
FM
R

 6
4

39Trafficking and smuggling

June 2020 www.fmreview.org/issue64

The same ruler for everyone: improving trafficking 
estimates 
Joshua Youle and Abigail Long

Current guidelines for measuring the prevalence of trafficking are inadequate. Improving the 
accuracy of trafficking estimates will require comprehensive, standardised guidelines which 
have been rigorously tested in the field.

Donors increasingly call upon their grant 
recipients to conduct survey research in 
order to estimate the number of victims of 
trafficking in a target region or industry. 
Donors use these estimates to plan resource 
allocation, inform programme design, 
and engage with other governments. They 
also look to these estimates for empirical 
proof that an anti-trafficking programme 
is reducing the prevalence (the number of 
detected victims) of trafficking. However, 
most organisations do not include prevalence 
of victims as an indicator of success because 
there are no comprehensive, standardised 
guidelines which academics or researchers 
employed by these organisations could 
feasibly use to implement prevalence 
estimate methodologies. This means 
researchers develop survey instruments 
and methodologies that, although context-
specific, do not benefit from systematic 
field-testing, are difficult to broaden out for 
general use and do not lend themselves to 
prevalence comparisons. Those prevalence 
estimates that have been published so 
far have faced criticism and scepticism. 
Existing guidelines are not inclusive and 
are challenging for smaller organisations (a 
considerable proportion of those engaged 
in fighting trafficking) to implement. 

Current metrics 
The Global Slavery Index (GSI) provides 
national and regional estimates of the number 
of people in modern slavery.¹ It receives 
considerable media attention and its figures 
are frequently cited by organisations and 
governments. The most granular estimates 
that the GSI provides are at a national level. 
In order to provide a useful metric of success 
for an anti-trafficking programme, the 

programme would need to be implemented 
at that same level. However, most anti-
trafficking organisations usually implement 
programmes at a sub-national level, focusing 
on a handful of municipalities and often 
a specific type of trafficking. It would be 
difficult to demonstrate using the GSI data 
that any such anti-trafficking programme 
contributes to a decrease in national 
prevalence, given the many other forces 
at play on a national level. While the GSI 
continues to refine its methods and is likely 
to be able to produce sub-national estimates 
in the future, due to the immense expense 
of compiling the index the exercise is only 
carried out approximately every two years. 
For an organisation to use it as a baseline 
the organisation would need to coordinate 
its intervention with timing of GSI data 
collection, which is not always possible. Thus 
for national or regional programmes, the GSI 
figure can only provide indications of trends.

In 2012 the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) published survey 
guidelines² which contain detailed steps for 
national governments to implement a survey 
on forced labour, including definitions, 
assessment tools, ethical considerations and 
guidance on data analysis. Although useful 
for governments looking to obtain the full 
picture of forced labour in their country the 
guidelines are limited. The ILO itself called 
these guidelines “a starting point” and 
we believe it is now time to expand them 
to include additional methods targeting a 
wider research audience. The International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians, which is 
convened by the ILO, published guidelines 
on the measurement of forced labour in 
2018 that largely focus on randomised 
household or establishment surveys.³ 
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However, most organisations or government 
agencies focused on trafficking have limited 
budgets and cannot afford to implement 
these. Consequently, many organisations 
end up using referral-based sampling 
methods (such as snowball sampling), which 
have been proven in other fields to better 
identify members of a hidden population. 
Other means of collecting data to measure 
prevalence are generally implemented 
in an ad hoc manner and rarely have a 
direct connection with a programme. 

Legal definitions 
A common statistical definition of trafficking 
has eluded researchers, in part due to 
the existence of different and sometimes 
overlapping international and national 
definitions. For example, international 
law uses the definition of forced labour 
in ILO Convention 29, requiring both 
involuntariness and the threat of a penalty; 
instead the Palermo Protocol⁴ defines 
trafficking as requiring an act, means and 
purpose. Despite the technical language, 
forced labour and labour trafficking both 
refer to compelling (and profiting from) 
the labour or services of others. While the 
‘means’ of force, fraud or coercion and the 
‘purpose’ of compelling individuals for 
labour services might be the same across 
both definitions, confusion for measurement 
arises around the ‘acts’, such as recruitment, 
transportation, harbouring or receipt, 
which are not part of the ILO’s definition. 
This raises key questions for researchers: 
whether, for example, scientists should 
measure forced labour by the ILO’s standards 
in order to demonstrate the prevalence of 
trafficking; and whether scientists need 
always to include the ‘act’ in surveys. 

