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Introduction    
In 2015, according to aftercare facilities that CoMensha coordinated a placement of one hundred and 

sixty-seven, male and female, victims of human trafficking in Dutch aftercare shelters.1 Those who have 

survived human trafficking stay in these shelters typically the first few weeks to months after exiting their 

trafficked situation. Many victims have the right to be protected by B8/3 Arrangement.2 This is a Dutch 

law in place that protects victims of human trafficking by giving them a shelter or safe place to stay and a 

temporary resident permeant. Often these victims are in the process of deciding if they will testify against 

their trafficker or not.3 The time spent in the Dutch shelters can be extremely vulnerable because victims 

are processing the trafficked situation they just came out of, yet the future is typically uncertain.4  Each 

shelter looks slightly different in terms of the services they offer and how daily life is structured within the 

facility. The role of one's personal beliefs or religion can potentially play a large role during such a 

vulnerable period of a victim's life.5  A psychologist who counsels survivors of human trafficking survivors 

that reside in Dutch shelters stated that "there are very few people to whom religion means nothing at 

all. It almost always plays a part."6  However, the Netherlands is a secularized country and often these 

shelters are funded by the government. 

 

This research will answer the following question: “In comparison to the Polish context, what role does 

religion play in Dutch aftercare shelters that host survivors of human trafficking?”  To discover where and 

how religion exists within the Dutch shelters that host survivors of human trafficking, this research will 

take a comparative and qualitative approach. The purpose is to discover how Dutch shelters go about the 

potentially controversial topic of religion within the sensitive environment of aftercare shelters. To grasp 

a broader understanding contextually, the Dutch aftercare context will be compared with the Polish 

aftercare context. The ambition is that this comparison will help reveal broader conclusions.  Both Poland 

and the Netherlands are European, tier one countries based on the Trafficking in Persons report and both 

                                                 
1 "Comensha Jaarverslag 2015," Comensha, July 2016, 21, http://mensenhandel.nl/files/CoMensha-jaaroverzicht-
2015-web.pdf. 
2 "FAQ," Frequently Asked Questions, accessed June 18, 2017, 
http://www.fairwork.nu/international/what_is_human_trafficking/faq.html#anchor1380. 
3 "FAQ," Frequently Asked Questions, accessed June 18, 2017, 
http://www.fairwork.nu/international/what_is_human_trafficking/faq.html#anchor1380. 
4 Interview with a shelter, Amsterdam, April 2017. 
5 Interview with Counseling Centre, Diemen, April 2017. 
6 Interview with Counseling Centre, Diemen, April 2017. 
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countries have laws in place protecting a separation of state and religion.7 Naturally, these two countries 

share commonalities, yet at times restricted commonalities. However, after studying the religious and 

cultural differences in both contexts some conclusions can indeed be drawn.   

 

A literature search surrounding the topic of religion within Dutch after care shelters only proved that 

research in this area is minimal. Within the context of the Netherlands, the combination of trafficking 

aftercare shelters and religion is not one well researched. In 2014, there was one study conducted which 

investigated the ‘religious gap’ (De Religieuze Lacune).8 This study analyzed the practitioners that help 

African women who had been trafficked to the Netherlands. From this specific piece of research, we 

discovered that there is indeed a gap between the healthcare provider and the client. At times, the gap is 

associated with a lack of knowledge regarding one's culture and religion. "In the Dutch context of aid, for 

a long time, professionalism (and promotion of it) has been linked to the idea that the personal identity 

and the philosophy of life cannot be put in the forefront, or even completely absent. In particular, this 

applies to healthcare providers who are funded or supported by government-funded assistance".9 This 

raises the question regarding religion. To what extent is it possible to help one who has experienced sex 

trafficking when they hold a different set of beliefs? Is it even the role of the shelter to provide religious 

or faith based help? 

 

1.1 Method  

This research was conducted with a brief literature background on Dutch religious history and Polish 

religious history. Additionally, qualitative interviews were conducted in Dutch and Polish aftercare 

shelters.  The questions were asked to case managers, social workers and any employee who works 

closely with survivors of human trafficking during their stay at a shelter. The interviews consisted of 

standard questions about daily life in the shelter, elements incorporated in the shelter that contribute to 

healing, outside religious influences, the boundaries in place regarding religion, how to be inclusive to all 

beliefs, and more. 

                                                 
7 USA, Department of State, TIP Report 2016, June 2016, 56, 
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/258876.pdf. 
8 Rijk van Dijk and Laurens Ten Kate, Dr., De Religieuze Lacune, Fair Work, June 2015, , 
http://www.fairwork.nu/assets/structured-files/Actueel/Rapport%20De%20Religieuze%20Lacune.pdf. 
9 Rijk van Dijk and Laurens Ten Kate, Dr., De Religieuze Lacune, Fair Work, June 2015, 8, 
http://www.fairwork.nu/assets/structured-files/Actueel/Rapport%20De%20Religieuze%20Lacune.pdf. 
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Literature Research: Context and Background    
2.1 Literature Research Netherlands  

To better understand the role of religion within Dutch shelters that host survivors of trafficking, it is vital 

to first get a grasp on the context historically and religiously. For an extended historical explanation, 

please see appendix one. The Netherlands has a long-standing history with the Christian church. The 

church history and societal pillars that were formed influenced culture.10  Aside from Calvinism beliefs, 

which was the beginning of the Dutch Reformed Church, and the fuming religious history in the 

Netherlands, the pluralistic system of `pillars’ as it has been called in Dutch historiography came into 

being and has made its impact that is still visible today in a secularized country.11  At the beginning of the 

