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Abstract: Combatting human trafficking calls for new solutions and strategies. The
study aims to test whether sensory language promotes the effect of co-presence in
media stories. Apart from the methods of corpus and narrative analyses, which
showed the prevalence of visual, tactile, and acoustic sensory modalities, and the
first-person presentation, an experiment was conducted. Forty Ukrainian humanity
students were exposed to narrative text (G1) versus expository text (G2). The Paired
Samples T-Test showed a significantly higher degree of responsiveness within G1,
who were more emotionally involved in the story (V1), felt sympathy for the victim
(V2), and imagined themselves being in the same situation (V3). The Independent
Samples T-Test showed the differences between the reactions of G1 and G2 across six
other variables. The results were significant with regards to the feeling of being
inside the story (V4), visualising the setting (V6), and the feeling of being touched (V8),
and insignificant for thewillingness to interview a victim (V5); imagining sounds and
voices (V7), experiencing the smell of the places described (V9). The results confirm
the value of using media narrative in classroom activities and point to the effect of
simulated co-experience evoked by sensory language.

Keywords: embodied simulation; human trafficking awareness; media narratives;
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1 Introduction

The world faces numerous threats, including wars, pandemics, political insecurity,
climate change, modern-day slavery and discriminatory practices, migration crises,
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and other upheavals that have become an agenda for governments, NGOs, and
universities. Among these concerns is human trafficking (HT). People of all ages and
backgrounds can become victims of this crime: the recruitment, transportation, or
receipt of people through force, fraud, or deception. Traffickers often use fraudulent,
psychologically manipulative, or coercive methods to exploit them for profit
(Human-Trafficking. n.d., UNODC 2020, Types of Human Trafficking. n.d., Trafficking
in Persons Report 2021). The geopolitical and sociocultural factors shape the country-
specific nature of vulnerabilities. Ukraine has been a source country since the 90s
rooted in the tradition of believing in the common myth of a better life abroad
because of the Soviet “iron curtain” stereotypes. But even with rather stable
embedded practices, the country raised the level of social well-being throughout its
independence. Thanks to Ukraine’s EU integration endeavours, employment and
academicmobility granted citizens social advantages. However, with the outbreak of
the full-scale Russia-Ukraine war, the HT risks soared. The atrocities and war crimes
against civilians and uncertainties situation have forcedmassmovement abroad and
displacement (Annex 1), which predetermines the need for awareness of HT among
Ukrainians.

Alongside traditional information campaigns highlighting the traffickers’
methods on social media and vulnerabilities, alternative techniques should be
developed to influence collective thinking patterns. Behind the scenes of this study
are the studies at the intersection of psycholinguistics, cognitive linguistics, neuro-
science, social health, media studies, narratology, and pedagogics used to seek
effective methods of fostering safe behaviours through interactions with target au-
diences. Such influence can be exercised by evoking responses through embodied
simulation, or sensory perception, which is, according to Stein and Rowland (2011)
primary to analytical thinking. Knowledge about the prevalence of embodied
perception over analytical thinking can be employed to raise social awareness.

This study is based on the theory of embodied simulation (embodied cognition)
(Ospina et al. 2024) or embodied semantics (Aziz-Zadeh and Damasio 2008) that
considers how language can stimulate, or, in the case of this paper, constrain,
sensory-motor activity and how simulated mental experiences can affect sensory
modalities. This approach to raising awareness of HT can help to appeal to sensory
perceptions and thus guide the conceptualisation of the mediated reality. While
studies on embodied simulation concentrate more on the sensorimotor areas for
producing action (Antuñano 2013; Aziz-Zadeh and Damasio 2008; Gallese and Lakoff
2005), the concern of this study is rather about constraining possibly erroneous
action as a sensory appeal not to act in response to the lure of traffickers. Therefore,
this section provides arguments for applying the embodied simulation theory to HT
sensory-rich social awareness, explores media narrative as a resource of simulated
sensory input, and explains the educational value of this approach.
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In neuropsychology, embodied simulation theory suggests that cognition is
closely tied to perception-action processes, deeply embedded in sociocultural con-
texts. Language is shaped by bodily, physical, social, and cultural experiences
(Antuñano 2013; Ospina et al. 2024) gained through our sensorimotor bodily in-
teractions, with language comprehension arising frommental simulations (Galetzka
2017). For instance, imagining visualising an object activates the same brain regions
involved as if observing it (Gallese and Lakoff 2005) in actual physical and implicit
contexts, thus a subject can construct mental simulations of real-world scenarios
(Gibbs and Matlock 2008) and engage in simulated actions “even when these actions
may not be physically feasible” (Ospina et al. 2024, 655). Current research on pain
representations by Semino (2010) shows that embodied simulation plays a crucial
role in shaping fundamental experiences. It can serve as a basis for evoking empa-
thetic responses due to activating specific brain regions linked to the representation
of pain when witnessing another individual undergoing it (Ospina et al. 2024). Thus,
the established relationship between sensorimotor modalities and language is a
prerequisite for raising social awareness against enslavement situations. This
research explores the role of sensory language in narrative in perceptions of trau-
matic experiences of victims of HT. It seeks to collect evidence on whether re-
spondents would be more likely to avoid potentially dangerous situations related to
HT if they co-experienced victims’ sensations while being exposed to media stories.

