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Identifying victims of trafficking 
A compilation of global guidelines 
 
Introduction 
 
This document provides a summary of indicators used to assist in the identification of victims 
of trafficking. The information has been compiled from a number of reports (see source list at 
the end of the document) including UK, US and European reports and includes guidelines 
published by governmental and non-governmental sources. The majority of these reports 
have been published over the last five years. In spite of the fact that these reports originate 
from a number of different countries, a review of the documents has suggested that there is 
little variation in the indicators used by different countries to identify victims of trafficking. The 
indicators also do not appear to be susceptible to change over time. Due to the limited 
amount of time available for this work, country specific indicators were combined to provide a 
general overview. In the long term it would be useful to identify country-specific indicators and 
compare the victim profiles used by different countries. However it is necessary to recognise 
the dynamic and changing pattern of trafficking, and the need to continuously update the 
information as trafficking methods become more sophisticated. 
 
Indicators are defined as either primary or secondary. Primary indicators are usually visible 
indicators, or information that should be able to be obtained by an immigration officer or other 
person on initial contact with the victim. Secondary indicators are more likely to be noted at a 
later date following further assessment of the victim’s situation. The General Trafficking 
indicators are those that will be applicable to all groups of trafficked individuals. This 
document also outlines indicators specific to certain groups of trafficked individuals such as 
children, those trafficked for sexual exploitation, and those trafficked for labour exploitation. 
 

Background 
 
Early identification of victims of trafficking is important, as in most cases identification is a 
prerequisite for the victim’s access to assistance and protection. Clause 16 of the United 
Nations Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power 
(1985) states that those people who are likely to be in contact with victims of trafficking should 
receive adequate training to assist them in identifying victims and responding sensitively to 
their needs. 
 
The indicators outlined in this document are applicable to people and groups working with 
victims of trafficking including border guards, police and immigration officers, justice officials, 
doctors, medical and social workers, housing and agricultural inspectors, immigrants rights 
organisations, women’s victim rights organisations, refugee organisations and shelters. 
Cooperation between these parties in identifying victims of trafficking and addressing their 
needs is essential. 
 
A report published by IOM in December 2005, Identification and Protection Schemes for 
Victims of Trafficking and Persons in Europe, outlines best practice guidelines for identifying 
victims of trafficking. According to this report the following approaches should be used in all 
countries when combating trafficking in persons: 
 

 Using sensitized border guards as a filter of cases of trafficking in persons 

 Operating a database to record observations made at the borders 

 Using community policing and problem-oriented policing 

 Training Consular Officers on trafficking in persons and exchange of information 

 Carrying out raids in night clubs and other places where trafficking victims can be 
found 

 Collaborating with NGOs for information sharing and hotlines 
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In broad terms the report suggests that officers should use indicators relating to travel, identity 
documents, work, mobility, living conditions, earnings and psychological conditions when 
assessing possible victims of trafficking. IOM also note that continuous risk assessment in 
trafficking cases is required to ensure appropriate responses with regard to the treatment of 
the victim and the conduct of the investigation. 
 

Indicators 
 

General Trafficking 
 

Primary Indicators 
 

 Injuries from weapons, such as knives, guns, clubs; visible injuries or scars, 
such as cuts, bruises, burns or rope burns; head, face, and mouth injuries 
from being struck in the head and the face 

 Brands or scaring indicating ownership 

 Evidence of other physical abuse 

 Visible emotional distress 

 Not in possession of identity or travel documents 

 Fearful of police or officials, unusual distrust of law enforcement 

 Does not know how identity or travel documents were obtained or was 
escorted through the process 

 Someone else obtained all official documents 

 Someone else made all travel arrangements 

 Had to pay a fee to someone to arrange travel and transportation 

 Was smuggled across borders 

 Heightened sense of general fear (for self and family)  

 Does not appear to have money but does have a mobile phone 

 Is withdrawn and refuses to talk 

 Is excessively afraid of being deported 

 Has had their journey or visa arranged by someone other than themselves or 
their family 

 Does not have possession of their own travel documents 

 Has false papers, and these have been provided by another person 

 Fits current profile for those at risk of exploitation 

 Has entered the country illegally 

 Anxious/distressed- want to know where they are, use the phone etc. 

 May have been drugged or held captive prior to the flight 

 Females may wear wigs and often wear 'old style' clothes but may have 
modern, westernised, skimpy clothes in their luggage, often with British labels 

 Females are submissive and cowed, uncommunicative and tense and often 
fail to make eye contact 

 On arrival a solicitor or legal representative has been informed by a third 
party of their arrival and attempts to make contact with Immigration or Social 
Services 

 Does not know or understand the terms of the employment contract they 
signed. Contract was in a language they could not read. Terms of contract 
are illegal under general business practices. 

