
Article

Assessing the Extent of Human 
Trafficking: Inherent Difficulties and 
Gradual Progress

Scullion, Dianne

Available at https://clok.uclan.ac.uk/11487/

Scullion, Dianne (2015) Assessing the Extent of Human Trafficking: Inherent 
Difficulties and Gradual Progress. Journal of Social Inclusion, 3 (1). pp. 22-34. 
ISSN 2183-2803  

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the work.
10.17645/si.v3i1.176

For more information about UCLan’s research in this area go to 
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/researchgroups/ and search for <name of research Group>.

For information about Research generally at UCLan please go to 
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/ 

All outputs in CLoK are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law, including
Copyright law.  Copyright, IPR and Moral Rights for the works on this site are retained
by the individual authors and/or other copyright owners. Terms and conditions for use
of this material are defined in the policies page.

CLoK
Central Lancashire online Knowledge
www.clok.uclan.ac.uk

https://clok.uclan.ac.uk/policies.html
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/researchgroups/


 

Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 1, Pages 22-34 22 

Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183-2803) 
2015, Volume 3, Issue 1, Pages 22-34 

Doi: 10.17645/si.v3i1.176 
 

Article 

Assessing the Extent of Human Trafficking: Inherent Difficulties and 
Gradual Progress 

Dianne Scullion 

Lancashire Law School, University of Central Lancashire, Preston, PR1 2HE, UK; E-Mail: DScullion@uclan.ac.uk; 
Tel.: +44-1772-89-3081 

Submitted: 31 August 2014 | In Revised Form: 3 December 2014 | Accepted: 19 January 2015 |  
Published: 23 February 2015 

Abstract 
This article explores some of the key current research and statistical evidence available on the global scale of trafficking 
in human beings, and considers the assumption that the occurrence of trafficking is increasing. The value and limita-
tions of this statistical data is identified, as is the relationship between the research base and the resulting legal and 
policy responses. This allows an assessment of whether there is a connection between the perceived problem and the 
responses to trafficking victims’ circumstances. It questions whether assumptions, generalisations and policies can be 
based around the available data and the responsibilities of individual countries, including the UK and the wider interna-
tional community, in relation to the improvement of data collection. The article also considers signs of progress in 
terms of data collection and suggests further future improvements that need to be made to the approach taken. 
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1. Introduction 

This article considers the inherent difficulties of data 
collection and statistical information on human traf-
ficking. This statistical information shapes and informs, 
in some part, legal and policy responses to this phe-
nomenon and therefore it is vital that steps are taken 
to overcome these difficulties and ultimately improve 
the quality of the data collected. This is not a new 
problem and is one that has been recognised as being 
in need of attention. As the data has the potential to 
result in policies where there is little correlation be-
tween the perceived problem and the reality of traf-
ficking victims’ circumstances it is an issue that must 
stay high on the priorities of all countries throughout 
the world. An overview of the key statistical infor-
mation gathered, both globally and within the UK will 
be provided with the aim of highlighting some of the 

known problems with this data. The use and reliability 
of the available data is discussed and it is questioned 
whether assumptions, generalisations and policies can 
be based around this data with any confidence. The ar-
ticle also considers some of the progress made in the 
responses aimed at eradicating human trafficking and 
examines evidence of changing approaches and at-
tempts taken to further improve this data and ulti-
mately the international community’s knowledge. The 
UK is used, as a case study, to demonstrate the difficul-
ties and assess progress taken by one individual coun-
try in the attempt to deal with the problem.  

2. The Extent of the Global Problem of Human 
Trafficking: Statistical Evidence 

Human trafficking has been reported to be a major 
global problem, with the number of victims increasing 
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at a rapid rate. It is acknowledged however, that the 
precise global scale of human trafficking is uncertain as 
the nature of the phenomenon makes it notoriously 
difficult to quantify (Stoecker, 2000). With this report-
ed increase in the occurrence of human trafficking 
came recognition that action had to be taken at an in-
ternational level aimed at dealing with the problem. In 
2000 the first international consensus was reached on 
the definition of human trafficking in Article 3 of the 
United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Pun-
ish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Chil-
dren (United Nations, 2000b) which was attached to 
the Convention against Transnational Organised Crime 
(United Nations, 2000a). Article 3(a) of the Protocol 
states: 

“Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harbouring 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 pay-
ments or benefits to achieve the consent of a per-
son 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 labour or services, slavery or practices simi-
lar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. 

This definition has been adopted and used as the basis 
for defining trafficking by both the Council of Europe in 
the Trafficking Convention on Action against Trafficking 
in 2005 and EU Directive 2011/36 on Preventing and 
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings and Protecting 
its Victims. Article 19 of Directive 2011/36/EU stresses 
the importance of gathering statistics, stating that: 

Member States shall take the necessary measures to 
establish national rapporteurs or equivalent mecha-
nisms. The tasks of such mechanisms shall include 
the carrying out of assessments of trends in traffick-
ing in human beings, the measuring of results of anti-
trafficking actions, including the gathering of statis-
tics in close cooperation with relevant civil society 
organisations active in this field, and reporting. 