20th century, the protestant orthodox church and Catholic church had disagreed on how to implement 

their beliefs in the school system, but the Pacification of 1917 gave private religious schools the right to 

gain public funding.12  This process of separate schooling were the roots of the Dutch Pillarization 

('verzuiling' in Dutch), a system of separate schools and beliefs but equal government funding. The Dutch 

shelters that host survivors of human trafficking are funded by the government.13 

“Dutch culture and society have slowly, but surely been 'depillarized' in many respects during the last 

quarter of the 20th century due to secularization and the growing post-modern disbelief in all-

encompassing ideologies.”14  In one interview with a Catholic sister, she expressed how the 1960’s and 

70’s consisted of dramatic changes in culture with the social revolution, but also the dramatic changes 

within the Protestant and Catholic churches which impacted how society would view the church in the 

future.15   

 

                                                 
10 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 284, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
11 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 281, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
12 Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 225,226. 
13 Interview with a shelter, Amsterdam, April 2017.  
14 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 290, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
15 Interview with Stichting Religieuzen tegen Vrouwenhandel (SRTV), Den Bosch, March 2017.  
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Dutch culture and society today is fairly secularized with 67.8% of the population not identifying with a 

certain religion.16 

. 17 

 

Tolerance 
“The mark that Calvinism left on Dutch society is enormous. The Dutch Reformed Church was never 

officially in governmental power, yet it remained to be the largest church. This formed a mindset that 

remains in Dutch society today. The value to allow others to practice freely and fully their beliefs, yet to 

keep that separate from the ruling authorities.”18  The traditions of Christianity still have an influence on 

today’s society. For example, it is moral to just marry one person, one time.19 Many associate the 

permissive Dutch culture with the 1960's and 70's Social Revolution protests surrounding the acceptance 

of same sex marriage, women's rights, abortion, and soft drugs which changed the Dutch identity, 

                                                 
16 A. P. J. Bernts et al., God in Nederland 1966-2015 (Utrecht: Ten Have, 2016). 
17 A. P. J. Bernts et al., God in Nederland 1966-2015 (Utrecht: Ten Have, 2016). 
18 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 284, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
19 Justin Kroesen, Yme Kuiper, and Pieter Nanninga, Religie en cultuur in hedendaags Nederland (Assen: Van Gorcum, 
2010), 29. 
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however, the roots of this tolerant mindset date back to the Golden Age.20  At the time, the Dutch 

Republic was the only country in the world to hold a law that entailed an individual 'Freedom of 

Conscience' which is said to be held responsible for the influx of refugees from various religious 

backgrounds.21  This tolerant and inclusive mindset is very strong and is still present in Dutch mindset 

today. When regarding a topic like religion, which can have potentially intolerant or exclusive convictions 

for those who practice the beliefs, then what happens to those whom believe otherwise? In the book 

Religie en Cultuur in Hedenhaags Nederland an employee of a Dutch religious development organization 

firmly states that all individuals have a conviction of some kind, so then how can an organization function 

neutrally?22 If indeed everyone has a conviction of some kind, then how can secular organizations, 

especially those who help vulnerable target groups with varying cultural and religious backgrounds, be 

completely neutral? This cultural and historical framework is relevant regarding the role of faith and 

religion within Dutch aftercare shelters. The tolerant and secularized culture is open and respectful to 

people with varying backgrounds, but when clients residing in a shelter with differing beliefs systems 

begin to clash, where does tolerance draw its boundary?  

 

2.2 Literature Research Poland   
To comprehend the Polish framework in regard to religion within their aftercare facilities, a brief religious 

history is necessary.  During the post-war Communist regime, the Catholic Church was made illegal and 

religious schools and orphanages were closed. The Russian Orthodox Church took control of the Polish 

Orthodox Church.  “These bullying impositions seem to have spurred Poles to rally round the Catholic 

Church as a point of common defiance. These reasons, war, resettlement, and Communism, as well as 

other political and social factors, resulted in a country that became almost universally bound to a Catholic 

identity”.23    

Indeed the strong influence, hope from the oppressor that the Catholic Church brought to the people 

during the communist regime has played a large role in the strong Catholic identity that still lives today.24 

                                                 
20 Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 109. 
21  Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 109. 
22 Justin Kroesen, Yme Kuiper, and Pieter Nanninga, Religie en cultuur in hedendaags Nederland (Assen: Van Gorcum, 
2010), 124. 
23 Sydney Sadowski, "Polands Hidden Religious Diversity," Krawkow Post, May 29, 2014, , 
http://www.krakowpost.com/8068/2014/05/polands-hidden-religious-diversity. 
24 Interview with Salvation Army Poland, Warsaw, May 2017. 

 



   

 

 

7 

The Roundtable chats were only in 1989 which brought communism to a fall in Poland.25  The influence 

communism had on Polish society and the church made a lasting impression. A survey that was 

conducted in 1989 revealed that seventy five percent of people perceived the church as too involved in 

political matters at the cost of its religious functions.26 The influence of the Catholic church since the fall 

of communism has declined, but most certainly not ceased to exist.27  

 

In 2014, ninety-five percent of Poles were Catholic,28 yet only thirty-nine of Poles attend mass every 

Sunday.29 Freedom of religion is guaranteed by the Polish Constitution, however, in practice religious 

minorities are seen by most people as sects.30  The small religious minorities mainly consist of: Eastern 

Orthodox, Protestants, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and a few other smaller religious groups.31  Just like the 

Netherlands used to be, Poland still has a mix of religion and politics. In recent years, Poland was heading 

in more of a progressive direction, but currently there is a right-wing government that is closely 

associated with the Catholic church.32 This is not only negatively dividing the country, but also because 

the church is so involved, it can affect societies beliefs about religion and God.33 In an interview with an 

anti-trafficking organization in Poland, one stated: “Technically, yes, I live in a Christian country, but it 

feels like I live in a secular society. Talking about God is a taboo.”34 From the research conducted, we will 

see how Poland’s current religious climate affects what happens inside of aftercare shelters for survivors 

of human trafficking.   