A literature review on the sensory properties of narratives compared to
expository ones highlights the benefits of engaging the target audience with stories
that help exercise social cognitive abilities (Mar 2018) and expand readers’ emotional
and mental lives beyond the scope of their personal experience” (Cohen 2006).
Though literary narratives provide a deeper immersion of the reader into an
imaginary and closed world (Tal-Or and Cohen 2010, 403), non-fiction storytelling
represents ideologically significant, i.e. socially meaningful, events. In this research,
media survival stories are taken as a type of non-fiction narrative as true events
coverage for interventions in an educational setting because it is told from a sub-
jective point of view and fosters better engagement, transportability, and response
than an expository text, and more referred to real situations than a literary text.

The simulated mental experiences can be created with the help of first-person
narration via sensory language representing violence against victims in an HT sit-
uation, and their physical and moral distress. Activation of sensory modalities en-
ables readers to be mentally transported into the places through visual imagery,
sounds of surroundings, victims’ voices, tactile sensations, etc. The point of interest
here is how language captures the meanings representing five sensory modalities
(Winter 2019): visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, and olfactory, and whether HT
stories have, as termed by McSweeney (1998), their “sensory profile”, whether they
produce a “co-viewing” (Tal-Or 2016) effect, whether an imaginary process takes
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place during exposure, i.e. “being in someone’s shoes and seeing the world through
their eyes” (Livingstone 1998, 237), temporarily assuming the character’s identity
(Appel et al. 2015; Gerrig 2018; Green and Brock 2003; Tal-Or and Cohen 2010, 404)
based on perceived realism (Green 2004). Scholars agree that mental simulation is
the construction of hypothetical scenarios and forms mental models of imagined
worlds (Oatley 1995, 53). At the same time, “emotion plays a key role in subsequent
cognitive processing, invoking the reader’s memory or empathy” (Miall 2011, 323),
and “eliciting emotional responses to mass media messages can be an effective
means of changing… attitudes, intentions and behaviours” (Dunlop et al. 2008, 52). It
is relevant to identify “variables likely to moderate narrative effects” (Hall 2003;
Green and Brock 2003) for pro-social purposes with the help of narrative forms of
communication, for instance, through empathy as “an affective state that ismediated
by an ability of persons to place themselves, … into observed others’ emotional
experiences” (Zillmann 2006), which opens a niche in the primary prevention of HT.
The implications of such an approach lie in the possibility of using the theoretical
data retrieved from the above-mentioned fields and empirical data for social impact,
particularly, for raising awareness of HT in a targeted initiative by exposing the
audiences to sensory-rich media content and inducing the simulated perceptions of
the narrated events.

This study aims to measure the readers’ emotional responses to sensory-rich HT
narratives and evaluate the possible use of such stories in classroom settings to raise
students’ social awareness. The empirical data were collected in reading and survey
activities for learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) while teaching the
course on Stylistics of the English language for B.A. graduates fromBorys Grinchenko
Kyiv Metropolitan University (BGKU). The research question is whether the sensory
language used in HT media stories stimulates the co-experiences in readers. The
objectives are to establish the links between sensory language and sensory modal-
ities in perceptions of media stories about HT in reading activities achieved through
three main stages. Firstly, sensory language and dominant sensory modalities were
identified within the corpus of HT media stories. Secondly, a “sensory profile” of
victims was traced based on the verbal markers of point of view (PoV) and the image
of the victim (IoV). Thirdly, respondents’ involvement in the narrated stories was
measured to explore whether sensory language can invoke simulated mental
experiences.

