Sisters and how they 

felt their ministries could be strengthened or sustained in the future. In looking at the job 

titles of the Sisters, the researchers noted that many held positions of responsibility, 

leadership, and influence (Fisher & Bai, 2018). Of the total, 9% reported holding senior 

executive positions, 39% held a director or team leadership position, 12% reported an 

educational job title with the remaining 17% of their titles related to caregiving or 

administrative support (Fisher & Bai, 2018). This study provided insight into leadership 

styles that can help understand Sisters’ approaches in anti-trafficking efforts. 
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Delmas and Ivankova (2019) explored the leadership and ministry experiences of 

a Catholic Sister working as a faculty member in a public research university. This study 

also pointed out the gap in the literature regarding women religious who are part of a 

university faculty while highlighting issues of gender, religious identity, and culture with 

regard to the leadership and ministry experiences of a Catholic Sister (Delmas & 

Ivankova, 2019). In their earlier research, Delmas and Ivankova (2018) conducted a 

qualitative case study of Catholic Sisters serving as faculty members at public 

universities in the Southern United States. This study noted the lack of scholarly attention 

focused on Catholic Sisters’ contributions as educators even in feminist scholarship 

where the work of women in social services and teaching is examined (Delmas & 

Ivankova, 2018). Expanding the literature by exploring the leadership experiences of 

Catholic Sisters in the areas of anti-trafficking can expand the understanding of 

leadership in social services and education more broadly. 

Several studies looked at the effects of the Sisters Leadership Development 

Initiative (SLDI) on the leadership of Catholic Sisters in Africa (Akruvala et al., 2020; 

Wakahiu & Keller, 2011; Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012). The SLDI is sponsored by the 

Conrad Hilton Foundation’s Catholic Sisters Project. In 2007, a grant from this program 

created the SLDI with the intention of providing leadership training to Catholic Sisters in 

Africa to better equip them to lead projects in their ministries that would contribute to the 

economic and social growth of the people they served (Wakahiu & Keller, 2011). All 

three studies showed positive results for the participants in terms of the skills gained, the 

ability to apply them in their work, and a demonstrated improvement in their programs 

(Akruvala et al., 2020; Wakahiu & Keller, 2011; Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012).  
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A limited pool of research specifically focused on participants in leadership 

development programs sponsored by the Conrad Hilton Foundation (Akruvala et al., 

2020; Wakahiu & Keller, 2011; Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012). Wakahiu and Keller 

(2011) conducted a phenomenological study of nine African Sisters who participated in 

the SLDI. The study showed that through the skills they acquired in the program, the 

Sisters brought about positive change in their educational, healthcare, social, and pastoral 

ministries. The Sisters reported that they not only benefitted from the education they 

received, but from the networks that they established through the program (Wakahiu & 

Keller, 2011). This network increased awareness of innovation and creativity with similar 

projects, allowing for continuous development of the leadership skills of the Sisters 

involved (Wakahiu & Keller, 2011).   

Wakahiu and Salvaterra (2012) used a qualitative case study of three Sisters to 

describe the sustainability leadership strategies used in their ministries after participating 

in the 3-year Hilton Foundation-supported leadership program in East Africa. The study 

concluded that leadership training was a viable strategy for developing the leadership 

skills that would not only support their ministries but also prepare them to take a more 

prominent leadership role among decision makers (Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012). The 

study also demonstrated the importance of mentoring for the participants in the program 

as well as for the mentors (Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012).  

Finally, looking at the impact of the SLDI, Akruvala et al. (2020) used three 

“success stories” from the Sisters’ initiatives as case studies to explore the role of 

Catholic Sisters in their community as leaders, educators, and facilitators of change. They 

found that Catholic Sisters are not only integral members of their community, but also 
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contributed in many additional ways to assisting the marginalized (Akruvala et al., 2020). 

This study provided valuable insight into the role of Sisters in their community and their 

ability to initiate and lead change. Understanding their role in the community, and how 

they lead efforts to address gaps also informs anti-trafficking research.  

Though limited in number, these studies point to the diversity of initiatives that 

Catholic Sisters lead. The studies provide a baseline for understanding the leadership of 

Catholic Sisters. Each of the studies suggests the need to do further research into the 

leadership experiences of Catholic Sisters. This study addressed this gap and built on the 

body of knowledge regarding the leadership of Catholic Sisters. More specifically it 

addressed the gap in the research exploring the leadership experience of Sisters working 

in anti-trafficking initiatives.   

Catholic Sisters and the Fight Against Human Trafficking 

Catholic Sisters are involved both globally and locally in the fight against human 

trafficking. Through this work they seek to prevent trafficking, protect victims, and build 

partnerships to support the fight against human trafficking (USCSAHT, n.d.). While the 

ministry of many congregations of Catholic Sisters has included working to address the 

issue of abuse and sexual exploitation of women and children, this work was formalized 

and expanded to anti-trafficking efforts in 2001 (USCSAHT, n.d.). During the May 2001 

meeting of the International Union of Superiors General (UISG), institutes of women 

religious across the world approved a declaration to: 

Work in solidarity with one another within our own religious communities and in 

the countries in which we are located to address insistently at every level the 

abuse and sexual exploitation of women and children with particular attention to 
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the trafficking of women which has become a lucrative multi-national business. 

(USCSAHT, n.d., Who we are section) 

Since the 2001 declaration of the International Union of Superiors General 

(UISG), Catholic Sisters expanded their anti-trafficking efforts to include not only the 

sexual exploitation of women and girls, but also of men and boys. Further efforts 

expanded to include labor trafficking, and other forms of exploitation such as trafficking 

for organs as well as forced marriages (USCSAHT, n.d.).  

In 2009, Catholic Sisters united their efforts through the establishment of the 

organization Talitha Kum. Talitha Kum, an international network of over 2,000 Catholic 

Sisters from 81 countries, provides the ability to network and share resources that support 

Catholic Sisters in their efforts in prevention, protection and assistance, awareness 

raising, and the denouncement of trafficking in persons (Leary, 2018). In 2019 the U.S. 

State Department, in its annual Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report, recognized the 

effectiveness of Talitha Kum and further recognized the efforts of Sr. Gabriella Bottani 

for her role as the international coordinator for Talitha Kum (United States Department of 

State, 2019). The report described her as one of the most prominent and influential anti-

trafficking advocates in the Catholic diaspora (United States Department of State, 2019). 

Yet despite this level of recognition, there is still very little in the research about the 

experience of Catholic Sisters, and nothing that specifically looks at how they lead in a 

complex environment such as anti-human trafficking efforts. 

Founded in 2013, the U.S. Catholic Sisters Against Human Trafficking 

(USCSAHT) is the U.S. representative for Talitha Kum (USCSAHT, n.d.). According to 

their website, USCSAHT is guided by a vision of “a world without slavery with a 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   28 
 
network of services and resources to inform the public, prevent the crime, and assist 

survivors to achieve a fulfilling life” (USCSAHT, n.d., Main section).  

Catholic Sisters are involved in leading a variety of efforts that address the crime 

of human trafficking. Their initiatives involve education on this issue, survivor services, 

advocacy to pass and strengthen laws against human trafficking, and ensuring 

enforcement of these laws once they are passed (USCSAHT, n.d.). This holistic, 

networked approach includes initiatives that work across organizational lines. They are 

supported through programs that create stakeholder networks with other groups 

addressing this issue in the spheres of business and corporate social responsibility, 

healthcare, education, and also local, state, and federal governments (USCSAHT, 2020).  

Catholic Sisters in Partnership with Both Religious and Secular Organizations 

Catholic Sisters play a unique role in their ministries through working within the 

larger world but being rooted in a religious organization (Arkruval et al., 2020). Catholic 

Sisters work at both the local and international level. Leary (2018) pointed out that 

human trafficking is a crime that has both global and local dimensions and it should be 

fought with tools that are both global and local in nature. Religious organizations provide 

such an approach and have been involved in fighting against human trafficking even 

before the United Nations’ Palermo Protocol of 2000 (Leary, 2018). Religious 

organizations are unique stakeholders in the efforts to combat human trafficking as they 

are positioned to identify this type of exploitation through their work with the poor, 

immigrants, and sexually exploited (Leary, 2018). Thus, both law enforcement and policy 

entities can be supported by religious organizations in the three Ps of prevention, 

protection, and partnership in the anti-trafficking framework set forth by the United 
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Nations (Leary, 2018). Because of their international reach and partnerships with other 

local organizations, religious organizations can both support the detection of trafficking 

activities, and provide assistance to victims (Leary, 2018). 

Pati (2014) further categorized the contributions that religious organizations make 

in the anti-trafficking effort into four categories: education and awareness: advocacy; 

training and technical assistance; and assistance to survivors. While these are general 

categories, they are inclusive regarding how the various groups can accomplish their 

goals (Pati, 2014). While these groups have done considerable work in the areas of 

education, advocacy, training, and victim support, these are steppingstones towards a 

larger effort that is more unified and comprehensive (Pati, 2014). Pati suggested that 

while religious organizations should have a leadership role in these efforts, more needs to 

be done to develop a holistic, collaborative, systems-focused approach. 

Another dimension of their approach to fighting human trafficking is that in 

addition to working with secular organizations, Catholic Sisters also work with members 

of the faith community to enlist their efforts in understanding and combatting human 

trafficking (USCSAHT, n.d.). These collaborations help people of faith understand the 

connection between faith and solidarity with the suffering, and they also provide ways for 

individuals to become active in addressing the many facets of the issue of human 

trafficking (USCSAHT, n.d.).  

Notable in the work of Catholic Sisters is their ability to establish network 

strategies to create partnerships with those who hold a similar vision (Victory & 

Oesterich, 2016). This ability to work at multiple levels can provide examples to leaders 

for taking a systems approach to addressing complex situations (van der Watt, 2020). A 
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systems-approach fundamentally refers to a mindset that emphasizes consideration of the 

whole, an expanded understanding of causality, and recognition that systems are in a 

constant and dynamic flux (Thibodeau et al., 2016).  

Beyond literature that mentioned the involvement of Catholic Sisters in anti-

trafficking efforts (Fisher & Bai, 2018; Pati, 2014; United States Department of State, 

2019; Victory & Oesterich, 2016), the academic search did not identify studies on the 

experience of Catholic Sisters leading initiatives. In order to better understand the 

leadership role that Catholic Sisters play in the fight against human trafficking, it is 

important to understand the complexity of human trafficking and the environment that 

supports it. It is also important to understand the challenges of locating and helping 

victims. These areas are explored in the following sections. 

The Paradox of Human Trafficking 

Though illegal in every country, human trafficking still exists on every continent 

except Antarctica (van der Watt, 2020). Increasingly recognized as a human-rights 

violation, estimates of individuals who are impacted vary widely (Farrell & Pfeffer, 2014; 

Havlicek et al., 2016; Weitzer, 2014). Part of the complexity in understanding the issue of 

human trafficking is the definition itself. There is a seeming lack of consensus on the 

definition in scholarly literature as well as within legal and policy documents and 

discussions (Farrell & Pfeffer, 2014; Havlicek et al., 2016; Weitzer, 2014). Farrell and 

Pfeffer (2014) suggested that the modern concept of human trafficking is new and 

evolving. Foundational to defining human trafficking is the lens of policy and law. These 

fields provide a starting point for defining the issue, outlining policy and legislation, and 

instituting support for victims.  
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Equally complex is estimating the actual number of victims. Estimates of the 

number of victims of human trafficking range from 2.4 million to over 29 million 

(Gallagher, 2015; Hall, 2014; Pati, 2014). This disparity in estimates is because as a 

clandestine activity trafficking, it is difficult to detect, and victims can be fearful of 

coming forward to the authorities (Gallagher, 2015). This disparity in definitions and the 

ability to clearly estimate the number of victims render it difficult to understand the scope 

and generate a response. 

While legal definitions of human trafficking provide a basis for policy and law 

enforcement anti-trafficking responses, impact and response go beyond policy and law 

enforcement. Sectors such as immigration, labor and health, and development and trade 

are also impacted by and can work against trafficking (van der Watt, 2019). For example, 

economic, legal, and political factors can cause vulnerable women to be trafficked out of 

source countries and into destination countries (Bell & Banks, 2018).  

The complexities of human trafficking suggest that it cannot be treated as a single 

issue, but rather it needs a systems approach that recognizes complex systems needed to 

develop solutions (van der Watt, 2019). However, understanding the complexity of legal, 

law enforcement, and medical aspects provides a foundation for understanding the issues 

involved. This in turn creates understanding of the impact of trafficking and can assist in 

building initiatives to combat trafficking and support victims. These areas will be briefly 

addressed further below. 

Human Trafficking Definitions in International Law 

In the year 2000, the United Nations enacted a series of protocols aimed at 

combatting trafficking in persons. Known as the Palermo Protocol, it was enacted in 
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2000 and went into effect in 2003 (Hall, 2014). It is a protocol aimed at prosecution of 

traffickers, protection of trafficking victims, and prevention of trafficking (Hall, 2014). 

Article 3 of the Protocol defines trafficking in persons as:  

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons by means 

of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, or abduction, of fraud, of 

deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving 

or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall 

include at a minimum the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms 

of sexual exploitation, forced labour [sic] or service, slavery or practices similar 

to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. (Davy, 2015, p. 320) 

In the case of trafficking of children under the age of 18, the Palermo Protocol 

provides a different definition. In the case of trafficking in children, the situation is 

different. Proof that force, deception, or that any other form of coercion or abuse of 

power or vulnerability was used is not required to meet the definition (Davy, 2015). 

Rather, it is only necessary to show that an act of recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harboring, or receipt of a child for the specific purpose of exploitation has taken place 

(Davy, 2015). 

The Palermo Protocol, ratified by 173 member states, provides the definition 

under which these actions can be prosecuted as transnational crimes. This definition 

offers a starting point for individual nations to build definitions of trafficking that occur 

within national borders and are not transnational in nature (Gallagher & Ezeilo, 2015). 

While individuals can be prosecuted under the Palermo Protocol, corporations cannot 
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(Jeßberger, 2016). Two years after the Protocol’s adoption, verbiage was added to 

provide protection to victims. Specifically, the UN trafficking Principles and Guidelines 

declared: 

Trafficked persons shall not be detained, charged or prosecuted for the illegality 

of their entry into or residence in countries of transit and destination, or for their 

involvement in unlawful activities to the extent that such involvement is a direct 

consequence of their situation as trafficked persons. (Gallagher & Ezeilo, 2015, p. 

925) 

With international laws and agreements in place, individual countries can develop 

laws to address the issues within their borders. Based on the international laws, individual 

countries can also then establish national and local laws and ensure common definitions 

for enforcement. 

Definitions in United States Law 

U.S. law defines trafficking as the recruitment, transportation, or harboring of a 

person, for the purpose of labor, that involves the use of “force, fraud, or coercion” of 

adults or the involvement of youth under the age of 18 (Hall, 2014). This definition of 

human trafficking was codified in the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 

(TVPA). This was the first contemporary anti-slavery legislation (Hall, 2014). The TVPA 

was further amended by the Trafficking Victims Re-authorization Act of 2003, 2005, 

2008, and 2013. Initially, the TVPA focused on international trafficking and foreign 

survivors in the U.S. (Siskin & Wyler, 2013). Starting with the 2005 amendment, U.S. 

victims of trafficking were fully recognized as victims of a crime (Clayton et al., 2013). 

To give further protection to children, congress passed the Preventing Sex Trafficking Act 
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of 2014. This was the first federal bill that situated commercial sexual exploitation and 

sexual trafficking of children as organized sexual abuse of children and adolescents 

(Havlicek et al., 2016). However, state-level legislation lagged behind, and it was not 

until 2013 that all U.S. States criminalized human trafficking (Hall, 2014). This lack of 

clear legal guidance made it difficult to enforce laws against traffickers, and to provide 

support to victims (Havlicek et al., 2016). 

Human Trafficking and Terrorist Groups 

A complex problem, human trafficking extends beyond the areas of human rights 

and organized crime into the realm of national security (Pati, 2014). While legislation is 

in effect to assist governments in the fight against human trafficking, these laws are 

almost impossible to enforce in areas of conflict or those impacted by transnational 

terrorist groups (Pati, 2014; Raben, 2018). It is a part of complex phenomena that 

interconnects old and new security threats, such as ethnic intolerance, terrorism, sudden 

crises, and hostilities (Titko & Kurtynets, 2019). This interconnection moves it from the 

realm of organized crime and human rights violations to being linked to terrorist groups 

and Violent Extremist Organizations (VEOs; Titko & Kurtynets, 2019). 

Human trafficking is also an activity that terrorist groups use to finance their 

operations (Pati, 2014; Raben, 2018). For example, the terrorist group ISIS has used 

human trafficking as both a source of revenue and a tool of genocide (Raben, 2018). As 

part of their campaign to remove Yazidis and Christians, ISIS created open public 

markets for human trafficking, selling kidnapped women, girls, and boys (Raben, 2018). 

The Salafi Network (Global Salafi Jihad) which operates extensively in Mexico and parts 
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of Central America, uses human trafficking to bankroll their operations and also uses 

human trafficking routes to gain access to the United States (Pati, 2014).  

Understanding this dynamic is important for those working in conflict zones or 

supporting relief efforts. Beyond international relief efforts, there is also an impact on 

national security. As Pati (2014) pointed out, human trafficking is a crime that inherently 

breeds more crime, while also impacting society, individuals, and a nation’s security. 

These multiple layers and interconnections further complicate the necessary activities to 

aid in countering trafficking. 

It is important to understand the various definitions as they impact the types of 

responses available to anti-trafficking groups. Whether working at a local level or the 

international level, the types of trafficking and the laws that apply to traffickers must be 

understood in order to target anti-trafficking efforts. This dynamic set of definitions are a 

further reflection of the complexity of trafficking. As this study drew on participants 

working at different levels, it is important to understand the type of trafficking they are 

combatting and the legal parameters that affect their work. 

Human Trafficking as a Wicked Problem 

Understanding the complex definitions of human trafficking is essential to help 

leaders address the dynamics of the issues they will face in building efforts to combat 

trafficking and provide support for victims. Legal definitions can build the foundation for 

efforts in identifying victims and ensuring they get the assistance they need without the 

fear of legal prosecution. Yet the myriad of definitions and the far-reaching scope of this 

issue, mean that there is not one solution to fix this complex problem. For the purposes of 

this study, human trafficking was defined as set forth in the Palermo Protocol. 
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Given the scope of human trafficking as a cross-border, multiorganizational, and 

cross-jurisdictional activity and that no single actor can adequately address all facets of 

trafficking, it can be termed a “wicked problem” (Erikson & Larsson, 2020). The term 

“wicked problems” has been in use since the 1970s and was used by Rittel and Webber 

(1973) to describe the inadequacy of planning to address complex issues. Their use of the 

term wicked was not meant to connote something “ethically deplorable” or to imply 

malicious intent (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 155). Rather the term wicked problem is used 

to refer to problems with a level of complexity so great that there is not agreement on the 

definition or solution (Peters, 2017). Dentoni and Bitzer (2013) suggested that there are 

three main characteristics of wicked problems: they mutate over time, their causes and 

effects are scientifically uncertain, and they involve value conflicts among different 

stakeholders in society.  

Rittel and Webber (1973), suggested 10 characteristics to define the concept of 

wicked problems: 

(1) Wicked problems are difficult to define. There is no definite formulation. 

(2) Wicked problems have no stopping rule. 

(3) Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad. 

(4) There is no immediate or ultimate test for solutions. 

(5) All attempts to solutions have effects that may not be reversible or forgettable. 

(6) These problems have no clear solution, and perhaps not even a set of possible 

solutions. 

(7) Every wicked problem is essentially unique. 

(8) Every wicked problem may be a symptom of another problem. 
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(9) There are multiple explanations for the wicked problem. 

(10) The planner (policymaker) has no right to be wrong. (pp. 155-166) 

To this criteria, Peters (2017) added that wicked problems also involve multiple 

actors, are socially and politically complex, and include the political difficulty of 

decision-making in more participatory and politically complex environments. 

Multistakeholder Initiatives to Confront Wicked Problems 

To address wicked problems requires a shift in focus beyond a narrow scope and 

taking multiple issues and areas into consideration. Rittel and Webber (1973) pointed out 

that wicked problems are too complex to address through conventional, linear planning 

models. Innes and Booher (2016) suggested an approach that is instead based in the 

concept of collaborative rationality. Collaborative rationality builds on collaborative 

dialogue and multilayered information to deal with wicked problems (Innes & Booher, 

2016). It is considered rational in that it includes a full range of views, draws on well-

vetted information, and provides conclusions that can withstand scrutiny (Innes & 

Booher, 2016). To provide the varied viewpoints, participants in such collaboration 

should be diverse, and information should be shared among the participants (Innes & 

Booher, 2016). Thus, rational collaboration provides additional insights to the problem 

and provides the potential for new and innovative solutions (Innes & Booher, 2016). 

While drawing on the insights of multiple stakeholders can be an advantage to 

addressing wicked problem, it can also result in challenges. Stakeholders addressing a 

problem can have different interpretations of the problem, causes, and solutions (Kreuter, 

2004). This can further complicate the response to the problem and create unintended 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   38 
 
consequences and potentially new problems. Leaders need to be in tune with changes in 

stakeholder goals and understandings, as well as the impacts of actions (Kreuter, 2004). 

Wicked problems present leaders with the challenges of interconnected subsets of 

problems that cross multiple domains. Further, they can affect individuals, groups of 

people, or organizations (Weber & Khademian, 2008). Given this cross-sectional aspect 

of wicked problems, networks can be critical in addressing wicked problems rather than a 

traditional stove-piped, single solution approach (Weber & Khademian, 2008). Reviews 

of literature on wicked problems demonstrate that there are problems that cannot be fixed 

by simply changing a law or policy, given that wicked problems involve interconnected 

subsets and a variety of players (Dentoni & Bitzer, 2015). Further complicating the 

problem is the complex environment in which the problem of tuman trafficking thrives. 

The Global VUCA Environment of Human Trafficking 

In addition to being a wicked problem, human trafficking is taking place within a 

complex environment. These environments can be characterized as volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous (VUCA; Du & Chen, 2018). While VUCA was initially used to 

describe military scenarios, the term VUCA has moved beyond military usage and can 

reflect a rapidly changing environment characterized by the high mobility of people and 

goods, changing state borders, as well as increasing technological interconnectivity 

(Codreanu, 2016). Volatility can refer to sudden and extreme fluctuations in economy, 

sociopolitics, or geopolitics that could not be forecasted or described along previous 

patterns (Codreanu, 2016). Given these fluctuations, previous experiences or best 

practices cannot provide solid indicators or solutions (Codreanu, 2016). Uncertainty is 

thus created due to the lack of forecasting events or solutions. Complexity speaks to the 
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difficulty in understanding the intricacies of the situation (Codreanu, 2016). Ambiguity is 

a result of volatility, uncertainty, and complexity and the inability to give a specific 

solution or choose from a variety of valid alternatives that may not apply if one factor 

changes (Codreanu, 2016).  

Pandemic-Fueled VUCA 

The Covid-19 pandemic raised the VUCA environment of human trafficking to a 

new level. Simultaneously, industry, healthcare, politics, and every aspect of community 

life has been impacted on an international level. Air and other means of travel were 

impacted to the point of coming to a complete standstill. Borders were closed. Yet there 

were still the basic human needs of safety, health, and security that required attention. 

Groups serving vulnerable populations were suddenly in an even more precarious 

situation than they had previously encountered (Bottani, 2020). As with other disasters, 

the Covid-19 pandemic caused both individual and social trauma and acted like a lens 

magnifying and worsening injustices and vulnerabilities across the world (Bottani, 2020). 

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) the capacity of 

state authorities and non-governmental organizations have been severely curtailed 

because of the pandemic (UNODC, 2020). While many critical services stopped, human 

trafficking actually continued.  

The Covid-19 pandemic presented leaders with new and unforeseen challenges. 

The pandemic constituted a major international health emergency that also brought major 

economic and financial crises (Lucchese & Pianta, 2020). This pandemic brought rapid 

changes to not only health, but also the basics of daily life, social relationships, and 

economic prospects across the globe (Lucchese & Pianta, 2020). These impacts in turn 
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had severe consequences for already marginalized or vulnerable populations such as 

women, children, ethnic minorities, undocumented foreign citizens, and indigenous 

peoples (WHO, 2020). 

A key factor in this vulnerability, along with the spread of Covid-19, is the 

economic impact of job loss. Job loss coupled with an increase in the price of essential 

goods has caused a corresponding global increase in hunger, housing insecurity, debt, and 

human mobility. All of these vulnerabilities can lead to exploitation by traffickers 

(Bottani, 2020). The conditions created by Covid-19 have also generated a rise in indoor 

and online exploitation including domestic violence and sexual exploitation of women, 

children, and adolescents (Bottani, 2020). Domestic violence can force people into 

looking for an escape to the “promise” of a better place. Additionally, the search for job 

opportunities can create the same situation and instead lead individuals to traffickers 

(Bottani, 2020). The closure of borders also causes internal problems.  With the inability 

to travel between countries, there is an increase in internal migrants and displaced 

persons due to the loss of jobs and closures of support centers (Bottani, 2020).    

The UNDOC pointed out that the exceptional measures taken to stop the spread of 

Covid-19 also served to push human trafficking further underground and caused 

traffickers to find new ways of conducting their business (UNODC, 2020). Victims were 

also at a heightened risk due to their lack of healthcare and being pushed into more 

dangerous activities that heightened their risk of contracting the virus (UNODC, 2020). 

Given the rapid rise in unemployment, previously vulnerable populations became even 

more vulnerable to debt bondage, sex trafficking, and other exploitation (UNODC, 2020). 

The situation was further compounded in that organizations supporting victims had less 
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access to funding, food, and medical supplies due to pandemic-related measures 

(UNODC, 2020). Additionally, given the restrictions in movement, victims had fewer 

opportunities to get away from their traffickers (UNODC, 2020).  