 

                                                 
25 Kevin Hannan, "Polish Catholicism, A Historical Outline," The Sarmatian Review 24, no. 1 (January 2004): , 
http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~sarmatia/104/241hannan.html. 
26 William H. Swatos, Politics and religion in Central and Eastern Europe: traditions and transitions (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 1994), 43. 
27 Kevin Hannan, "Polish Catholicism, A Historical Outline," The Sarmatian Review 24, no. 1 (January 2004): , 
http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~sarmatia/104/241hannan.html. 
28  Sydney Sadowski, "Polands Hidden Religious Diversity," Krawkow Post, May 29, 2014, , 
http://www.krakowpost.com/8068/2014/05/polands-hidden-religious-diversity. 
29 "Catholic Mass attendance plummets in Poland," Polskie Radio dla Zagranicy, July 1, 2014, , 
http://thenews.pl/1/9/Artykul/175942,Catholic-Mass-attendance-plummets-in-Poland. 
30 Interview with Salvation Army Poland. & Sydney Sadowski, "Polands Hidden Religious Diversity," Krawkow Post, 
May 29, 2014, , http://www.krakowpost.com/8068/2014/05/polands-hidden-religious-diversity. 
31 Sydney Sadowski, "Polands Hidden Religious Diversity," Krawkow Post, May 29, 2014, , 
http://www.krakowpost.com/8068/2014/05/polands-hidden-religious-diversity. 
32 Interview with Salvation Army Poland, Warsaw, May 2017. 
33 Interview with Salvation Army Poland, Warsaw, May 2017. 
34 Interview with a Polish Anti-Trafficking NGO. Warsaw, May 2017. 
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2.3 Religion and Trauma  
The definition of human trafficking according to United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime is: "the 

recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of 

force or other forms of coercion, of 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 labor 

or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs".35   

 

Not all human trafficking is considered trauma. Each individual that has been trafficked has their own set 

of experiences and story to share. We often think of trauma as something related to a physically 

debilitating incident(s), which many trafficking survivors do indeed experience. However, the long-term 

effects of psychological manipulation and sense of powerlessness that are defining characteristics of 

having been trafficked often far outweigh the physical trauma that these people have experience.  

According to Judith Herman’s book, Trauma and Recovery, she defines psychological trauma as "an 

affiliation of the powerless. At the moment of trauma, the victim is rendered helpless by overwhelming 

force... When the force is that of other human beings, we speak of atrocities. Traumatic events 

overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control, connection, and meaning.”36  

Personal survivor narratives aside, simply based on these two definitions alone the link between human 

trafficking and trauma is clear. When a victim was trafficked, they could have experienced a feeling of 

powerlessness. The human force of coercion, abduction, fraud or deception are considered atrocities. 

Judith Herman goes on to explain that the reason traumatic events are so extraordinary is because they 

do not overwhelm the ordinary human adaptation. Traumatic events are different because they are 

typically life threatening, a close or personal encounter with violence and death, or bodily integrity. 

Trauma instigates the response of catastrophe due to the extremities of helplessness and terror.37  

Coercion, abuse of power- especially psychologically, sexual exploitation and forced labor depending on 

one’s personal experience in trafficking could be defined as a trauma. 

                                                 
35 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, adopted by General Assembly resolution 
55/25, Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons , A3/PA (15 November 2000), 
https://www.osce.org/odihr/19223?download=true 
36 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and recovery (2001), 33. 
37 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and recovery (2001), 33. 

 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html


   

 

 

9 

After the terrorist attacks in the United States on the eleventh of September 2001, a nationwide survey 

revealed that the most common way of coping with a traumatic event, second only to talking with others, 

was through religion, prayer or spiritual feelings. The first way of coping was by talking with others.38  

There has been much research conducted regarding religion and trauma. Research shows that in many 

cases victims of trauma can use their faith or religion as a positive coping mechanism. Faith can give 

meaning and purpose to our sufferings.39 For example, trauma survivors may experience shame in 

response to their actions or because of their powerlessness to fend for themselves. 40  According to 

Doctor Dan Allender, in his book Wounded Heart, “Shame is the outcome of the failure in trust”. When 

interviewing a shelter manager in Poland she mentioned “being disappointed in God has to do with 

having trusted God in the first place. It is relationship where the victims feel like trust has been 

forsaken.”41  Restoring that faith or trust in God can be vital.  