Two hypotheses were tested. The null hypothesis implied no dependency be-
tween sensory language and the degree of emotional involvement in the media
content onHT: no signs of simulated co-experiencewere shown by respondents after
being exposed to a media story on HT. The alternative hypothesis implied a de-
pendency between the sensory language used in a media story and the emotional
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involvement in the media content, i.e. embodied simulation in the media content on
HT, and therefore, significant data pointed out those respondents co-experienced the
situations narrated in a media story on HT. The expected outcomes presuppose that
respondents could co-experience visual, acoustic, tactile, and other sensations in
reading narratives on HT due to which they can imagine themselves in similar
situations, potentially identify themselves with victims, feel their painful and trau-
matic experiences, and later infer this mentally simulated experience as a precau-
tion against actions resulting in getting into situations of HT. The value of this
research implies that if the alternative hypothesis is confirmed the sensory-rich
narratives can be used as a specific method for instructors to appeal to students’
minds through embodied simulations for raising awareness of HT in an academic
environment.

2 Methods

The stated aim was met through a corpus analysis, a narrative analysis, and a
survey in an experimental reading activity for EFL students. The corpus analysis
included processing 35 survival stories retrieved from the Stories sections of the
online anti-trafficking platforms: The Exodus Road, Deliverfund, SafeHorizon,
Actionaidindia, and Polarisproject with the help of Sketch Engine, an online text
analysis tool. The unified corpus of language data comprised 28,386 words in total
(Annex 2). The manual annotation of the data used narrative, stylistic, and her-
meneutic analyses to reveal sensory language manifestations, PoV, and IoV. The
verbal markers of the prevailing PoV and sensory language profile of IoV were
identified to evaluate the potential immersiveness of first-person media narration
about HT and design the experiment. The revealed sensory language referred to
visual, tactile, and acoustic modalities. Four narrative fragments (1,165 words)
were selected as one pool of narrative content (labeled as G1SensoryPlus) for the
experiment, which took 1–3 min to read, highlighted HT forms, and targeted young
people. That language material was compared to a news article (Gentleman 2020)
(1,087 words) (an expository text labeled as G2SensoryMinus) with no sensory
language manifestations, stating facts, statistical data, and attitudinal and moral
judgments.

The psycho-pedagogical conditions of the experiment implied surveying in
seamless teaching during the 2023–2024 academic year before students. The answers
were kept confidential, the responses were anonymised, and participants gave their
voluntary consent. Forty humanity students from BGKU, Kyiv, Ukraine. According to
the Descriptive Statistics, the social group consisted of female graduates, whose
numbers were disproportionate to male graduates: 87.5 % female (35 students) and
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12.5 % male (5 students) respondents. The age ranged from 20 to 22, with 21 students
aged 21 among them. Therefore, gender and age were considered as vulnerability
factors, as respondents lacked life experience and skills to resist potential traffickers.
The students preferred reading media about culture, sports, society, and politics.
Most of them had heard about HT before but did not consider a similar situation
might ever happen to them (Green and Brock 2000).

The respondents, divided into experimental (G1) and control (G2) groups, gave
answers before and after reading the media. The questionnaire included nominal
(yes-no) and ordinal (ranging from absolutely not to fully agree with responses)
scale items: age, gender, reading preferences, and awareness of HT. The answers
were processed with SPSS 26 Windows software, which accurately handles the
survey data (Peer, Hakemulder, and Zyngier 2012, 148) and provides both
descriptive and inference statistics. Within this research, two types of parametric
tests are applied. The Paired Samples T-Test (Peer, Hakemulder, and Zyngier 2012,
235) is used for dependent, related, repeated, or paired samples in a within-subjects
design. This test revealed the pre-reading and post-reading responses to the same
questions in both groups of respondents. The Independent Samples T-Test is used
for the between-subjects design (Peer, Hakemulder, and Zyngier 2012, 231). It was
used to reveal the differences between G1 and G2 for the independent variables.
Overall, nine variables were tested (Annex 3.1).

