Abstract
Human trafficking has emerged as one of the most persistent human rights challenges globally, with particularly acute manifestations in West Africa. While significant research has examined its structural and economic drivers, limited attention has been given to the psychological dimensions of trafficking, especially within the Ghanaian context. This study addresses this gap by exploring the lived mental health experiences of female survivors of trafficking in Ghana, with focus on how migration trajectories shape psychological vulnerability, harm and recovery. Adopting a qualitative design, the study employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), supported by Attride-Sterling’s (2001) thematic network analysis, to analyse in-depth interviews with survivors housed in a state-run shelter and a private shelter. Fifteen participants were selected for the study using the purposive sampling technique. Findings reveal that trafficking is not a singular event but a continuum of harm spanning pre-migration, transit, exploitation and reintegration stages. Survivors’ accounts revealed how socio-economic precarity, gender norms and coercive recruitment foster entry into trafficking, while experiences of violence, isolation and cultural stigma exacerbate psychological injury. Participants in the study also revealed different adaptive coping mechanisms such as faith and peer solidarity to maladaptive responses including withdrawal and self-blame. Participants mental health trajectories varied across trafficking types (sexual exploitation, labour trafficking and domestic servitude). The study contributes to migration and trauma scholarship by highlighting the need for survivor-centred, trauma-informed and context-specific intervention. These findings underscore the need for the development of policies that integrate psychosocial care with anti-trafficking strategies, advancing both academic understanding and practical responses.