Every religion provides its adherents with meaning and purpose to life where there is a God that holds the 

world together.42 Often in trauma the view that God is loving and benevolent is challenged and it is our 

nature to go search further for another truth which transcends the previous truth while keeping the 

individual identity in place.43 However, if not reconciled with the theology of view of God that one has, 

then unsettling feelings remain intact.44 To elucidate these unsettled feelings which is cognitive 

dissonance, one method is by turning to God for healing. For example, in Christianity it is believed that 

humans are created in the image of God and therefore uphold a level of dignity.45 The image of Jesus is 

God in human form that came to earth for the sake of love and the reconciliation of humankind46. Jesus 

came to forgive and restore, that was the purpose.47 For one who is suffering and needs restoration, this 

can bring immense identity healing to the potential shame and brokenness. Knowing that God can use 

                                                 
38 Schuster MA. "A National Survey of Stress Reactions After the September 11, 2001, Terrorist Attacks." The New 
England Journal of Medicine 345, no. 20 (2001): 1507-12. 
39 Ganzevoort, R.R. "Scars and Stigmata: Trauma, Identity and Theology." Practical Theology 1, no. 1 (2008): 24. 
40 Martz, Erin. Trauma Rehabilitation After War and Conflict: Community and Individual Perspectives. New York: 
Springer, 2010: 247.  
41 Interview with a Polish Anti-Trafficking NGO. Warsaw, Poland, May 2017. 
42 Ganzevoort, R.R. "Scars and Stigmata: Trauma, Identity and Theology." Practical Theology 1, no. 1 (2008): 28. 
43 Ganzevoort, R.R. "Scars and Stigmata: Trauma, Identity and Theology." Practical Theology 1, no. 1 (2008): 28. 
44 Ganzevoort, R.R. "Scars and Stigmata: Trauma, Identity and Theology." Practical Theology 1, no. 1 (2008): 28. 
45 Dan B. Allender,The wounded heart (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1995), 58. 
462 Corinthians. In Holy Bible: NIV, New International Version. Belfast: Biblica Europe, 2010. Chapter 5, verses 14-21. 
47 2 Corinthians. In Holy Bible: NIV, New International Version. Belfast: Biblica Europe, 2010. Chapter 5, verses 14-21. 
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one’s sufferings for a greater purpose and that they are indeed loved can diffuse or perhaps even resolve 

those questions of “where was God when I was enduring the abuse?”48 

To deal with this cognitive dissonance that helps all survivors of trafficking (believing and non-believing 

alike), multiple shelters in the Netherlands that host survivors of trafficking use a restoration method that 

was developed by Dr. Judith Wolf, Professor of Social Care and head of Impuls, the Netherlands Center 

for Social Care Research at Radboud University Nijmegen Medical Center.49  This method encourages 

survivors to seek ‘zingevend leven’, a life with meaning and purpose.50  If God has been the source of 

meaning and purpose for a particular trauma survivor, then having God play a role in the restoration 

process can be vital to their personal theology or belief system.   

 

Empirical Research    
The empirical research was conducted through a series of interviews with social workers, case managers 

and psychologists that work in shelters that host survivors of human trafficking. Due to the sensitivity of 

the topic, it was not an option to interview the clients themselves, so instead employees who work 

closest with survivors of human trafficking were interviewed. A series of questions were asked 

surrounding the role of religion and faith within the shelter. The questions inquired about the following 

subjects within the shelter: the daily routine that the shelter abides to, if the shelter witness’s certain 

services or elements to be ‘healing’ for the clients, if client’s personal beliefs are asked about during the 

intake procedure, how the shelter witnesses clients expressing their beliefs and how important the beliefs 

are to certain clients. The questions continued with asking about how much space and freedom do clients 

have to live out their beliefs, if the shelter provides any religious services, and how they assist clients with 

their religious needs. The questions were asked at three shelters in the Netherlands and three shelters in 

Poland. All the shelters in Poland hosted strictly women and in the Netherlands the shelters varied 

between mixed and gender specific shelters. Naturally, all shelters hosted survivors of human trafficking. 

Each shelter is categorized as: shelter one is the Amsterdam Centrum voor Mensenhandel, shelter two is 

Jade Zorggroep, and three is Stichting Maatschappelijke Opvang Hertogenbosch.  

 

                                                 
48 Dan B. Allender,The wounded heart (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1995), 27. 
49 "IMPULS - Nederlands onderzoekscentrum maatschappelijk zorg," Prof. Dr. Judith Wolf; Impuls, Nederlands 
onderzoekscentrum maatschappelijke zorg, , accessed May 23, 2017, http://www.impuls-
onderzoekscentrum.nl/Prof._Dr._Judith_Wolf,195). 
50 Judith Wolf, Herstelwerk een krachtgerichte basismethodiek voor kwetsbare mensen (Nijmegen: UMC St. Radboud 
, 2012), 23. 
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3.1 Shelters- The Netherlands 
Daily Routine: It is the intent of all the shelters to instill independence in their clients, however, the way in 

which this is implemented varies per shelter. Two of the three shelters interviewed require only a 

minimum amount of daily activities. The hope is that clients will gain their own independence by being 

primarily on their own because they are indeed, adults. Only shelter number one believes in having a 

daily rhythm together, because they have witnessed the benefits and positive effects of experiencing 

community, of being held accountable, etc).  Many of the clients have a hard time even getting out of bed 

in the morning, which is a side effect of trauma, thus, a routine and reason to get of bed is helpful.51 

 

Healing Elements:  Shelter number one believes that the daily structure in the shelter is healing. When 

clients in the shelter help each other and interact together, that is also a healing element. At this shelter, 

there is always a shoulder to cry on and that the clients try and welcome in new clients when they arrive 

to continue the communal support.  Shelter number two mentioned safety as meaningful, but shelters 

one and two both mentioned that the client finding their own strength or talent and believing in 

themselves is of utmost importance for healing. Judith Wolf explains that the powerful tool of resilience 

comes when a client has built up self-confidence, and has developed intelligent and cognitive skills.52 

“Supporting vulnerable people in their process of recovery to the fullest possible citizen of society and in 

obtaining a quality of life that they want. This concept of recovery in the mission is crucial.”53   

 

Intake Question: At every shelter, there are intake question(s) regarding religion. All the shelters do their 

best to accommodate clients with any religious background. When it comes to practicing one’s faith or 

religion, it is primarily up to the client to express their needs. Out of respect for one clients with differing 

beliefs, the shelters cannot implement one specific religion. Shelter one and two mentioned a special 

awareness around the period of Ramadan, the Islamic month of fasting, since this has practical 

implications.  For example, the kitchen is open extra hours so Muslims can prepare and eat during the 

night.  