The respondents of G1 were reading G1SensoryPlus rich in sensory verbal
means, while the respondents of G2 were reading G2SensoryMinus, a news article
reporting facts and statistical data. The Paired Samples T-Test was applied sepa-
rately within the two groups to test whether they were emotionally involved in a
situation of HT, felt sympathy for victims of HT, and imagined themselves in the same
situation before and after they read the texts to establish the dependency between
the sensory language and the degree of the reader’s emotional response (V1–V3). At
the post-reading stage, the students reported their sensations about involvement in
the events or self-identification with the victim. Six other variables (V4–V9), tested
according to the Independent Samples T-Test, were verified for the dependency
between the sensory language and the effect of embodied simulation. Students
were asked whether they felt inside the story, were willing to interview a victim,
visualised the setting or a victim’s appearance, imagined a victim being touched or
felt being touched, and felt sensations of smell of the places described. The alter-
native hypothesis was tested under two conditions: 1) before and after reading
G1SensoryPlus versus G2SensoryMinus, and 2) as the difference between responses
to G1SensoryPlus and G2SensoryMinus. The results were interpreted in the
framework of the potential use of such media stories in primary prevention
against HT.
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3 Results

The results are grouped as the corpus and narrative analyses (Annex 2) highlighting
PoV and IoV and the experiment (Annex 3). The former implied a detailed review of
verbal markers of how IoV is represented: whether it is more self-portrayal and
depiction of the physical and psychological states as a first-person account or a
journalistic third-person coverage of theHT cases. The latter provides evidence of the
respondents’ experiences through statistically processed empirical data.

The corpus and narrative analyses. HT survival stories feature a victim as a
central character empowered to tell his or her story. The narrative perspective in
such media is limited to first-person narration and actuated predominantly as the
IoV (Annex 2.1). A victim faces physical and mental situations of being exploited,
locked up, and abused, but struggles tofind away out of it. At the same time, the IoV is
actuated through sensory descriptions of appearance, physical andmental state, and
interactions between traffickers or clients with victims. The victim’s profile is
augmented by the sensory linguistic portrayal embracing visual characteristics, e.g.
appearances, social background, setting, description of places a victim comes fromor
held in, tactile language representing bodily experiences, mental states, state of
health in combination with visual image showing how a victim is physically treated
by traffickers or clients, and acoustic language in the silence-voice as opposed to a
representation of victim’s inner states and physical sensations.

While the 1st personmarkers prevail, the 3rd personmarkers are less numerous,
however, most instances still refer to IoV, and only some of them point to the images
of traffickers, clients, and social workers. The verbal markers of the 2nd-person
narration represent a merged PoV (1st- and 3rd-person) (Annex 2.2). Annex 2.3
demonstrates a consolidated set of the IoV-related sensory language, the frequency
of such occasions, key and related words, and the number of occurrences in the
corpus, while the sensory verbal representations (Annex 2.4) illustrate the varieties
of the corpus-extracted linguistic micro-contexts actuating the sensory modalities.

The visual imagery is created by the representations of a) the setting through
local and temporal parameters as social conditions of a victim; and b) the victim’s
self-perception. The local and temporal parameters manifest in language denoting
the continuum from narrowed local focus, e.g. sensations of being locked up and
being inside a closed entity, various locations, places, streets, rooms, houses, and bars,
to broader localisations such as names of countries, cities, states, regions, etc. (Annex
2.3). The sensory language in verbal micro-contexts depicts the surroundings in
which victims find themselves when enslaved. The sensation of being locked into an
HT situation and the impossibility of breaking free from traffickers is enhanced due
to the temporal parameter showing that trafficking is going on all the time (Annex
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2.4a). The places are represented as either physical, from certain locations in general
to naming specific places with detailed descriptions, or more abstract as the mental
state of being locked up inside, narrowed to certain rooms, or extended to countries
implying the global nature of HT.