 
 

Secondary Indicators 
 

 Untreated illnesses or infections, particularly sexually transmitted diseases; 
general poor health; diseases associated with unhygienic living conditions 
such as tuberculosis 

 Emotional distress and psychological manifestations of trauma, such as 
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, self-inflicted injuries or suicide 
attempts 
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 Inappropriate or shifting loyalty to an abuser resulting from the perpetrator’s 
systematic control of the victim through alternating violence, threats, and 
rewards; i.e. Manipulation, Stockholm syndrome, brainwashing, traumatic 
bonding 

 No English language skills or knowledge of how to move about and live in the 
local community 

 False accusations of abuse or neglect, particularly of children, or criminal 
activity are made about the victim 

 Signs of threats usually associated with sexual harassment or stalking 

 Victim was lied to about any aspect of her travel, employment, living 
conditions, or treatment 

 Evidence of mental or sexual abuse 

 Employer is holding identity and/or travel documents 

 Working unusually long hours 

 Unpaid or paid very little 

 Living at workplace or with employer 

 Living with multiple people in a cramped space 

 Engaged in prostitution or induced to perform a commercial sex act 

 Shows signs of physical or sexual abuse, and/or has contracted a sexually 
transmitted disease 

 Has a history with missing links and unexplained moves 

 Is required to earn a minimum amount of money every day 

 Works in various locations 

 Has limited freedom of movement 

 Appears to be missing for periods 

 Is known to beg for money 

 Has not been registered with or attended a GP practice 

 Has to pay off an exorbitant debt, perhaps for travel costs, before being able 
to have control over his/her own earnings 

 Hands over a large part of their earnings to another person 

 Interest shown by suspected perpetrators 

 Keeping money back 

 Poor self image, expressions of despair 

 Was coached on what to say to officials 
 

 
Child Trafficking 
 

Primary Indicators 
 

 Evidence of physical abuse 

 Does not appear to have money but does have a mobile phone 

 Is withdrawn and refuses to talk 

 Is excessively afraid of being deported 

 Has had their journey or visa arranged by someone other than themselves or 
their family 

 Does not have possession of their own travel documents 

 Has false papers, and these have been provided by another person 

 Is unable to confirm which adult is going to accept responsibility for her/him 

 Fits current profile for those at risk of exploitation 

 Has entered the country illegally 

 May tell the IO that they are older than they appear 

 May have been drugged or held captive prior to the flight 

 Girls may wear wigs and often wear 'old style' clothes but may have modern, 
westernised, skimpy clothes in their luggage, often with British labels 

 Girls are submissive and cowed, uncommunicative and tense and often fail to 
make eye contact 
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 On arrival a solicitor or legal representative has been informed by a third part 
of their arrival and attempts to make contact with Immigration or Social 
Services 

 
Secondary Indicators 
 

 Evidence of mental or sexual abuse 

 Employer is holding identity and/or travel documents 

 Working unusually long hours 

 Unpaid or paid very little 

 Not in school or significant gaps in schooling 

 Living at workplace or with employer 

 Living with multiple people in a cramped space 

 Heightened sense of general fear (for self and family), unusual distrust of law 
enforcement 

 Inability to speak to child alone 

 Engaged in prostitution or induced to perform a commercial sex act 

 Is driven around by an older male or 'boyfriend' 

 Shows signs of sexual behaviour or language 

 Shows signs of physical or sexual abuse, and/or has contracted a sexually 
transmitted disease 

 Has a history with missing links and unexplained moves 

 Is required to earn a minimum amount of money every day 

 Works in various locations 

 Has limited freedom of movement 

 Appears to be missing for periods 

 Is known to beg for money 

 Is being cared for by adult/s who are not their parents. The quality of the 
relationship between the child and their adult carers is not good 

 Has not been registered with or attended a GP practice 

 Has not been enrolled in school 

 Has to pay off an exorbitant debt, perhaps for travel costs, before being able 
to have control over his/her own earnings 

 Hands over a large part of their earnings to another person 

 Anxious/distressed- want to know where they are, use the phone etc. 

 Interest shown by suspected perpetrators 

 Some people who fit the profile are known to be accomplices of the 
perpetrator 

 Child truanting from school 

 Child keeping money back 

 Observing child's relationship with adults they are with, if concerns follow up 
with the child alone 

 Child has poor self image, expressions of despair 

 If unaccompanied need to be aware of contact the child is having with adults 

 Is the child having contact with unknown adults and/ or other sexually 
exploited children? 

 
 
Key questions to ask children and evidence that should be listened for: 
 

 Why did you come to xxx? 

 Who arranged your travel? 

 How did you get here? 

 Do you owe money for your trip? 

 What did you expect when you came? 

 What did you end up doing? 