Internationally, there have been attempts at collection 
of data and statistics aimed at increasing the interna-
tional communities’ understanding and knowledge of 
human trafficking and to assist in the development of 
policies and legislation to deal with it. There are statis-
tics from the US Department of State Annual Traffick-
ing Reports that have often been cited within academic 
literature in an attempt to demonstrate the extent of 
the problem (for example, Bokhari, 2008; Garrard, 
2006; Ray, 2006). These reports contain information 

gathered from US embassies and consulates through-
out the world. Each embassy report is compiled follow-
ing discussions with the host government, local non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), immigration offi-
cials, police, journalists, and victims, in addition to re-
views of government, press, and NGO reports. Infor-
mation is also gathered from the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Office of the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the In-
ternational Organization for Migration (IOM), Human 
Rights Watch, Amnesty International, the Protection 
Project, and media reports (US Report, 2001). 

The first US human trafficking annual report in 2001 
stated that at least 700,000 women and children were 
trafficked internationally each year. This figure was 
said to be based on “reliable estimates” but no further 
information regarding the source of the information 
was provided. In the 2004 report the figures quoted 
were between 600,000 and 800,000 people trafficked 
across international borders, in addition to an un-
known number of people trafficked within their own 
country for the purpose of exploitation. These figures 
were restated in the 2008 report which also reported 
that out of the total number of people trafficked inter-
nationally 80% are female and up to 50% of the total 
are thought to be minors. The 2008 figures were based 
on US Government sponsored research which was pub-
lished in 2006 (US Report, 2008).  

The first EU level report on statistics in trafficking in 
human beings was published by Eurostat in 2013 with 
data covering the period 2008–2010 collected from 27 
Member States. The EU Commission has recognised 
that the issue of collecting comparable and reliable sta-
tistics is a key part in the response to tackle human 
trafficking and it is this that the Eurostat report at-
tempts to provide. However, there are still doubts as to 
the reliability of the data and warnings that the data 
contained within the Eurostat report should be used 
and interpreted with some care. This stems, it is ar-
gued, for a number of reasons including both the over-
reporting of presumed cases of trafficking and the un-
der-reporting of undetected cases (Vogel, 2014). This is 
in fact something that the report itself acknowledges. 
Although there are increases in the number of both 
presumed and identified victims over the 3 year period 
the report focuses on, it is recognised that this increase 
could be due to a number of factors, such as new legis-
lation, improved identification processes or a higher pri-
ority of the problem within particular countries (Euro-
stat, 2013). Despite this, there is a strong statement 
within the report that claims that “the full implementa-
tion of the EU Directive, the EU Strategy and Action 
Orientated Paper provide the necessary legislative and 
policy tools to end trafficking in human beings”. This, it 
could be argued, is more an aspirational aim rather than 
a known fact.  

The subsequent and most recent Eurostat Report in 
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2014 covers the period 2010–2012 with data being 
provided by all 28 Member States and a number of 
candidate countries and provides information on the 
number of victims, suspects, prosecutions and convic-
tions recorded by the authorities in each Member 
State. Although it is claimed that there have been im-
provements in data collection, it is also acknowledged 
that this needs further attention due to the fact that 
not all Member States have provided information on all 
aspects of human trafficking requested by the EU. This 
results in data that is still not comparable between 
Member States and it is important that no generalisa-
tions about the extent of human trafficking within the 
EU are made. Any changes in the reported level of hu-
man trafficking remain questionable with varying iden-
tification procedures, new legislation and data collec-
tion processes still effecting the data collected 
(Eurostat, 2014). Despite the limitations of the data, 
the 2014 Eurostat report does provide some detail 
about victims’ gender dependant on the type of exploi-
tation, finding that a majority of women are being sex-
ually exploited compared to men who were the majori-
ty of those exploited for their labour. However, Vogel 
(2014) commenting on the Eurostat 2013 report, finds 
that the level of under-reporting for male-dominated 
forms of exploitation is much higher than that where 
women are the dominate group within a particular 
form of exploitation.  

In terms of the suspected traffickers, these were 
reported to be predominately male (Eurostat, 2014) a 
point that the UNODC Global Report (2014) also high-
lights. The UNODC 2014 report also claims that there 
has been a noticeable increase in the number of child 
victims of trafficking, although this is dependent on the 
region. For example in Africa and the Middle East chil-
dren have been found to be the majority of victims that 
have been detected, whereas in Europe and Central 
Asia there are clearly more adult victims detected. 
There is little doubt, in the next UNODC Global Report 
in 2016, that there are going to be further increases in 
detected cases if, the 9 countries who currently have 
no legislation to criminalise trafficking and the 18 that 
only criminalise some forms of exploitation rectify this 
situation and introduce appropriate legislation to deal 
with the problem.  