The portrayal of victims is actuated through the verbalisation of the appearance
of victims when they are being exposed to abuse. Visual sensory language activates
the depiction of IoV through the description of the consequences of being exploited,
tortured, or beaten. This IoV is generalised as a young woman, girl, or child, who
has visible signs of experiencing violence and being deprived of freedom. Annex 2.3b
shows the frequency of the occasions representing victims’ appearances and self-
perceptions. The peculiar narrative feature here is that the appearance of the victim
is represented through the eyes of the victim herself (Annex 2.4b). At the same time,
the visual sensory language representation of IoV refers to 1) naming victims; 2)
giving connotative and metaphorical attributes to lifestyles, appearances, and vic-
tim’s self-perception, e.g. supported with mental verbs, e.g. view myself, watch, see
myself, and abstract nouns denoting insights and sudden realisations they are un-
dergoing HT, e.g. epiphany; 3) there are frequencies of such verbs as imagine, show,
watch, which support the visual representation of the HT situation from the victim’s
PoV, thus inviting readers to observe the world as depicted by them.

The tactile imagery is created by sensory language, denoting both a) physical
representations and mental states of victims, which sometimes are conveyed figu-
ratively via physical tactile imagery; and b) the way they are treated by traffickers
and other peoplewithinHT situations. Annex 2.3c shows the frequencies of keywords
in representations of tactile imagery in the survival stories, while Annex 2.4c illus-
trates the sensory linguistic micro-contexts. There is a strong focus on bodily expe-
riences represented as the physical state of a victim who endures and survives all
misfortunes; there is no clear division between physical and psychological states, as
mental states are often represented either figuratively or from a psychosomatic
perspective; most often the physical state of victims is a consequence of violent
treatment by other people participating in the HT situation, and there is no strict
division between the representation of tactile images as a victim’s physical state and
the representation of behavioural patterns towards victims.

The acoustic imagery is shaped by the representation of physical sounds of the
victim’s experiences such as screaming, and crying, mental representations of silence
as an inability to resist HT, voice), the suppression of the victim’s voice due to fear,
internal expressions of emotional states, e.g. cursing, and motivation to speak up.
These occurrences may be divided as follows: 1) the silence-voice dichotomy, high-
lighted semantically through sensory words such as listening, ears, telling the story
both in literal and figurative contexts; sometimes the concept of silence is repre-
sented with conditional sentences if I spoke… as an implied negation of the ability to
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speak about the problem; 2) the representation of the victim’s physical suffering
through the semantic depiction of sounds like crying and screaming, tone of voice;
and expressions of inner emotional states; 3) the environmental sounds referring to
the presence and the volume of surrounding noises, turn up the TV and turn on the
shower; and 4) attitudes represented by the sensory acoustic language units, e.g.
sound harsh, etc. In general, such acoustic vocabulary is less prevalent than tactile or
visual imagery, which speaks about the hidden nature of HT largely due to under-
reporting by victims (Annex 2.5).

The experiment. The data collected were processed with SPSS 26 Windows soft-
ware by applying The Paired Samples T-Test for measurements within the same
groups of responses and the Independent Samples T-Test for measurements of the
differences between the groups to test the hypotheses. The p-value (probability
value) is a measure that helps determine the significance of the results. It is
considered that if a p-value is less than 0.05 (p < 0.05), the results are accepted as
significant thus confirming the tested hypothesis, otherwise, a hypothesis tested is
refuted.

The Paired Samples T-Test used separately for the two groups in three pairs of
variables showed that participants experienced emotional involvement in an HT
situation, felt sympathy for HT victims, or imagined themselves in a similar scenario
before and after reading the texts (Annex 3.2). The table in Annex 3.2.1 demonstrates
the data of Paired Samples Statistics for G1who readG1SensoryPlus. The respondents
of G1 showed increased involvement (p = 0.001), feelings of sympathy (p = 0.030), and
their imagining of being in a similar situation (p = 0.000) after being exposed to the
texts with sensory language. The results of the emotional response to the text for G1
are illustrated in the bar chart in Annex 3.2.1. The respondents of G2 showed only
slightly increased involvement (p = 0.545), feelings of sympathy (p = 0.804), and their
imagining of being in a similar situation (p = 0.249) after reading G2SensoryMinus. In
all three pairs, the p-value is > 0.05, which means that the results are insignificant.
The bar chart in Annex 3.2.2. shows less of the reader’s emotional involvementwithin
G2 than G1.