Another difficulty is applying 
international norms at a national level. 
Under the Palermo Protocol, movement 
is not required to constitute trafficking. 
However, some national governments 
have enacted domestic anti-trafficking 
legislation that does require some form of 
movement. These varying definitions can 
be an obstacle to researchers comparing 
national administrative data. 

Forced migration and trafficking 
Movement makes it more difficult not only to 
measure vulnerability and prevalence within 
a population, and to compare results with 
other studies, but also to reach vulnerable 
populations within migration flows. Many 
studies attempt to measure prevalence of 
trafficking by interviewing returnees, who can 
be more accessible than workers in destination 
countries or those who are in transit. However, 
research with returnees must take into account 
several factors that may limit the study. For 
example, exploited individuals may have 
small social or isolated networks and if using 
a referral or network-based sampling method, 
the resultant prevalence estimate will probably 
be too low. That research may have identified 
how many returnees themselves were subject 
to exploitation but not have captured the total 
trafficked population in the migration flow. 

Additionally, forced migrants often 
do not use formal channels but instead 
move irregularly and may use smuggling 
networks. Forced migration routes may 
differ in each scenario, exacerbating the 
measurement difficulties of referral-
based sampling and severely limiting 
the ability to conduct traditional 
household or establishment surveys. 

Common methodologies 
Trafficking researchers have used a wide 
variety of methods to calculate prevalence 
estimates. The most traditional survey 
sampling methods select a random sample 
of households or establishments from a 
complete list, such as a government census. 
Using their survey questions, they attempt 
to identify respondents who may be victims 
of trafficking. Because everyone in the 
population had the same likelihood of being 
included in the survey, the researchers are able 
to generalise the results to a larger population. 
Hidden populations, however, who are 
often obscured from these lists, make this 
problematic and random sampling is therefore 
likely to under-report trafficking victims. 

Snowball sampling entails asking 
respondents to report on what they know 
of the trafficking experiences of members of 
their social networks. With enough waves 
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of sampling the results are seen as being 
representative of the general population, even 
though not every member of the population 
had an equal probability of being selected. 
However, snowball sampling in anti-trafficking 
studies tends to start with a known group 
of people who are connected to victims or 
who are victims themselves. Consequently, 
the final estimate is likely to over-report 
prevalence of trafficking in the general 
population. The true prevalence estimate is 
likely to be somewhere between the estimates 
produced by random and snowball sampling.

Multiple systems estimation is based on 
lists of trafficking victims detected and recorded 
by local authorities. It requires a country to 
have at least two lists from different sources 
with a minimum of around 80 victims.⁵ This 
technique is most frequently employed in high-
income countries that have strong data systems. 

While these methods provide a tremendous 
insight into the prevalence of trafficking, no 
single method provides a complete picture 
of the extent of the crime or of the victims’ 
experiences. Each method has advantages 
in relation to evaluating certain types of 
crimes, environments or populations and, 
correlatively, each has its drawbacks. The chief 
difficulties have centred on researchers’ lack of 
awareness of situations in which individuals 
are particularly vulnerable to being trafficked 
and the frequent inability or unwillingness 
of respondents to identify themselves as 
having experienced trafficking. This may 
be because of fear of stigma (no matter how 
strong the assurances of confidentiality); 
because respondents may not know that 
they are victims of trafficking; or because 
they fear retribution from their trafficker. 