 

                                                 
51 Interview with a shelter, Amsterdam, April 2017.  
52 Judith Wolf, Herstelwerk een krachtgerichte basismethodiek voor kwetsbare mensen (Nijmegen: UMC St. Radboud 
, 2012), 24. 
53 Judith Wolf, Herstelwerk een krachtgerichte basismethodiek voor kwetsbare mensen (Nijmegen: UMC St. Radboud 
, 2012), 32. 
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Expression of belief: Clients express their faith in various ways. All the shelters noted that the Islamic 

women wear a head covering and other clients attend church weekly. Shelters one and two mentioned 

that local churches are involved in helping clients to church on Sunday. Shelter three mentioned that 

some women hang up pictures of Mary Magdalene (from the Bible) in their room and shelter one 

mentioned that they witness clients reading the Bible. Shelters one and three distinguished that the 

expression of belief within the shelter environment at times is more active than other times. This factor of 

expression is dependent on the clients that reside in the shelter and how many of them outwardly 

express their beliefs.  Shelter two commented that clients who live out religion that adheres to more 

fundamentalist values tend to cause damage within the shelter because they often judge the actions of 

other clients. One example of this of this was the topic of sexual orientation.  Lastly, an expression of 

belief that was mentioned by shelters one and two was exorcism. This is typically practiced with trafficked 

African women who experienced a voodoo spell and desire to be freed from it. If this is the case, then 

there are special priests available to help conduct cleansing practices. In this context, voodoo is viewed as 

having an evil power over the victim and a spiritual cleansing process. A spiritual experience of getting rid 

of evil powers is important, giving new strength, and opens the way to a new future. The use of the Bible, 

prayer and counseling with the church leader becomes important in this practice as instruments for 

achieving deliverance.54 Shelters one and two have specific priests whom they call if a situation arises.  

 

Importance of Belief: All the shelters mentioned that for some clients their beliefs are extremely 

important while for others a client’s religion and faith do not mean anything. All the shelters mentioned 

that some clients could trust God or 'lay it in His hands'. For some clients, this 'giving to God' was crucial 

in their healing process.  Shelters one and two also mentioned that sometimes clients would trust God 

with their situation, but then not take practical action steps. For example, if a client needed to apply for a 

health insurance they would not fill out the application form, but rather trust that God would provide for 

their future healthcare needs. This lack of taking necessary action and personal responsibility appeared to 

be a challenge on multiple occasions.   

 

Space to practice and live out their faith: All shelters replied that in principle there is enough space to 

practice ones’ beliefs. However, in some rare situations if ethical boundaries are crossed, then the issue 

might be a discussed with the staff team. For example, if a religious practice would cross moral 

                                                 
54 Rijk van Dijk and Laurens Ten Kate, Dr., De Religieuze Lacune, Fair Work, June 2015, 25, 
http://www.fairwork.nu/assets/structured-files/Actueel/Rapport%20De%20Religieuze%20Lacune.pdf. 

http://www.fairwork.nu/assets/structured-files/Actueel/Rapport%2520De%2520Religieuze%2520Lacune.pdf
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humanitarian boundaries, then having staff begin a conversation with that client would be necessary. 

When it comes to daily duties, then shelters take religious diets into account and required activities at the 

shelter are never scheduled on Sunday to accommodate the church goers. Shelters two and three 

commented that unreligious or believing staff at times, can be restricted in terms of how far they are able 

to help clients who are believing or religious. This is not a problem, but more of a matter of fact. The 

boundaries of the shelter need to be clear and not biased towards a certain religion in order to 

accommodate everyone. 

 

Religious provisions (from the shelter): None of the shelters provide religious activities or items.  However, 

at shelter number three, if the clients are interested a staff member who is religious may organize a Bible 

study with the interested clients. Alternatively, at shelter number two, the staff were not allowed to do 

anything with their own religion because it is one of their rules. Shelter number one allows a church 

organization to voluntarily organize empowerment workshops inside the shelter. When shelter number 

two was asked if they have something like a prayer room on site the shelter employee responded: “No, 

because that’s what it’s all about, we cannot have just one prayer room because then we would need to 

multiple prayer rooms for each religion”.  

 

Relationship with Outside Religious Organizations: Every shelter mentioned that there are churches that 

reached out to the clients and this relationship has usually been positive.  The relationship with outside 

religious organizations happens with a client expresses interest in attending a church, mosque or getting 

a Bible. Then the clients mentor at the shelter will connect them with the appropriate resource. All 

shelters were more than willing to help clients in this manner. Some churches will even come and pick up 

clients on Sundays.  

 

Influence Religion/Faith after Trafficking: All social workers commented similarly on the influence of 

religion/faith for those who do believe. Even though the clients have experienced catastrophic 

circumstances, they still hold on to their faith. It brings hope and perspective for the future. 