After that, all nine variables (Annex 3.1) were tested in terms of the differences
between the groups: For this, the Independent Samples T-Test was applied. The
results proved significant for six variables out of nine (V1, V2, V3, V4, V6, V8). The
respondents of G1 who read G1SensoryPlus were more emotionally involved in
the situation of HT (p = 0.004), felt more sympathy (p = 0.012), imagined themselves in
the same situation (p = 0.004), felt being inside the story narrated (p = 0.000),
visualised the setting described (p = 0.000), and imagined a victim being touched or
felt being touched (p = 0.000) than the respondents of G2 who read G2SensoryMinus.
The mean values in the table demonstrate the Group Statistics for G1 and G2 and are
illustrated in the bar chart in Annex 3.3. The bar chart shows that respondents were
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predominantly emotionally involved in the story/information delivered and felt sym-
pathy for the victim, which points to the respondents’ potential self-identification
with victims. They could imagine themselves being in the same situation and expe-
rience the feeling of being inside the story, which points to the effect of simulated
mental experience activated by the sensory language used. The participants also
could visualise the setting described, and experience the feeling of being touched,
which points to the co-experience invoked by the sensory language used.

4 Discussion

The results obtained in this study provide evidence of the dependency between the
sensory language used inmedia stories about HT and the effects of co-presence in the
situations depicted by victims. The readers’ states changed after reading the
narrative and expository texts. The measurements showed statistically significant
results in the experimental group whose respondents were more responsive: they
were sympathetic and inclined to imagine themselves in the same situation, unlike
the control group which gave a weaker response to the experimental conditions. The
measurements of the independent samples revealed the statistically significant
relation between the use of visual and tactile sensory language data in the narratives
and the embodied mental simulations experienced by the participants of the
experiments.

This research serves as one of the case studies of embodied simulation (Paliichuk
2022, 2023) as a mechanism for understanding concrete and metaphorical language
as highlighted in the review by Ospina et al. (2024). In one such study (Galetzka 2017);
it was argued that concrete, action-related words rely on sensorimotor activation,
with some doubt as to the abstract concepts, which poses certain challenges for
embodied theories on cognition. However, psycholinguistic studies highlight that
individuals mentally simulate actions, even when such actions are not physically
possible (Gibbs and Matlock 2008), as in the study by Semino (2010) which deals with
the employment of metaphors in representations of pain. Within this study, IoV was
recreated through readers’ co-experiencing the physical andmental signs of trauma.
This was evidenced by statistically significant results as to the visualising of the
setting of HT and the feeling of being touched reported by the respondents. Sensory
expressions of victims’ sensations should be studied more as visual and tactile im-
agery, including metaphorical representations of the pain victims of HT undergo.
This insight paves the way for new research.

The evidence received in this study proves the links between sensory language
revealed in the narrative analysis of the media data set and the activation of
embodied simulation experiences during reading the media story by G1 who gave a
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more emotional response than G2. The alternative hypothesis was confirmed with
statistically significant results in six out of nine variables tested by Paired Samples
T-Test and Independent Samples T-Test. In the measurements before and after
reading, respondents of G1 reported being more emotionally involved in the story
(V1), suggesting they felt a victim’s emotions in the process of reading the media
stories through co-experiencing the physical and mental states of victims. The effect
of sensory language was also proved with the statistically significant tendency for G1
to feel sympathy for the victim (V2), meanwhile, the results within G2 who read an
informative expository text containing facts and data about HT, in general, were
insignificant. The immersiveness of such media stories is evidenced by significant
results concerning V3, forwhichmost respondents of G1 admitted that they imagined
themselves being in the same situation. The differences between the reactions of
G1 and G2 across six other variables established by using the Independent Samples
T-Test highlighted the dependency of the sensory language and sensorimotor re-
actions. The visual descriptions of the places where victims are transported to and
kept stimulated respondents’ simulated experiences as the feeling of being inside the
story (V4). They could mentally experience being locked physically and metaphori-
cally as trapped in the situation of HT by visualising the setting (V6). The tactile
sensory verbal means invoked the feeling of being touched (V8), thus identifying
themselves with victims more closely.