Another problem is the reliance on primary 
data for measuring programme success. 
Organisations increasingly see the value 
and importance of strong data collection and 
management practices, but it will indeed take 
a sea change before best practice principles 
are integrated into every organisation. If 
data collection and management practices 
were stronger, these could be heavily 
relied upon to validate estimates or even to 
develop estimates where there is insufficient 
budget to carry out new data collection.

Recommendations
This leads us to make three recommendations 
that we feel would help drive better data 
collection and management and lead to more 
accurate estimation of trafficking prevalence:  

Develop comprehensive standardised 
guidelines: Given that no methodology 
provides a fully comprehensive estimate, 
guidelines are needed in order to help groups 
determine which method to use based on 
demographic factors, type of trafficking and 
their budget and timing constraints. These 
guidelines should be evidence-based, meaning 
that there needs to be further testing of each 
method. They must focus on returning the 
most precise estimates possible, in order for 
researchers to be able to confidently detect 
the effect that a programme has had on 
prevalence. Survivors should be consulted 
in the development of the guidelines and in 
the implementation of each methodology. 

Utilise an impact evaluation methodology: 
Conducting and comparing prevalence 
estimates at the beginning and end of 
programme implementation can show an 
increase or a decrease but only through setting 
up a control group can a change in prevalence 
be attributed to the impact of the programme. 
While this impact evaluation methodology 
does not have to be used for every programme 
it should certainly be used for new 
programmes and to inform decisions about 
whether to expand existing programmes. 

Involve new academics: Trafficking is an 
interdisciplinary topic that would benefit from 
the focus of a greater number and variety 
of researchers. When looking for partners, 
organisations should target emerging 
scholars and academics not customarily 
engaged in the trafficking arena, possibly 
from fields such as criminology, sociology, 
social work, economics, demography and 
public health. Their fresh perspectives 
can unearth new insights and help make 
much-needed progress. Combatting 
trafficking requires a scientifically rigorous, 
interdisciplinary response that does 
justice to the experiences of the victims. 
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Understanding the psychological effects of sex 
trafficking to inform service delivery
Jennifer McQuaid

Those providing assistance to survivors of trafficking should focus not only on the delivery of 
services but also on building survivors’ capacity to engage in treatment and support. 

When trafficked for sexual exploitation, 
women are subjected to extraordinary 
physical, sexual and psychological 
violence which puts them acutely at risk 
for developing not just short-term physical 
ailments but also lasting mental illness 
that can profoundly alter their ability to 
navigate effectively in the social world. 
Survivors may be dealing with HIV 
infections, experience gynaecological issues, 
succumb to substance and alcohol abuse, 
and suffer the prolonged effects of physical 
injury. The impacts on their mental health 
include anxiety, depression, self-harm and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

Violent exploitation may also result in 
survivors developing a mistrust of care-
giving individuals and systems, which 
can severely hinder service delivery. Sex 
trafficking disrupts caregiving by hijacking 
the victim’s relationship with trust and 
security. Victims rely on their traffickers to 
provide them with food and shelter but to 
obtain these victims must work, and that 
work involves sexual violence and coercion. 
The hand that feeds and gives shelter and 
promises a path to safety is therefore also the 
hand that leads to injury and persecution. 

This severe rupturing of attachment 
relationships can have a significant impact 
on survivors – disrupting their sense of self 
and affecting their ability to leave exploitative 
situations, rebuild themselves emotionally 
and engage with services. After periods 
of imposed isolation, a loss of autonomy 
and forced servitude, survivors report 
feeling helpless and hopeless, struggling 
to feel competent with life skills, ashamed 
about their past victimisation, and angry 
about missed education and job training. 
Many feel lost in their personal search for 
identity and meaning. Regulating difficult 
emotions and interpersonal relationships 
can be challenging. All told, the effects 
of sex trafficking are wide-reaching, 
profound and often not well understood. 
Signs and symptoms of psychological 
distress may also fall outside diagnostic 
categories and manifest in cultural 
idioms of distress. Systems of care that 
adequately account for these experiences 
have a far greater chance of success.1

The road map of complex PTSD
The traditional reliance on PTSD as a 
diagnostic means of describing distress and 
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