There are occasions where trafficking statistics are 
subsumed within figures of those who are in forced la-
bour. For example, the US annual report of 2010 stated 
that globally there were 12.3 million adults and chil-
dren in forced labour, bonded labour and prostitution. 
This figure was taken from the figures cited by the In-
ternational Labour Organisation (2009) rather than be-
ing based on primary research. Similarly, all forms of 
modern slavery, which includes trafficking, are report-
ed as one figure, as seen for example, by Australian 
Walk Free Foundation’s 2014 Global Slavery Index. By 
dealing with the statistics and collating data in this 

way, it hinders the assessment of the true extent of the 
trafficking problem because not all those in forced la-
bour or modern slavery are there as a result of traffick-
ing. The Global Slavery Index has been criticised for “a 
mysterious, inconsistently applied methodology, a raft 
of unverified assumptions and multiple, critical errors 
of fact and logic”. Gallagher (2014) states that “Even 
the basic unit of measurement of ‘modern slavery’ is 
flawed: the definition is self-created and, bizarrely, 
changes from one year to the next”. This she states 
“creates an almost irresistible temptation to make a 
silk purse out of a very tattered sow’s ear: to harness 
the power of statistics and numbers to create an illu-
sion of concreteness that masks the slipperiness of 
what we are counting”. The criticisms highlight the im-
portance of providing clear legal definitions of the vari-
ous terms involved, for example there are legally de-
fined differences between trafficking, forced labour, 
modern slavery and smuggling, yet data collected on 
one may often include another. There is also a problem 
with the inconsistent use of the definition of trafficking 
within national contexts which compounds the prob-
lem of comparable data collection.  

Similar criticisms were made of the US Annual re-
ports which gave details of the number of victims of 
trafficking who were identified worldwide as well as 
the number of successful trafficking prosecutions, alt-
hough it is not entirely clear how these figures were ar-
rived at.1 In each of the US annual reports the figures 
were said to be based on “reliable estimates” (for ex-
ample US Report, 2001). However, the US Government 
Accountability Office (2006) viewed these figures as 
“questionable” because of the methodology adopted 
as the basis of the research. This was due to the fact 
that the figures were based on one piece of research 
that was undocumented and unlikely to be capable of 
being replicated. The discrepancy between the high 
number of estimated victims and the number of vic-
tims officially recorded was also queried. Inaccurate 
reporting of data may, it is argued, lead to policies that 
fail to account for all victims in various type of exploita-
tion experienced and policies which are over simplistic 
(Vogel, 2014). 

                                                           
1 The actual numbers stated in the report were as follows: 
Adults and children in forced labour, bonded labour, and 
forced prostitution around the world: 12.3 million; Successful 
trafficking prosecutions in 2009: 4,166; Successful prosecutions 
related to forced labour: 335; Victims identified: 49,105; Ratio 
of convicted offenders to victims identified, as a percentage: 
8.5; Ratio of victims identified to estimated victims, as a per-
centage: 0.4; Countries that have yet to convict a trafficker un-
der laws in compliance with the Palermo Protocol: 62; Coun-
tries without laws, policies, or regulations to prevent victims’ 
deportation: 104; Prevalence of trafficking victims in the world: 
1.8 per 1,000 inhabitants; Prevalence of trafficking victims in 
Asia and the Pacific: 3 per 1,000 inhabitants. 
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2.1. Gathering the Data 

The difficulty obtaining reliable statistics stems from 
the fact that human trafficking is predominantly a hid-
den phenomenon, coupled with the lack of consistent 
central point for the collection of data nationally, re-
gionally and internationally (Bokhari, 2008). Data has 
been either unavailable or unreliable (Van Reisen & 
Stefanovic, 2004). O’Connell Davidson (2006) shared 
concerns over the discrepancy in relation to the per-
ceived increase in human trafficking. She questioned 
the scale of the problem and referred, as an example, 
to the number of women who were discovered follow-
ing raids in 2003 by the London Metropolitan Police in 
massage parlours. Out of 295 women, only four or five 
were identified as victims of trafficking, whilst the rest 
were found to be in breach of UK immigration law. This 
does not necessarily indicate that there is very little 
trafficking. It may instead be an indication that traffick-
ing victims are not being discovered or are being incor-
rectly identified, which results in the statistics not 
showing these individuals as trafficking victims due to 
the wrongly recorded classification of their circum-
stances. The difficulty with small scale operations and 
research is the problem of extrapolating any generali-
sations from the findings. The discrepancies in the fig-
ures quoted above can only serve to illustrate the ina-
bility to make such generalisations, which do nothing 
to indicate the true severity of the global problem. An-
other issue exacerbating the collection of reliable data 
is the inconsistent use of definitions of trafficking 
“from country to country and scholar to scholar” (Aro-
maa, 2007). This results with incomparable data which 
does not assist in providing a true picture of the extent 
of the problem of trafficking.  

Different bodies and organisations such as the US 
Government, the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) 
and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) all collect information and research trafficking. 
However, each has a different lens through which to 
view human trafficking as well as a different geograph-
ical interest and this undoubtedly affects the statistics 
available and the research undertaken. For example, 
both the US Government and the IOM focus on esti-
mating the global number of victims, whilst the UNODC 
focuses on tracing the international trafficking routes 
and the country patterns of international trafficking.  