The VUCA nature of the environment in which trafficking exists adds complexity 

in how to combat trafficking but also how to identify and care for the victims of 

trafficking. Issues such as the pandemic have not only increased impact to victims, they 

have also complicated support for victims. Supporting victims is as complex as 

trafficking. and the environment in which it unfolds. 

The Complexity of Identifying and Supporting Human Trafficking Victims 

Before victims and survivors can be supported and protected, they must first be 

identified. However, part of the difficulty in identifying the magnitude of those impacted 

by human trafficking is the clandestine nature of trafficking and the unwillingness of 

victims to come forward due to fear of retaliation (Gallagher, 2015). Victims of human 

trafficking are in situations as diverse as forced prostitution, agricultural, factory, and 

domestic labor, debt bondage; and the provision of human organs (Weitzer, 2014). 

Victims are often recruited from vulnerable populations or areas by traffickers who 

promise economic prosperity, education, or security (Farrell & Pfeffer, 2014). Victims 

can be trafficked “domestically” within national and local borders or internationally 

between other countries (Havlicek et al., 2016). Thus, it is both a global and local issue 

with victims facing various types of forced labor. 

Havlicek et al. (2016) noted that proper identification and classification of victims 

is critical to the correct application of laws and the appropriate provision of services to 

victims. For example, a key issue is trafficked minors who may be labeled as prostitutes 
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or juvenile delinquents and treated as criminals rather than identified and treated as 

victims (Havlicek et al., 2016). To provide non-punitive support for the minors, many 

jurisdictions have established “Safe Harbor” laws. The intent of Safe Harbor laws is to 

provide a non-punitive response to minors who are arrested for prostitution through 

decriminalization and/or diverting them from juvenile justice to child welfare or other 

service system (Havlicek et al., 2016). 

Pati (2014) outlined the wide variety of victims of human trafficking. Thus, 

research regarding the victims of human trafficking falls into several key domains 

including legal, medical, psychological, and social justice. This variety of domains also 

indicates the need for a multistakeholder approach in addressing the issue because of its 

many layers.  

Challenges in Identifying and Supporting Victims 

Despite the legal and policy vehicles in place to combat human trafficking, it is 

still difficult for victims of human trafficking to leave their situations. In many cases, 

victims are fearful of coming forward. There are often barriers in bringing their situation 

to the attention of medical providers. These can include the abusers’ physical and 

psychological control of the human trafficking victim, the human trafficking patient-

victim’s feelings of fear and shame, or a lack of trust in healthcare providers due to fear 

and/or previous negative experiences in the healthcare setting (Richie-Zavaleta et al., 

2020; Stoklosa et al., 2015). Victims may have a fear of the legal ramifications of coming 

forward such as arrest or deportation (Konstantopoulos et al., 2013). Developing and 

adopting holistic models and frameworks for identifying victims of human trafficking can 
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provide a foundation for providing for the safety and support of victims, allowing them to 

heal and reintegrate into society (Richie-Zavaleta et al., 2020). 

In order to help identify victims, common criteria are needed to build 

foundational definitions. Given the diversity of types of trafficking as well as the 

diversity of age, race, socioeconomic status, and gender of victims, common sets of 

criteria for identifying victims, (especially minors) are key to supporting victims. A key 

theme for understanding the experience of human trafficking victims and how to best 

support their rescue and rehabilitation is the importance of having a basic definition 

(O’Brien, 2019; van der Watt, 2019). This definition can then be used to educate and 

train others to identify the signs of trafficking. 

One way of identifying victims is through educating others to raise awareness of 

the signs of human trafficking. Raising awareness of human trafficking and ways of 

identifying victims are effective ways to fight human trafficking (Donnelly et al., 2019). 

Just as combatting human trafficking requires efforts from a variety of sectors, care for 

victims requires a multidisciplinary response to supporting victims. A multidisciplinary 

collaborative approach that includes the efforts of public health, medicine, legal, and 

human rights fields can address gaps and provide better support and restoration for 

victims (Stoklosa et al., 2017).  

Key Groups in Identifying and Supporting Victims 

Given the hesitancy of victims to come forward, sectors such as social service 

providers, medical professionals, first responders, and religious organizations can play a 

key role in identifying victims. Since 2015, the U.S. government has encouraged 

healthcare providers to build their awareness of human trafficking and to use screening 
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protocols to identify and assist victims. Very few states have mandated this in law. 

However, some efforts have begun to include provisions for healthcare providers in some 

parts of the U.S., but there are still very few states where this is required (Richie-Zavaleta 

et al., 2020).  

Medical practitioners can be instrumental in identifying victims of HT and 

ensuring that they get the support they need (Richie-Zavaleta et al., 2020). However, 

medical practitioners face several barriers to identifying victims including a lack of 

awareness of HT;  a lack of identification protocols and limited evidence-based training 

curricula on addressing the needs of HT patient-victims; time constraints and strained 

financial resources; physical space challenges such as the lack of private rooms for victim 

identification; and the absence of a victim-centered and trauma-informed approach to 

screening and care (Beck et al.,  2015).  

As emergency medical services (EMS) emergency departments (ED) are often at 

the front lines, they are uniquely equipped to intervene with human trafficking victims. 

Given the clandestine nature of trafficking victims, recognition of victims by medical 

personnel may not always be simple. However, there are certain factors that could alert 

first responders to a trafficking situation (Donnelly et al., 2019). While an awareness of 

these signs can help EMS workers play a critical role in identifying victims of trafficking, 

not all EMS responders receive training to build this awareness. In an exploratory study 

using an anonymous online survey, Donnelly et al. (2019) found that less than half of the 

EMS professionals who responded had received training on how to identify human 

trafficking. While there are a variety of screening tools that can assist medical 
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practitioners in identifying trafficking victims, these tools are not in regular use by all 

practitioners (Bespalova et al., 2016). 

While law enforcement and medical providers can play a role in identifying 

victims, social service organizations, especially religious organizations, can also aid in 

both identifying and providing support for victims. This involves looking beyond singular 

issues or groups and harnessing resources and talents into an effective, holistic network to 

combat this complex issue. The variety of disciplines represented in the anti-trafficking 

literature represent the various ways of understanding and combatting human trafficking. 

These groups do not only work in their own specialty, often, they collaborate to share 

information and efforts to provide more effective ways of combatting trafficking and 

supporting victims. 

Collaborative Efforts to Combat Trafficking 

From international efforts and laws to local law enforcement and victim support 

groups, there are wide range of projects aimed at ending human trafficking and 

supporting the victims (van der Watt, 2019). The United Nations framework outlines 

three key areas that need to be addressed in anti-trafficking efforts: prevention, 

protection, and partnership (Leary, 2018). These efforts require collaboration among a 

variety of stakeholders and networking across a variety of sectors.  

When these partnerships are transformative, they move beyond mitigation of the 

issue to a systemic change (Lagon, 2015). In Sweden one such platform facilitated 

collaboration across organizational boundaries and among civil society actors to address 

the issue of human trafficking (Erikson & Larson, 2020). To explore a successful 

collaboration between civil society actors Erickson and Larson conducted interviews with 
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key players and conducted a study of key policy documents of the Swedish Civil Society 

Platform. They found that it positively facilitated collaboration of a broad range of 

organizations to coordinate activities. Further, while it provided opportunities for 

partnerships, member organizations still retained the autonomy to function as 

independent entities (Erikson & Larson, 2020). This in return better supported efforts to 

combat trafficking and support victims. 

When anti-trafficking efforts are seen as a system with multiple parts, groups as 

diverse as law enforcement, the medical field, the educational field, and social justice 

efforts can come together to form partnerships to target each of the facets of anti-

trafficking efforts. As members of religious organizations while simultaneously working 

in the fields of medicine, education, and social justice, Catholic Sisters have a unique role 

in anti-trafficking. In anti-trafficking initiatives, cross-organizational efforts can also take 

the form of Third Sector Organizations (TSO). In complex environments, TSOs, 

comprised of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), nonprofit organizations (NPOs), 

and voluntary organizations, assist governmental agencies by providing various social, 

humanitarian, political, and cultural services (van der Watt, 2019). These organizations 

can also network to provide transnational advocacy. Transnational advocacy brings 

together a network or community of International NGOs and other state and nonstate 

actors that can influence policy outcomes and transform the terms and nature of the 

debate (van der Watt, 2019). The variety of organizations, stakeholders, and other entities 

involved with combatting trafficking at both the local and international level are a 

reflection of the need for a collaborative, holistic approach for addressing the issue. 
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Leadership Research, Wicked Problems, and the Anti-Trafficking Context 

 As leaders engage in developing and implementing anti-trafficking initiatives, 

they must take into consideration a complex system of challenges. These issues range 

from understanding the complexity of trafficking itself to understanding the diversity of 

stakeholders and developing the skills required to combat trafficking. In leading anti-

trafficking issues, they are faced with a wicked problem that is unfolding in a VUCA 

environment further complicated by a worldwide pandemic. This requires not only 

building awareness about these challenges but also developing the skills to address them. 

In building these skills, leaders need to draw on what they know about leading operations 

while incorporating education on how to lead for adaptability and complexity (Uhl-Bien 

& Arena, 2017). 

Dynamics and Definitions of Leadership 

With the increasing challenges faced by leaders across the global community, the 

context and definitions of leadership are also changing (Satterwhite et al., 2015). In this 

complexity “facts are uncertain, values in conflict, stakes are high and decisions are 

urgent, and an extended peer community is required for the resolution of the relevant 

issues” (Gough et al., 1998, pp. 19-20). In building this community to meet issues, 

leadership also becomes “the art of engaging a community in facing up to complex 

collective problems” (Grint, 2020, p. 18).           

Heifetz (2006) described leadership as building “new cultural norms that enable 

people to meet an ongoing stream of adaptive challenges, realities, and pressures,” further 

adding that  
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“... leadership develops an organization or community’s adaptive capacity” (p. 76). 

Heifetz (2006) suggested that leadership is a property of social systems that draws in 

increasingly more participants and addresses collective challenges. To meet these 

challenges, leaders must develop an organization’s adaptive capacity (Heifetz, 2006).  

Just as definitions of leadership are evolving, so are the measures of effectiveness. 

Satterwhite et al. (2015) argued that effective leadership is “that which helps 

communities and organizations make meaning of and effectively adapt to complex 

adaptive challenges” (p. 11).  Further, the effectiveness of a leader “is related more to the 

sharing of meaning in a community than it is to any particular style or approach to 

leadership” (Drath, 2001, p. 28).                  

In examining human trafficking and the efforts to combat it, underlying concepts 

such as wicked problems, VUCA, and partnerships provide a taxonomy for 

understanding the dynamics of the issues. A leadership framework for anti-trafficking 

efforts must address these complex issues as well as building the networks to combat it. 

Understanding the underlying issues and examining leadership best practices can provide 

tools for leading in complexity. 

Leading in the Face of Wicked Problems 

The inherent complexity of wicked problems presents a unique constellation of 

challenges for leaders. Wicked problems involve interconnected subsets and a variety of 

players (Dentoni et al., 2018). This combination of stakeholders and issues presents 

difficulties for leaders in developing solutions. This collective engagement also has an 

impact on how leadership and authority is manifested in these organizations. In 

collaborative engagements, Grint (2010) argued that “wicked problems require the 
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transfer of authority from individual to collective because only collective engagement can 

hope to address the problem” (p. 18). Satterwhite (2010) further argued that “leaders help 

make meaning of adaptive challenges” (p. 241). In making meaning, leaders not only 

help to understand and respond to wicked problems, but also help each member to 

understand their particular role in these complex systems (Satterwhite, 2010). 

Hartman (2012) pointed out that wicked problems require leaders to plan for a 

future that is unknown and uncertain. Tools to inform this planning include increasing 

dialogue to fill in the information gaps and address the complexity and uncertainty. In 

developing a strategy to address wicked problems, Innes and Boher (2015) suggested that 

collaborative dialogue and multifaceted information can help to build the foundation. 

They pointed out that this collaborative rationality can create a dialogue that when 

properly conducted: 

can get players to back off rigid positions and find other options that further their 

interests, to cooperate in ways that enlarge the pie for all, to learn not just new 

ways of solving problems, but also to acquire the insights to reframe the wicked 

into the manageable, and ultimately to rethink goals and purposes to be more 

realistic. (p. 8)  

Leadership in a VUCA Environment 

Anti-trafficking efforts are operationalized in a VUCA environment. Schoemaker 

et al. (2018) argued that understanding the VUCA nature of an environment is critical for 

leaders to understand challenges and then develop solutions. In addressing the challenges 

of a VUCA environment, leaders need foresight and management tools to develop a 

mindset for facing VUCA environments. Jari and Lauraéus (2019) noted the importance 
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of vision or foresight as an essential tool for leaders facing the VUCA environment. Keys 

to managing in a VUCA environment are agility, information knowledge management, 

restructuring, and experimentation (Jari & Lauraéus, 2019).  

Du and Chen (2017) suggested that leaders apply organizational dexterity as a 

means of operating within a VUCA environment. Organizational dexterity incorporates 

undertaking actions to address two heterogenous situations simultaneously as a way to 

deepen understanding and explore new solutions (Heracleous et al., 2017). As 

organizational ambidexterity helps maintain strategic agility by being both aligned to the 

existing environment and adaptive to possible turbulence it has been considered 

particularly relevant in conditions of environmental volatility and uncertainty (Williams 

et al., 2017). 

One danger for leaders is that VUCA can be used as a reason not to plan (Millar 

et al., 2018). Rather than using piecemeal solutions, Millar et al. (2018) pointed out the 

criticality of planning especially in a VUCA environment. In doing so, leaders must 

simultaneously look at the four components of VUCA individually as well as how they 

operate as a whole. 

Leadership Challenges of the Pandemic 

The challenges presented by the Covid-19 pandemic presented a crises of 

leadership theory and practice given the radical uncertainty, lack of clear information, 

and global nature of the issue (Tourish, 2020). Tourish pointed out that the pandemic 

presents leaders with more than a public health crisis, but also an economic, social, and 

political crisis that will leave an impact for many years to come. The uncertainty was 

compounded by the complex interconnectedness of our global world. Despite the 
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uncertainty, decisions still need to be made, acknowledging a higher potential for failure 

(Tourish, 2020). The uncertainty is further amplified by the ambiguity of evidence for 

leaders to make decisions. 

Tourish (2020) suggested that in the context of the pandemic, leaders lacked the 

normal key tools such as obvious precedents, clear solutions, or straightforward criteria to 

evaluate the situation. In light of the pandemic, Tourish suggested that new theories that 

account for the challenges of coping with radical uncertainty need to be explored and 

incorporated into practice. Moving forward, Tourish suggested that leadership scholars 

can provide key insights into “analyzing leadership dynamics, [and can] warn, and 

identify positive leadership where it exists” (p. 270) in turn challenging old theories and 

developing new ones. 

Leading Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement in Anti-Trafficking 

Leading initiatives aimed at solving wicked problems such as human trafficking 

goes beyond understanding the complexity to drawing on the insights from collaborative 

networks to develop and implement solutions. Collaboration has long been at the heart of 

anti-trafficking efforts (Lagon, 2015). When these partnerships are transformative, they 

move beyond mitigation of the issue to a systemic change (Lagon, 2015). Understanding 

the benefits and challenges of collaborations and partnerships support leaders in 

developing approaches to wicked problems and effecting this kind of change. 

To explore a successful collaboration between civil society Erickson and Larson 

(2020) interviewed key informants and conducted a study of key policy documents of the 

Swedish Civil Society Platform. They found that it positively facilitated collaboration of 

a broad range of stakeholders and organizations to coordinate activities. The study 
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suggested the need for collaborative leadership to manage the collaborative relationships, 

build the goals, and manage conflicts that may arise. 

The importance of leaders playing a role in guiding the agenda and managing 

conflict was also cited in a study looking at the benefits and challenges of interagency 

coalitions addressing sex trafficking. Gerassi et al. (2017) interviewed 24 members from 

18 organizations involved in three interagency coalitions. They found that coalitions 

increased collaborations and public awareness. However, there were also tensions around 

viewpoints on issues and resourcing. The authors provided recommendations on 

replicating benefits and addressing these challenges and tensions. The strategies included 

building awareness, interdisciplinary development of training, and building connections. 

Understanding these challenges and best practices can help leaders address them and 

build stronger coalitions.  

While coalitions are proven as an effective way of building anti-trafficking 

efforts, the leadership within these efforts must also be considered. Hounmenou (2020) 

conducted a study in the U.S. examining the involvement of statewide anti-trafficking 

coalitions and the perception of member organizations of the effectiveness of these 

coalitions. The study drew on survey data from 73 leaders of member organizations. The 

data showed that organizations reflected a diversity of services that that could support the 

state’s response to anti-trafficking efforts. However, limited commitment, lack of visible 

leadership, and a failure to engage members were identified as issues with these 

coalitions. Hounmenou (2020) suggested the importance of addressing leadership issues 

in coalitions. Leaders are key in fostering partnerships, engaging diverse stakeholders, 

and managing the coalition. Further, leaders should play a central role in not only 
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planning and coordinating activities, but in setting goals, assessing feedback, and 

identifying best practices (Hounmenou, 2020). 

Survivor Leaders as Key Collaborators 

A key perspective that is often overlooked but that should be included is that of 

the is that of the survivor (Le, 2017). Le (2017) suggested that as leaders build anti-

trafficking policies and programs, they should ensure they are using the best available 

data combined with partnerships with relevant stakeholders. Building the evidence base 

not only informs initiatives but helps target resources as well. Input from survivors is 

important to building this evidence base (Le, 2017). Le (2017) further suggested that 

including survivors provides them opportunities for growth and leadership and allows 

them to break away from the cycle of exploitation through empowerment. 

Collaborative approaches that deliberately and meaningfully include survivor 

voices can support and improve anti-trafficking efforts (Lockyear, 2020). Lockyear 

(2020) conducted a qualitative analysis of survivor-authored and informed literature to 

examine survivor perspectives and the survivor-leader approach to anti-trafficking 

efforts. The study presented more equitable, ethical, and meaningful inclusion of 

survivors in organizational process. Four key themes emerged to inform leaders to 

facilitate this inclusion: planning for tensions and paradoxes when working with 

survivors, valuing the expertise of survivors, engaging survivors in trauma-informed 

ways, and designing processes and mechanisms for meaningful survivor input (Lockyear, 

2020). The study further found that by centering the experience of survivors the 

development of more effective policies and interventions evolved. This allowed the 

participants to “reframe structures of power and authority in anti-trafficking organizations 
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yet there are challenges and organizations must find ways to facilitate ethical and 

meaningful inclusion of survivors” (p. 1). 

Le et al (2017) suggested not only engaging with relevant stakeholders but 

sharing and building on the information and evidenced gathered. In fighting trafficking at 

many levels, the authors suggested a need to build an evidence base that informs 

interventions, facilitates new initiatives, and maximizes resources. Leaders need to foster 

collective learning processes involve input from a variety of stakeholders and in turn 

ensure the sharing of this information. 

Building an Agile Mindset for Anti-Trafficking Leaders 

Ooms and Pipenbrink (2021) suggested the concept of open innovation as a 

strategy that leaders can use to approach wicked problems. Open innovation is “the 

purposive management and utilization of knowledge flows to and from external partners 

for innovation (Ooms & Piepenbrink, 2021, p. 62). In a case study of health care service 

innovation, they showed how barriers could be overcome with the fostering of open 

innovation. Their findings further showed that in employing open innovation, partners 

were able to leverage their differences and confront wicked problems. Their findings 

suggested ways that leaders can better manage collaborations to overcome barriers 

through drawing on a diverse set of partners to develop solutions. 

Common to each of the challenges in leading anti-trafficking initiatives is the 

need to look at the underlying systems at play, the need to build collaborative networks, 

and the need to include multiple perspectives and relevant data in the solutions. In 

leading in the face of complex, wicked problems, new approaches to collaboration, 

partnerships, and the sharing and processing of data are critical. This requires leaders 
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have a different way of thinking. Leadership constructs must incorporate emergent 

concepts such as systems in order to address match the realities of the world and the 

challenges it seeks to address. (Satterwhite et al., 2015).  

Approaching wicked problems such as human trafficking from a systems-thinking 

perspective allows leaders a framework for moving towards courses of action while also 

allowing for the agility to deal with the inherent uncertainty. Planning in the face of this 

uncertainty may lead to unintended consequences. Systems thinking can provide a way of 

coping with unintended consequences and leveraging the change they create to generate 

order from chaos (Wheatley, 1999). Approaching wicked problems from a systems-

thinking perspective allows leaders a framework for moving towards courses of action 

while also allowing for the agility to deal with the inherent uncertainty. As a cognitive 

approach, systems thinking provides leaders a “high-resolution lens” to see these 

dynamics and chart a way forward (Wheatly, 1999, p. 169). The lens of systems thinking 

gives leaders a new view of the interconnectedness and allows for the understanding that 

a change in one area can impact other areas. 

Systems-Thinking Approach to Leading Anti-Trafficking Initiatives 

Problems such as human trafficking continue to grow in complexity. 

Understanding problems of such complexity, and the development of solutions, is better 

supported through a systems framework. A systems-thinking paradigm takes into account 

the political, social, economic, environmental, and community systems (Thibodeau et al., 

2016). Understanding the wicked problem of human trafficking and the VUCA nature of 

the environment in which it thrives, provides the foundation to understanding the 

challenges that Catholic Sisters face as they experience leading anti-trafficking efforts. 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   56 
 
Human trafficking itself is a global, complex, dynamic issue that requires a systems 

approach in order to begin to address (van der Watt, 2020). Counter-trafficking efforts 

cover a myriad of disciplines and perspectives including criminology, politics, law, 

human rights, sociology, and public health (van der Watt, 2019).  

Human trafficking as an issue can be described as a complex, global, multi-

system, multi-player system. A systems approach is appropriate to both understand and 

build anti-trafficking efforts (van der Watt, 2020). Human trafficking can also be 

described as a system because of the relationships and synergies resident in this complex 

activity. In fact, van der Watt (2019) described human trafficking as a complex system. 

The interrelationships and interconnectivity within and between complex systems in 

human trafficking, and the activities to combat it, are both dynamic and systemic (van der 

Watt, 2019). Complex systems interact with their environment in terms of both energy 

and information exchange and must be able to adapt to environmental changes (van der 

Watt, 2019, p. 774). Understanding how the systems that make up human trafficking 

interact with their environment can help leaders determine where to leverage 

interventions to change the systems and implement anti-trafficking efforts. 

Systems thinking is a “discipline for seeing wholes” and provides a “framework 

for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than 

static snapshots” (Senge, 2006, p. 68). It is also a discipline for “seeing the structures that 

underlie complex situations” (Senge, 2006, p. 69). Systems thinking considers the various 

factors of an issue, and thus can serve as the foundation to build a framework for 

solutions to address these complex problems (Dervitsiotis, 2005). Systems thinking is 

seeing the whole beyond the parts and the ability to see the parts in relation to the whole 
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(Shaked & Schechter, 2020). This expanded view gives leaders a larger perspective on 

the issue and in turn the potential solutions. 

Systems Thinking: Background 

The concept of systems thinking gained particular attention during the mid-20th 

century alongside complexity theory, quantum physics, and general systems theory 

(Thibodeau et al., 2016). It was a response to the reductionist thinking that attempted to 

explain social and biological phenomena (von Bertalanffy, 1968). Von Bertalanffy (1968) 

suggested that reductionism was not equipped to addressed problems of complexity and 

interdependence. Systems theory proposed that rather than looking at individual parts of a 

system, organisms should be studied as a whole system (von Bertalanffy, 1968). By 

highlighting the importance of understanding whole systems, von Bertalanffy laid the 

groundwork for more comprehensive analysis of contemporary issues by including 

political, economic, psychological, and technical dimensions (Hammond, 2019).  Von 

Bertalanffy (1968) proposed that models, principles, and laws exist which apply to 

generalized systems irrespective of their particular kind, elements, and the particular 

‘forces’ involved.  Systems theory proposes that rather than looking at individual parts of 

a system, organisms should be studied as a whole system (von Bertalanffy,1968). While 

systems theory helps to study the systems, systems thinking looks at the cognitive skills 

required to think about systems, and also how we think about and approach systems. 

To understand a systems-thinking approach, it is important to understand the 

concept of a system. Meadows (2008) described a system as “an interconnected set of 

elements that is coherently organized in a way that achieves something” (p. 11). Systems 

consist of three things: elements, interconnections, and a function or purpose (Meadows, 
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2008). Meadows also suggested that there are systems within a system. Skyttner (2005) 

described a system as a set of interacting units and relationships that form an integrated 

whole, which cannot be understood through analysis only. As a system is a whole, when 

deconstructed, it loses its synergistic properties (Skyttner, 2005). Hammond (2003) 

defined a system as “a set of relationships between discreet things that together form 

some kind of coherent pattern and/or whole that is capable of maintaining itself through 

time” (p. 17). According to van der Watt (2019), “Systems theory, at its core, attempts to 

explain how elements are related to each other, how they collectively constitute a whole, 

and how this whole relates to other wholes” (p. 768).  

A Systems thinking approach encourages examining the interconnections and 

relationships that hold the elements together. A systems-thinking mindset that 

emphasizes consideration of the whole, allows for an expanded understanding of 

causality. In turn it creates a recognition that systems are in a constant and dynamic flux 

(Thibodeau et al., 2016). As organizations and leaders become able to better understand 

systems, they are better prepared to look towards creating sustainability and innovation 

(Senge et al., 2001).  