This study conforms to the tradition of using statistical methods in experimental
pedagogical activities on embodied cognition and simulation (Chesnokova 2022; Peer,
Hakemulder, and Zyngier 2012; van Peer and Chesnokova 2024). The reading poetry
experienceswereexploredby vanPeer andChesnokova (2024) bymeasuring the visual
and auditory senses in a set of experiential parameters, among which the cognitive,
emotional, and social ones were seen as most influential in learning and aesthetic
enjoyment. This study replicates the approaches to empirical research to some extent
by providing rigid research and arriving at socially meaningful conclusions.

This study also contributes to the advances of the narratological paradigm
in social sciences shaped by the works on suspense, transportation and trans-
portability, and involvement (Appel et al. 2015; Mazzocco et al. 2010; Paliichuk 2018;
van Peer and Chesnokova 2024). Its interest in the social impact of the media nar-
ratives can be interpreted in terms of immersive journalism, which is “the produc-
tion of news in a form inwhich people can gainfirst-person experiences of the events
or situations described in news stories, affords the participant unprecedented access
to the sights and sounds, and possibly feelings and emotions, that accompany the
news” (de la Peòa et al. 2010). The immersivemedia storytelling approach can be used
to create sensory experiences of HT through the lens of victims. Meanwhile, in
pursuing the aim to constrain potentially risky actions by victims in the HT pre-
vention program, due regard should be given to the image of traffickers as potentially
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dangerous people, which fits into a network of state-of-the-art studies in the field of
media representations of violence and changes in attitudes. For example, Shurma
(2024) explores how alleged perpetrators are visually and linguistically portrayed
through personalisation in news reporting by highlighting how visual elements
depict various groups of perpetrators differing in perceived levels of “dangerous-
ness” within news reports. In another study, the author focuses on the social actors
and the language of headlines, photo cuts related to them, and narratives in
reporting the MH17 downing (Shurma 2020). In a conceptual paper by Dunlop et al.
(2008) in the field of narratology for health communication, the authors note self-
referent emotional response that is expected to have a direct effect in motivating
behaviour change, particularly as it is likely to be associated with an increase in
perceived personal risk, which correlates with the idea of reader’s self-identification
with victims of HT in embodied simulation experiences ensured with the help of
sensory-rich media storytelling.

Some limitations imply why a media text has been used to test the sensorial
effects instead of a literary one. Onemight argue that an artistic text can create more
vivid imagery and evoke greater responses to verbal stimuli. Unlike stories in
literature, a media narrative evolves around real-life events, has typical plots, and
ensures a faster perception of the information reported. Media storytelling can
provide a higher degree of urgency in prevention and raising awareness of HT
thanks to automated language processing, unlike fiction, in which effects of pro-
longed perceptions are produced due to an artistic detail or a set of literary devices.
Another limitation may concern whether the participants could understand English
well enough to experience the sensory effects of the texts compared to the native
language exposure. This concern is refuted by the fact that English humanities
students have been in linguistic environments throughout the entire period of their
studies. Evidence indicates that individuals processing a narrative in their second
language feel just as transported into the story as those processing the same
narrative in their native language (Chung-Fat-Yim et al. 2019). Another concurrent
circumstance that should be considered is that students’ responses to sensory stimuli
might be affected by experiencing the Russia-Ukraine war that has lasted since 24
February 2024, for instance, the potential HT situation might seem somewhat distant
to them while their daily being exposed to direct physical sensory conditions and
media-evoked mental simulations of the war experiences.

5 Conclusions

The evidence provided in the study makes it possible to accept the alternative hy-
pothesis about the deliberate use of sensory language in raising awareness of human
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trafficking. Adopting such an approach in primary prevention educational activities
can let students live through a victim’s physical and psychological experience. The
implications of the guided reading during the experiment refer to the expectations
that respondents would further conceptualise the perceived sensory experience as a
constraint or regulator against the potentially risky behaviour, thus, they would be
more inclined to avoid replying to the trafficker’s offers or promises. Such inferences
can stem from the results of embodied simulation as a post-sensorial perceptual
outcome of processing the information they are exposed to, which can be verified in
further studies of the interrelation of sensory language data and changes in re-
spondents’ attitudes, intentions, and beliefs.