The different mandates of international organisa-
tions and national bodies determine what information 
is collected by each of these bodies. The ILO develops 
international labour standards which set out the mini-
mum standards of basic labour rights through the use 
of Conventions and Recommendations (see Cullen, 
2007). Its main aims are to promote rights at work, en-
courage decent employment opportunities, enhance 
social protection and strengthen dialogue in handling 

work-related issues (ILO). In relation to trafficking, the 
ILO has promulgated numerous Conventions which are 
relevant to both trafficking and forced labour, for ex-
ample the ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention 
1999, The Forced Labour Convention 1930 and the Pro-
tocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention 1930. 
The ILO is also concerned with children’s rights in the 
context of employment and labour relationships. The 
ILO’s International Programme on the Elimination of 
Child Labour (IPEC,2013) aims to eradicate child labour 
with a priority given to the worst forms of child labour, 
which includes trafficking of children as contained in Ar-
ticle 3(a) WFCL Convention (ILO, 1999). There are several 
ways that IPEC aims to achieve this goal, including 
through the support of research, campaigning to raise 
awareness and change attitudes towards child labour. 
IPEC (2007) also provides encouragement and support 
to States to enable them to ratify ILO Conventions.  

The focus of the International Organisation for Mi-
gration is the number of actual victims assisted by the 
organisation in the countries where they have a pres-
ence and concerns itself with trafficking as an issue of 
migration and migrants’ rights. A comprehensive ap-
proach is taken to trafficking within the wider context of 
managing migration and IOM's activities are implement-
ed in partnership with governmental institutions, NGOs 
and international organizations. Research has been 
funded by the IOM to examine different elements of 
trafficking in human beings. For example, Anderson and 
O’Connell Davidson (2003) conducted research on be-
half of the IOM examining whether trafficking was being 
driven by demand in the sex and domestic work sectors 
with pilot studies in Sweden, Italy, Thailand and India. 
The emphasis of IOM’s work is on the prevention of traf-
ficking and the protection of victims, and the research 
specifically considers children within the broader con-
text of migration (Touzenis, 2008). 

In contrast, the United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime focuses on drugs, crime and terrorism and all 
transnational crime including trafficking in human be-
ings. The Trafficking Protocol is directly relevant to the 
work of the UNODC. The UNODC Global Programme 
against Trafficking in Human Beings (GPAT) was set up 
in March 2007 in conjunction with the United Nations 
Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute 
(UNICRI). The overall aims of GPAT are to assist States 
in understanding the causes and methods of both 
smuggling and human trafficking and to encourage ef-
fective responses. It was also set up with a view to rais-
ing awareness, increasing knowledge about trafficking 
in human beings and it collects and analyses data for 
this purpose. GPAT aims to strengthen existing part-
nerships and establish new ones in order to coordinate 
efforts across Member States (UNODC). In conjunction 
with this assistance GPAT provides support to States in 
anti-trafficking efforts, training and provision of im-
proved victim support. They also assist countries in 
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their efforts to combat this crime (UNODC, 2011). 
Each of the organisations above gathers data ac-

cording to their mandate, and this may result in indi-
viduals being counted in more than one dataset. The 
extent of the data collected also varies according to the 
resources available to each organisation. It is claimed 
that these varying approaches are hampering the col-
lection of reliable statistics, as Munro (2005) states: 

Statistics vary widely between the various agencies 
involved (police, immigration, sex workers and abo-
litionists, human rights activists and social service 
providers), reflecting both a pervasive lack of relia-
ble intelligence and a potentially divisive conflict of 
interests among relevant stakeholders. 

The available statistics are therefore held by various or-
ganisations that have collected them in different ways, 
at different times and for different purposes. This means 
that the statistics are not generally comparable, either 
within the country the statistics have been gathered 
from, or between countries (Eurostat, 2014; Salt, 2000). 

It may be argued that the reliability of any of the 
statistics discussed above is therefore dubious, and 
should be viewed with a degree of caution. Although 
there has been an increase in the literature on human 
trafficking, many of the studies undertaken to date lack 
an extensive research base, both in terms of the type 
of exploitation researched, the selected group of peo-
ple (male, female, girls or boys) and the geographical 
area of interest (Laczko & Gramegna, 2003). Conversely 
however, it could be argued that the broad range of 
perspectives actually provides a more realistic view of 
the problem and assists in furthering current 
knowledge and understanding. 

2.1.1. Examining the Data: Reliability, Methodologies 
and Mandates 

Before considering signs of progress that are emerging 
in terms of data collection, it is useful to consider what 
the data discussed above actually tells us about human 
trafficking. At first glance these statistics suggest that 
trafficking in human beings is in fact an extensive glob-
al problem with the number of victims at alarmingly 
high levels. There is a general perception that traffick-
ing in human beings has dramatically increased as ob-
served by Javate de Dios (2002):  

No one now disputes that trafficking today has 
reached alarming proportions, the magnitude of 
which affects many countries as countries of origin, 
transit and destination points. 