 

3.2 Shelters- Poland 
Daily Routine: Each shelter in Poland strives to create a safe environment that makes the clients feel at 

home. The way in which the concept of ‘home’ is interpreted and implemented varies quite significantly 

per shelter. Each shelter also varies in terms of its purpose and identity. Shelter number one is a Catholic 
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shelter that consists of a nine-month program of daily cooking, cleaning schedules, shared meals and 

other regular activities. Shelter number two focuses on short term crisis intervention which only requires 

the clients to attend one meeting a week.  Shelter number three is not openly Christian, but the staff 

have a Christian identity. Shelter three takes in anyone for however long necessary and eats one meal 

together daily. Although all these shelters have the common denominator of anti-trafficking shelter in 

Poland, their varying purposes for this specific target group reveals the contrasting definitions of ‘home’.  

 

Healing Elements: The healing elements within these three shelters all surround the concepts of safety 

and normalcy. Shelter number three shared that the healing element may look very different per for each 

client. For example, if one woman has a child and is learning how to be a mother, then this shelter would 

focus on her mothering skills by exemplifying what a normal and healthy mother-child relationship looks 

like. This may be carried out by surrounding the mother with healthy families and building friendships 

there.  

Another common theme surrounding ‘healing elements’ is community living or creating a family-like 

environment. It is important for the survivors of trafficking to have someone that will be there when they 

cry and to feel supported by others.  

 

Intake Question: Shelter number one does not ask women about their beliefs when they arrive, however, 

due to the environment they are living in (with nuns), what one believes usually comes to the surface. 

The other shelters did not have a clear answer regarding intake questions.  

 

Expression of belief: At all the shelters, some clients express their beliefs by hanging up Christian crosses 

in their rooms and by praying in their rooms privately. Certain women attend church and other women 

require special religious diets. All the shelters clearly emphasized respect for the clients varying beliefs. 

The last thing the shelters would want to do is push a belief on someone, but instead to respect one 

another and help them wherever needed. 

 

Importance of Belief:  At shelter number one, there are mass services offered and sometimes women 

attend. The shelter witnesses that this is meaningful to some of the clients. The other two shelters were 

not able to draw any conclusions on if one’s beliefs were of significance of not.   
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Space to practice and live out their faith: Two of the three shelters in Poland uphold to a Christian 

identity. These shelters welcome people of all faiths into their program. However, there may be certain 

spiritual practices that would need to be discussed if coming into serious conflict with Christian values. 

For example, shelter number three mentioned that voodoo is something that they would not feel 

comfortable with because voodoo spiritually conflicts with Christian beliefs. This shelter manager stated 

that it would not be safe or wise to allow voodoo in the shelter due to the harmful spiritual implications it 

could bring.  Shelter number two, a secular shelter, stated that clients are welcome to practice their 

beliefs if they are not forcing it on anyone.  All the shelters clearly emphasized respect for the clients 

varying beliefs. The last thing the shelters would want to do is push their own beliefs on clients, but 

instead to respect one another and help clients wherever needed.  

 

Religious provisions (from the shelter):  Shelter number one provides prayer times and mass services 

because they are a Catholic shelter. However, it is not requirement for the clients to attend. The other 

shelters do not provide anything religious on site.  

 

Relationship with Outside Religious Organizations: At every Polish shelter, the case manager always helps 

each client with their personal needs. For some clients, their personal needs may include finding a church 

or mosque. In this case, all the shelters are more than open to help the client get connected with an 

outside religious organization. There were a few churches that had connections with these shelters and 

were willing to pick up women for church on Sundays.  

 

Influence Religion/Faith after Trafficking: The answer to this was not very clear and there were multiple 

responses given.  One Polish social worker stated that she had no idea what influence religion may have 

as she herself is Atheist.  Another social worker explained that it is truly different per client and that no 

generalization can be made. This social worker shared that people usually do not ask the kind of 

questions like “where was God when they (the traffickers) came for me?” The Catholic shelter mentioned 

that a question like this would be for a priest or nun and not social workers. Based on the information 

given, a clear objective conclusion cannot be drawn.  

 

3.3 Empirical Analysis  
The words religion, faith, and belief are similar yet can have very different subjective interpretations 

depending on whom one is dialoguing with. Initially, when setting out to conduct this research, the hope 
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was to learn more about Lived Religion within after care shelters. In the modern day European context, 

secularization is increasing and the traditions of religion are decreasing, yet, this does not mean that 

people are not spiritual or wondering about a God.55 Secularization does not automatically imply that 

people have altogether stopped adhering to rituals or traditions that have significant spiritual or religious 

meaning in their life. Lived Religion is a concept that would measure these 'non-traditional' religious 

rhythms of life. Because it was not an option to ask clients firsthand in the shelter about their spiritual life 

or rhythms, the research questions were altered to stick with standard questions about traditional 

organized religion. These are gaps in the research to keep in mind when analyzing data. 

The role that religion plays in Dutch and Polish shelters is similar, yet at the same time there are subtle 

differences which pertains to their cultural and religious context. The following section is a comparison of 

the similarities and differences within the two contexts to help grasp broader conclusions. 

 

Similarities: When clients form a sense of community and support one another, this was usually a 

powerful healing element. Knowing that one is not alone in their pain and that someone else understands 

what they are going through is powerful for clients across the map. In general, all the shelters, in both 

countries, desired to be accommodating and respectable to clients with any religious belief. At the same 

time, each shelter had a clear boundary of not forcing one's beliefs on another. Most shelters also 

mentioned that if an expression of belief was crossing an ethical line of some kind, then it would need to 

be discussed. The boundary line of respect at all shelters is most present, but by each shelter may look 

slightly different based on what clients they host, what the client’s needs are, but also the beliefs of staff 

who work at the shelter. All shelters in both countries strongly valued giving space to the individual to 

make their own decisions regarding beliefs. It was up to the client themselves to take initiative and action 

regarding the practice of one's beliefs because the clients are adults.  In both Poland and the 

Netherlands, there are church organizations surrounding all the interviewed shelters inviting clients to 

church on Sundays. Churches are willing to be involved with local shelters in their area.  