Systems Thinking Framework and Concepts 

A systems-thinking framework helps identify how systems operate through 

several key concepts including interconnectedness, synthesis, emergence, and feedback 

loops. These come together to help better understand causality or how one aspect impacts 

another in a dynamic, changing system. Recognizing interconnections then allows an 

understanding of synthesis, or how the individual parts work together to form something 

new. The result of this synthesis is known as emergence. Emergence refers to the 
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outcomes of the parts synergizing and self-organizing to then work as a whole. With 

interconnections there is the need for feedback. Systems thinking looks at two types of 

feedback loops, reinforcing and balancing. Reinforcing feedback occurs “when changes 

in elements of the system are fed back and result in an amplification of the change” 

(Banson, 2015, p. 676). Balancing feedback on the other hand prompts the system to 

oppose the original change, thus resulting in a counteracting effect (Banson, 2015).  

In addition to the key concepts of interconnectedness, synthesis, emergence, 

feedback loops, and knowledge, there are other important elements.  Another key is the 

understanding of certain characteristics of systems such as resilience, self-organization, 

hierarchies, non-linearity, and leverage points. These concepts can be critical when 

dealing with complex problems because they inform not only how the problem is 

approached but also the type and quality of the solution which will be developed to deal 

with the complex problem.  

There are characteristics of a system that allow a better understanding of ways to 

approach it. In some cases, characteristics such as resilience, self-organizing, and 

hierarchy help systems work well. Resilience or adaptive capacity is the ability of 

systems to change, adapt, or respond to events and allows a system to self-organize, or 

self-repair (Meadows, 2008). There are always limits to resilience. Systems need to be 

managed not only for productivity or stability; they also need to be managed for 

resilience. Systems can also have the property of self-organization. Meadows (2008) 

described self-organization as: 

the ability of systems to structure themselves, to create new structures, to learn, 

diversify, and complexify. Understanding hierarchies in a system provides insight 
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into the power structures within an organization. Hierarchical systems evolve 

from the bottom up. The purpose of the upper layers of the hierarchy is to serve 

the purposes of the lower layers. (p. 190) 

Other aspects, inherent in systems can provide both challenges and opportunities. 

These can include concepts such as non-linearity, boundaries, layers of limits, and 

bounded rationality. 

Non-linearity results in relationships are not predictable or proportional (Meadows, 

2008). Meadows suggested that non-linearity results in systems that are hard to calculate 

and marked by changeability and behaviors not found in linear systems. Non-linearity 

confounds the relationship between action and response. For example, doing more of 

something that works may not completely eradicate a problem. Non-linearity can also 

impact the strength of feedback loops and move a system from one type of behavior to 

another (Meadows, 2008). Boundaries, while on one level can help organize and give 

some clarity, can also be problems given that they can be dependent and shifting 

(Meadows, 2008). Systems are not only limited and defined by their boundaries, but also 

by layers of limits. These layers of limits are affected as the system develops an interacts 

with and in turn affects its limits. Given finite environments, systems do not have 

limitless growth, thus it must be decided what limits to live within. Limits can be self-

imposed, system-imposed, environmentally imposed, or some combination of each. 

Limits in a system can also come from the logic of those making decisions. This way of 

thinking or bounded rationality describes “the logic that leads to decisions or actions that 

make sense within one part of a system but are not reasonable within a broader context or 

when seen as a part of the wider system” (Meadows, 2008, p. 187). Within a system, the 
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bounded rationality of one player may not always support the overall system as a whole 

(Meadows, 2008). 

Within systems there can also be structures that cause patterns of behavior that 

have a negative impact (Meadows, 2008). Meadows termed these patterns of behavior or 

traps as archetypes and noted that while some are unique, others are common. 

Recognizing the archetypes is the first step in addressing the systems structures that 

create these problems. Meadows (2008) pointed out that archetypes are more than traps 

but can also present opportunities for organizations to reformulate goals or to alter 

existing feedback loops or add new ones.  

Leadership Studies and Systems Thinking Framework 

 To understand complexity and in turn play a role in developing and implementing 

solutions, leaders need a way of thinking that helps make sense of the complexity and an 

associated toolkit to facilitate solutions. Systems thinking equips leaders with the tools to 

navigate wicked problems in a VUCA world (Sturmberg, 2021). To solve wicked 

problems in this VUCA world “requires curiosity, creativity and collaboration, and a 

willingness to deeply engage and an ability to painstakingly work through their 

seemingly contradictory and chaotic pathways” (Sturmberg, 2021, p. 277). These efforts 

also require leadership by those who have a deep understanding of the nature of the 

problem and the variety and veracity of problem-solving techniques available 

(Sturmberg, 2021). This requires systems thinking, which is more than a tool, but rather 

“a way of being, namely deeply interested in understanding the highly interconnected and 

interdependent nature of the issues affecting our life and work” (Sturmberg, 2021, p. 
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279). Systems thinking is both a cognitive process and a worldview (Davis & Stroink, 

2016). 

A study by Kapsali (2011) found that systems-thinking methods provide leaders 

with the flexibility to successfully manage innovativeness, complexity, and uncertainty in 

projects. In a study of EU innovation projects, Kapsali saw a correlation between systems 

thinking and success. Kapsali found that systems thinking provided leaders the flexibility 

to manage key factors such as innovativeness, complexity, and uncertainty and a systems-

thinking construct also provides the flexibility that helps projects respond to their 

environments. Kapsali suggested that synthetic, integrative thinking builds an 

understanding of both collective and individual behavior that analysis alone cannot 

provide.  

Systems thinking can help leaders look beyond making a fix in one area while not 

seeing the impact of others. In a multiple case study aimed at addressing the complex 

problem of overcrowded emergency departments, the researchers found that a whole-

systems approach allowed for better delivery of care as compared to previous structural 

approaches that focused only on one area (Manley et al., 2016). The study found that by 

looking at the whole system, changes were able to be made to structures, processes, and 

patterns of the emergency care system (Manley et al., 2016). In applying a whole-systems 

approach, leaders were better able to meet the complexity of healthcare needs, reduce 

duplication and waste, and improve outcomes and patient experiences (Manley et al., 

2016).  

In addition to looking at systems thinking as a tool for leaders, it can also be seen 

as a paradigm for leadership. Systems leadership is an approach that is “well suited to 
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issues that require collective action, where no single organization can control the 

outcomes” (Bigland et al., 2020). However, there is need for more studies providing 

empirical evidence on the nature of effective systems leadership (Bigland et al., 2020). 

To further explore this area, Bigland et al. (2020) identified three system-focused 

leadership case studies in the domains of public health; health protection, healthcare, and 

health improvement. Using structured interviews with 27 respondents, the data were 

thematically analyzed to both identify the components of effective systems leadership as 

well as its impact in each case (Bigland et al., 2020). The analysis identified three key 

themes centered around “getting started, maintaining momentum, and indicators of 

success in systems leadership (Bigland et al., 2020, p. 1). It also identified themes 

relating to system structure, culture, and the people involved. Three components were 

identified that could be used as indicators of success: sense of enjoyment form the work, 

resource gains to the system, and shifts in the data indicators at the population level 

(Bigland et al., 2020). This study shed light on the elements that contribute to effective 

systems leadership and how they can be practically applied. 

Systems Thinking and Complex Decision Making 

A systems-thinking approach facilitates complex decision making by providing a 

framework for understanding complex issues, along with tools to implement solutions 

that take all the parts of the whole and potential impacts into consideration. Complexity 

can be described as “rich interconnectivity” with the term “rich” connoting that “when 

things interact, they change one another in unexpected and reversible ways” (Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2017). A systems-thinking approach is effective in managing complexity more 

than other approaches (Bosch et al., 2013). A systems-thinking framework helps build the 
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adaptive capacity required for organizations to innovate new business models while 

coping with change in complex systems (Williams et al., 2017).  

Leaders need to think, adapt and adopt, but also need to be aware of and 

understand the impact of their actions (Shukla, 2018). This requires leaders to use 

systems-thinking tools such as discovery, framing, and engaging (Shukla, 2018) 

Recognizing the need for leaders to have a larger perspectives, Shukla (2018) looked at 

conceptualizing systems thinking as an action model consisting of a cycle of four stages 

of action; diagnosis and analysis, modeling, intervention and review, and lessons learned. 

The study found that while leaders are adopting systems thinking, the first three stages 

are found to be more of perceived importance and less put into practice (Shukla, 2018). 

This study also noted the importance of collaboration, cooperation, and stakeholder 

involvement as well as the importance of participative leadership. 

Looking also at the link between systems thinking and complex decision making, 

Maani and Maharaj (2004) found that while the degree of systems thinking matters, 

certain types of systems thinking are more relevant to performance. The study integrated 

knowledge and methodologies from disciplines including psychology, management, and 

IT to operationalize the systems-thinking paradigm. Their findings suggested that better 

performers employed a cyclical thought process consisting of three phases; conception, 

planning, and action. This allowed them to gain a better understanding of the system 

before developing strategies or taking action (Maani & Maharaj, 2004). The study also 

provided a methodology for analyzing stakeholders with conflicting stakes, moving 

beyond a list of criteria to capturing the complexity and dynamics of stakeholder 

relationships. 
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The psychological aspects of systems thinking were examined in a study by 

Thibodeau et al. (2016). The authors measured systems thinking in relation to constructs 

such as holistic and relational thinking and showed that the measurement of systems 

thinking captured how individuals understand and reason about complex systems. The 

study drew on two key areas. It drew on the psychological literature to consider the 

relationship between a measure of systems thinking to related personality measures. It 

then further drew on a comparison to decision-making tasks used to measure how people 

represent information and recognize complex causes of, consequences of, and 

interrelationships between actions (Thibodeau et al., 2016, p. 756). The results validated 

the measure of an individual’s tendency to engage in systems thinking and also generated 

a conceptual framework for examining the psychological foundations of a systems- 

thinking mindset (Thibodeau et al., 2016). 

A study by Davis and Stroink (2016) “demonstrated that systems thinkers are 

better able to acknowledge ‘system membership’ and possess a greater understanding of 

the characteristics of complex ecological systems and their mutual influence on social-

economic domains” (p. 575). In applying systems thinking, a variety of factors are 

considered, and as a result, the solution may be multifaceted, allowing for consideration 

of complexity and paradox (Davis & Stroink, 2016). Thus, a systems-thinking approach 

can assist those who are faced with building multifaceted solutions to complex problems. 

As a transdisciplinary construct, a systems-thinking approach helps to both comprehend 

and mitigate complex dilemmas (Davis & Stroink, 2016). 

Systems thinking can also be applied to understanding the complex relationships 

of stakeholders working together on an issue. To analyze innovation in the complex, 
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dynamic environment of social work, Stringfellow (2017) studied the role of a systems 

dynamic. The results of the study suggested a need for a systems-thinking approach. This 

systems-thinking approach also includes working with transdisciplinary teams and 

forming ethical partnerships with communities and practitioners to develop solutions 

(Stringfellow, 2017). Stringfellow (2017) also concluded that approaches that take into 

consideration complexity improve the decision-making process.  

With a systems-thinking approach comes a stronger foundation in decision 

making for leaders. To successfully meet the complexity of the VUCA world, leaders 

need a paradigm shift that allows for assessing available information, quickly analyzing 

it, and then developing solutions to fit the issue (Halo et al., 2020). Leaders need to pay 

attention to and manage their decision-making processes through taking into account 

complexity, non-linear relationships, and other contextual factors (Halo et al., 2020). A 

systems-thinking approach goes beyond adapting to change but rather allows the leader to 

shape the change while meeting or exceeding the expectations of stakeholders and taking 

advantages of lessons learned (Mugadza & Marcus, 2019). 

Systems Thinking as a Leadership Toolkit 

In systems thinking, understanding the interconnectedness of the parts equips 

leaders to know where to focus efforts for changing a system. However, in focusing 

efforts, leaders need to understand specifically where to focus and then the potential 

impact of their efforts. It is important to keep in mind non-linearity and be aware that an 

alteration in one area of a system component can adversely affect another part of the 

system. From a systems-thinking perspective, focusing efforts for change includes 

looking for leverage points. Leverage points are “places in a system where a small 
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change could lead to a large shift in behavior” (Meadows, 2008, p. 145). Meadows 

(2008) pointed out that there is no specific formula for identifying leverage points. 

However, understanding the structures of a system can help determine where to focus 

efforts. However, Meadows (2008) cautioned that leverage points are not always intuitive 

and that an intervention in the wrong direction could have a negative result (p. 146). 

Finding leverage points in complex, dynamic systems require leaders to have an 

understanding of the system, and also the flexibility to explore one possible solution or 

even multiple solutions. 

A systems-thinking framework can also help build the adaptive capacity required 

for organizations to innovate new business models while coping with change in complex 

systems (Davis & Stroink, 2016). As a trans-disciplinary construct, a systems-thinking 

approach helps leaders to both comprehend and mitigate complex dilemmas by looking at 

the whole system, rather than focusing on one part (Banson et al., 2015; Maldonado & 

Vera, 2014). Stringfellow (2017) suggested that the need for leaders to make decisions in 

a complex, dynamic system requires tools such as systems thinking that account for 

dimensions of complexity. Understanding complexity involves understanding how 

systems operate and adapt to interventions. 

As leaders become able to better understand systems and employ a systems-

thinking approach, they are better prepared to look towards sustainability and innovation 

(Senge et al., 2008). Systems thinking allows them to build multifaceted solutions. Thus, 

while systems thinking may seem simple, it can be threatening to a “quick fix” 

management culture (Williams et al., 2017). A systems-thinking framework can provide a 

firm foundation for approaching change while allowing leaders to navigate bureaucracies 
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to implement new solutions and build new organizations (Collura & Christens, 2015; 

Manley et al., 2016; Shaked & Schechter, 2020). Despite studies that show the efficacy of 

systems thinking to tackle complex problems, there are gaps in the literature with regards 

to leadership within these efforts (Kapsali, 2011; Shaked & Schechter, 2020; Williams et 

al., 2017).  

As the world becomes more globalized through trade, technology, and policies, 

complex systems are evolving in tandem with this interconnectedness (Arnold & Wade, 

2015). Systems thinking is essential in keeping pace with this growing complexity. A 

systems-thinking framework can provide a firm foundation for approaching innovative 

solutions while allowing leaders to navigate existing bureaucracies to implement new 

solutions (Stringfellow, 2017). Complex global problems such as human trafficking 

continue to grow. Addressing them requires a variety of interventions by multiple 

stakeholders and leaders with the ability to harness their efforts and address subsequent 

consequences. Though the use of systems thinking goes beyond any one discipline, it 

supports and connects perspectives in an impactful way (Arnold & Wade, 2015). The 

skill sets brought through systems thinking help to better understand and deal with this 

complexity (Arnold & Wade, 2015).  

Summary 

Given the complexity of the wicked problem of human trafficking and the VUCA 

environment in which it thrives, more information is needed from leaders in the field 

about efforts aimed at combatting it. Catholic Sisters, as recognized leaders in these 

efforts, through sharing their experiences and insight, can further build on this body of 
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knowledge and provide approaches to address the complex problems faced by the world 

today.   

While research about Catholic Sisters and leadership is scarce, what is evident is 

that Sisters are involved in a myriad of initiatives ranging from education and medicine to 

social justice efforts and anti-trafficking work (Fisher & Bai, 2018). In terms of their 

leadership, from the limited studies in peer reviewed journals it is clear that they operate 

as leaders at all levels of organizations and exhibit leadership styles such as 

transformational, servant, and virtuous (Akruvala et al., 2020; Fiebig & Christopher, 

2019). This literature review sought to shed light on the environment in which Catholic 

Sisters lead anti-trafficking efforts as an example and suggest systems thinking as the 

framework upon which they build their approaches. Chapter 3 will build on this chapter 

and describe the phenomenological design that was used to describe and interpret the 

lived leadership experience of Catholic Sisters. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

While Catholic Sisters are recognized leaders in anti-trafficking efforts (United 

States Department of State, 2019), there is very little scholarly research on leadership of 

Catholic Sisters (Delmas & Ivankova, 2019; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). This 

underrepresentation in the literature means that the lessons learned from their experiences 

are not available to expand the knowledge of leadership in general, or in anti-trafficking 

specifically. Using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, this study was able to 

contribute to the literature on this important topic. 

This chapter describes the qualitative method used in the DIP to inform the body 

of literature on the lived leadership experiences of Catholic Sisters. This chapter presents 

a detailed description of the hermeneutic phenomenological design that was used to guide 

the study of how Catholic Sisters as leaders applied systems thinking in anti-trafficking 

initiatives. Building on chapters 1 and 2, this chapter examines the research methodology, 

timeframe of the study, population and sample, and sampling strategy. It also offers 

descriptions of the data collection and analytical processes employed and the steps used 

for increasing the validity and reliability of the data and findings, and the tools that were 

used to gather and analyze the data.  

Research Question 

 How do Catholic Sisters describe and interpret their lived experiences of leading 

anti-trafficking efforts with systems thinking in an environment of global complexity? 

Method 

The research approach for this study was qualitative. Qualitative research can 

provide insights in areas where there has been little previous study. By talking directly 
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with people, qualitative research allows for a complex, detailed understanding of the 

issue (Creswell, 2018). These details in a qualitative study are established by allowing 

participants to tell their stories rather than depending on numerical data or what has been 

previously written in the literature (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

The phenomenon in this study was the lived experiences of Catholic Sisters 

applying systems thinking when leading anti-trafficking efforts in an environment of 

global complexity. Their leadership experiences were of particular interest, and how they 

used systems thinking to navigate a myriad of challenges in their anti-trafficking efforts. 

This is the case in particular as they addressed the complex challenges of leading anti-

trafficking initiatives.  

Research Design 

To gather and understand data, this study used a hermeneutic phenomenological 

design. Phenomenology is both a reflective and inductive methodology (Vagel, 2014). 

Phenomenology seeks to reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a 

description of the universal essence (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To accomplish this, 

researchers identify a phenomenon, an object of human experience (van Manen, 1990). 

To build this understanding, phenomenological studies describe the common meaning of 

the lived experiences of several individuals regarding a concept or a phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Within phenomenology, there are two main schools: transcendental and 

hermeneutic phenomenology. The main differences in the two schools are in how the 

findings are generated and how the findings are then used to augment professional 

knowledge (Lopez & Willis, 2004). In generating findings, a key difference between the 
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two schools is the role of bias and pre-understanding of the phenomena (Lopez & Willis, 

2004).  

Transcendental phenomenology is rooted in the philosophy of Husserl who saw 

human experience as valuable and something that should be studied scientifically (Lopez 

& Willis, 2004). Husserl saw importance in subjectivity and argued that a scientific 

approach should be applied in understanding the lived experiences specific to groups of 

individuals (Lopez & Willis, 2004). Given the emphasis on subjectivity in transcendental 

phenomenology, the researcher’s personal understandings are considered irrelevant, and 

biases are disconnected from the phenomena being studied (Peoples, 2020). Thus, the 

researcher seeks an unbiased description of raw data, and brackets their bias (Patton, 

2014). This “transcendental subjectivity” requires the researcher to work to neutralize 

biases and preconceived notions to ensure they are not impacting the study (Lopez & 

Willis, 2004, p. 727).  

Hermeneutic phenomenology, also known as interpretive phenomenology, 

originates in the work of Martin Heidegger (Neubauer, 2019). Hermeneutic 

phenomenology focuses on human experience and how it is lived (Neubauer, 2019). 

Hermeneutics is more than descriptions, rather it seeks to understand the meanings that 

are embedded in everyday life (Reiners, 2012). In hermeneutic phenomenology, the 

researcher seeks to interpret the descriptions and to co-construct meaning (Patton, 2014). 

In hermeneutic phenomenological studies, researchers make their biases and pre-

understanding explicit prior to analyzing data (Peoples, 2020).  

While both types of phenomenology can address areas not previously studied, 

hermeneutic phenomenology is useful in examining features of an experience that are 
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relevant to practice (Lopez & Willis, 2004). The design for this qualitative DIP was 

hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology interprets the meanings of an 

individual’s lived experience. (Neubauer et al., 2019). In addition, hermeneutic research 

can draw out features of an experience that may not be addressed in descriptive 

phenomenology (Lopez & Willis, 2004).  

In the case of this DIP, the study explored leadership experiences in the specific 

context of anti-trafficking efforts, and through the added dimension of systems thinking. 

The leadership challenges faced in the specific anti-trafficking efforts were examined to 

build an understanding of how Catholic Sisters experienced leadership. In turn, analyzing 

these accounts helped to develop key themes that led to an increased understanding of the 

components that make up the phenomenon. This knowledge can then also build on the 

body of knowledge on leadership in anti-trafficking initiatives or potentially apply to 

other wicked problems. Since the goal was to understand and interpret these experiences 

through the lens of their lifeworld, therefore hermeneutic phenomenology was a good fit 

for this study.  

Sampling Strategy 

A sampling strategy allows the researcher to find a representation of the 

population being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To select the participants for this 

study, I employed purposeful and snowball sampling. These sampling methods support 

phenomenological design as they allow the researcher to choose participants who have 

experienced specific phenomena (Peoples, 2020).  They are also complementary in that 

additional participants may be suggested by individuals selected for the study (Peoples, 

2020).  
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Purposeful sampling allows the researcher to choose participants who can inform 

the understanding of the phenomena studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In qualitative 

analysis, rather than providing a sample that enables a researcher to determine statistical 

inferences to a population, purposeful sampling provides the researcher “a purposeful 

sample that will intentionally sample a group of people that can best inform the 

researcher about the research problem under examination” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 

148).  

The second type of sampling drew on the first individuals selected for inclusion in 

the study. At the end interview, each Sister was asked if they could recommend another 

Sister who could provide additional insight of their experiences for the study. This type 

of sampling is known as snowball or chain sampling. In snowball sampling, individuals 

chosen for the study are asked if they can suggest others with similar experiences who 

could add perspective to the study (Peoples, 2020).  

Recruitment Strategy 

Recruitment letters were emailed to 12 Sisters directly. This letter (Appendix A) 

provided them with information about the study and participant criteria. I also emailed 

each participant a copy of the bill of rights for research participants (Appendix B). This 

document advised them of their rights in participating in the study and how they could 

address any concerns that they may have had. Participants also had to agree to be 

interviewed via a recorded Zoom video-teleconference. At the beginning of the interview, 

participants provided verbal consent to be interviewed and recorded via Zoom.  

The 10 Sisters that responded to the recruitment email all replied within 2 to 24 

hours of the email being sent and agreed to be interviewed. The two who did not respond 
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were not contacted again as the target number of participants had been reached. I did not 

know any of the Sisters personally prior to the interviews. The first two Sisters I 

contacted for this study were Catholic Sisters who are involved in leading anti-trafficking 

efforts and are known to me through their work with humanitarian organizations. Once 

contacted, these Sisters suggested other Sisters and provided their contact information. I 

also contacted Sisters who have spoken publicly on their experiences on social media, 

podcasts, or training offered by organizations such as Talitha Kum or U.S. Catholic 

Sisters Against Human Trafficking. I contacted them through these organizations. During 

the subsequent interviews, several other Sisters were mentioned, and their contact 

information was provided to me. Several of these sisters were contacted and subsequently 

included in the study. 

Participants 

For phenomenological studies, the recommended sample sizes vary greatly 

(Peoples, 2020). Dukes (1984) recommended three to 10 while Creswell and Poth (2018) 

recommended five to 25. The original goal for this study was three to 10 participants. A 

total of 10 participants participated in the study.  

The inclusion criteria for this study were participants who are Catholic Sisters 

with at least 2 years of experience directly leading anti-trafficking efforts during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Participation was not limited to one religious order., and members or 

several different orders were included in the study.  While the orders had some similar 

missions and works, they also represented diverse approaches. The final group of 

participants represented seven different religious orders. Given the potential danger to 

those working in anti-trafficking, several data points are not included in the demographic 
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data.  For example, the names of the religious orders are not included in this DIP to 

provide an additional level of safety and confidentiality to the participants. 

Given the different works of each of the Orders, The Sisters who participated in 

the study represented a wide range of professions and worked in a variety of fields.  

Many worked in social justice ministries that included support to migrants and 

immigrants, work with women trying to leave prostitution, and support for the homeless. 

They also held leadership positions in healthcare, education, and policy bodies at the 

international level that included work at the United Nations. 

Their leadership in anti-trafficking initiatives ranged from the grassroots level to 

the national and international level. All Sisters, including those working at the national 

and international level had foundational experience working grassroots efforts. It is 

interesting to note that while all of the orders historically had works that served those on 

the margins, one of the religious orders has been focused on helping women leave 

prostitution and difficult situations since 1641. 

The Sisters in the study represented seven different religious orders each having a 

unique ministry in addition to social justice efforts. The Sisters brought many years of 

experience in leading anti-trafficking efforts and their time leading anti-trafficking efforts 

ranged from 3 to 30 years. All of the Sisters had experience leading anti-trafficking 

initiatives at the local level. Nine of the Sisters had additional experience at the national 

level in their respective country or region.  Beyond local and national level experience, 

six of the Sisters had international level experience.  

Table 1 provides some basic data about each Sister in terms of the number of 

years they have been leading anti-trafficking efforts, and whether they have worked at the 
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local, national, or international level.. To add an additional level of protection for their 

confidentiality, further demographic information for each Sister is not aggregated into 

this table. This helps to avoid providing too much personally identifiable information that 

could lead to their identification. 

 

Table 1 

Basic Experiential Information 

Sister 
Years Leading 
Anti-Trafficking 
Efforts 

Level of Initiatives 

Local National International 

1 14 X X 

2 26 X X X 

3 17 X X X 

4 14 X X X 

5 33 X X X 

6 4 X 

7 15 X X 

 

8 8 X X 

 

9 16 X X X 

10 15 X X X 
 

Their time in religious life ranged from 10 to 70 years.  This is worth noting as it 

demonstrates the depth and breadth of professional and leadership experiences. Figure 1 

provides a graphic representation of their years in religious life 
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Figure 1 

Years in Religious Life 

 

The Sisters came from a variety of professions before becoming involved in 

leading anti-trafficking efforts. Figure 2 represents their professional backgrounds 

Figure 2 

Professional Backgrounds 
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Data Collection 

Prior to the data collection phase, the study was approved by the Creighton 

University Interdisciplinary Review Board (IRB). A copy of the IRB approval letter with 

the protocol number, as well as the invitational letter, sample informed consent 

documents, and authorization letters, and the research participants’ bill of rights are 

included as appendices. The interview protocol is also located in Appendix D. 