This sentiment is shared by many academics and NGOs 
and the media has assisted in the creation of this per-
ception of the phenomenon of trafficking in human be-

ings. Often the figures cited by the media are merely a 
reiteration of the statistics discussed above. Various 
concepts, such as trafficking, smuggling, forced labour 
and modern slavery are also often confused and inac-
curately reported by the media which adds to the con-
fusion of the number of victims involved (Dasgupta & 
Murthy, 2009). Vogel (2014) questions the media re-
ports of “alarming trends and a predominance of 
women and children among the victims” and states 
that the claims being made, cannot in fact be support-
ed by the data and that there is what he terms an “ex-
aggeration presentation policy”. The media have been 
accused of sensationalising trafficking in their reports 
of various incidents: 

In the field of human trafficking, sensationalism, 
stereotypes and assumptions on the profile of vic-
tims and circumstances of their exploitation unfor-
tunately often prevail over in-depth investigative 
journalism. Journalists and editors often cannot tell 
the difference between illegal migration, prostitu-
tion and trafficking in women and are often not too 
concerned about accurate definitions. The linkages 
between issues such as globalization, migration pol-
icies, marginalization, discrimination as well as eco-
nomic inequality and exploitation are rarely ex-
plored. (UN.GIFT, 2008)  

On closer examination of the figures cited, there are 
actually no completely reliable, conclusive and compa-
rable statistics. Even if it is accepted that human traf-
ficking is increasing (Egan, 2008), the precise scale of 
the problem is still unclear with significant inconsisten-
cies in the reported number of trafficking victims. 
There are reports of particular incidents of trafficking 
in human beings (for example, Duncan, 2014; Potts, 
2003), although these cases are extremely important, 
they can only provide an indication rather than indis-
putable evidence that trafficking is increasing. Askola 
(2007) regards both estimates of human trafficking and 
suggestions that trafficking is increasing as nothing 
more than “guesstimates” due to the clandestine na-
ture of trafficking which results in the lack of reliable 
data collected. The UNODC identify particular chal-
lenges to data collection such as the range of interpre-
tation and approaches taken to the Trafficking Proto-
col, the result of which is: 

that countries may not refer to some practices 
when referring to human trafficking cases, thereby 
limiting the scope and effectiveness of the response 
and hindering international cooperation. 

This has an impact on data collection which prevents 
effective implementation of policies and strategies 
(UNODC, 2012). Similarly where countries have action 
plans in place to tackle human trafficking there is often 
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little evaluation of the effectiveness of these plans, 
which are then subsequently updated but without 
clear evidence to support the developments of these 
plans (IOM, 2008). Where countries are carrying out 
evaluations of research or projects, they are not con-
sistently looking for long-term, significant and lasting 
impacts and are instead more likely to be looking at the 
more immediate output of each project. The longer 
term view needs to be developed to enable anti-
trafficking projects to have a lasting effect and for any 
good practices to be shared and developed. 

2.1.2. Can Any Conclusions Be Drawn from the Data?  

The statistical data collected by the various organisa-
tions discussed above reveal some shared characteris-
tics. For example, according to all the data collected 
more women are trafficked than men and sexual ex-
ploitation is the primary reason for which women are 
trafficked. There are however, some significant varia-
tions, notably the percentage of trafficking victims who 
are children with figures ranging from 13%–50% (US 
Accountability Office, 2006). 

Some information can be drawn from these various 
pieces of research. The first is that countries through-
out the world are affected by trafficking either as coun-
tries of origin, transit or destination, or as a combina-
tion of these (Melrose & Barrett, 2006). Secondly, 
there is some indication that trafficking in human be-
ings is increasing, with some countries reporting an in-
crease in the numbers of suspected cases of trafficking 
(Eurostat, 2014; Laczko & Gramegna (2003).2 This does 
not mean that all trafficking in every country has nec-
essarily increased or increased at the same rate and 
these reports are only statistically relevant for the indi-
vidual country concerned. It may also mean that the ef-
fectiveness of reporting of trafficking has improved as 
awareness of the problem has increased.  

The reported growth in trafficking in human beings 
has resulted in a higher priority on introducing policies 
to deal with the issue. As stated earlier, data relating to 
trafficking and smuggling are often combined (Laczko & 
Gramegna, 2003), despite the fact that these are sepa-
rate concepts which require different legal responses. 
This contributes to the distortion of the true extent of 
the trafficking problem. It has been claimed that the 
difficulty in providing accurate reliable statistics has the 
potential to impact negatively on the policy response 
to trafficking in human beings. Dottridge (2003) argues 
that inaccurate estimates are likely to lead to the pro-
posal of inappropriate remedies and responses. Re-
sponding to trafficking of an estimated 10,000 people 

                                                           
2 The German Federal Criminal Office (BundesKriminalant) in 
2001 there were 987 victims of trafficking identified by police 
investigations of suspected cases of trafficking in contrast to 
891 victims in 1999. 

would require a very different response where the es-
timated number of victims is 100,000. This is a view 
supported by Tyldum and Brunovskis (2005) who sug-
gest that the overestimation of the extent of the prob-
lem may have equally negative consequences as under-
estimation. They consider the uncritical use of research 
findings as potentially leading to mis-information which 
in turn would “…hinder the creation of relevant policies 
and appropriate programmes”. They argue for the 
need for research to be based on clear conceptual and 
practical identification of the target group, accompa-
nied by indications of the appropriate end users of the 
data. They also regard misleading data as worse than 
no data at all. Encouraging and supporting a more ro-
bust system of data collection resulting in more clearly 
defined and “useable” data is understandable. It is 
however, questionable whether having no data at all 
would be preferable to misleading data.  