 

If a shelter does not abide to one religious identity, but stands open to people of all belief systems, then 

respect and the space for ones another's beliefs is a core value. This value was strong and clear in all 

contexts. However, this value can get complicated when clients beliefs clash with one another or 

encourage clients to not take personal responsibility because believe that God will take the action.  The 

                                                 
55 Interview with Stichting Religieuzen tegen Vrouwenhandel (SRTV), Den Bosch, March 2017. 
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shelters have the intention of helping this target group, but to when it comes to differing beliefs and 

maintaining an atmosphere of openness for everyone, then the boundary can, depending on the 

circumstance, become blurry. The unbelieving social or case worker can only help their client to a certain 

extent, yet the believing social or case worker needs to be greatly aware of their boundary regarding faith 

and ensure that they do not overstep their boundary.  

From the research, clearly there is evidence that those who do believe God, this can bring enormous 

meaning and purpose in one’s life. This is a vital part of the restoration process as it relates to finding 

meaning and purpose in life again. 

 

Differences: The idea supporting the daily routine with shelters was strikingly different per country. 

Poland places an emphasis on a ‘home’ like environment, while the Netherlands aims to instill 

independence in their clients. What comes first? The strength of autonomy gained through independence 

and self-confidence? Or the warmth and safety of ‘home’ that is also necessary for post-trauma? This 

maybe indeed a different answer per culture, per individual client.  

In general, in Dutch shelters there is a stronger regard for respect and space for everyone to practice 

their own set of beliefs. This was also true for Polish shelters, but due to the large Catholic influence, the 

tolerance for Catholicism was much more preeminent. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation   
The aftercare shelter that hosts survivors of human trafficking does not have the most straightforward, or 

painless, task. Their clients are in a fragile state yet the identity of the shelter must be firm and 

accommodating for the diverse recipients. It is the shelters role to care for the clients to the greatest 

extent possible while holding various beliefs and to keep respect for everyone residing in the shelter.  

Tolerance is a cultural value of the Netherlands and that is witnessed when comparing the Dutch 

boundaries to the Polish boundaries. The Dutch shelters must keep their boundaries regarding religion in 

place to welcome all clients in a fair manner. At times, this is challenge when clients of differing beliefs 

clash with one another. At those moments working closely with religious leaders from outside of the 

shelter that can communicate the shelters needs to the religious client in a tone they would understand 

would be advised. For example, if a client does not agree with homosexuality because of their religion 

and is causing tension in the shelter environment because of their belief. This is a situation when the 

client could dialogue with a leader from their religion that can talk with them about how to still treat the 
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fellow shelter resident regardless if they agree with their lifestyle or not. This way the shelter can use the 

help of religious leaders when religious boundaries are crossed or if issues surrounding religion arise.  As 

seen from the interviews, even though similar boundaries regarding religion have been drawn in Dutch 

aftercare shelters, the interpretation of these boundaries does vary per shelter.  

  

Faith, one’s personal beliefs and religion are sensitive, personal topics to discuss. Due to the sensitive and 

subjective nature of this topic, it must be discussed, researched and implemented with tact.  Religion for 

some of shelter’s recipients will be a vital part of their healing process.56 Therefore, accommodating the 

various beliefs is of importance, yet knowing how to keep a firm boundary that respects the shelters 

identity can be challenging. In Poland, the Catholic shelter provides mass services for clients that wish to 

attend, it is not obligatory. Another shelter in Poland that has a Christian identity consciously chooses to 

not offer religious services such as Bible studies because they truly want to empower the client in 

freedom. This shelter believes that if you offer a survivor of human trafficking a religious service, then it is 

easy to make clients feel guilty when not attending or like they ‘owe’ something to the shelter or God.  

There should not be an obligation of sigma surrounding attendance of religious activities or one’s beliefs. 

A client is free from their trafficked situation and is free to choose their own beliefs regarding religion. 

One could argue that offering religious services could even be a form of re-victimization. Empowering the 

individual towards freedom is of utmost importance.  Every victim of human trafficking is welcomed into 

the shelter regardless of their beliefs, respected for their differences, and offered optimal help for their 

healing process.  For some clients in shelters this means freely choosing to attend religious activities or 

services, and for other clients that is not the case.  

 

Due to the large impact that religion can potentially have in the restoration process, outsourcing to 

legitimate religious organizations that have experience with assisting survivors of human trafficking 

regarding faith is a viable option for secular shelters. That way, shelters do not need to forsake their 

respectable identity, yet their clients can receive the most adequate help possible.  Another suggestion 

for shelters is to consider hiring a spiritual caregiver. The Netherlands operated for years, and still does to 

                                                 
56 Judith Wolf, Herstelwerk een krachtgerichte basismethodiek voor kwetsbare mensen (Nijmegen: UMC St. Radboud 
, 2012), 23. 
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a smaller extent, on a 'separate but equal' religious schooling system.57 For centuries, Dutch culture has 

left space for dissenting groups, especially religiously groups.58  Is it not possible to host various religious 

funding that aids survivors of human trafficking in their restoration process? This could be subdivided into 

a Muslim spiritual caregiver, a Christian caregiver, a Buddhist caregiver, etc. This is a caregiver who can 

answer questions about God for clients who are wondering "where was God?" This person would need to 

attain the openness that is required at secular shelters, yet still be someone who can fill the gap that non-

believing caretakers are unable to fill.  After all, as we have seen, one’s faith is a vital part of the 

restoration process.59 

 