To elicit descriptions of the phenomena, the interview questions should be 

structured enough to gain concrete examples of a particular situation or event while 

allowing the participant to give their insights (van Manen, 2014). In a phenomenological 

study, questions should allow the subject to provide a description of their experience, 

rather than their opinions, interpretations, feelings, or causality (van Manen, 2014). 

Peoples (2020) suggested that interview questions in phenomenological research should 

focus on the experience of the phenomena rather than thoughts, feelings, or perceptions.  

Data Collection Procedures   

The study participants were in various geographic locations in the United States, 

the Pacific, and Europe. The exact location for each Sister is not provided to further 

protect their confidentiality. Given the continued unpredictable challenges presented by 

the Covid-19 environment, and the geographic separation, all interviews were conducted 

via Zoom video sessions. The interviews lasted 45-95 minutes per participant. At the 

beginning of the Zoom session, the study was introduced, and the participants were 

reminded that if at any time they felt uncomfortable, they could stop the interview. They 

were also asked if they consented to being recorded. All agreed to be recorded. For 
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confidentiality, at the beginning of the study, I also assigned each participant a numeric 

code to replace their name to protect them. I used these numbers in place of their names 

in all notes too. An explanation of confidentiality measures was provided to participants 

via email prior to the interview. I also outlined these measures at the beginning of each 

interview. 

The study used semi-structured interviews conducted from 21 April to 7 June 

2021. Using a series of open-ended questions, each Sister was asked to describe her 

experiences of leadership in general, human trafficking, leadership in anti-trafficking 

efforts, and working with these initiatives during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic. The 

Interview Protocol is located in Appendix D.  

The questions, while open-ended, sought to focus the participants’ attention on 

describing their experience of leading anti-trafficking efforts in such a way that would 

ultimately provide an understanding of the experience. For example, they were asked 

what it means to them to be a leader. In examining their experience of anti-trafficking 

efforts, they were asked about the main issues and whether they were singular or 

multifaceted issues. With respect to the pandemic, they were asked about the impact of 

the pandemic on their anti-trafficking efforts and if they were involved in the same 

activities as pre-pandemic. Given their unique identity as Catholic Sisters, they were also 

asked what it meant to them as a Catholic Sister to be involved in anti-trafficking efforts. 

These interviews allowed the participants an opportunity to describe the 

phenomenon in depth. Semi-structured interviews also allow a balance between focusing 

on the topic and allowing for a “disciplined” naturalness where the participant can 

provide additional insight (Peoples, 2020). Using semi-structured interview questions, the 
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researcher can ensure the central aspects of the study are covered, while allowing 

participants the opportunity to bring up other information that may be relevant  (Peoples, 

2020).  

Verification and Validation 

Several steps were taken for verification and validation. These included peer 

review, member-checking, and addressing bias (Peoples, 2020). In peer review, areas 

such as methods, results, and other conclusions are discussed with a neutral peer to create 

accountability and honesty (Peoples, 2020). This neutral peer, selected before the study, 

was an acquaintance with research experience, an understanding of the issue, and one 

who had completed a terminal degree in addition to CITI training. This type of review 

does not replace the review of the dissertation committee, but rather provides a deeper 

focus on validity and reliability (Peoples, 2020). Given that there is an intersection 

between the meanings articulated by both the participant and researcher, there can be 

more than one interpretation of the findings (Lopez & Willis, 2004). However, the 

meanings produced in the research findings must be both logical and plausible within a 

study’s framework (Lopez & Willis, 2004). The peer reviewer examined the meanings I 

associated with the data to ensure they were both logical and plausible. This approach 

also provided a venue to discuss and explore potential biases and their possible impact to 

the study. 

Member-checking with participants is where interview transcripts are shared with 

them to assist with accuracy (Peoples, 2020). After I verified the audio against the 

transcript, participants were emailed a copy of the transcript to review and validate the 

information. I reviewed the feedback provided by the participants and made any 
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necessary changes. The feedback consisted mostly of clarification of terms, acronyms, 

and finishing unfinished sentences. 

Another key tool used to address researcher bias was the use of journaling. Unlike 

transcendental phenomenology where biases are bracketed and put to the side (Bevan, 

2014), hermeneutic phenomenology does not remove researcher biases. Rather, the 

researcher’s preconceived ideas, knowledge, and biases are identified and addressed. 

Journaling allowed identification of and reflection on initial biases and then later, 

documented observations of how these changed during the study. Awareness of biases 

also allowed the researcher to determine if the biases were unduly influencing findings. 

Journaling occurred throughout the DIP process; it helped me examine my thoughts and 

ideas that emerged alongside the research and reexamine them in the context of the 

interviews.  

At the beginning of the study and prior to analysis, journaling allows the 

researcher to make personal biases and conceptions explicit (Peoples, 2020). During the 

process of analysis, journaling allows the researcher to reflect on how their biases or 

assumptions evolved or changed. Gadamer (1975) noted that through reflection, the goal 

of journaling is to replace initial conceptions with more appropriate conceptions. Thus, 

through the process of journaling, the researcher not only identifies their biases, but also 

notes any revisions or changes in their biases over the course of the study in turn 

informing the researcher’s analysis (Peoples, 2020).  

In hermeneutic phenomenology, the researcher seeks to interpret the descriptions 

and to co-construct meaning. Thus, the researcher’s opinions, biases, and previous 

understandings are important (Patton, 2014). These ideas, opinions, and understandings 
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are examined alongside the emerging findings that evolve from the research and 

interviews and come together to co-construct meaning. In hermeneutic research, 

journaling plays a formal role in the processes as it allows the researcher to further 

interpret their description through reflection on how their original conceptions about the 

phenomena change and emerge (Peoples, 2020). During this DIP, journaling occurred 

from the very beginning (for the aim and the research question) and continued as the 

study evolved.  

Several biases were explored throughout the process. One was my positive regard 

for the work of Catholic Sisters. I was conscious of this as I researched, built interview 

questions, and analyzed the interviews, careful not to let this perception color my 

findings. I ensured the open-ended questions allowed for them to describe their 

experiences and not my perceptions. Additionally, I realized that a bias was assuming 

that most of the participants would be involved with direct support to survivors. This 

evolved to a broader understanding as the Sisters described the myriad of efforts in which 

they are involved. 

In the co-constructing of meaning, journaling allowed me to systematically 

review my biases, thoughts, and impressions as I reviewed and analyzed the data. This 

reflective act allowed the space for examining how the interpretations and understandings 

evolved and ultimately resulted in producing the meanings. The critical reflection 

facilitated by journaling also supported the data analysis process. These reflections are 

then used in the co-construction of meaning and are part of the hermeneutic circle 

(Peoples, 2020). The result of the co-construction of meaning comes through in the 

analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

Phenomenological inquiry seeks a holistic understanding of the whole of a 

phenomenon (Peoples, 2020). The goal of data analysis in phenomenological research is 

to present a description drawn from essential themes of an experience in a way that is 

comprehensible and identifiable (Peoples, 2020). This process moves from establishing 

narrow units of analysis to broader units, and then to more detailed descriptions that 

summarize the main elements of what the individuals experienced and how they 

experienced it (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These steps allow for the incorporation of the 

themes that participants experienced, and this then also assisted in describing the essence 

of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Preparing the Transcripts 

Interviews were recorded and then transcribed using Rev.com. According to their 

website, Rev.com has a strict confidentiality policy and takes steps to ensure that files 

remain private. Furthermore, the transcribers at Rev.com complete the work on a secure 

platform and have signed non-disclosure agreements and strict confidentiality agreements 

(www.Rev.com). This ensured an additional layer of protection and confidentiality for 

the participants. 

Once the transcripts were returned, I checked each of the transcripts for accuracy 

in comparison to the recordings. Given the accuracy of the transcriptions, this was done 

once for each transcript. Participants were emailed a copy of the transcript and asked to 

review the transcript for any inaccuracies or gaps in information. Any inaccuracies were 

noted and adjusted in the transcripts. 
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To further protect the participants, steps were taken to protect the organization 

and the participants’ confidentiality. Confidentiality measures included assigning a 

numeric code to each participant rather than using their name. While a code may seem 

impersonal, it was chosen over a pseudonym to further protect those working in 

antitrafficking and avoid confusing the participant with someone else working in the field 

with a similar name and potentially putting them at risk. To further protect 

confidentiality, other identifying information such as personal names or specific 

geographic locations were removed.  

All findings were reported in a manner that protects the participants’ 

confidentiality. The numeric code assigned to each participant was used when quoting the 

interviews and their geographic location, professional background, and religious order 

were not associated with this numeric code to add a further level of confidentiality and 

protection. All electronic data (recordings, transcripts, emails, and field notes) were 

stored on a password-protected computer. These were also backed up to a password 

protected cloud account. Hard copies of each interview as well as notes were kept in a 

secure location as further backups. 

Analytic Process 

 The analytic process built on steps outlined in Peoples (2020), Lindseth and 

Norborg (2004), and van Manen and van Manen (2021). While there are individual steps, 

these steps build on each other and are incorporated in the hermeneutic circle. The steps 

move from examining the individual transcript, to a more holistic view of the transcripts 

together as a whole.  
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To analyze the transcripts, I used three methodological steps outlined by Lindseth 

and Norberg (2004). These steps include naïve reading, structural analyses, and 

comprehensive understanding. During each of the steps in the analysis, I also employed 

the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle involves a cycle in which the researcher 

reads the data, builds an initial understanding, and then engages in reflective writing. As 

the researcher moves through the steps and re-engages with the text, their understanding 

is revised (Neubauer et al., 2019). Neubauer et al. (2019) pointed out that robust 

phenomenological research involves deep engagement with the data via reading, 

reflective writing, re-reading, and re-writing (p. 95). This cycle allows the researcher to 

build a holistic understanding of the lived experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019). This can 

also be described as hermeneutic phenomenological writing which employs a cycle of 

reading, reflective writing, and interpretations (van Manen & van Manen, 2021). I used 

journaling to engage in reflective writing in order to reflect on the research, interviews, 

and findings and in turn incorporate this into the final work and findings. 

Following the three steps suggested by Lindseth and Norberg (2014) the first step 

involved a naïve reading of each of the transcripts. Through the process of naïve reading, 

the researcher reads each of the individual transcripts several times to grasp its meaning 

as a whole (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). This reading allowed for a deeper understanding 

of the text and allowed the move to the next step of a structural analysis of the transcript. 

As part of this step, initial thoughts from the interview captured in my journal were also 

compared with the observations that emerged during the naïve reading.  

In the second step, I conducted a thematic structural analysis. Thematic analysis is 

a way of finding and identifying themes (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). Lindseth and 
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Norberg (2004) described a theme as a “thread of meaning that penetrates text parts, 

either all or just a few” (p. 149). For this study, this was done by identifying sections of 

the text that speak to the phenomena being studied. These sections or quotes are known 

as meaning units. Peoples (2020) described a meaning unit as “the allocation piece of 

data that reveals a feature or trait of the phenomenon being investigated” (p. 60). The 

meaning units were examined and then organized into codes. The preliminary meaning 

units were then aggregated into final meaning units. These then helped build narratives 

that informed the general themes and descriptions of the phenomenon for each interview 

and informed the development of a comprehensive understanding. 

In the third step, the researcher develops a comprehensive understanding. To 

build this understanding, “the themes and subthemes are summarized and reflected on in 

relation to the research question and the context of the study” (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004, 

p. 150). Consideration of the themes moves from the focus on individual interviews to a 

broader focus on the themes across the interviews. In this step Lindseth and Norberg 

(2004) suggested that the researcher employ critical reflection to consider their pre-

understandings and association of findings with the literature. This critical reflection was 

facilitated through journaling. During this phase, I both journaled about my findings and 

impressions, and also went back to initial journal entries to see how impressions evolved 

over time. I also reviewed any biases. This provided focused reflection as the themes 

emerged which was then translated into the analysis. 
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Figure 3 

Analytic Process and Hermeneutic Circle 

 

This general description tied together all the interviews by weaving together the 

themes and experiences from across the interviews to produce the key themes and sub-

themes of the study. While the themes provide general insights common to the 

interviews, the quotations associated with the themes provided the voice of the interview 

subject. 

Ethical Considerations   

Ethical considerations and principles were accounted for and addressed at each 

step of the dissertation process. Participation in this study was voluntary. Participants in 

this study were also provided with the participants’ bill of rights (Appendix B). If a 

participant was not comfortable answering a question, they could decline to answer. 

Additionally, participants had the right to withdraw from participating in the research at 
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any time with no consequences. No participants requested removal from the study or 

opted not to answer a question. 

 Given the need for social distancing due to Covid-19, a key step that was taken to 

minimize the risk of harm to participants was the use of video teleconferences for the 

interviews. Given the potential danger of being involved in anti-trafficking efforts, 

special attention was given to ensuring confidentiality of the Sisters involved in the study. 

In addition to omitting the names of individual Sisters, the names of the religious orders 

and the locations in which they work were not mentioned. However, to give insight into 

the variety of orders these Sisters belong to, general data regarding the orders are 

provided. Basic demographic data on the Sisters such as professional background, 

number of years in religious life, and number of years involved in anti-trafficking efforts 

were provided in Figures 1-3. 

Summary 

This study sought to address the gap in the literature regarding the leadership 

experiences of Catholic Sisters. This qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study 

looked at the phenomenon of leadership in anti-trafficking efforts organizations through 

the lived experiences of Catholic Sisters. As hermeneutic research is geared towards 

interpreting the “texts” of life and lived experience (van Manen, 2014), semi-structured 

interviews were used to gather information on lived experiences of the participants. The 

resulting 10 interviews provided the data which were analyzed to identify preliminary 

meeting units. I then aggregated the data into final meaning units or themes. These helped 

build narratives that informed the general descriptions of the phenomenon. Steps were 

described to ensure methodological integrity, validity, and reliability of the data as well 
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as those steps which helped to ensure the confidentiality of the participants. The findings 

and recommendations are included in Chapters 4 and 5. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

The aim of this DIP was to build on the body of knowledge about the lived 

experiences of Catholic Sisters as leaders, while also examining how as leaders they 

apply systems thinking to leadership in a complex, global environment. Interviews 

conducted with Catholic Sisters leading in the complexity of anti-trafficking 

environments during Covid-19 pandemic provided insights into their lived experience. 

The themes that emerged in this study increased the understanding of the lived 

experience of Catholic Sisters leading anti-trafficking efforts. 

This chapter presents the findings from the interviews conducted with the Sisters. 

Employing the hermeneutic circle, the analytical process moved from reviewing 

individual transcripts to establishing narrow units of analysis, to then looking at the group 

of transcripts as a whole. This created the opportunity to develop more detailed 

descriptions that summarized the main themes of the individual experiences. Each 

interview was first reviewed on its own and preliminary meaning units and codes were 

established. These individual findings were then compared across all the transcripts and 

grouped into a general set of themes and sub-themes to provide an understanding of the 

phenomenon examined.   

The interviews provided accounts on both the leadership of Catholic Sisters and 

on how as they as leaders used a systems-thinking approach for complex, global 

problems in a VUCA environment. In this chapter, the key themes and sub-themes that 

address the phenomena are presented with example narratives in the participants’ own 

voices. An analysis and synthesis of the findings is provided that will lead into the 

recommendations provided in Chapter 5. 
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Findings 

 There were seven key themes that emerged from across all of the interviews. 

These included dimensions of leadership, complexity of human trafficking, respect for 

human dignity, systems-thinking approaches, perspectives and inclusion of survivors, and 

the impact of Covid-19. Another common theme that is unique to this group of leaders is 

their experiences of being Catholic Sisters doing this work. These themes are presented 

moving from leadership, to perspectives on the complexity of trafficking, and then using 

the systems approach to combat it. Next, the themes of human dignity, inclusion of 

perspectives of survivors, and their experiences of being Catholic Sisters are presented. 

With each theme are presented sub-themes. While all the themes appeared across the 

interviews, the sub-themes (part of an overarching theme) did not appear in all 

interviews. As such, they are listed in order of precedence. 

These themes and associated sub-themes are presented here along with sample 

narratives from the Sisters. Table 2 shows the key themes and sub-themes. 

Table 2 

Key Themes and Sub-Themes 

Themes Sub-Themes Sample Quote 
Dimensions of 
Leadership 
 
 

Building up Others 
 
Previous Experience as 
Foundation 
 
Taking Action 
 
Servant Leadership 
 
Leadership is not 
About… 

“I see the talents and strengths of the people I’m 
responsible for and to develop these skills and strengths 
to empower everybody to be responsible for her or 
himself”  
 
“never forget the experiences that you’ve had." 
 
“I can’t afford the luxury of being distressed in the light of 
what’s happening. I have to be angry and do something about 
this.” 
 
“It’s not about money. It’s not about a career. It’s about 
the dignity of the human person, the dignity of the 
human person.” 
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Complexity of 
Human Trafficking 

Part of a Larger System 
of Issues 
 
Lucrative Criminal 
Enterprise 
 
Lack of Respect for 
Human Dignity 
 
Difficulty in Good Data 
 

“The issue is so complex that it has to be multiple issues” 
 
“the incidents of human trafficking are growing, because 
there’s money to be made. It’s a lucrative criminal enterprise” 
 
“It’s a lot of disrespect for individuals as persons. People are a 
commodity.” 
 
“The data is sketchy, sketchy all over the place, and 
sketchy in the Western world, and it’s more sketchy in 
other places 

Respect for Human 
Dignity  

Ensuring Respect & 
Dignity in all Efforts 
 
Ensuring Awareness at 
all Levels 

“How many hearts do we have to convert? Sometimes 
it’s not just information. What more do we need to do to 
protect children, to turn this around, to convince 
governments, and corporations, and people, and the 
criminal syndicates, the cartels, that this is simply not 
acceptable? I think it’s part of a trend of the devaluing 
of the human person. The primacy of power and 
money.”  

Systems-Thinking 
Approach to Anti-
Trafficking 

Seeing Interrelation of 
Anti-Trafficking Efforts 
 
Power of Collaboration 
 
Focusing Efforts / 
Leverage Points 
 
Understanding Possible 
Consequences 
 
Building Awareness 
Among Stakeholders 
 
Importance of Feedback 
/ Information Sharing 
 
Need for Policy and 
Advocacy 
 

“Our focus has really become addressing systemic 
change” 
 
“I believe it (human trafficking) is multiple issues. I also 
believe that no one organization has either the reach, or 
the scope, or the global footprint, or the resources to 
defeat this scourge on humanity.” 
 
“how to improve their intervention strategies and also 
how to become sustainable?” 
 
“I think there’re also issues around how to advocate for 
the needs of persons who are trafficked around what 
kinds of legislative efforts are necessary. How do we be 
effective in using our access to legislative persons on the 
national level but also on the state and local levels?” 
 

Perspectives and 
Inclusion of 
Survivors 

Respecting/Learning 
from Survivor Expertise 
 
Ensuring the Message 
Reaches Them 
 
Importance of 
Terminology 

“…there is not a single solution and that the trauma that 
persons experience when they are trafficked is lifelong 
trauma. And that many are very resilient. So, learn to 
rely on survivors to help us know how to do a better job 
because they have a lived experience and can tell us,” 
 
“finding ways of amplifying the message” 
 
“when I say survivor, I point out how strong they are, 
that they're still able to go on. So, I think I could learn 
about the strength that a survivor needs for the 
reintegration.” 

Impact of Covid-19 
pandemic 

Changes in how to Work 
 

“Didn’t have the resources that they need and so were 
tempted to reach out to offers that sounded way too
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Increased 
Vulnerability/Less 
Access to Services 
 
Positive Impact of 
Technology 
 
Increase in Internet 
Trafficking 
 

good, that lured them into things that were not at all 
helpful.”  
 
“Now that it’s all virtual, actually we’ve had more 
women graduate than before the pandemic. So, in a way, 
it helped our program.” 
 
“We're noticing that the recent OSEC report is talking 
about the Covid Pandemic has seen the rise of online 
sexual abuse, particular focusing on minors.” 

Meaning of Being 
a Catholic Sister 
Leading Anti-
Trafficking 

Extension of Other 
Ministries 
 
Guided by Respect for 
Human Dignity 
 
 
 
Living the Gospel 
 
Importance of Prayer 
 
Power of Faith-Based 
Groups and Networks 
 

“the first principle of Catholic Social Teaching is 
respect for the dignity of persons. I think our colleges 
for women, our schools, our poverty programs and 
certainly human trafficking is really an effort to respect 
the dignity of the person.”  
 
“But it’s really living the gospel. This is the way to live 
the gospel in a very concrete manner.” 
 
"Well, we can pray. We can begin by praying and 
informing ourselves, and then informing other people." 
“Much of the work that is happening around trafficking 
involves faith-based groups.” 

 

The key themes and sub-themes that emerged from the interviews along with 

samples from the narratives that provide insight into their experiences are presented in 

the next section.  

While all the themes were present in the interviews, there were at times variations in the 

sub themes so it will    

Dimensions of Leadership 

 The experiences of the Sisters reflected the ways they brought a wide variety of 

leadership experience to their anti-trafficking efforts. When discussing their experiences 

as leaders, they provided information on both leadership positions they have held as well 

as what leadership meant to them. These emerged in the sub-themes of building 
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individuals, taking action, previous leadership as foundation, servant leadership, and 

comments on what leadership is not. 

Leadership as Building up Others  

In addition to describing their leadership roles, they also described what being a 

leader meant to them. These descriptions of how they experienced leadership came 

through in the sub-theme of leadership as building others. They described leadership in 

how they build upon the skills of others. In describing how they lead by building skills, 

they discussed the importance of fostering collaboration, inspiring and empowering 

others. Sister 10 also described traits of a leader: 

I think a leader provides avenues for participation of many people. A leader needs 

to have a sense of integrity, authenticity, justice, and a faith leader, obviously a 

person who lives the gospel, and seeks to continue to be on the path of learning.  

Inspirational Leadership. The idea of a leaders as inspiring others also came 

out. Sister three stated, “A leader is someone who is aware of what's happening and 

inspires others… A leader inspires others and brings them along. They, I believe, are 

vision makers for a better future.” 

 Empowering Leadership. In addition to inspiring others, a component of 

leadership is what it means to empower others. As Sister six described, a leader is: 

 …someone who helps others to give their gifts, to use their gifts for the service of 

others, so enabling people to, if it’s related to a particular ministry or something 

like that, enabling them to give what they can to that particular project, 

coordinating the pieces and supporting those people in the way they need that 

support to do what needs to be done. I’m from the Franciscan tradition, so we are 
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very much servant leadership is the way we see leadership. It’s more about 

empowering others to accomplish something, rather than trying to do it yourself 

or expecting that you will be the main actor that makes it happen. 

 Part of empowering those they lead came from working to develop both their own 

skills and the skills of those that they leader. This knowledge of self and others is 

described by Sister five as, “A leader means that I see the talents and strengths of the 

people I’m responsible for and to develop these skills and strengths to empower 

everybody to be responsible for her-or himself”. Sister four described it as: 

What it means is to be conscious of my own abilities and desires and also to bring 

other people along to be sensitive to their desires and their efforts. And I think a 

leader really knows who she is and helps others be who they are. 

The ideas of leaders empowering others as leaders was also reflected in how the 

Sisters described how they approached the communities they served. As Sister two 

described it: 

like John the Baptist. I must decrease and they must increase, because I really 

want to do everything I can to empower the Hispanic and immigrant leadership. I 

have found I have been surprised and pleased at the leadership that is there, that 

just needs to be nurtured. 

Fostering Collaboration. From their experience, all of the Sisters stated that part 

of being a leader is being able to bring people together to achieve a goal. Sister four 

pointed out how: 

I called together a group of, I think, maybe a dozen or so women up to 

<City>…and what I wanted to do was to have them meet one another and talk to 
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one another about what they were doing and how they could help one another. So, 

I think my gathering together, people... and educating them is very, very 

important for me and I’m a connector…So I would say sharing and connecting 

are other skills that I have and that I really use (as a leader). 

The anti-trafficking efforts described did not only happen among groups of Sisters 

or religious organizations. All of the Sisters noted that their work was not isolated to 

working with other religious women or religious groups. As Sister two described “this is 

not going to be just for the sisters. We’re going to do outreach for the community and 

involve other people." 

The Sisters demonstrated leadership in anti-trafficking efforts at many levels, 

from taking the initial steps to organize at the grassroots level, to building and 

empowering collaborative networks at the national and international level. The Sisters 

were often at the forefront of their efforts. This impetus to lead was more than just 

supporting others, many of the Sisters described coming into leadership positions through 

having a sense that something must be done about a difficult issue. 

A Need to Act 

Despite the size and scope of the problem, there was a general theme in the 

interviews that all participants felt compelled to address the issue from where they could. 

The efforts started with building their own awareness. As one Sister described it, human 

trafficking is not something that happens only in another part of the world it is “the 

scourge that is in our midst” (Sister three). Most of the Sisters described how as their 

awareness of the subject grew, so did the desire to not only become involved in efforts to 

combat it, but also to develop and lead those efforts. As Sister two described how, “This 
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is a terrible evil that I just heard about and we’re going to do something.” Sister three 

described needing to act:  

for me, initially I was distressed when I heard this. And then I thought, I can’t 

afford the luxury of being distressed in the light of what’s happening. I have to be 

angry and do something about this. And so, I think it’s basically about constant 

awareness. Just I’m very, very, passionate about the frontline workings. 