3. An Example of Data Collection in the UK: 
Difficulties, Limitations and Progress 

An example of the difficulties and limitations in data 
collection discussed above can be seen in the approach 
taken by the UK. Small scale operations on a national 
basis within particular geographical areas focusing on 
particular “types” of trafficking are often carried out and 
statistics are collected without any reference to other 
countries or even a consistent specific focus on all indi-
vidual groups of victims. Even with the overall lack of re-
liable statistical information, it has been claimed that 
“…there is sufficient evidence to indicate that, at an ab-
solute minimum, hundreds of people are being traf-
ficked into the country [UK] for sexual or labour exploi-
tation each year” (Skrivankova, 2006). This statement 
is not supported with reference to identifiable research 
and therefore its validity is still questionable.  

In the UK, there has been a combination of police 
operations and an attempt at data collection in order 
to increase the knowledge of trafficking into and within 
the country. The United Kingdom Human Trafficking 
Centre (UKHTC), established in October 2006, is central 
to this aim and has been involved with police opera-
tions such as Pentameter 1 in 2006 and 2 in 2007. 
These were nationwide operations involving 55 police 
forces across the UK aimed at assessing the extent of 
trafficking, rescuing and protecting victims, and prose-
cuting traffickers. The ultimate aim was to tackle the 
problem of trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploi-
tation. Pentameter 1 resulted in the discovery of 84 
victims of trafficking who had been sexually exploited, 
including twelve children, with victims originating from 
twenty different countries. This operation involved vis-
its to approximately 10% of the estimated number of 
sex establishments in the UK. As a result of this opera-
tion there were a total of 232 arrests, which led to 134 
people being charged with a variety of offences 
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(Gloucestershire Constabulary, 2006). The following 
year Pentameter 2 resulted in 528 criminals being ar-
rested with 164 victims of trafficking for sexual exploi-
tation reportedly discovered, which again included 
thirteen children. Assets of over £500,000 were confis-
cated and over 822 premises were visited (Police Ora-
cle, 2008). Although both these operations appear to 
be very successful in the number of criminals arrested 
and victims discovered, there has been some criticism 
of the reported success of the operations, compared 
with their actual success. For example, Gilbert and 
Moore (2010) identified that out of the initial reported 
528 arrested during Pentameter 2, only 93 were ar-
rested on suspicion of trafficking and, of those, only 67 
were charged, resulting in fifteen individuals (ten 
males, five females) being convicted. The initial reports 
present the results of the operations in extremely posi-
tive terms which are misleading because they do not 
actually mirror the reality of the actual conviction rates 
for trafficking offences. 

The UKHTC has also produced Statistical Quarterly 
Reports covering the period from 1st April 2008 to 31st 
March 2009 to assist in extending the existing 
knowledge of human trafficking into and within the UK 
(UKHTC, 2009a). The data provided on the number of 
identified victims is disaggregated, detailing victims’ 
nationality, gender, age, number of victims of EU or 
non-EU origin and the type of exploitation for which 
they were trafficked. There is similar, but not as exten-
sive disaggregation in relation to the defendants in 
prosecution of trafficking offences. Details include the 
number of defendants dealt with under sections 57–59 
Sexual Offences Act 2003, which concerns the traffick-
ing of individuals for the purpose of sexual exploita-
tion, on the gender of the defendants and the eventual 
outcome of the cases. Due to the nature of the phe-
nomenon, coupled with the fairly newly developed da-
ta gathering mechanism, the collection of this data 
from a number of different sources occurred in a fairly 
unsystematic manner.  

The UK ratified the Council of Europe Convention 
against Trafficking in Human Beings 2005 and one of 
the practical effects of the UK’s ratification was the in-
troduction from 1st April 2009 of a National Referral 
Mechanism for the identification of victims in the UK, 
as required by Article 10 of the Convention (UKHTC, 
2009b). Each party to the Convention is required to es-
tablish a “competent authority” with the responsibility 
for the identification of trafficking victims and to man-
age all the information relating to human trafficking. In 
the UK this responsibility is shared between the 
UKHTC, which deals with referrals from the police, local 
authorities and NGOs and the Home Office Immigra-
tion and Visas, dealing with referrals identified as part 
of the immigration process for example where traffick-
ing may be an issue as part of an asylum claim. Infor-
mation concerning confirmed victims of trafficking is 

reported to UKHTC, resulting in a central point where 
more robust and systematic data is collected. From 
April 2009 this data was reported in National Referral 
Mechanism Reports (NRM) rather than the previous 
Statistical Quarterly Reports.  