Because this research was based purely on interviews with employees that work directly with survivors of 

trafficking, an even more effective way to measure what is truly best for the client is by inquiring with the 

client self. The client knows personally what is best for them. Conducting a survey among clients in 

shelters asking about the importance of faith would be a feasible way to learn more about the 

importance of religion within the facility.  Or having the social worker engage in a one-on-one 

conversation about this sensitive topic could be an alternative approach. This would not only empower 

the client to speak their own opinion, but perhaps even give them space to contribute in the further 

development of the shelter.  

 

Lastly, we have seen that community within the shelters was particularly impactful. This is especially valid 

within shelters that host female victims of trafficking. Perhaps a greater emphasis in this area would bring 

extra restoration to the clients. Building intentional community within the religiously diverse settings of 

Dutch aftercare shelters also brings an awareness to one’s personal lens. Based on our countries history, 

culture that has been formed, and beliefs that we uphold, we form the structures that society functions 

in. One of these structures is after care shelters that host survivors of trafficking. Evaluating our own 

culture and context will give new perspectives and insights on how to better care for the diverse range of 

clients that enter these shelters. This reflection will help when constructing values and boundaries for 

                                                 
57 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 281, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
58 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 284, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
59 Judith Wolf, Herstelwerk een krachtgerichte basismethodiek voor kwetsbare mensen (Nijmegen: UMC St. Radboud 
, 2012), 23. 



   

 

 

20 

aftercare shelters.  Although the religious faces of Poland and the Netherlands may be changing, their 

commitment to victims of human trafficking can, and ought to, remain open for aid that will assist victims 

to the fullest future possible.  
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Appendix 
 

I. Additional Dutch Religious History 

The Netherlands is country with a deeply rooted religious history which has dramatically changed over 

time. In 690 CE Anglo-Saxon missionary monks arrived in the Netherlands, however, regular church life 

originated in the middle ages.60 As villages and cities were formed the church towers were placed in the 

central part of town. Near the end of the middle ages increasingly more laymen were educated which 

resulted in multiple disagreements on how one should live out their faith. In 1578, in the greater context 

of the Dutch Revolt, the Calvinists were given the governmental authority in Amsterdam which caused 

the Catholic church to go underground.61  Around 1600 there was a theological dispute over 

predestination which brought the Dutch Republic to the brink of a civil war, but was solved by a church 

assembly in 1618-1619 which lead to the formation of the five points of Calvinism.62 The birthing of 

Calvinism was the beginning of Reformed Theology which would have a substantial influence on Dutch 

society.  

During the late 16th century until the 20th century Calvinists held the majority of important positions in 

the religious, cultural, social, political and economic life of the Netherlands. There was always a great deal 

of room and freedom for dissenting groups.63  When French troops arrived in 1795 in the Netherlands, 

public religious display was outlawed and schools of theology were closed down. This caused a 

disturbance to the public church. However, in March of 1814 King Willem I was "sworn in and invested in 

state".  Willem valued religion as an instrument for nation building and imposed a centralized form of 

church governance.  Much dissatisfaction arose from this which birthed the 'gereformeerd' church 

branch.64  For centuries, the Dutch political and religious history was very much tied together. 

                                                 
60 Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 218, 219. 
61 Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 221,222. 
6 Emmeline Besamusca, Discovering the Dutch: on culture and society of the Netherlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2014), 221,222. 
63 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 284, 
doi:10.1080/03050069828144. 
64 Johan Sturm et al., "Educational Pluralism - a historical study of so-called pillarization in the Netherlands, including 
a comparison with some developments in South African education," Comparative Education 34, no. 3 (1998): 224, 
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During World War II and into the 1950's, the Dutch Reformed Church ('Hervormde Kerk' in Dutch) and the 

Catholic church began to drastically differ on how they lived out their beliefs and convictions. The Dutch 

Reformed Church became increasingly more progressive by, for example, embracing birth control while 

the Catholic church opposed birth control. During the 1950's the Catholic church was considered the 

most conservative party and laid a large emphasis on discipline.65  The second half of the 20th century the 

Catholic church fluctuated from strictly conservative to moderately progressive, then again in 1971, back 

to conservative. In 1971 forty-one percent of the Dutch population was considered Catholic and in the 

year 2000 only seventeen percent.66 

 

I. Polish Religious History 

Polish religious history is scattered because the religious affiliation often has differed depending on the 

geographical location.67  During the 15th and 16th centuries, Poland experienced cultural diversity and 

religious tolerance. The nobility group that determined the laws for the country was a diverse group. 

Because of the groups diversity, which consisted of twenty percent of the population, the group was very 

tolerant.  At that point in history the countries bordering Poland, and most of Europe, in juxtaposition to 

Poland, did not have laws in place ensuring religious freedom.68  

From the 17th to the 20th century, up until World War II Poland was a religiously diverse society. Prior to 

World War II, Jews made up ten percent of the population. 69  Near the end of World War II millions of 

Poles were uprooted due to territorial changes. These changes brought a shift in demographics which 

affected religion as well. “In the west, large chunks of Germany were added to Poland’s territory. In the 

east, Poland lost close to 50 percent of its pre-1939 territories to the Soviet Union.” 70  Many people 

relocated west 71.    
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