Sister four saw the need early on to actively link other Sisters involved with this 

work. As she described it:  

And I think that my question to myself, at that time, was what are Catholic Sisters 

doing in human trafficking? So, I picked up the phone and I called the LCWR, the 

leadership conference of women religious. And they put me in touch with [Sister]. 

and I told her what I wanted to do. What I wanted to do was establish a resource 

bank that would be available to Sisters throughout the United States. That would 

be pertained to human trafficking that we could take out and put in.  

The interviews showed a leadership as connected to action, as well as a 

willingness to step forward and to create new initiatives in the face of gaps. 

Previous Experience as Foundation 

 Part of understanding the participants’ approach to leadership is understanding 

their experiences as leaders. In terms of leadership positions, they served at CEO-level 

positions from the local, to the national, and also at the international level. All of the 

Sisters described leadership positions in local efforts to raise awareness and support 

survivors and victims. Many also reported additional experience in national level anti-

trafficking organizations such as USCSAHT, Arise, Australian Catholic Religious 
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Against Trafficking n Humans (ACRATH), and other international groups such as 

Talitha Kum. They also held positions in anti-trafficking organizations and groups 

focusing on related social justice issues that are connected to human trafficking such as 

migration, refugees, fair housing, and support for women and girls at the United Nations.  

 Several of the Sisters described how their previous experiences provided a 

foundation for the efforts that they are leading in anti-trafficking. In some cases, these 

experiences served as an optic through which they viewed their efforts, as Sister one 

described “As I look at this issue, it’s a public health issue. That’s one of the lenses to 

look at it from and so I see it as a public health issue and so now my patients are the 

whole community.” The direct experiences working face-to-face with individuals also 

served as an inspiration in the work they did at less direct levels such as building policies 

and programs. As Sister nine noted:  

The memories that I certainly bring with me to my work at policy level at work is 

very different to working face-to-face. And both are hugely needed because in 

some senses, it’s my experience on the ground that motivates and drives me in 

terms of where I am now and doing the policy work and being fierce about it 

when I can. But really from my life in [County name], I came here in [date], and 

that was the transition to the policy work. And my predecessor said to me 

something, she said, “never forget the experiences that you’ve had.” 

Servant Leadership  

Five of the sisters used the specific term servant leadership in describing their 

leadership. For example, Sister two said: 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   100 
 

You think of leadership and we hear a lot about servant leader. I have grown a lot 

in that, towards empowering others to take leadership, moving towards team 

leadership, working as a group, and listening more and more to the voices of the 

people with whom I minister.  

Leadership is not… 

In reflection of what leadership meant to the Sisters, I think it is important to note 

several themes that were not heard. None of the Sisters discussed ideas such as 

promotion, money, or getting ahead. This was directly noted by one Sister. In describing 

her leadership, Sister three noted “I believe that it’s a word that’s been very incorrectly 

used, because often when we say leadership we’re talking about administrators. 

Administrators tick boxes and get things done.” In further describing her efforts, Sister 

three added “It’s not about money. It’s not about a career. It’s about the dignity of the 

human person, the dignity of the human person.” 

Each of the sub-themes point to an active type of leadership that focuses on the 

needs of others. The leadership experiences point to a type of leadership focused on 

improving others and the situations at hand rather than a need for power or control. 

The Complexity of Human Trafficking 

In describing human trafficking, all of the Sisters commented that human 

trafficking was more than just one issue. Just as human trafficking was described as a 

complex system of issues, the underlying causes of trafficking were also noted as being 

complex issues beyond trafficking itself. With the theme of the complexity of human 

trafficking, other sub-themes built on this concept of complexity. Sub-themes that 

contributed to the theme of complexity include human trafficking as being part of a larger 
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complex system of issues, a lucrative criminal activity with a high demand, and the 

difficulty of clear data to scope the issues, as well as the sub-theme of human trafficking 

being rooted in a lack of respect for human dignity.  

Human Trafficking as Part of a Larger Complex System of Issues 

 Recognizing the complexity of human trafficking includes recognizing the 

complex root causes of human trafficking that are influenced by other global issues. As 

Sister one described it, “The issue is so complex that it has to be multiple issues. I don’t 

know that there’s a single piece.” This complexity impacts understanding and combatting 

it. As she further described it: 

This is a current, huge, global issue and so it impacts the needs of so many people 

and it also impacts our ability to work together to address some of the root causes 

that we're already concerned about as well, with migration or with economies 

being uneven, or with the environment contributing to people who are trafficked 

because we're destroying their earth so they have to move somewhere else, that 

puts them at more risk.  

Understanding an underlying issue such as poverty informs how this relates to 

making people vulnerable to trafficking and the multitude of ongoing impacts to their 

lives. Sister 10 described trafficking as victimization and thus there is a need to 

understand the underlying vulnerabilities in order to address it: 

Human trafficking is preying on the most vulnerable, rather than a random act of 

victimization. And so given that it’s not a random act in most situations, given 

that it’s not a random act of victimization, what are the vulnerabilities, and this 

taps into all the sustainable development goals. So, the vulnerabilities like rural 
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isolation, lack of education, lack of protection in the family home and community, 

then migration, the need to migrate for multiple reasons. So, addressing all of 

these issues in order to prevent, not only human trafficking, but many other 

phenomena that involve exploitation. 

Understanding the causes and impacts not only involves direct support to 

survivors, but policies that seek to eradicate trafficking. Sister 10 further pointed out how 

recognizing the multiple causes is vital, and that this impacts how it is viewed in the 

policies to address it. She said: 

 I’ve certainly seen a shift in the language that they’re using at the United Nations, 

in relation to human trafficking. I think that they are more likely to recognize 

human trafficking more as a phenomenon that does happen over the life course, 

rather than a random act of victimization. And that’s really significant, because in 

taking that view, the emphasis is different. So, when the focus was very much on 

traffickers who were randomly kidnapping women or children, then the focus was 

all on criminalization and policing. Whereas when the concept of vulnerability 

over the life course is adopted, then there’s a focus on education, there’s a focus 

on health, community connectedness. So, the change in policy outlook changes 

the way that people respond. 

Complex and Lucrative Criminal Enterprise 

All of the Sisters touched on how the issue of trafficking is further complicated 

because it is a lucrative criminal enterprise for which there is a steady demand. Sister two 

summarized this dimension as follows: 
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It’s a much, much more serious problem than I knew, than I anticipated. Despite 

all of the efforts we’re making, the incidents of human trafficking are growing, 

because there’s money to be made. It’s a lucrative criminal enterprise, and I think, 

the absolute indifference to the value of a human person. 

This idea of trafficking as a criminal activity also touched on the need to look at 

who benefits from trafficking as well as the demand that the enterprise is meeting. The 

themes of demand as a cause of trafficking were also noted in several interviews. Sister 

nine noted:  

One of the root causes of trafficking is demand and that demand is met through 

the supply of girls and women who are trafficked and children, because 

increasingly children are being trafficked and increasingly boys are being 

trafficked for sexual exploitation…and it’s all profit. 

Sister eight described they cycle of greed and demand as well. To these 

dimensions she also added the dimension of power. She noted:   

I’d say a couple of things. One is consumer demand drives a lot of it. It makes it 

much more difficult if you can’t intervene at that level. You have the predators 

who are selling, and you have the buyers who are buying the persons. You’ve got, 

greed is huge. Greed and power are really, two really powerful pieces of 

trafficking. That’s what people who are trafficking the persons want. They want 

the money, billions of dollars a year world-wide. That’s a huge thing. Generally 

speaking, power over the person, both by the predator, and by the person who is 

purchasing that individual. You look at labor trafficking. Who benefits from the 
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labor trafficking? The person who makes the product, sells the product. Not 

makes it, who sells the product, that the trafficked persons, again, it’s money. 

This idea of benefitting by selling another human being as a commodity speaks to 

the sub-theme of human trafficking as being rooted in a lack of respect for human 

dignity. As Sister nine pointed out “so human life is expendable, I can buy what I want of 

human life.” 

Human Trafficking as a Lack of Respect for Human Dignity 

While the Sisters all pointed to respect for human dignity as a key impetus of their 

work, they also noted that trafficking is rooted in a lack of respect for this. Sister two 

pointed out that “Human life has ceased to have value for many people. Human 

trafficking is a major consequence of that.” Sister 10 noted:  

And the other thing is human dignity, the whole notion of human dignity. 

Someone once said to me... Oh, why are the nuns so interested in sex and what’s 

happening with sex? And I said... Trafficking really isn’t about sex. It’s about 

power and exploitation. And as I said, there are so many different expressions of 

trafficking, but ultimately, it’s about exploitation and vulnerabilities. 

Part of the Sisters’ experience has shown how the lack of respect for human 

dignity translates into trafficking and other abuses such as the commodification of 

persons. Sister eight stated, “It’s a lot of disrespect for individuals as persons. People are 

a commodity. They are not treated with respect. They’re not treated with dignity. When 

their usefulness is done, they get set aside.”  

Sister three described this commodification of human beings as one of the root 

problems to be addressed: 
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I think, I like the vision that this work will never be done until we’ve put all 

traffickers out of business, and the whole idea that people are commodities. I 

think an awful lot of the problem that we’ve had around the world, particularly 

with the abuse of women, is because women are seen as commodities to be used 

and abused. Therefore, the whole trafficking situation is this idea that these people 

can be used. It is far more lucrative than drugs. A drug is swallowed and it’s over, 

it’s gone. A woman or a man that is trafficked can be used again, and again, and 

again. 

In looking at the issue of human trafficking through the lens of human dignity, 

one of the sisters noted that in all discussions of trafficking, we must remember that we 

are talking about human beings. Sister seven pointed out that human trafficking:  

…involves all human beings, the trafficker and the victims. And to try to get 

across to people that we’re talking about human beings. And that no human being 

should be “othered”, or not treated as a person because they are a trafficker. Or 

not treated as a person because they are poor, financially poor. Or not treated as a 

person because they have a disability— but that respect is for all human beings. 

Difficulty in Data to Establish the Scope of the Issue 

Many of the Sisters described the difficulty in assessing the true scope of the 

issue. Sister three described how part of the difficulty in understanding the true scope of 

trafficking is the lack of clear data: 

The data is sketchy, sketchy all over the place, and sketchy in the Western world, 

and it’s more sketchy in other places. We do know that it’s hidden and it’s a 

complex crime. The numbers involved are difficult to estimate. What we do 
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know, and that’s why the research is so, so, important, there are different types of 

trafficking going on. Of course, there is the child exploitation…(and) you have 

the organ trafficking. You have the sexual exploitation, and then you have the 

forced labors. That’s the data that’s around.  

Through these descriptions, the Sisters outlined the complexity of human 

trafficking pointing out that it is not a single issue, but rather multiple issues, with 

multiple causes, and difficulty in obtaining clear data. All these factors are further 

compounded by the lucrative criminal activities for which there is a high demand. A 

further theme of human trafficking resulting from the lack of respect for human dignity is 

explored in the next section. 

Respect for Human Dignity as a Foundation for Understanding and Action 

A key theme across all of the interviews was the foundational importance of 

respecting and upholding the dignity of all people. As I reflected on this theme, I realized 

that it was not only mentioned in all interviews but also intersected with other themes. As 

the need to build awareness of the dignity of all appeared multiple times, it is added here 

as a main theme on its own. 

While lack of respect for human dignity was noted as a root cause of trafficking, 

many of the Sisters pointed out how the solution is about more than building this 

awareness, it is also about taking action and ensuring the respect of the dignity of all 

persons. As Sister three noted in describing her efforts, “It’s not about money. It’s not 

about a career. It’s about the dignity of the human person, the dignity of the human 

person.” 
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Sister two, in looking at the overall increase in the devaluing of persons and the 

growing primacy of money and power that needs to be addressed at all levels. She said: 

How many hearts do we have to convert? Sometimes it’s not just information. 

What more do we need to do to protect children, to turn this around, to convince 

governments, and corporations, and people, and the criminal syndicates, the 

cartels, that this is simply not acceptable? I think it’s part of a trend of the 

devaluing of the human person. The primacy of power and money. 

Giving a further example of their works as dedicated to human dignity, and the 

extent to which Sisters will go to protect the dignity of persons, Sister three described an 

example of this dedication being put into action: 

I think that there are wonderful modern examples of women who really are just, 

who are fearless. You, I think, saw one of the things that on [television channel], a 

sister in the Philippines who went to the traffickers’ house to actually confront 

them. I think that’s happening over and over. I can think of in [Country], one of 

the Sisters, there was a raid on a girls’ boarding school and 45 girls were abducted 

to be used as sex slaves for the soldiers. The principal when into the jungle, went 

right to the guy, and got her girls back. I mean, that’s the kind of thing that’s 

happening. And then, there’s smaller efforts. I can think of (a Sister) in Northern 

Ireland who accompanied the police when they were going to do a raid on a house 

where there are trafficked people. Our Sister who helped the metropolitan police 

identify trafficked people and where they’re being held in London. It’s happening 

all over. 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   108 
 
 The theme of efforts rooted in the respect for human dignity was woven through 

all of the interviews. This concept is foundational to understanding why Sisters are 

involved in combatting complex issues such as trafficking. The next section will move 

from why they lead to how they lead and how systems thinking is evident in their actions. 

Systems-Thinking Approach to Combatting Trafficking 

The interviews brought out the experiences with different types of trafficking and 

the added layer of complexity and need for different interventions that they bring. In 

describing their approach to understanding human trafficking and developing initiatives 

to combat it, the Sisters demonstrated a systems-thinking approach. Each brought a 

unique background and perspective, but all recognized the complexity of the issue and 

the multiple approaches needed to address it. As Sister one stated, “Our focus has really 

become addressing systemic change.” 

Multiple Perspectives from Experiences 

The Sisters’ unique professional backgrounds informed and helped generate 

initiatives needed to combat trafficking. Sisters came to anti-trafficking efforts from other 

ministries and professions. They drew on their previous experiences to approach the 

issue. Sister one said, “As I look at this issue, it’s a public health issue. That’s one of the 

lenses to look at it from and so I see it as a public health issue and so now my patients are 

the whole community.” While each of the Sisters shared a common vison of ending 

trafficking, each focused their efforts on a different approach. Most of the Sisters 

described how their multiple backgrounds and approaches shaped their efforts, but also 

helped them see how other social justice issues and world events are related to or even 

increase the risks of trafficking. Sister three described these relations: 
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My real focus is girls’ education and of course trafficking comes into that. I have 

a PhD in the feminization of poverty, the feminization of poverty looking at how 

systems deliberately keep women poor… the latest statistic coming out of UN 

Women is that, because of the pandemic, and how we have really gone backwards 

in the whole equality situation, that where we had made great strides over the last 

10 years with the millennium development goals and then the sustainable 

development goals, now with the pandemic and not a lot of work, [it] has rolled 

back. 

Power of Collaboration 

 Collaboration across a variety of stakeholder groups was described by all Sisters 

as critical given the variety of often intersecting initiatives and issues. Sister three 

described the importance of networking and collaboration as a way forward: 

I believe it [human trafficking] is multiple issues. I also believe that no one 

organization has either the reach, or the scope, or the global footprint, or the 

resources to defeat this scourge on humanity. Therefore, I think that the way 

forward is by networking. Certainly, the group that was set up in Rome (Talitha 

Kum) demonstrated the importance of networking together…It’s about working 

together, because we believe this scourge on humanity has to be eradicated. 

Networking and pooling resources is the way forward.  

Collaborating with other groups can help organizations better focus their 

resources and efforts where a larger impact can be made. As Sister six pointed out: 

But I think there are so many good groups, lobbying groups and different groups 

that are approaching this issue at the systemic level that it would be recreating the 
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wheel to ever start anything new. It just would be better to support one of those 

groups who are trying to make a change at that higher level. Then that’s a better 

way to address the issue at that level than try and start something yourself.  

 In some cases, it was pointed out that their organization may not be in the lead on 

an effort. Leading their effort may in fact involve joining with another group. As Sister 

one pointed out: 

So, it’s a constant learning opportunity to do that (identify areas of collaboration) 

and not need to take it over but to join with in many cases. We didn’t have to be 

the leaders of it necessarily, but we have to be the collaborators who get engaged 

with others who are also doing very good work.  

Another area described as key in collaboration is empowering those on the 

frontlines of the effort.  Sister three noted: 

I think the network, working with the frontline... What do I mean by frontline? 

It’s locally funded and locally led with accountability to the funding group. 

Because they’re locally funded and locally led, they do enjoy credibility on the 

ground. That would be my definition of both frontline workers and the importance 

of networking. 

The flow of information is an added benefit of collaboration. Sister nine 

described, “Collaboration is hugely important… You need all the information coming in 

from the networks to be able to do this work substantively.” 

Collaboration brings a wider perspective to the initiatives and allows for better 

sharing of information.  In assessing areas for collaboration, sharing resources was noted. 

As Sister three pointed out: 
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When we collaborate, I mean, we just widen the tent. More and more information 

is out there where we can bring that information and tell what’s happening. You 

also learn from each other about good practices. The days of the lone ranger are 

over. The Hilton Fund for Sisters certainly stresses that. 

In widening the group of those involved, collaboration also includes asking the 

question of who else needs to be involved as Sister one asked: 

Who else needs to be in the discussion with us? So that we do a really good job 

and become those that someone would reach out to, the system would reach out to 

because we present credible information and give them the empowering tools to 

deal with the issue. 

 In choosing partners for collaboration, several Sisters pointed out that values can 

play a role in bridging differences and enhancing networks. As Sister five pointed out: 

So, I think the idea is networking can be very important when you agree on what 

you are working on together and not on the difference, but what is common. And 

then there is a huge exchange of knowledge and several professions and areas and 

regions. That’s really good. 

However, as one Sister pointed out, common values or efforts may not always 

lead to collaboration, but it is still important to examine this. According to Sister four: 

…you take a look at what they’re doing and what their values are. That’s very, 

very important to us as Sisters. And then you begin dialogue, and it may or may 

not lead to anything worthwhile, but may lead to something. 
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Given the multiple aspects of human trafficking, there are many efforts to combat 

it. One sister pointed out that these efforts were not always coordinated as Sister seven 

described:  

Just may be people working in silos and not realizing that there’s so many 

intersections... It just intersects with everything, with all other social issues…in 

the beginning when we were forming [Group], I think that is what we offer, [it] is 

that we see the intersection with all these other issues. And I think you’re seeing 

that more now, but 10 years ago or even 5 or 6 years ago, I think we were really 

the only ones who were not only educating people but making people aware that 

this intersects with every issue. And I didn’t see that happening in other anti-

trafficking organizations. People are either focused, right, just on child trafficking 

or sex trafficking, and not really bringing in all those other issues. 

Calibrating the efforts begins with building awareness of them among the 

stakeholders and the impacts of each of the groups involved. 

Focusing the Efforts: Leverage Points 

 Collaboration can also help leaders identify leverage points, or areas where they 

can best target efforts. Sister three pointed out the long history of Catholic Sisters’ 

involvement in meeting the needs of those that they serve: 

In the early days, when the sisters came to this country, the focus was the 

immigrant population who had moved in. They needed health care and they 

needed schools. You would have found Catholic sisters in the grade schools and 

in the hospitals. Today…we look at all what’s happening out there and where do 

we need to put our focus? At one of our Chapters, it was decided the main 
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problem is, again, immigration and it’s certainly global warming, which is 

pushing people to move and to migrate, and human trafficking, and of course 

racism.  

 Finding an effective leverage point does not always require a large number of 

resources. It can involve a small resource targeted at the right point which provides a 

large impact. Sister three described an effort in Kenya that was initially aimed at helping 

one girl. It not only helped her avoid being trafficked but helped many others as a result. 

This 15-year-old girl had dropped out of school and was hanging around in a bad area. 

The sisters working there had a school that teaches skills; dress-making skills, accounting 

skills, gardening skills, some IT. Both tuition and board for a year was around $100.00 

U.S. The Sisters contacted another Sister who was working with grants. The Sister in 

Kenya told Sister three:  

I have about three of four girls. I know they’re going to end up the trafficking 

route, because these people are offering them $20. That's seems like an awful lot 

of money, whereas we can train them.  

The Sisters arranged a scholarship for the girl in question. She told others of the 

opportunity which in turn resulted in about 20 girls going to school where they learned 

skills that could earn them money rather than turning to being trafficked. The original girl 

graduated and started her own dress-making business. Sister three went on to note that 

when the pandemic started:  

She [this girl] realized people need masks, and she started to make masks. That 

was a great example of intervention, but also, she herself, was sustainable. She 

was a sustainable person, because we weren’t constantly having to send her $100 
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bills and more $100 bills. She realized, I have a skill and I can use my skill to 

make a difference.  

Understanding Possible Consequences 

 Sometimes a change in one area may cause an unintended or unforeseen shift in 

another area. During one presentation, Sister two described how a state legislator thanked 

the Sisters for their work, but stated that it was not happening in his state. However, a few 

weeks later, this legislator was at another event and began to see the signs and evidence 

of trafficking activities at that venue. He returned to discuss this with the Sisters and is 

now looking at where to focus legislation to combat trafficking. 

 Sometimes an event with one goal can actually generate another result. Sister two 

described speaking at several events targeted at building awareness of anti-trafficking. 

After these events, people came forward who either knew someone or were a survivor of 

trafficking and had never before come forward. As a result of the presentation, they were 

now confident in coming forward and getting assistance. Unintended consequences can 

also result in or be caused by policy changes intended to ameliorate a situation. Stressing 

the importance of the interconnectedness of policies, Sister six described the often-

unforeseen impact that policies can have on other policies. Using the example of 

legalizing commercial sex, she pointed out that it “is shifting the problem. It’s not solving 

the problem; it’s just shifting the problem.” She went on to describe this impact from the 

perspective a victim that she worked with: 

So, the idea of legalizing commercial sex, the whole legalizing of it, I think is due 

to that big misunderstanding. Because if you legalize commercial sex, then now 

you give permission for these manipulators to do what they’re doing. It’s not 
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going to change their tactics any. If anything, it’s going to give them more 

leverage because now it’s not illegal. So, I don’t see how it’s going to help the 

women who are victims and being drawn into human trafficking. I don’t see how 

it's going to help to legalize it. I think it’s just going to make the issue worse, 

unfortunately. We were talking to some survivors of that through our program 

about that particular issue. So, I asked one girl. I said, "What would have 

happened if this were legal, or you didn’t necessarily, weren’t mandated to attend 

our program?" She said, "That would have been… he would have just decided 

whether or not I could go or not. It would not have been up to me. It wouldn’t 

have been my choice to go. I wouldn’t have had that. He (the trafficker) would 

have just said, ‘Yes, you can go or no, you can’t.’ "So, thinking that making this 

legal so that she’s not committing a crime will give her the freedom to decide if 

she wants access to that education is just not going to happen, and to access 

different resources and things like that. He would just have the choice whether she 

will or not. She will not have the choice.  

Building Awareness Among Stakeholders 

Building awareness is a key component in anti-trafficking efforts. All of the 

Sisters pointed out that by building awareness of the issue among a variety of 

stakeholders, the various groups were able to come together to develop and implement 

solutions. With awareness also comes empowerment as the various members of the 

system can build on information and better target their efforts. As Sister one described: 

We determined that what we could do best would be to raise awareness first of all. 

So, we had teachers, we had nurses, we had social workers, we had attorneys 
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around our table. And we knew early on that we would probably not be the direct 

care providers of those who are being trafficked, but we all had networks of 

people that do that kind of work. So, if they only knew, they could do a better job 

of what they do.  

Importance of Feedback and Information Sharing 

 As the Sisters described from their experience, each of the different aspects of the 

work supports other aspects. They also pointed out the importance of collaboration in 

information sharing, including research. Both research and action are important to each 

other but cannot always be done by the same person or group. Collaboration allows the 

different areas to augment each other. So, while groups such as medical and law 

enforcement can help at the frontlines, there is also a place for researchers and data 

analysts. As Sister three described it, the question is: 

…how to improve their intervention strategies and also how to become 

sustainable? That work, the frontline work, and the capacity building, and the 

investment... We have somebody in our network who does an awful lot of 

research. Because frontline people, they’re so busy, they’re so lacking in 

resources, and they’re trying to meet the demand of the people who are trafficked 

and trauma of women or men who have been trafficked, they don’t have the time 

or the resources for the research. The research is so important, because we don’t 

have enough evidence yet. The evidence has just been collected, and hopefully 

with the work that you're doing as well, it’ll help to demonstrate the importance of 

evidence gathering. That has to be done through universities and through the 

academia, I believe.  
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Moving beyond data to describe and inform responses the problem, several of the 

Sisters pointed out the need to make the data relevant to the audience. For example, Sister 

one noted that when telling a group of affluent High School students that some parents 

are selling their children for $50.00, those students must first understand that in certain 

countries people earn less than a dollar a day. As Sister three described it “It’s trying to 

get those we’re trying to educate or mentor to stand in the sandals of whom we are 

talking about.”  

Another aspect of making the data relevant is the need to move beyond numbers 

and to put a human face on the issue. Sister three explained: 

I find when we’re trying to help people understand how this is a hidden and 

complex crime, and that it’s difficult to estimate numbers, I find telling the human 

stories hooks the young people. It really helps them to understand this also could 

be me. I mean, there have been cases of girls in the United States who have been 

abducted and who have been used by the traffickers. I find the survivor stories are 

amazing, and they do provide a platform for those who have survived and who’ve 

been getting the help to move beyond their pain to tell their stories. Because, until 

we can help people understand what’s happening, and when people can listen to 

and empathize with the severity of the situation of so many, I think they become 

involved in recognizing the need to help this work to abolish this modern-day 

slavery.  