The outcomes of the study answer the research question put in the alternative
hypothesis and at the same time open an array of perspectives in bridging the
content of the curriculum in humanities. In practical terms, by intentionally
employing sensory language in storytelling, educators can facilitate embodied
simulation,where studentsmentally engagewith real-world scenarios such asHT. As
far as the alternative hypothesis proved, sensory-rich narratives should be used in
the educational process to increase the level of student awareness of human traf-
ficking and other socially relevant topics, e.g. tolerance, or other issues, which
require fostering empathy, self-reflection, critical thinking, and training students to
recognise the signs of dangerous situations. This can show instructors how language
studies can go beyondmere aesthetic literary appreciation and be directly related to
social issues and used to address a problem and equip them with the linguistic tools
to make a social change.

The added value of this research lies in its empirical validation of sensory
language as a tool to evoke embodied simulation and foster awareness of HT in
educational environments. Prior studies on embodied simulation focus predomi-
nantly on cognitive and neural mechanisms for understanding language, often
exploring metaphorical or abstract domains. This study proved the potential of
sensory language within media narratives to address HT and highlighted how first-
person, sensory-rich storytelling affected readers’ emotional and cognitive engage-
ment. The narrative transportation theory, explored in other studies for measuring
empathy and persuasion, correlates with the theory of embodied simulation applied.
It means that a sensory-rich text can regulate or predetermine shifts in students’
thinking patterns concerning moving abroad for employment or education and
possible HT risks. For instance, an implied response, in this case, can be as follows: “I
don’t want to become a victim of HT. If suchmany people are trapped it means I amnot
immune to it. So, I must be cautious. I should not act as victims did for not to get into a
similar situation”. Moreover, traditional humanities curricula in Ukrainian univer-
sities mostly rely on literary or expository texts to discuss social issues with limited
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emphasis on sensory or immersive storytelling techniques. This study introduces a
methodological network for integrating sensory-rich media narratives into hu-
manities education.

The multidisciplinary approach used in this study brings theoretical contribu-
tions through synthesising insights from cognitive linguistics, psycholinguistics,
neuroscience, narratology, media studies, and pedagogical stylistics. The results
confirm that embodied simulation can be intentionally harnessed in educational
contexts, such as HT awareness. It introduces a framework where sensory language
activates embodied experiences, linking the knowledge of sensory-motor activation
to real-world behavioural implications. It has been revealed that sensory-rich stories
deepen the embodied experience, making the simulated scenarios impactful. The
results prove that sensory language mediates identification and co-presence with
victims in HT stories suggesting a shift in shaping pro-social attitudes. The evidence
of the interplay of sensory modalities in creating co-experiences enriches under-
standing of how language can simulate multi-sensory realities. While stylistics
traditionally exploits aesthetic and interpretive aspects of literary texts, this study
links sensory language to measurable educational outcomes laying a theoretical
foundation for using stylistics in addressing social problems, bridging literary
analysis with applied pedagogy.

Further study will refine the developments made within the initiative
Changing Young Minds: Student Awareness of HT under War Conditions imple-
mented with the support of the French Research Center in Humanities and Social
Sciences (CEFRES) in Prague, the Czech Republic. In exploring post-sensorial
perceptual outcomes, future studies can investigate how embodied simulation
influences changes in respondents’ attitudes, intentions, and beliefs. Such research
could involve longitudinal studies to track whether exposure to sensory-rich nar-
ratives leads to more cautious attitudes. Another area of interest is the role of
sensory metaphorical expressions representing victims’ sensations, in fostering
readers’ empathy. This can be enhanced by measuring the degree of empathy
evoked by pain representations in the media. Another line of research is the
comparative analysis of fiction versus non-fiction narratives in how these two
forms of storytelling evoke emotional and cognitive responses and the motivation
to act against HT.

Acknowledgment: The author extends deep gratitude to the team of the French
Research Center in Humanities and Social Sciences in Prague, the Czech Republic
(UMIFRE 13 CNRS-MEAE UAR 3138 CNRS) for support of the initiative Changing Young
Minds: Student Awareness of HT underWar Conditions and productive collaboration
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