During the first year of data collection under the 
new NRM system there was more than a 200% in-
crease in the number of potential victims identified 
when compared with the Statistical Quarterly Reports 
for the previous year. Of these 520 were female, com-
pared to 186 males, and over three times as many indi-
viduals from non-EU countries as EU countries. The 
first annual NRM report in March 2010 also saw more 
than a four-fold increase in the number of referrals 
made for those exploited in domestic servitude (106) 
as compared to the total number for 2008–2009 (23). 
In the Annual NRM report in 2012 there was a reported 
1186 potential victims referred which represented a 
25% increase in the number referred in 2011. In the 
most recent annual NRM Report (2013) there was a re-
ported sharp increase in the number with 1,746 poten-
tial victims referred to the NRM which represented a 
47 per cent increase on 2012. The UK National Crime 
Agency also carries out a Strategic Assessment of the 
extent of human trafficking and found that there were 
2744 potential victims during 2013,3 and Silverman 
(2014), attempting to estimate the extent of modern 
slavery in the UK in 2013, found there were between 
10,000 and 13,000 potential victims. To obtain this fig-
ure he carried out an exploratory analysis of the Stra-
tegic Assessment data using a statistical technique of 
Multiple Systems Estimation, but does acknowledge 
the data should be viewed cautiously due to the limita-
tions involved in the method used.  

The apparent increases in the number of victims 
could be explained by the introduction of a more effec-
tive and robust referral system, with referrals being re-
ceived from key bodies and agencies such as Police 
Services, Local Authorities and NGOs. Clarity over the 
responsibility for referrals and data collection will un-
doubtedly lead to increased reporting. It could there-
fore be argued that this is a fairly rapid practical effect 
of the ratification of the Council of Europe Convention, 
rather than an indisputable rise in trafficking into and 
within the UK. Longitudinal data collection should pro-
vide a more detailed picture, although it must be re-
membered that these are still only the cases where vic-
tims have been identified. There are undoubtedly many 

                                                           
3 To arrive at this figure, information was used from (1) infor-
mation on the NRM database about Potential Victims of Traf-
ficking who received a “positive” or “pending” conclusive deci-
sion that they were a victim of human trafficking. (2) Intelligence 
held by the NCA. (3) Responses to an intelligence requirement 
disseminated by the NCA to police forces, NGOs, Home Office 
agencies and local authorities. The Strategic Assessment is a 
measure of potential rather than confirmed victims. 
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more adults and children who remain undetected. This is 
particularly true due to the hidden nature of trafficking. 

Data collected by the UKHTC specifically relating to 
child victims revealed some significant information. 
Child referrals increased from eighteen in 2008–2009 
to 179 in 2009–2010 with children representing 25.4% 
of the total number of referrals. This increase may 
once again be the result of a clearer reporting and re-
ferral mechanism. Alternatively it may be due to an in-
creased awareness of the various forms of child traf-
ficking rather than an actual rise in the number of child 
victims. The division between male and female victims, 
as well as adults and children have been fairly con-
sistent throughout the reporting periods 2010–2013 
with approximately 67% of victims being female, 33% 
male and of the total number of victims, the percent-
age of children under the age of 18 ranged between 
25% and 31%. 

Prior to May 2009 and the introduction of the NRM, 
child victims were grouped into one category, of chil-
dren aged between ten and seventeen, with a total of 
eighteen children being recorded as victims of traffick-
ing between April 2008 and March 2009. In contrast in 
the first year under the NRM (April 2009 to March 
2010) the age categories of children were disaggregat-
ed into sub-categories. There were 95 children identi-
fied aged 16–17, whilst 61 were aged between 12–15. 
There were six children aged between ten and eleven 
and seventeen under the age of ten. Of these children, 
60% were female and 40% were male. Again in the 
2013 NRM statistics, the majority of children referred 
were between the age of 16–17 (57) with 34 between 
12–15 with a nearly identical split between the gender 
of girls (59%) and boys (41%) as the earlier reports. 
Similarities in the type of exploitation experienced by 
these children were also identifiable in the 2010 and 
2013 NRM. This indicates that there are some patterns 
emerging and the disaggregation of the statistics is 
starting to provide a clearer picture of the extent of the 
problem for UK authorities.  

In relation to the implementation of UK trafficking 
legislation, the statistics reveal that the Sexual Offenc-
es Act 2003 is used on a much more frequent basis 
than section 4, Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of 
Claimants, etc.) Act 2004 with more prosecutions for 
trafficking which results in individuals being sexually 
exploited than in forced labour. For the period 2009–
2011, the UK Government Report (2012) stated that 
there had been 311 prosecutions and 41 convictions 
for trafficking for sexual exploitation, in comparison to 
only 78 prosecutions and 8 convictions for labour ex-
ploitation. This difference may be an indication that 
more attention is given to the prosecution of those in-
volved in sexually exploiting victims. Alternatively it 
may be as a result of a lack of sufficient evidence or it 
being more difficult to prove that trafficking has taken 
place where the type of exploitation involves other 

forms of exploitation. In these circumstances defend-
ants may be charged with other offences, such as assist-
ing unlawful immigration or holding someone in forced 
labour, which may not involve the same difficulty in es-
tablishing the necessary proof required as trafficking.  