 Were you scared? 
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 Evidence: Children may be smuggled into the country or arrive on valid visas 
having been promised that they would be reunited with their family, would be 
able to attend school, or would be able to get a legitimate job. After arrival 
they may be forced into exploitative work or to pay off a travel debt. Many 
victims are recruited by acquaintance or people of their own ethnic group and 
some are trafficked by family and friends. Traffickers exploit the victim’s 
emotional vulnerability to recruit and retain them. Children often have vague 
expectations of what to expect. Some children may arrive through fraudulent 
mail-order bride or matchmaking schemes. 

 

 Do you have any papers? 

 Who has them? 
 

 Evidence: Documents have frequently been seized by the victim’s trafficker 
or employer. Original documents may have been legitimate or fraudulently 
provided by the traffickers. 

 

 Are you in school? 

 Are you working? 

 What kind of work do you do? 

 Are you paid? 

 Do you owe money to your boss or someone else? 

 Can you leave your job if you want? 
 

 Evidence: Most trafficked children are not allowed to go to school. They may 
have been told that they would be able to attend school or get a job with good 
pay but find themselves working instead to pay off travel debts. They may be 
charged exorbitant fees for rent, food and clothes resulting in a cycle of debt. 
It should be noted how many hours a week a child works, how they are 
compensated, and where their earnings go. 

 

 Where do you live? 

 Who else lives there? 

 Where do you sleep? 

 Are you scared to leave? 
 

 Evidence: Victims of trafficking are likely to have their freedom restricted as 
well as being low paid. They may be forced to live where they work, may not 
be allowed to leave the premises, and are sometimes guarded or have their 
doors locked. Traffickers may threaten victims with deportation or arrest if 
they attempt to escape. 

 

 Has anybody ever threatened you to keep you from running away? 

 Has anybody ever hurt you to make you stay? 

 Has your family been threatened? 
 

 Evidence: Children may have been subjected to psychological harm and 
coercion through threats to themselves or their families as well as physical 
harm if they try and escape. Victims may also feel frightened due to their 
immigration status and lack of documents and so may feel that it is safer to 
stay with their trafficker. 

 
Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation 
 

Primary Indicators 
 

 As for general trafficking 
 
Secondary Indicators 
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 Living on the same premises as the brothel or driven between the brothel and 
living quarters by a guard. Living quarters locked, under electronic 
surveillance or guarded 

 Heavy security at the brothel, barred windows, locked doors, isolated 
location; women never seen leaving the premises unless accompanied by 
someone 

 Restricted public access to brothel: Access allowed only to members of a 
particular ethnic community, gang or worker group; advertisement of the 
brothel only through word of mouth or foreign language publications 

 Women kept under surveillance when she is take to a doctor, hospital or 
clinic for treatment; pimp or a minder may act as translator 

 Moved with other women on a circuit of brothels 

 Signs usually associated with domestic violence: pimps/ traffickers are 
sometimes “boyfriends”, “partners”, or members of the victim’s family 

 Victim is provided with an attorney or bail by the pimp/ trafficker in order to 
control her testimony or get her released into the custody of the 
pimp/trafficker 

 
 
Trafficking for Labour Exploitation 
ILO Convention 29 Guidelines: 
 

Primary Indicators 
 

 Evidence of violence/ physical abuse 
 
Secondary Indicators 
 

 Evidence of sexual abuse and threats of violence 

 Evidence of forms of coercion, such as debt bondage, retention of identity 
documents, threats etc. 

 Excessive dependence on employers or third parties 

 Excessive working hours and the provision of sub-standard living conditions 

 Restriction of movement and confinement, to the workplace or to a limited 
area 

 Debt bondage: where the worker works to pay off a debt or loan, and is not 
paid for his or her services. The employer may provide food and 
accommodation at such inflated prices that the worker cannot escape the 
debt. 

 Withholding of wages or excessive wage reductions, that violate previously 
made agreements 

 Retention of passports and identity documents, so that the worker cannot 
leave, or prove his/her identity and status 

 Threat of denunciation to the authorities, where the worker is in an irregular 
immigration status 

 
 
Sources: 
 
Anderson, B. and Rogaly, B. Forced Labour and Migration to the UK 
 
Hughes, D.M. (2003). Hiding in Plain Sight: A practical guide to identifying victims of 
trafficking in the US (reference to the Trafficking Victims Protection Act 2000) 
 
IOM. Identification and Protection Schemes for Victims of Trafficking in Persons in Europe. 
Tools and Best Practices. December 2005. 
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London Child Protection Committee. London procedure for safeguarding trafficked and 
exploited children. 
 
Somerset, C. (2004) Cause for concern? London Social Services and Child Trafficking. 
Published by ECPAT UK 
 
USCCB Migration and Refugee Services and Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service. 
Guidance for identifying a child victim of trafficking. 
 
 