Need for Policy and Advocacy in Anti-Trafficking Efforts 

Understanding the research and data can also inform how policies and efforts are 

aligned as well as what their impact is. Several of the Sisters discussed the importance of 
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policy and its connection to advocacy efforts. Rather than just focusing on prosecuting 

traffickers, policies should also focus on supporting the survivors. For example, Sister 

five described that at the UN, they are examining an approach called The Nordic Model 

as “a way to reduce demand and to give the trafficked women more possibility to call the 

police or to escape and to be found. Also, that there are less women trafficked in 

prostitution.” Further, “If there is no demand, there is no trafficking.”    

Sister three described how in developing policy and advocacy, reliable 

information is critical. This information must not just go to the policy makers, but also 

back to those in the field: 

The key, we find in any development work is there has to be information going in 

information coming out. Because, if it’s one way traffic, that can be exhausting. 

So many people want to believe that what they’re telling is making a difference. 

It’s very difficult for someone to come forward and talk about how they have 

been abused. It’s about building up the trust and letting people know somehow 

that their work is part of the greater whole, which we are trying to actually stop 

what's happening to other people. 

Given there is no one policy, these efforts need to be focused at several areas.  As Sister 

two points out, this includes being involved in the legislative process at a variety of 

levels: 

I think there’re also issues around how to advocate for the needs of persons who 

are trafficked around what kinds of legislative efforts are necessary. How do we 

be effective in using our access to legislative persons on the national level but also 

on the state and local levels? 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   119 
 
Perspectives and Inclusion of Survivors 

 All of the Sisters not only described the importance of supporting survivors, but 

also acknowledging and seeking their perspectives. Ensuring inclusion of survivors and 

their perspectives could be discussed in the section on collaboration, given the frequency 

it appeared. However, it is included as an individual theme with sub-themes of 

respecting/learning from survivors, ensuring they are included in messaging, and the 

importance of terminology.  

 Recognizing the perspective of survivors also serves as a reminder that the trauma 

from trafficking is lifelong and there are many areas of their lives that will need to be 

addressed. Hearing their input helps better address these areas. Sister one pointed out: 

…there is not a single solution and that the trauma that persons experience when 

they are trafficked is lifelong trauma, and that many are very resilient. So, learn to 

rely on survivors to help us know how to do a better job because they have a lived 

experience and can tell us, “No, in health care, you weren’t paying attention. We 

need to have you pay attention.” So, it’s helped us know how to address the areas 

or the professions that need to know and how they might do a better job, so we 

have the opportunity to use their expert experience to shape how things are done. 

One Sister noted that in trying to understand the perspective of the survivor 

helped her have more compassion for them. Sister six described how to meet survivors 

where they are: 

I certainly have much more compassion for the women who are caught in this, 

much more compassion for why they don’t leave their trafficker, why it takes 

four, five, six, seven times before they’ll finally leave. That is probably the 
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biggest that’s been for me, learning about this and then meeting so many women 

who have been involved in trafficking and some still in the midst of trafficking, 

even in our program. You can kind of tell. But this is the compassion.  

Sister 10 described that a key focus of her leadership efforts was ensuring the 

voices of women are heard: 

So, I've certainly provided a lot of support and leadership in bringing women 

from the grassroots to forums where they cannot be exploited, but have the 

opportunity to tell their story, or to advocate against anti-trafficking. So really to 

legitimize the whole experience of human trafficking. And I'd say that's a core 

part of my work, is to bring the voices forward, the experiences forward, without 

exploiting, mostly women, in my experience. 

Getting the Message to Victims and Survivors 

Part of empowering survivors is ensuring that they have access to the information 

needed to get help. Finding innovative ways of building this awareness and helping those 

trafficked get access to information and services requires innovative approaches to, as 

Sister three described it, finding ways of “amplifying the message.” It was also important 

to have avenues for reaching those impacted by trafficking, and these included some 

innovative strategies. Sister three described how in one parish with a large immigrant 

community, resources were shared and sometimes disguised: 

It looked like a prayer to Mary, but in actual fact, it said “If you’re being 

trafficked” in their language, and all different languages, “If you are being 

trafficked, ring this number.” It looked very innocent, like a prayer card. But in an 

actual fact, it was a way to help people seek out (support). It’s that kind of locally 
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led initiatives. I supposed I’m a person with a lot of courage. It’s about also 

helping people to realize that we can no longer be passive bystanders as this 

crime’s going on.  

 Another stakeholder to be included in efforts targeted at awareness are the 

survivors themselves. Raising awareness and getting information to victims and survivors 

about resources can include innovative approaches such as The Lip Balm Project. As 

Sister two described it: 

Something else that has been quite popular; we’ll see where it goes in the future; 

is the Lip Balm Project. When, a few years ago, it seems like forever, before the 

Pandemic, some of us, three of us sisters went to the [Event Name] Bike Rally for 

a day. Once we got there, we worked with another anti-trafficking project that 

was going on there, because we didn’t know what we could do by ourselves. So, 

we joined them. We…put labels on lip balms, because that’s an outside event 

with wind, and sun, and motorcycles. So, it was not safe to hand out cards to 

anybody, especially to victims. But anybody could use lip balm. The lip balm had 

a message on there, “Are you forced to do something you don’t want to do? Are 

you afraid? Are you threatened? Call this number.” It was the national anti-

trafficking hotline.  

Sister two went on to note that this effort then expanded to putting baskets of lip 

balms with detailed information including phone numbers and web resources to help 

survivors find help in the ladies’ rooms at truck stops and other venue. This helped the 

Sisters to reach people that they may not have previously been able to come into contact 

with. 
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Importance of Terminology 

Recognizing the importance of perspectives of survivors includes the very 

terminology used to describe them. This respect includes the terminology used that 

recognizes their worth and resiliency. As Sister five pointed out: 

You have an evolution. So, for example, before we said victims of trafficking, and 

now we say survivor. Because we know that if I tell a person “You are a victim”, 

that means they’re helpless. It puts this sort of helplessness on the person and that 

has an impact on the developing. But when I say survivor, I point out how strong 

they are, that they’re still able to go on. So, I think I could learn about the strength 

that a survivor needs for the reintegration. 

The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic  

The impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic were discussed by all of the Sisters 

interviewed. The sub-themes of changes in how they had to work, and the increased 

vulnerability of those they serve were common across all of the interviews. Many of the 

Sisters also noted the increase in new types of trafficking such as internet trafficking. 

Some Sisters noted that while there was a rise in internet trafficking, the internet was also 

helping them expand their outreach and continue their work.  

Changes in how to Work  

All study participants made the point that while the focus of their anti-trafficking 

efforts did not change, how they implemented those efforts required changes to meet the 

challenges of the Pandemic. The Sisters who were working advocacy and awareness 

pointed out that they had to move from presenting to large groups in person to conducting 

meetings via Zoom. While the changes helped them work in some ways, several Sisters 
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reported the stress of relying on technology. As Sister two pointed out, “there’s been an 

isolation that has affected all of us. Technology is okay, but there’s nothing that replaces 

face-to-face, heart-to-heart conversation, interaction.” Sister three described the impact to 

field workers: 

Covid has had a major impact in that we haven’t been able to send field workers 

out to monitor what’s happening. It’s also scary, Covid, because the traffickers 

are very, very, busy at the moment, because people are very, very, vulnerable. 

There’s a lot of displaced people. There’s a lot of people who are desperate, and 

desperation makes the human person do desperate things sometimes…  

This lack of people on the ground to provide services led to an increase in vulnerability 

and susceptibility to trafficking. 

Increased Vulnerability and Less Access to Services  

 In discussion of those they serve, they noted that those most impacted by 

trafficking were even more vulnerable during this challenging time. Sister six pointed out 

that despite the lockdown, many victims were still working: 

We were all hunkering down and locking ourselves inside for safety, but that 

wasn’t the case for the women on the streets. They still had to be out there. They 

still had to have a quota. They still, despite everything, were out on the street. It’s 

almost impossible to drive down the main strip in <City> and not see a girl out 

there being trafficked. It’s every day. So, they were still out there even though 

everyone else was inside.  

Sister one pointed out the increased vulnerability caused by as a result of the 

lockdown in terms of lack of access to resources and vulnerability: 
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…one of the impacts of Covid has been that people are more vulnerable, some 

people are much more vulnerable because maybe they’re trapped at home. And 

maybe home is not a safe place. They don’t necessarily have access to the 

resources that they had before. Maybe their housing is in jeopardy so that makes 

them even more vulnerable, is they’re losing a job or losing that safety net. 

Sister one further added that in some cases this vulnerability came from a lack of 

access to basic support or services, putting people at risk for trafficking: 

Some of the vulnerabilities have increased. Survivors didn’t have the same access 

to their counseling services and maybe didn’t have access to a phone or the 

internet to even engage with the technology to make that happen that way instead 

of in-person. That’s been a strain. Some were hungry. They didn’t have access to 

food. Their housing was in jeopardy. The relationships that they counted on, they 

couldn’t get to, didn’t feel safe because they were trapped in a violent situation or 

the potential for a violent situation. [They] didn’t have the resources that they 

need and so were tempted to reach out to offers that sounded way too good, that 

lured them into things that were not at all helpful.  

Positive Impact of Technology 

Sister five stated: 

I think one of the changes was because the things are not in person. So, what is 

missing is this thought of knowing people and having a quick chat in between and 

being able to contact people who might have the same idea and exchange business 

cards. A lot of things are not possible at the moment, and because it wasn’t 

possible, we started to create... The idea of webinars was formed in confinement.  
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Sister six elaborated: 

Safety, that was the only reason we went virtual. I think if we had had confidence 

in being virtual, we probably would have done it sooner, just because, like I said, 

it’s so spread out where the women are arrested and where they’re originally 

from. So, safety was the real reason we went virtual, and it just happened to be a 

very good thing. 

 With the inability to meet in person, other forms of outreach also became 

increasingly important.  Sister two stated, “Of course, that all came to a stop with the 

Pandemic. However, I’ve been able to continue with a billboard project. So, three or four 

billboards. One billboard, we collaborated with (another Order). Usually, it’s a sex 

trafficking message.” These billboards change and spotlight other forms of trafficking 

including child trafficking and labor trafficking. The billboards not only built awareness 

of sex trafficking, including internet trafficking, they also provide phone numbers for 

reporting and assistance which enhances the outreach.   

 In some cases, there were unforeseen positive results from measures taken during 

the Pandemic. Several Sisters noted that the forced use of technology actually improved 

their outreach and support. Sister six stated: 

Our program actually blossomed in the Pandemic because most of the women 

who are arrested are not from our area. We have women in our program from 

[State], as I mentioned, [City]. They were arrested here, but they live in [City]. 

They live up near [City], which is 8 hours or more away. So, it was really a 

struggle for them to make it back once a week to attend a two-hour course. Now 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   126 
 

that it’s all virtual, actually we’ve had more women graduate than before the 

Pandemic. So, in a way, it helped our program.  

Increase in Internet Trafficking 

While the internet became a way for some people to connect during the Pandemic, 

it also increasingly became an avenue for trafficking. Even those who remain stuck at 

home are in peril given the rise in online trafficking. Sister one cautioned that children 

became particularly vulnerable to this type of trafficking: 

There are kids online. That’s a huge challenge mostly for parents and guardians to 

know what their kids are doing online and understand it and know how to interact 

with it. That’s upped the ante for us in terms of helping parents and guardians 

know how to deal with this. Know what those apps are about (which I’m not good 

at) but kids know.  

The impact of internet trafficking was noted beyond a local issue, but one that is 

having an impact at the international level and is being examined by international bodies 

as well. Sister three noted that the impact of this increase is also being studied at the 

international level: 

We’re noticing that the recent OSEC report is talking about [how] the Covid 

pandemic has seen the rise of online sexual abuse, particular focusing on minors. 

It has increased by something like 200% since Covid, which is very, very, 

worrying. Therefore, where technology has been great, better than nothing, during 

Covid, we have the digital divide. But it’s also being abused. The online abuse 

that's happening currently, because of the Covid pandemic, I think the last statistic 

I read, it’s something like 75% of the targets are young girls. And then, the rest 
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are, 17% are young men. It’s major, major, major, and it’s certainly on the rise, 

which is very, very, scary. 

 While the Covid-19 pandemic presented many additional layers of challenges 

including increased vulnerability and difficulties in accessing support, Catholic Sisters 

described finding new ways of approaching these challenges. These ways further 

reflected their dedication to the dignity of those they served through a systems-thinking 

approach. 

The Meaning of Being a Catholic Sister Involved in Anti-Trafficking 

 Given their unique status as Catholic Sisters, at the end of each interview, I asked 

each Sister what it meant to them being a Catholic Sister involved in anti-trafficking. The 

Sisters came to this work as a result of involvement in other ministries. One Sister (two) 

had been involved in ministries with immigrants and migrants as well as with Native 

peoples and working on reservations. As she became more aware of the impact of labor 

and sex trafficking on these communities, she became more involved in anti-trafficking 

efforts. 

Guided by Respect for Human Dignity 

 Each of the Sisters touched on their efforts having at their foundation a respect for 

the dignity of all persons and wanting to serve in areas that supported this respect. Sister 

four described this as: 

Human trafficking is a very complex issue. But when I ask myself, why are 

Catholic Sisters involved in this? And I think a step beyond that is, why do 

Catholic Sisters do what they do? And I think that the first principle of Catholic 

social teaching is respect for the dignity of persons. And I think our colleges for 
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women, our schools, our poverty programs and certainly human trafficking is 

really an effort to respect the dignity of the person.  

 Other Sisters talk about this in terms of reaching out to those in the margins to 

give them more abundant life, Sister six said: 

I’m really grateful for the opportunity to serve persons that are so vulnerable. 

We’ve tended anyway to be ones who would reach out to those on the margins. 

It’s part of our mission to do that, to bring more abundant life to God’s people, 

especially those who are on the margins. 

 Sister three described this respect as standing in solidarity with those that they 

serve and encountering where they are. According to her: 

If you’re encountering another person and they realize you have respect for their 

dignity as a human person, that very quickly comes across and that you’re 

standing in solidarity with them as they tell their story. That you’re listening to 

them, and that we have to respect their expertise.  

 Sister four described it as an issue she felt drawn to and that as a Sister it is an 

important issue to be involved in as it is often ignored. She said: 

It’s extremely important to me. It’s meaningful. It’s something that I think I 

should be in. It’s a justice issue. Human trafficking is a justice issue. It’s a public 

health issue. And as an educator, I feel really, not only drawn to it, but committed 

to reaching as many people as I can with the knowledge of human trafficking. So 

as a Sister it is very important. And then I think too, the dignity of the person, 

which we today seem to be just ignoring in many instances.  

Living the Gospel 
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 Several of the Sisters discussed how their ministry is their way of living their faith 

by tangibly living the Gospel; it is a way of living what they truly value. This comes 

through in the following narratives in which they describe the work as “living the 

Gospel.” Sister one stated: 

But it’s really living the gospel. This is the way to live the gospel in a very 

concrete manner. I’m so grateful to be able to do it and to do it with so many 

others who want to address it together.  

Sister three stated: 

I think that if Jesus were to reappear in this earth, or Catherine McAuley, would 

they say, “Thank you for being my witness?” Because, I think that this is really 

the work of the Gospel. Just as Jesus, when he met the woman at the well, he 

never condemned her. He spoke with her. He encountered her. 

While Sister eight said: 

I think it’s an essential ministry, but it's a way to live what I value as a Sister…. 

When you talk about serving people who are poor, sick, uneducated and wounded 

by contemporary society, that’s what we’re doing. Mercy focuses on five critical 

concerns, all of which are connected to human trafficking. We talk about 

violence, racism, environment, immigration, and women’s rightful place in 

church and society. All of those nexus with human trafficking. So, in a sense, I’m 

living out Mercy. It’s what I'm called to be doing. 

 Sister two discussed wanting to find ways to serve no matter how old she is: 

It’s a passion of mine. I am grateful for this opportunity, to do what I have 

been able to do. I think this is something I want to be involved with. If I’m 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   130 
 

too old to do much with human trafficking, I could still want to volunteer. 

I want to do something to further this cause until I die.   

Living the Gospel also ties back to supporting the dignity of all people. As 

Sister 10 described: 

I'll be a bit cliché maybe but there’s a quote from Jeremiah in the 

scripture. My plans for you are for a future of hope, not disaster. I think 

it’s Jeremiah 29. And I very much believe that unless all are liberated, 

none of us are liberated— that we can’t rest and be comfortable knowing 

that our brothers and sisters are suffering in some way, due to human 

rights violations, or even knowing that somehow, we could be complicit in 

someone’s trafficking. It motivates me highly to think that somehow, the 

way I live, is on the back of someone else’s lack of living. And to me 

that’s core to the Gospel. 

Importance of Prayer 

A unique dimension that Sisters consciously bring to their efforts is prayer. Prayer 

includes not only praying for those impacted by trafficking, but as a means of 

discernment of what to do next. Sister six described prayer as the first step in addressing 

a complex problem or issue, “First thing I would do is pray, for sure. It’s such an 

overwhelming issue. You don’t know where to begin sometimes.” This was also 

described by Sister two: 

Our first thought was, “What can we do? This is a worldwide evil. Billions of 

dollars are being made in this criminal enterprise. What is a handful of women in 

[State] going to do to confront this?” So, we thought, “Well, we can pray. We can 
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begin by praying and informing ourselves, and then informing other people.” So, 

that’s how we started out…I would usually, I guess, begin by praying. Then 

looking at the information and how I can respond to a situation. 

Unique Identity as Sisters 

 Several Sisters described how their identity as Sisters impacted how others saw 

them, both positively and negatively. Sister five described the evolution of her work with 

women in different situations ties together and how her identity as a Sister and wearing 

her religious habit, (her “uniform”) was seen: 

So, it evolved. Because I was mainly directly working with women who had 

suffered sexual exploitation, and then I’m coming, a Catholic celibate nun who 

should not know anything about anything, this is contradiction in a way. And I 

know some said, “Yeah, you don’t go with this uniform.” I went with this uniform 

for 30 years. It’s only now at the United Nations, I’m not. And “Oh, how do the 

women feel if they see you?” I think the important thing is the personality and 

what I came across, and I think... So, women are exploited. And I would say not 

only in trafficking, but also from the Catholic Church. Sorry to say this, but it’s all 

this, I think it’s getting more and more obvious and being there as a Catholic 

Sister, fighting for the rights of women, means to fight for the people who are 

oppressed in society and also in church.  

Power of Faith-Based Groups and Networks 

As members of religious orders, Sisters reported that they can also work the 

network within their order to keep informed of issues. This includes both the formal anti-

trafficking networks of Sisters, but also networks within the order to share information 
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about other issues in other ministries that could also impact anti-trafficking. These 

networks share both their religious identities and their faith driven actions. Sister three 

described the power of faith “…because it’s Catholic Sisters, I think that we have to 

recognize the power of faith to bring about lasting change.”  

Looking beyond the work of Sisters, one Sister spoke with both optimism and 

caution in the role that faith-based groups can play in ant-trafficking collaborations: 

Much of the work that is happening around trafficking involves faith-based 

groups. I worry sometimes that, hopefully, but in the rescuing, it’s not about 

trying to get... It’s respecting the person where they are, whatever their religion is. 

That would worry me. I think we’re only at the tip of the iceberg with looking at 

the contribution that faith-based groups are making to the work of trafficking. I 

think that where it’s authentic and it has nothing to do with trying grab new 

members, I think that it has quite potential. But it has to go hand-in-hand with 

other work as well. People need to understand the systems that are driving an 

awful lot of this stuff. 

 The unique identity of the women interviewed as Catholic Sisters came through in 

the interviews as a way of grounding their efforts in their faith and taking a systems-

thinking approach to addressing complex issues. In their own voices they shed light on 

their experiences as leaders. 

Discussion 

The interviews presented provided a glimpse into the experiences of Catholic 

Sisters leading anti-trafficking efforts and the use of systems thinking in their approach. 

In reflecting on these interviews, I was struck at the depth and breadth of experiences that 
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Catholic Sisters bring to anti-trafficking efforts. These interviews demonstrated that they 

bring a range of leadership experiences to leading anti-trafficking and other related social 

justice issues. While the sisters themselves bring decades of experience to leading these 

efforts, in some cases, their religious orders have been focusing on these issues for 

hundreds of years. This is an extensive base of expertise. Listening to their voices 

provided valuable insight to leading in complexity, yet as I reflected on their efforts there 

seemed to be a disconnect in that these voices were missing from the scholarly literature. 

In comparing the interviews with previous research, the findings support and 

expand the body of literature in these areas. The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 

provided insight on leadership, the complexity of human trafficking and the efforts to 

combat it, and how systems thinking provides a framework for understanding and 

working in complexity. While there is limited research in the leadership literature 

regarding Catholic Sisters (Brigham, 2015; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018), this DIP showed 

concrete examples of their experience of leadership, in this case in the complex area of 

anti-trafficking. The literature notes the complexity of human trafficking as a wicked 

problem (Erikson & Larsson, 2020) and a complex set of issues rather than just one issue 

(van der Watt, 2019). The interviews provided first-hand descriptions of the complexity 

of trafficking, the underlying issues that contribute to is, as well as the multifaceted 

approach to combat it as the Sisters described the issues they face and the initiatives they 

built. 

In terms of leading anti-trafficking efforts, the United Nations suggests a 

framework focused on three areas: Prevention, Protection, and Partnership (Leary, 2018). 

The experiences described by the Sisters represent efforts in all of these areas. However, 
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given the complexity of human trafficking, there is no one approach to combatting 

trafficking (van der Watt, 2019). In describing their initiatives, Sisters described not only 

multiple approaches but the importance of collaboration with others in addition to 

working with other fields. These collaborative efforts are recognized as being at the heart 

of anti-trafficking (Lagon, 2015). Collaboration allows the building of networks to best 

focus diverse talents. 

Networks are critical in moving beyond single, stove-piped solutions (Weber & 

Khademian, 2008). The interviews described their experiences ranging from grassroots 

efforts aimed at building awareness and supporting survivors to participants’ work at the 

international level. It was evident through the interviews that their efforts are targeted at 

multiple areas, yet they are not only working in diverse areas. Through both formal and 

informal networks, they are working to communicate across these efforts to inform other 

efforts and ensure communication and understanding on a larger scale. 

The literature notes the importance of a systems-thinking approach in 

understanding and combating human trafficking (van der Watt, 2019). Understanding 

interconnections is key in systems thinking (Senge, 2006; Meadows, 2008) and their 

descriptions of the complexity of trafficking and its underlying causes demonstrated this 

understanding of the importance of interconnections. Other key concepts of systems 

thinking emerged such as seeking multifaceted solutions (Davis & Stroink, 2016), 

leverage points (Meadows, 2008), and connecting multiple perspectives (Arnold & 

Wade, 2015) in the descriptions of how participants understand and approach initiatives.  

This DIP has several key strengths. In addition to giving concrete examples of the 

use of systems-thinking in the leading complex issues, it gives voice to an overlooked 
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group of leaders with proven experience and success in their efforts. Despite their long 

history of leading initiatives these efforts have not traditionally been included in the anti-

trafficking literature. This expertise was evidenced not only in the experience of the 

Sisters, but in their reference to other efforts that predate their own. This DIP presents a 

way forward in capturing and exploring these efforts. 

An additional strength is that while in some respects the group studied may seem 

homogenous, their diversity of efforts and experiences is notable. The group brought a 

wealth of experiences to their efforts. In turn these projects represented a wide variety of 

initiatives. Their networks demonstrate the importance of not only a variety of 

approaches, but also the importance of powerful networks in anti-trafficking. 

A limitation of this study is that while the participants’ efforts in prevention, 

protection, and partnership were touched on in their interviews, there are some gaps. For 

example, of the group interviewed, there were no leaders who engaged in the 

identification, finding, and rescuing of victims and survivors. Additionally, the law 

enforcement perspective was not examined nor was the perspective of those who work to 

identify trafficking networks and aggressively remove victims to a safe place. 

Discussions with members of these group suggest that there may be similarities and the 

potential for additional research in how they approach anti-trafficking efforts is rich. 

Also, while cyber-trafficking was identified as a growing issue, there was little 

description of leadership in these efforts, beyond building awareness. Further, while the 

importance of the survivor perspective and their leadership were issues that were 

identified, this group was not included in the interview cohort. Future research could look 
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at leadership in these areas in order to broaden the understanding of the initiatives and the 

leadership aspects involved. 

Summary 

Drawing on the interview data, Chapter 4 provided findings on how Catholic 

Sisters described their lived experiences of leading anti-trafficking efforts and how these 

approaches reflect systems thinking. By analyzing these experiences, this study builds on 

that body of knowledge and expands research on anti-trafficking as well as leadership. 

Further, because of the global presence of these Sisters; this study provided additional 

understanding of leadership experiences and global complexity, especially during a time 

of pandemic. Chapter 5 draws on the evidence from the literature in Chapter 2 and the 

insights from the interviews to provide recommendations and promising practices for 

leaders facing complexity. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS   

Human trafficking is a complex, lucrative, multi-system issue that impacts all 

facets of life. Whether it is sex trafficking, labor trafficking, organ trafficking, internet 

trafficking, infant or child trafficking, it thrives in a VUCA environment and feeds a 

growing demand. It preys on the most vulnerable. While many aspects of life and 

commerce slowed during the Covid-19 pandemic slowed or stopped, trafficking 

continued to grow and find new demands to meet. Organizations working to end 

trafficking, minimize the vulnerabilities that lead people into being trafficked, and 

support victims and survivors are faced with growing complexity and challenges. Leaders 

need agility in their thinking and approaches to meet and keep ahead of these challenges. 

This study focused on a specific group of leaders in anti-trafficking efforts who, 

while active, are understudied. There is limited prior research that focuses on the 

leadership styles of Catholic Sisters, especially in extreme circumstances (Brigham, 

2015; Fiebig & Christopher, 2018). Despite the gaps in research on the leadership of 

Catholic Sisters, they are recognized as leaders in initiatives to prevent trafficking, 

protect victims, and build partnerships to better meet the challenges. To understand the 

issues and environment they face, the literature in chapter 2 explored the complexity of 

human trafficking and the VUCA environment in which it thrives.  Current approaches to 

combat human trafficking were also explored. The literature also highlighted leadership 

and explored systems thinking as a framework for leadership. Moving beyond the 

literature, the researcher conducted interviews with Sisters involved in anti-trafficking 

efforts to understand their lived experience as leaders. In chapter 4, the key themes from 
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these interviews provided insight into the meanings of the lived experience of Catholic 

Sisters as leaders in anti-trafficking.  

In this final chapter, the purpose and aim of the study are restated. To address the 

aim of this study, Chapter 5 synthesizes the findings from chapter 4 and the applications 

of the literature from chapter 2 into recommendations for applying the insights gained to 

leadership development that can be used for personal development or as the foundation 

for training leaders in anti-trafficking efforts. These recommendations provide practical 

approaches for both leadership development and education. In addition to practical 

implications, Chapter 5 provides suggestions for future research as well as discussion of 

practical, research-related, and leadership-related implications for leadership theory and 

practice. The chapter closes with a final summary and conclusion of this DIP.  

The significance of this study is that it helped shed new light on both the 

leadership of Catholic Sisters in a specific environment under specific circumstances and 

provided insight on how leaders could use a systems-thinking approach for complex, 

global, multi-system problems in a VUCA environment. This study can therefore inform 

leadership frameworks, approaches, and training. Further, because of the global presence 

of the Sisters, this study provided additional understanding of leadership experiences and 

global complexity, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020-2021.  

Aim Statement 

The aim of this DIP was to build on the body of scholarly research about the lived 

experiences of Catholic Sisters as leaders, while also exploring how leaders apply 

systems thinking to leadership in a complex, wicked problems unfolding in a global 

VUCA environment. For this study, the wicked problem of human trafficking was 
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explored as the background for the efforts the Sisters lead. This research focused on a 

group of leaders who, while at the forefront of these efforts, are underrepresented in the 

literature. The outcomes of this study included an increased understanding of how 

Catholic Sisters described and interpreted their lived experiences of leading anti-human 

trafficking efforts. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how Catholic Sisters 

described and interpreted their lived experiences of leading anti-trafficking efforts, and 

how a systems-thinking approach was incorporated into their leadership approach. The 

research design employed a hermeneutic phenomenological approach with semi-

structured interviews. These interviews allowed the Sisters to provide insight into their 

own experiences. As systems thinking is suggested as a key framework for understanding 

human trafficking and building initiatives to combat it (van der Watt, 2019) how the 

participants’ efforts reflected systems thinking was included as a framework for 

understanding these efforts.  

Proposed Solutions 

 The proposed solutions are in the form of a series of recommendations for leaders. 

Synthesizing the research from the literature as well as the interviews conducted for this 

study, a series of proposed recommendations are provided to assist leaders and 

organizations in anti-trafficking efforts. In addition, these recommendations are provided 

as a foundation for leaders to better understand the challenges and for organizations 

seeking areas for professional development and ways to address the issues. These 

recommendations are rooted in systems thinking and are each interconnected. Further, 
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they take into consideration best practices and build on initiatives already in place as 

described by the leaders interviewed in this study. These recommendations can be 

applied to leadership practice as well as training and development efforts.  

 In terms of focus areas for building leadership efforts programs and to develop 

current and future leaders, I am presenting six recommendations that build on the key 

themes from the interviews as well as the literature. These recommendations include: 

diversifying and amplifying the voices of leaders studied, engaging the power of 

collaboration, developing systems thinking for understanding and approaching leadership 

in complexity, sharing and building on promising practices, operationalizing the lessons 

learned from the Covid-19 pandemic, and maintaining human dignity at the heart of 

efforts. 

Figure 4 
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Evidence that Supports the Solution 

 The recommended solutions incorporate the key themes from the interviews and 

the literature that amplifies these findings. Each of the recommendations is explored 

below incorporating the perspectives from the interviews with supporting literature. 

These themes can support innovative ways of approaching complex wicked problems 

such as human trafficking, and other issues. 

Amplify and Diversify the Voices of Leadership 

Listening to diverse voices is critical to understanding issues and building holistic, 

meaningful, and sustainable solutions. While these voices often go unheard, they still 

convey powerful insight. Sharing the narratives of those impacted by the issue helps build 

an understanding of where to better target efforts. Further, involving multiple groups and 

stakeholders gives them a voice in guiding the process (Bryson, 2011). In amplifying and 

diversifying voices, a broader perspective is not only heard, but informs the body of 

knowledge about leadership. In the case of anti-trafficking, the voices that need to be 

heard include both the survivors and those who are involved in and leading initiatives to 

combat trafficking. Each of these perspectives provides value. 

The Sisters and the literature both suggest the importance of including the voices 

of survivors of human-trafficking. Bringing the voices of the survivors forward also 

includes being sensitive to avoid further exploiting them. As Sister 10 described: 

So, I’ve certainly provided a lot of support and leadership in bringing women 

from the grassroots to forums where they cannot be exploited, but have the 

opportunity to tell their story, or to advocate against anti-trafficking. So really to 

legitimize the whole experience of human trafficking. And I’d say that’s a core 
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part of my work, is to bring the voices forward, the experiences forward, without 

exploiting, mostly women, in my experience. 

The idea of bringing the voices of the survivors is also suggested in the literature. Le 

(2017) suggested that this overlooked voices of survivors of trafficking need to be 

included. Input from survivors is important to building the evidence base of what is 

needed for interventions. Le (2017) further suggested that including survivors provides 

them opportunities for growth and leadership and allows them to break away from the 

cycle of exploitation. 

In discussing the importance of making voices heard, the Sisters pointed out the 

need for both empowering and listening to the voices of those on the front line. Sister six 

pointed out, “It’s more about empowering others to accomplish something, rather than 

trying to do it yourself or expecting that you will be the main actor that makes it happen.” 

Sister three saw the role of the leader as encouraging the voices, especially those of the 

young. As she stated, “I believe the work of a leader is about education and enabling 

young people to take the message forward.” 

Part of this empowerment is developing the skills of those involved in various 

aspects of the efforts and giving them a seat at the table. Sister four described this type of 

leadership: 

What it means is to be conscious of my own abilities and desires and also to bring 

other people along to be sensitive to their desires and their efforts. And I think a 

leader really knows who she is and helps others be who they are. 
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The ideas of leaders empowering others as leaders was also reflected in how the 

Sisters described how they approached the communities they served. As Sister two 

described it: 

Like John the Baptist, I must decrease and they must increase, because I really 

want to do everything I can to empower the Hispanic and immigrant leadership. I 

have found I have been surprised and pleased at the leadership that is there, that 

just needs to be nurtured. 

This idea of empowering others to be in the forefront, shows a shift from the focus on 

themselves as leaders, to a focus on others. While all the interviews brought out the 

importance of ensuring that all voices are heard in efforts, the Sisters themselves did not 

describe it in terms of amplifying their own voices. However, it was evident in the 

interviews that the Sisters in this study represented diverse leadership experience and 

professional backgrounds. They also had many years of experience in leading anti-

trafficking projects. Yet as noted, these experiences are absent in the literature, thus 

leaving a gap in valuable insights and perspectives for leaders. This wealth of experience 

and insights can be used to better inform future efforts. Participants’ networks at local, 

national, and international levels provide and share promising practices and resources to 

support anti-trafficking endeavors.  

Building Awareness Across Communities  

Listening to diverse voices also helps build awareness. Human trafficking is a hidden 

crime and building awareness shines a light in the darkness. As the public becomes more 

aware of the issue of trafficking, they can find ways to identify and combat it at a 

multiple levels. As the interviews demonstrated, not all anti-trafficking involves direct 
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engagement with traffickers or survivors. Sister three described how awareness builds 

recognition and the desire to act:  

I find when we’re trying to help people understand how this is a hidden and 

complex crime, and that it’s difficult to estimate numbers, I find telling the human 

stories hooks the young people. It really helps them to understand this also could 

be me… Because, until we can help people understand what’s happening, and 

when people can listen to and empathize with the severity of the situation of so 

many, I think they become involved in recognizing the need to help this work to 

abolish this modern-day slavery.  

 As parents understand the prevalence of cyber trafficking, they can take steps to 

protect their children in the increasingly virtual environment. As Sister one cautioned: 

There are kids online. That’s a huge challenge mostly for parents and guardians to 

know what their kids are doing online and understand it and know how to interact 

with it. That’s upped the ante for us in terms of helping parents and guardians know 

how to deal with this. 

Building awareness is critical not only for those working directly in anti-trafficking, 

but also in other organizations that are impacted by trafficking. Sisters described efforts 

as diverse as building awareness about trafficking at hotels, seasonal hunting lodges, and 

motorcycle festivals. Sister one summarized it as follows: 

We determined that what we could do best would be to raise awareness first of all. 

So, we had teachers, we had nurses, we had social workers, we had attorneys 

around our table. And we knew early on that we would probably not be the direct 

care providers of those who are being trafficked, but we all had networks of 
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people that do that kind of work. So, if they only knew, they could do a better job 

of what they do.  

These observations are supported by the literature that pointed out how raising awareness 

of human trafficking and ways of identifying victims are effective ways to fight this 

problem (Donnelly et al., 2019). Raising awareness across a range of areas was noted in 

the literature as Weitzer (2014) pointed out that victims of human trafficking are in 

situations as diverse as forced prostitution, agricultural, factory, and domestic labor, debt 

bondage; and the provision of human organs. Efforts at building awareness need to be 

focused where trafficking is happening. The literature also supports the idea that those in 

business and industry need to be aware of the signs and impact of trafficking to their 

labor force, or in the case of hotels the signs of trafficking activity in their establishments. 

Governmental and non-governmental organizations in conflict or disaster areas need to 

be alert to the signs of trafficking activity in those areas (Pati, 2014; Raben, 2018). 

Medical professionals can target interventions when a patient presents with indications of 

being trafficked (Richie-Zavaleta et al., 2020). Consumers may think about the origins of 

the inexpensive products they buy every day and their connections to trafficking. 

Building awareness can support efforts to decrease the demand which can in turn impact 

the bottom line of traffickers. Governmental organization should be aware of the impact 

of policies on trafficking victims and survivors (Havlicek et al., 2016, Pati, 2014; Farrell 

& Pfeffer, 2014; Weitzer, 2014). Building awareness across communities, even those that 

are not directly involved in anti-trafficking efforts expands the efforts of those seeking to 

eradicate trafficking. 
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Developing Systems Thinking (Understanding and Approaches) 

Van der Watt (2017, 2020) pointed out that human trafficking itself is a global, 

complex, dynamic issue that requires a systems approach in order to begin to understand 

and address it. It is critical, especially in the face of complexity for leaders to understand 

the dynamics and interconnections of the systems. In fact, during all of the interviews, the 

Sisters described human trafficking as complex, multi-issue, multi-system problem. Part 

of this is recognizing the root causes of human trafficking that are interconnected with 

other global issues. As Sister one described it, “The issue is so complex that it has to be 

multiple issues. I don’t know that there’s a single piece.” This complexity impacts 

understanding and combatting it. As she further described it: 

This is a current, huge, global issue and so it impacts the needs of so many people 

and it also impacts our ability to work together to address some of the root causes 

that we're already concerned about as well, with migration or with economies 

being uneven, or with the environment contributing to people who are trafficked 

because we’re destroying their earth so they have to move somewhere else, that 

puts them at more risk.  

In describing both their efforts and the policies that they are involved in 

formulating, Sisters pointed out the need for understanding the unintended consequences 

of efforts. While something may seem like a good idea, it can actually have a negative 

impact in another areas. This was especially evident in the adverse impact certain laws 

aimed at eradicating trafficking actually had on trafficking victims and survivors. 

Stressing the importance of the interconnectedness of policies, Sister six described the 

often-unforeseen impact that policies can have on other policies. Using the example of 
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legalizing commercial sex, she pointed out that it “is shifting the problem. It’s not solving 

the problem; it’s just shifting the problem.” She went on to describe this impact from the 

perspective a victim that she worked with: 

So, the idea of legalizing commercial sex, the whole legalizing of it, I think is due 

to that big misunderstanding. Because if you legalize commercial sex, then now 

you give permission for these manipulators to do what they’re doing. It’s not 

going to change their tactics any. If anything, it’s going to give them more 

leverage because now it’s not illegal. So, I don’t see how it’s going to help the 

women who are victims and being drawn into human trafficking. I don’t see how 

it's going to help to legalize it. I think it’s just going to make the issue worse, 

unfortunately.  

A systems-thinking approach gives leaders the skills to anticipate and remedy 

unintended consequences. Wheatley (1999) pointed out that systems thinking can provide 

a way of coping with unintended consequences and leveraging the change they create 

into a new order from chaos. Further, systems thinking provides leaders a “high-

resolution lens” to see these dynamics and chart a way forward (Wheatley, 1999, p. 169). 

Human trafficking can be described as a system because of the relationships and 

synergies resident in this complex activity (van der Watt, 2019). Systems thinking, by  

seeing interrelationships also helps inform complex decision-making as it provides a 

framework for understanding nuanced issues, as well as the tools to implement solutions. 

These solutions will therefore take the larger whole and potential impacts into 

consideration. A systems-thinking approach is effective in managing complexity more 

than other approaches (Bosch et al., 2013). A systems-thinking framework helps build the 
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adaptive capacity required for organizations to innovate new business models while 

coping with change in complex systems (Williams et al., 2017).   

Engage the Power of Collaboration 

All of the Sisters spoke of the importance of collaboration. In describing their 

efforts, the Sisters pointed to the complexity of trafficking and the multiple ways of 

approaching this. As Sister three described: 

I believe it [human trafficking] is multiple issues. I also believe that no one 

organization has either the reach, or the scope, or the global footprint, or the 

resources to defeat this scourge on humanity. Therefore, I think that the way 

forward is by networking. Certainly, the group that was set up in Rome (Talitha 

Kum) demonstrated the importance of networking together…It’s about working 

together, because we believe this scourge on humanity has to be eradicated. 

Networking and pooling resources is the way forward.  

They also pointed out that this can include understanding that there is no one solution or 

answer. Collaboration enhances the flow of information. Sister nine said “Collaboration 

is hugely important… You need all the information coming in from the networks to be 

able to do this work substantively.” Collaboration also recognizes the need to bring 

together efforts to draw on the unique expertise of each of the groups. 

Lagon (2015) pointed out that collaboration has long been at the heart of anti-

trafficking efforts. Given the complexity of human trafficking and the multiple systems 

involved, no one group can adequately combat it. Groups involved in counter-trafficking 

efforts represent a variety of disciplines and perspectives including criminology, politics, 
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law, human rights, sociology, and public health (van der Watt, 2019). Each field brings a 

variety of perspectives. 

Clarke and Fuller (2010) point out that multi-organizational, cross-sector 

partnerships are needed for addressing complex problems that go beyond the ability of 

one organization. In the case of anti-trafficking, Stoklosa et al. (2017) pointed out that a 

multidisciplinary collaborative approach that includes the efforts of public health, 

medicine, legal, and human rights fields can address gaps and provide better support and 

restoration for victims. Innes and Booher (2016) pointed out that not only should 

participants in collaboration be diverse but also that information should be shared among 

the participants (Innes & Booher, 2016). 

Share and Build on Promising Practices  

In the interviews, the Sisters described how the importance of sharing information 

and lessons learned with and from. The importance of sharing best practices is also 

evidenced in the efforts of the networks of Catholic Sisters. A key feature of leadership 

development programs sponsored by the Conrad Hilton Foundation is the sharing of best 

practices (Akruvala et al., 2020; Wakahiu & Keller, 2011; Wakahiu & Salvaterra, 2012). 

Talitha Kum in their yearly database identifies best practices in each of the major anti-

trafficking focus areas. These efforts were recognized by the U.S. Department of State for 

their effectiveness (United States Department of State, 2019). As Sister three pointed out 

that “The days of the lone ranger are over” and that collaboration widens the tent, allows 

for sharing information and also learning from each other about good practices.  

Sister 4 described actively seeking out promising practices and finding a way to 

consolidate them and make them available to others involved in the efforts: 
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And I think that my question to myself, at that time, was what are Catholic Sisters 

doing in human trafficking? So, I picked up the phone and I called the LCWR, the 

leadership conference of women religious. And they put me in touch with [Sister]. 

and I told her what I wanted to do. What I wanted to do was establish a resource 

bank that would be available to Sisters throughout the United States. That would 

be pertained to human trafficking that we could take out and put in.  

Hounmenou (2020) suggested that leaders are not only key in fostering 

partnerships, engaging diverse stakeholders, and managing the coalition but that they 

should play a central role in identifying best practices. Le et al. (2017) pointed out the 

importance of engaging with relevant stakeholders but also sharing and building on the 

information and evidence gathered from these interactions. 

Sharing promising practices can also include learning from other types efforts. 

Increasing venues to build awareness and share best practices among practitioners could 

also be augmented through learning from other approaches. For example, Bain (2017) 

suggested that entrepreneurship training can provide a venue that serves a dual purpose: it 

can aid in the building of an agile mindset of those leading anti-trafficking efforts, and, in 

turn, it can build the understanding of business leaders of human trafficking. 

Interdisciplinary conferences drawing the perspectives of academe, practitioners, and 

survivors will amplify the voices, build awareness, and expand opportunities for 

collaboration. 

Operationalize the Lessons Learned from the Covid-19 Pandemic 

 Based on the study, the Covid-19 pandemic brought unique challenges. The 

interviews yielded themes that included changes in how to work, increases in 
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vulnerability and less access to services among already vulnerable populations, and 

positive and negative impacts of technology. 

In describing the impact to their activities, they described how the pandemic 

brought rapid changes and impacted not only health, but also the basics of daily life, 

social relationships, and economic prospects from the local to the international level. In 

the interviews, most of the Sisters commented that this increased vulnerability was also a 

reminder of the interconnectivity of the issues that make people vulnerable to trafficking. 

Sister two pointed out, “there’s been an isolation that has affected all of us. Technology is 

okay, but there’s nothing that replaces face-to-face, heart-to-heart conversation, 

interaction.” 

Sister three summarized these impacts as follows.  

Covid has had a major impact in that we haven’t been able to send field workers 

out to monitor what’s happening. It’s also scary, Covid, because the traffickers 

are very, very, busy at the moment, because people are very, very, vulnerable. 

There’s a lot of displaced people. There’s a lot of people who are desperate, and 

desperation makes the human person do desperate things sometimes…  

This vulnerability also extended to the internet with an increase in internet 

trafficking. As Sister three pointed out: 

It has increased by something like 200% since Covid, which is very, very, 

worrying. Therefore, where technology has been great, better than nothing, during 

Covid, we have the digital divide. But it’s also being abused. The online abuse 

that's happening currently, because of the Covid pandemic 
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There were also some lessons learned and implemented during the pandemic. This 

included an increase in the use of technology for a positive impact. Sister six described a 

positive impact to their outreach and education: 

Our program actually blossomed in the pandemic because most of the women 

who are arrested are not from our area. We have women in our program from 

[State], as I mentioned, [City]. They were arrested here, but they live in [City]. 

They live up near [City], which is 8 hours or more away. So, it was really a 

struggle for them to make it back once a week to attend a two-hour course. Now 

that it’s all virtual, actually we’ve had more women graduate than before the 

pandemic. So, in a way, it helped our program 

These descriptions are consistent with previous literature. Tourish (2020) suggested that 

while the pandemic brough challenges to leadership, these challenges could inform new 

ways of leadership. While there were negative lessons learned from Covid-19 and the 

ensuing global lockdown, there were also positive lessons. While the lockdown forced 

those providing education and counseling to shift from in person to on-line interactions, 

this shift in some cases allowed the reach to extend to a broader audience. Real world 

lessons that leaders and organizations were quickly forced to learn provided insights into 

the interconnection of the issues that impact human trafficking.   

Both the interviews and the literature described the severe consequences for those 

already marginalized or part of vulnerable populations such as women, children, ethnic 

minorities, undocumented foreign citizens, and indigenous peoples. Lessons learned 

about these interconnections that lead to increased vulnerabilities can inform new 

approaches to programs. This can then ensure better sustainability by reinforcing efforts 
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that go beyond just one issue and engage more deeply with the contributing issues and 

factors.  

Learning from the lessons of the pandemic goes beyond ways of responding and 

should also take into consideration how leadership theories can evolve based on these 

lessons. Looking at the effects of the pandemic and steps that were taken to respond can 

provide lessons to leaders and as Tourish (2020) suggested, can also facilitate new 

leadership theories. These theories can include exploring the challenges of coping with 

radical uncertainty and incorporating these factors into leadership practice. Drawing on 

lessons learned, leadership scholars can provide key insights into “analyzing leadership 

dynamics, [and can] warn, and identify positive leadership where it exists” in turn 

challenging old theories and developing new ones (Tourish, 2020, p. 270). 

Maintain Human Dignity at the Heart of Efforts 

Many of the Sisters described human trafficking not only as a criminal activity 

but one that disregards the dignity of all persons. Sister two noted that “Human life has 

ceased to have value for many people. Human trafficking is a major consequence of 

that.” Many pointed out the need of looking beyond the numbers and policy and law, and 

the need to remember that the impact has a human face. Sister four described this as: 

Human trafficking is a very complex issue. But when I ask myself, why are 

Catholic Sisters involved in this? And I think a step beyond that is, why do 

Catholic Sisters do what they do? And I think that the first principle of Catholic 

social teaching is respect for the dignity of persons. And I think our colleges for 

women, our schools, our poverty programs and certainly human trafficking is 

really an effort to respect the dignity of the person.  
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Sister three described this respect as standing in solidarity with those that they 

serve and encountering where they are. According to her: 

If you’re encountering another person and they realize you have respect for their 

dignity as a human person, that very quickly comes across and that you’re 

standing in solidarity with them as they tell their story. That you’re listening to 

them, and that we have to respect their expertise.  

As Sister 10 described this lack of respect for human dignity impacts everyone: 

I'll be a bit cliché maybe but there’s a quote from Jeremiah in the scripture, “My 

plans for you are for a future of hope, not disaster.” I think it’s Jeremiah 29. And I 

very much believe that unless all are liberated, none of us are liberated. That we 

can’t rest and be comfortable knowing that our brothers and sisters are suffering 

in some way, due to human rights violations, or even knowing that somehow, we 

could be complicit in someone’s trafficking. It motivates me highly to think that 

somehow, the way I live, is on the back of someone else's lack of living. And to 

me that’s core to the Gospel. 

Lack of respect for human dignity is also linked to power and exploitation. Sister 

10 noted:  

And the other thing is human dignity, the whole notion of human dignity. 

Someone once said to me... “Oh, why are the nuns so interested in sex and what’s 

happening with sex?” And I said... Trafficking really isn’t about sex. It’s about 

power and exploitation. And as I said, there are so many different expressions of 

trafficking, but ultimately, it’s about exploitation and vulnerabilities. 
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Human trafficking is increasingly recognized as a human-rights violation (Farrell 

& Pfeffer, 2014; Havlicek et al., 2016; Weitzer, 2014). Central to supporting human 

rights is the recognition of the dignity of all people. Respect for the dignity of all can 

serve as a unifying factor for those involved in combating trafficking as well as those 

involved in other social justice issues that impact and are impacted by trafficking. 

Catholic Sisters are guided in their efforts by Catholic social teaching (CST) which is 

based on the “invisible dignity or intrinsic value of the individual” (Guitian, 2015, p. 63). 

Human dignity is the recognizing the value of each individual and avoiding harming 

others or treating them instrumentally (Cremers, 2017).  

All of the interviews touched on the importance of human dignity as the 

recognition of the intrinsic worth and value of all individuals. With this recognition, 

leaders can look towards initiatives that respect the dignity of all persons. In 

understanding the interconnectivity of things that make people more vulnerable and 

threaten their dignity, leaders can make efforts to work on the issues that in turn 

contribute to trafficking. Respect for human dignity is also a reminder of the 

interconnectedness or solidarity of all. This idea of solidarity recognizes “the intrinsic 

social nature of the human person, the equality of all in dignity and rights and the 

common path of individuals and peoples towards an ever more committed unity” 

(Pontifical Council of Justice and Peace, 2006, p. 192). 

Seeing the dignity of all goes beyond those supported in anti-trafficking efforts. 

Leaders must also respect the dignity of those they lead within their organizations and 

those they collaborate with. This positive leadership recognizes the voices and 
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perspectives of individuals and builds on the strengths and skills of all involved. This in 

turn leads to stronger and more sustainable solutions to complex issues. 

Evidence that Challenges the Solution 

The recommendations serve as both areas for a leader’s personal development as 

well as foundational areas for inclusion in formal training. There are several obstacles to 

widely implementing these recommendations. Firstly, anti-trafficking efforts are not led 

by a single organization, so there is not a single focal point to implement these 

recommendations. Further, human trafficking is taking place within a complex 

environment that can be characterized as VUCA (Du & Chen, 2018). This environment 

further complicates leadership in that it presents leaders with the challenges of 

interconnected subsets of problems that cross multiple domains (Weber & Khademian, 

2008). This environment and the number of groups involved make a focused training 

effort difficult. 

One of the recommendations involves harnessing the power of collaboration. In 

terms of engaging collaboration this also brings challenges. As Foot (2016) pointed out 

while collaborative efforts are effective in anti-trafficking efforts, they also bring with 

them their own difficulties that are “large scale, deep rooted, and systemic” (p. 152).  

Among these challenges are operational ones such as organizational protocols that inhibit 

collaborative efforts. Even when presented with information on trafficking, a challenge 

could be in getting organizations to shift their business norms in order to minimize 

trafficking in their sector (Foot, 2016). Foot (2016) also pointed out tensions between 

sectors such as law enforcement and victim services can also hinder collaboration. 
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Not having a common vision or values could also impede collaboration and 

communication.  Stakeholders, while looking at same problem can have different 

interpretations of the problem, causes, and solutions (Kreuter, 2004).  This then can 

further complicate the response to the problem and create unintended consequences and 

potentially even new problems. Further, while it was clear in both the literature and the 

interviews of the efficacy of a systems thinking approach, there is still the tendency for 

organizations and individuals to look towards traditional stove-piped approaches. 

While the inclusion of different perspectives and voices is important, special care 

must be taken (Gallagher, 2015; Le, 2017). As leaders build responses that are aimed at 

supporting and including the perspectives of victims and survivors, there may be those 

unwilling or unable to speak out. A part of the difficulty in identifying all those impacted 

by human trafficking, is the clandestine nature of trafficking and the unwillingness of 

victims to come forward due to fear of retaliation (Gallagher, 2015). This fear of 

retaliation must be considered when including the voices of survivors and victims. 

Special care must be given to ensure their safety and confidentiality. While these 

additional steps do not negate including these voices, it does add a measure of 

complexity. 

Just as human trafficking is a complex, multi-system issue, efforts to combat it are 

equally complex and multi-systemic. With each effort comes a unique set of challenges to 

address. This is also true for the recommendations set forth in the DIP. While these 

recommendations are geared at helping leaders grow, they may not always be simple to 

implement. However, awareness of the challenges will help anticipate potential issues 

and build stronger, better tailored responses. 
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Implementation of the Proposed Solutions 

 Implementing these recommendations can occur at several levels and this can be 

dependent on variables such as stakeholder engagement, resources, and the impact of the 

continuing effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. The recommendations can be implemented 

at several levels. They can build on personal leadership development initiatives and 

amplify and focus their leadership efforts. They can also serve as guidelines for 

individuals and organizations beginning their work in anti-trafficking or seeking to better 

understand the complexity of human trafficking as a multi-system issue. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solutions 

Several factors are key to implementation: resources, stakeholder engagement, 

and the continuing impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. Individuals must have the time to 

learn more about the recommendations whether through suggested reading, meeting with 

others, or through formal classes. Potentially, they would need to be available to meet 

either online or in-person. Some resources, beyond time, are also required. These could 

include connectivity to the internet in order reach online resources or participate in 

webinars or virtual platforms such as Zoom. There could also be the need for a laptop or 

phone to connect from as well as access to the internet. Funding would be required to 

coordinating identifying training or best practices.  

Another key factor in implementing any recommendation is ensuring stakeholder 

engagement. One key stakeholder is the leaders themselves; they must be willing to take 

the time to learn from the recommendations and find ways to build them into their 

practice. Another key stakeholder in adding these recommendations to existing efforts or 

training would be the national networks such as USCSAHT or ARISE or international 
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organizations such as Talitha Kum. Organizations such as the Hilton Foundation or the 

Order of Malta that provide resources or grants would also be key stakeholders. Just as 

collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders is a key factor in anti-trafficking efforts, 

educating and developing the skills of those involved can also enhance collaboration. 

Additionally, input should be sought from these organizations on both their training 

needs and the best ways of delivering the training to their people. 

A further impact to implementation is the Covid-19 pandemic which is still a 

reality as of the writing of this DIP. With the continuing health risk and measures to 

avoid spread of the disease, not all organizations are operating at full capacity. With 

many resources going to ensuring basic daily operations, developing new training 

initiatives may not be considered for resourcing. Further, limits to travel can impact face- 

to-face engagements. Yet, this inability to travel and meet face-to-face could help expand 

use of virtual meetings as a way of sharing these recommendations. 

Timeline for Implementation of the Solutions 

 Many of these recommendations are already underway. However, additional 

efforts are needed to synergize existing efforts and move them forward to a wider 

audience in a concerted effort. Implementation can be incorporated into ongoing efforts 

such as the information exchanged by networks such as Talitha Kum. Organizations such 

as the Hilton foundation and the Order of Malta can fold them into existing educational 

efforts or explore possibilities of hosting a web-based speakers’ series and roundtables 

where these recommendations can be explored and allow discussions on ways to build on 

and implement them in practice. Curriculum for training, whether in-person or web- 

based, could be developed within 6-8 months. Outreach to organizations that would host 
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training, enhance approaches, or provide resources could be done during the same 

timeframe. 

Evaluating the Outcome of Implementing the Solutions 

In terms of evaluating the impact of the recommendations on leadership efforts, 

whether through personal efforts or through formal training has additional challenges. A 

challenge to evaluating the outcomes in anti-trafficking efforts is the vast array of areas in 

which this is implemented. As Yea (2017) pointed out there is no one measure to 

determine effectiveness of anti-trafficking efforts in terms of the impact on deterring 

human trafficking. However, from the perspective of those in the field, providing 

feedback both within their collaborations and the networks to which they belong can 

inform the success or limitations of specific efforts. 

Yea (2017) pointed out the compelling need for data, along with the unfortunate 

sparsity of data regarding human trafficking efforts. This also impacts data with which to 

evaluate leadership efforts. Often, the data are focused on outputs such as the number of 

people served versus outcomes such as the impact of these efforts (Yea, 2017). So, in 

evaluating the proposed recommendation, feedback and data should be examined 

regarding not only the output of the efforts such as numbers of leaders trained, but 

equally important the overall impact of the recommendations on their efforts. In 

collecting promising practices, additional survey data from the organizations could 

include more data as to the impact of the practices on the activities or initiatives that they 

supported. It is important to  also include qualitative data. 

 However, in terms of assessing the outcomes of training, the Kirkpatrick model 

could be used to evaluate both formal and infimal training. This model assess training 
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against four levels of criteria: reaction, learning, behavior, and results (Kirkpatrick & 

Kirkpatrick, 2006). Given that there is not one organization generating training, use of 

this model would be dependent on the willingness and resources of the organization 

providing the training, or would require looking for metrics regarding training. 

Since systems thinking would be key in anti-trafficking efforts, tools that assess 

systems-thinking approaches could be used pre and post training. There are several 

frameworks suggested for assessing systems thinking. The systems thinking scale (Moore 

et al., 2010) was developed as a measure of systems thinking in quality improvement. 

Thibodeau et al. (2016) established a conceptual framework for operationalizing systems- 

thinking competency and cognition. This scenario-based tool and scoring rubric aligns 

with the systems thinking scale (Davis & Stroink, 2015) along with other well-studied 

constructs to look at the psychological underpinnings. This specifically looks at a set of 

personality measures and decision-making tasks. Another example is the systems- 

thinking orientation assessment framework (STOAF). Burnell, (2016) developed the 

STOAF as a measure of systems thinking orientation to identify the key characteristics of 

the systems thinkers and better understanding their prevalence. 

Yet, while the recommendations are rooted in systems thinking, assessments 

should look beyond systems thinking at leadership. In terms of assessing 

recommendations to improve leadership, it is suggested that a measure that looks at how 

well the leader, in the face of complexity, is able to help their community both “make 

meaning of and effectively adapt to complex adaptive challenges” (Satterwhite et al., 

2015, p. 11). The effectiveness of a leader in the face of complexity goes beyond any one 

leadership approach, but rather extends to how they are able to share meaning in a 
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community (Drath, 2001). Just as new types of leadership are needed in the face of 

complexity (Satterwhite et al., 2015) new ways of evaluating leadership that move 

beyond bottom line numbers need to be considered. A measure that encompasses these 

considerations should be developed and assessed as part of these efforts. 

Implications 

Practical Implications 

Satterwhite et al. (2015) argued that in the face of today’s complex global 

challenges, even definitions of leadership are changing. This requires leaders to have a 

different way of thinking. This is especially true for leaders facing the complex and 

dynamic array of challenges presented in leading social justice efforts such as anti-

trafficking. As leaders respond to the challenges in leading anti-trafficking initiatives in 

an increasingly complex world, they are finding ways of being and leading that best 

combine their ethos and their desire to effect change. 

Leadership theory is an attempt to both explain and organize the complex nature 

of both leadership and the consequences of leadership (Parris & Peachy, 2013). As 

Satterwhite et al. (2015) noted, leadership constructs must incorporate emergent concepts 

such as systems thinking to address realities of the world. The discussion of what it 

means to lead needs to be expanded to include the voices of those working in complex 

and challenging environments such as anti-trafficking. Their views can inform new 

dimensions of leadership that include areas such as systems thinking, relational 

leadership, and the respect for the dignity of all persons. The interviews in this study shed 

light on these arenas, and offered important points to consider. 
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The importance of this study is that it gives voice to a group of leaders who have 

an incredible depth and breadth of experience leading all levels of anti-trafficking efforts, 

and yet are underrepresented in the literature. Sisters, while having the shared experience 

of religious life, also come from a variety of professional backgrounds. Many have 

extensive experience leading organizations and initiatives at local, national, and 

international levels. These experiences support and inform how they lead multifaceted 

efforts aimed at preventing human trafficking, protecting victims and survivors, and 

building partnerships for more effective interventions. The firsthand accounts of the 

experiences of Catholic Sisters, combined with insights from existing literature can 

contribute recommendations to theory and practice. This includes possibilities for 

understating the complexity of human trafficking and leading efforts to counter human 

trafficking and support the survivors, as well as engage with other worldwide challenges.  

These recommendations also build on the leadership literature. They 

operationalize the literature with real experiences and insights. The participants’ 

experiences provided a wealth of insight on leading in the face of complexity. Catholic 

Sisters are leaders whose approaches are rooted in a respect for human dignity and the 

need to look at the systems that impact the ability to live fully.  Additionally, what was 

clear in the data is a need for a systems-thinking lens. 

Implications for Future Research 

This study was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic. Given that the world is 

still dealing with the effects of the global pandemic, future research should continue to 

examine the lived experiences of those leading during the pandemic and during the 
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transition to the “new normal.”  This would shed additional light on how leadership 

evolved and adapted in the face of global complexity. 

Participants for this study were from a very specific demographic, Catholic 

Sisters. Future studies could expand to explore the lived experiences of leaders in NGOs, 

faith-based organizations, or those involved in the cyber aspect of combatting trafficking. 

This would amplify the voices of others involved in anti-trafficking efforts and continue 

to widen the perspective and understanding of how leadership meets real-world 

challenges. 

I would also like to look at the nexus of Catholic social teaching, servant 

leadership, and systems thinking. Each of these areas have common themes looking at 

issues from a holistic perspective, valuing the input and dignity of all involved, and 

understanding the potential impacts of interventions. Looking at areas where these three 

themes come together in practice could lead to a new framework for looking at building 

sustainability and a respect for human dignity while facing complexity, especially in 

social justice issues. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 This study filled a gap in the literature exploring the lived experiences of Catholic 

Sisters as leaders. In terms of leadership theory, it explores their lived experience of 

leading in complexity and how systems thinking provides a framework for understanding 

and approaching complexity. Further, by examining an understudied group of leaders it 

diversifies the contribution to leadership theories. 

These experiences can inform leadership development programs by providing 

tangible results of using a systems thinking approach. It can specifically inform 
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leadership in anti-trafficking efforts as it provides examples from leaders in the field.  

While van der Watt (2017, 2019) suggested a systems approach, there is a gap in showing 

how this is implemented. The interviews provided clear examples that the Sisters in this 

study exhibited systems thinking in describing how they understand issues and develop 

interventions at the local, national, and international level. 

Amplifying the voices of those not always included in the literature informs 

scholarship on leadership frameworks. Further, new perspectives on leadership are gained 

by exploring how they experience leadership. The findings of this DIP gave voice to an 

underrepresented group of leaders working in international anti-trafficking efforts, and 

can inform future studies of underrepresented leaders in these efforts. In hearing the 

voices of Catholic Sisters, it not only built on the body of knowledge of how they lead, 

but also demonstrated how a systems approach can be applied to combatting complex 

problems such as human trafficking. Understanding the participants’ experiences 

contributes to perspectives on leadership in the face of complexity and how systems 

thinking is used to address this. This study has also provided insight into addressing the 

challenges of wicked problems in a pandemic-fueled VUCA environment.   

Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

 This study contributes to leadership by providing lived examples of leadership in 

the face of a complex, real-world problem, in this case leadership in anti-trafficking 

efforts. Further the group of leaders studied, despite depth and breadth of experience, are 

often overlooked in the literature. In expanding the idea of who leaders are, this study 

provides valuable lessons in leadership. This study moves beyond a stereotypical image 

of what leaders in anti-trafficking efforts look like and looks at those who are actually 



CATHOLIC SISTERS AS LEADERS                            
   166 
 
leading the efforts. Expanding the optic of who is a leader opens the possibility of new 

ways of understanding leadership. The participants had decades of experience, and in 

some cases were part of organizations with hundreds of years of experience from which 

valuable lessons in leadership can be garnered. In moving beyond stereotypes, this study 

provided a multidimensional view of their leadership from which to learn. Further, they 

demonstrated a leadership approach that recognizes the value of all involved. Whether 

recognizing the dignity and perspectives of survivors, or looking at and building upon the 

skills of those they lead, Sisters led those involved by building on their talents to bring a 

shared vision to reality. In addition to these practical examples, it is a reminder of the 

importance of widening the aperture of who is studied as a leader. 

A further contribution is to the study of systems thinking. The Sisters navigated a 

complex web of issues that were further complicated by other complex issues. As a 

complex system, human trafficking is impacted by other complex systems such as 

migration, poverty, greed, and the current Covid-19 pandemic. Through a systems-

thinking approach, the Sisters in this study recognized the intersectionality of the issues. 

Through their experience, the concepts of systems thinking are moved from the 

theoretical to the practical.  In the interviews, systems thinking concepts such as 

complexity, interconnectivity, leverage points and unintended consequences move from 

the realm of theory into the context of practice. Examining how these concepts are 

applied in real-world situations, expands the theoretical constructs by building on the 

lessons from practice. 

The interviews in this study yielded rich insights into the lived experiences of 

Catholic Sisters leading in anti-trafficking efforts. Their approach to understanding the 
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dynamics of human trafficking as well as the multiple initiatives that they lead to combat 

trafficking reflect a systems-thinking approach. The main patterns and themes across the 

interviews reflected the concepts reviewed in Chapter 2 reflecting the complexity of 

human trafficking and the need for a systems approach in combatting it.  

The Sisters were accomplished in a variety of professions before undertaking anti-

trafficking efforts. The descriptions provided by Sisters of leadership experiences 

demonstrated high levels of leadership positions. These positions were at the local, 

national, and international levels. All of the Sisters had experience working at the 

grassroots level in anti-trafficking. This experience supported and guided their leadership 

efforts at national and international level, allowing them to guide decisions and initiatives 

to best address the issue and support victims and survivors. 

Combining their experiences with their understanding of human trafficking, they 

were able to target their efforts. In collaborating with other organizations and groups of 

professionals, they were able to expand the expertise brought to the situation thus 

addressing the myriad of problems from an interdisciplinary approach. In working with 

these organizations, they also supported the sustainability of these efforts. 

Their ability to network, share information and best practices, and provide agile 

support was critical in their response to the global Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting 

lockdowns. Sisters mobilized their networks across the globe to get information from the 

field and assess the needs. They tailored their responses to try and meet the increased 

vulnerability of those they served. While the internet enabled new types of trafficking, 

Sisters met the threat by increasing their use of technology to raise awareness and provide 

webinars. In some cases, they were even able to provide counseling with survivors and 
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run support groups using technology. This actually increased their ability to reach some 

survivors. Sisters leading initiatives at the UN worked to generate awareness of human 

trafficking and the need to ensure that policies and initiatives continued to support anti-

trafficking efforts. They also worked to ensure policies did not unintentionally impact 

anti-trafficking efforts negatively. 

 Unique to their experience was their identity as Catholic Sisters. This identity, 

rooted in faith, compassion, and a desire to uphold the dignity of all persons provided a 

foundation to their efforts. As Catholic Sisters, they also had an internal network of other 

Sisters across the world that they could draw on to give and receive information, identify 

needs, and share best practices.  These networks were both informal within specific 

orders and formalized in groups such as Talitha Kum, Arise, USCSAHT, and other 

groups of Catholic Sisters. These networks tie together grassroots, national, and 

international levels. 

 Although there is little in the literature about the leadership experience of Catholic 

Sisters, it is evident through these interviews that they bring a breadth and depth of 

leadership experience to leading anti-trafficking and other related social justice issues.  In 

some cases, their religious orders have been focusing on these issues for hundreds of 

years. The sisters themselves bring decades of experience to leading these efforts. 

Listening to their voices can provide valuable insight to leading in complexity. 

The aim of this DIP was to build on the body of knowledge about the lived 

experiences of Catholic Sisters as leaders, while also examining how leaders apply 

systems thinking to leadership in a complex, global environment. For this study, the 

complexity of anti-trafficking environments was explored. The interviews focused on a 
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group of leaders who, while at the forefront of these efforts, are underrepresented in the 

literature. The outcomes of this study included an increased understanding of how 

Catholic Sisters described and interpreted their lived experiences of leading anti-human 

trafficking efforts. 

It was clear from the interviews that the Sisters do not lead these efforts for 

money or recognition. Rather, their dedication to uphold the dignity of persons whether 

in terms of how they view leadership, or as their impetus for undertaking anti-trafficking 

initiatives. Their descriptions of the issues and initiatives show a clear understanding of 

the multiple systems at play in the complex array of issues they face. This dedication to 

the people and populations they serve provide valuable insight for leaders, especially in 

this post-pandemic environment. This knowledge can then also build on the body of 

knowledge on leading in anti-trafficking initiatives or potentially other wicked problems.  
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Appendix A 
 

Recruitment Email  
 

The following paragraphs will be included in an email to solicit participation in this 
study. The informed consent and Participant Bill of Rights will be attached to the email.  
 
Date 
Dear Potential Participant,  
 
My name is Cara Aghajanian, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Interdisciplinary 
Leadership program at Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska. I am contacting you 
because I am beginning the research process for my dissertation in practice, and I would 
like to invite you to participate in my study.  
 
The title of my study is Catholic Sisters: Leaders in the Fight Against Human 
Trafficking. A Phenomenological Study. The purpose of this qualitative 
phenomenological study is to describe and explore the lived experiences of Catholic 
Sisters as leaders in anti-trafficking efforts. As a researcher, I am interested in 
understanding the experiences of Catholic Sisters who have served as leaders in efforts to 
combat human trafficking. I am specifically looking for Sisters who have been involved 
in leading anti-trafficking efforts for at least two years and have also worked these 
initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic. They must be willing to be interviewed via a 
recorded Zoom video conference. 
 
If you agree to be a participant in this study, you will be asked to participate in a 60-90 
minute one-on-one semi-structured interview and a second brief follow up interview to 
clarify any questions. There is no remuneration and/or direct benefits for participation for 
in this study. It is entirely voluntary, and you may decide to leave the study at any time 
without penalty. However, your answers and your participation will help us learn more 
about the leadership of Catholic Sisters in anti-trafficking efforts.  

If you have any questions about this dissertation in practice or your participation in the 
study, they can be directed to me via email. I have attached the informed consent as well 
as the Participant Bill of Rights for your review.  
 
Thank you for considering participating in this study.  
 
Respectfully,  
 
Cara A. Aghajanian 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent and Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

Informed Consent 
 
XXXX XX, 2021  
 

Dear Participant,  
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. The purpose of this qualitative 
phenomenological study is to describe and explore the lived experiences of Catholic 
Sisters as leaders in anti-trafficking efforts. As a researcher, I am interested in 
understanding the experiences of Catholic Sisters who are leaders in the efforts to combat 
human trafficking.  
The study aims to build on the body of knowledge about lived experience of Catholic 
Sisters as leaders, while also examining how leaders apply systems thinking to leadership 
in a complex, global environment. Your participation in the study is voluntary, and there 
is no compensation for participating. As a participant, you can withdraw at any time. If 
you decide not to be in this study, your choice will not affect your relationship with the 
investigator of this study. There will be no penalty to you.  
 

Procedures  
 
If you agree to be a participant in this study, you will be asked to participate in a recorded 
60-90 minute one-on-one semi-structured interview and a short follow up interview to 
clarify any questions. These will be conducted via Zoom. There is no remuneration 
and/or direct benefits for participation for in this study. It is entirely voluntary, and you 
may decide to leave the study at any time without penalty. However, your answers and 
your participation will help us learn more about the leadership of Catholic Sisters in anti-
trafficking efforts.  
 

Potential Risks  
 
There are no foreseeable risks and/or discomforts other than what is encountered in 
everyday life. Feel free at any time, to take a break, and end your participation if you feel 
the need to do so, with no penalty to you.  
 

Benefits  
 
There are no direct benefits of participating in this study. However, your answers and 
your participation will help us learn more about the leadership of Catholic Sisters in anti-
trafficking efforts.  
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Confidentiality  
 
Your privacy and confidentiality will be respected and maintained throughout the entire 
study. To protect your confidentiality and the stories and information shared with the 
researcher, all electronic data (recordings, transcripts, emails, and field notes) will be 
stored on a password-protected computer. The results will be published in a dissertation 
in practice study and may be used for publications and conference presentations. 
However, all findings will be reported in a manner that protects the participant’s 
confidentiality.  
 
If you have any questions about this dissertation in practice or your participation in the 
study, they can be directed to me via email at [  ] 
 
 
Bill of Rights for Research Participants  
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 
1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you begin 

the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what you 

will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and whether 

you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-related 

injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related injury, and 

who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix C 

IRB Letter 

 

.  

 
DATE:  21-Apr-2021 
TO:  Aghajanian, Cara 
FROM:  Social / Behavioral IRB Board  
PROJECT TITLE:  Catholic Sisters: Leaders in the fight 

against human trafficking. A 
phenomenological study 

REFERENCE #:  2002025-01 
SUBMISSION TYPE:  Initial Application 
REVIEW TYPE  Exempt 
ACTION:  APPROVED 
EFFECTIVE DATE:  21-Apr-2021 
 
 
 Thank you for your Initial Application submission materials for this project. The following 
items were reviewed with this submission:  
 

 Creighton University HS eForm~  
 
This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection of Human 
Subjects as per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2.  
 
All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not be 
implemented until approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form when submitting 
changes.  

 
If you have any questions, please contact the IRB Office at 402-280-2126 or 
irb@creighton.edu. Please include your project title and number in all correspondence with 
this committee. 
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol  

Date:         Interviewee Code:  
 
I would like to thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research study 
investigating the leadership experience of Catholic Sisters in efforts to combat human 
trafficking. I would like to remind you that any information collected for the study such 
as your comments and any observations made will remain confidential. Before we start 
and if you feel the need to stop, take a break, or clarify anything, please feel free to do so. 
If you have any further questions or concerns at any point after the interview you may 
contact me at [    ] 
 
RQ: How do Catholic Sisters describe and interpret their lived experiences as leaders 
applying systems thinking to leading anti-human trafficking efforts in an environment of 
global complexity. 
 
This meeting is being recorded.  If at any time you want me to stop recording, please let 
me know and I will stop the recording. Please say “yes” if you agree.  
 
Q1: How many years have you been a Sister?  

 
Q1a: What religious order do you belong to and what is the main work of your 

Order?  
 
Q1b: Is your order involved in networks such as Talitha Kum or U.S. Catholic 
Sisters Against Human Trafficking? 
 
Q1b: What is your professional background?  
 
Q1c: Can you briefly describe your work before becoming involved in anti-

trafficking? 
 
Q1d: How many years have you been involved in anti-trafficking?  

 
Q2: Looking first at the word leadership, what does it mean to you to be a leader?  
 
Q3: I would like to learn about your specific involvement in anti-trafficking efforts.   
 

Q3a: Please tell me about the anti-trafficking efforts you lead. 
 
Q3b: Can you describe how you became involved in anti-trafficking efforts? 
 
Q3c: Did you have any formal or informal training in leadership or in anti-
trafficking and if so, can you describe them and if they were beneficial. 
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Q3d: Given your experience with human trafficking and anti-trafficking efforts, 
what did you experience as the main problem and/or issue facing those involved 
in leading anti-trafficking efforts? Was it a single issue or multiple issues?  

Q4d: How has your impression of trafficking changed since doing this work? 

Q4: Still focusing on your experience in anti-trafficking, could you describe what you 
focus on the most in leadership efforts and activities? 
 

Q4a: Could you describe what you do to prepare/get ready to engage in a 
challenge that’s in front of you? Please briefly describe the process you would use 
planning a response to the problems/issues in anti-trafficking efforts. 
 
Q4b: From your experience, have you seen any unintended consequences that 
have resulted from an effort? For example, have you seen a change in one area 
cause a change in another area? 
 
Q4c: From your experience, can you describe how a small change or initiative 
produced important results? 

  
Q5: From your experience, is collaboration or building networks important for what you 
do in ant-trafficking efforts? 
 

Q5a: Can you describe a recent project where you collaborated or partnered with 
others? 

    
Q5b: What groups or stakeholders did you involve in planning a response to the 
problems/issues in anti-trafficking efforts, and how do you decide?  
 
Q5c: How are goals, feedback, challenges, etc. communicated to those involved 
in the collaboration?  

 
Q6: A challenge that we are all facing is the Covid-19 pandemic.  What has been the 
impact of the pandemic to your anti-trafficking efforts? Are you involved in the same 
activities or did you have to change your focus? 
 

Q6a: With all the challenges, can you describe what you took into consideration 
as you refocused your efforts? 
 
Q6b: Can you describe how Covid-19 impacted your collaboration with other 
groups or stakeholders? 
 
Q6c: Please describe how it has impacted the population you serve. 

 
Q7: Before our final question, do you have anything to add? 
 
Final Question 
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Q8: What does it mean to you being a Catholic Sister involved in serving others through 
anti-trafficking work? 
 
Thank you for your participation.  Are there other Sisters doing this work who you think I 
should also talk to? 