Although there is a clear disparity between the 
convictions for sexual exploitation and labour exploita-
tion, there has been gradually more attention being 
given to trafficking which results in exploitation of an 
individual’s labour. In November 2008, Operation Ru-
by, which involved the East Midlands Foreign National 
Crime Team, Northamptonshire Police, the UK Human 
Trafficking Centre, the UK Border Agency (since abol-
ished), the Serious Organised Crime Agency (now part 
of the National Crime Agency) and the Gangmasters Li-
censing Authority, resulted in over 60 people aged 15–
67 being found picking leeks in a field in Holbeach, Lin-
colnshire. Eight people were subsequently arrested on 
suspicion of trafficking (Williams, 2008). Similarly, a 
husband and wife were charged with trafficking adult 
workers into the UK and exploiting their labour work-
ing in two care homes in Worthing (Worthing Herald, 
2009a). They were charged under section 4, Asylum 
and Immigration Act 2004 and sentenced in July 2009 
to two years’ imprisonment and ordered to pay 
£25,000 in legal costs (Worthing Herald, 2009b). The 
individuals exploited in the care homes were not per-
mitted to see a doctor whilst working for the couple 
and their illegal status in the UK was employed as a de-
terrent for them to go to the police to report their ex-
ploitative situation.  

Operation Ruby was clearly focused on organised 
crime. Similarly, the trafficking and exploitation of indi-
viduals in care homes involved an element of organised 
crime because employment agencies made the refer-
rals. Although there is some progress being made in 
tackling labour exploitation and similar operations have 
taken place, the focus still remains primarily on organ-
ised crime. This is not only evident through Operation 
Ruby, but other Police Operations in the UK such as 
Operation Maxim (2008), Operation Glover (2009), Op-
eration Acumen (2010), and Operation Pentameter 1 
and 2. This results in the neglect of reporting in the sta-
tistics the more informal trafficking arrangements, 
where individuals who are not part of organised crimi-
nal groups are responsible for trafficking. The situa-
tions described above involved exploitation of individ-
uals in public settings rather than private households 
or hidden environments and although the exploitation 
was still carried out in a clandestine way, did require 
individuals to be in public view whilst being exploited. 
This is not the case for all trafficking victims where they 
can be hidden out of sight of the public eye. This exac-
erbates the problem of obtaining an accurate perspec-
tive, of the various forms that trafficking takes, through 
statistics alone.  

The collection of data by the UKHTC has provided 
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some insight into the various forms of trafficking. The 
National Referral Mechanism (SOCA, 2012) appears to 
be having a positive effect on the collection of data re-
lating to trafficking victims within the UK. There are 
some elements that could further improve the data. 
The current categories of exploitation could benefit 
from further disaggregation, for example, the category 
of forced labour could detail the specific exploitation 
experienced such as agricultural, factory work or can-
nabis cultivation. Details of locations within the UK 
where victims are discovered would assist in targeting 
particular forms of trafficking in specific geographical 
areas. Data detailing the nationality of defendants 
could be collected in order to assess whether there is a 
direct link between nationalities of victims and traffick-
ers. This in turn may provide opportunities to identify 
particular countries of origin and facilitate more oppor-
tunities than are currently available for effective co-
operation in preventative measures. If given time to 
develop, the National Referral Mechanism and the cor-
responding reports have the potential to provide a 
much more detailed picture of the current trafficking 
problem in the UK and eventually identify more con-
crete trends, information and knowledge.  

4. Signs of Progress and Future Steps to Improve Data 
Collection 

Some attempts are being made to improve data collec-
tion such as the change of approach which is evident in 
the 2014 US Report. It moves away from providing 
generalised figures to focusing on individuals and their 
experiences and provides extensive useful insights that 
statistics alone cannot provide. Apart from the US an-
nual reports, the International Labour Organisation’s 
(ILO) figures are the other statistics frequently cited. In 
relation to trafficking, the ILO stated in 2005 that 12.3 
million people are in forced labour throughout the 
world including, at a minimum, 2.45 million people 
trafficked into forced labour each year.4 In the latest 
ILO report (2012b) those in forced labour, which in-
cludes those trafficked into this situation was 20.9 mil-
lion, however unlike the 2005 report there is no sepa-
rate breakdown for those who are in forced labour as a 
result of trafficking. It is important to note at this point 
that the ILO 2005 and 2012 statistics are not compara-
ble due to the difference in methodology used to col-
lect the data, this is something the ILO themselves rec-
ognise. There is however, in some cases, more 
evidence of and attempts to collect data which is dis-
aggregated in terms of both victims and traffickers by 
gender, age and form of exploitation as well as citizen-
ship and in some cases the type of assistance and pro-
tection provided to victims (for example, Eurostat, 

                                                           
4 The figure of 2.45 million is the number of those in forced la-
bour as a result of trafficking as reported by ILO (2005).  

2014). This level of disaggregation does need to be con-
sistently applied across all data collection in order for a 
more holistic picture of human trafficking to emerge.  

The UNODC (2014) sought and received advice 
from a number of experts with the ultimate aim of cre-
ating “a methodologically sound estimate of the global 
number of trafficking victims”, which it was concluded 
would require “significant resources and a long-term 
perspective”. In addition, the experts encouraged 
UNODC to  

…try to take advantage of existing data collection 
vehicles by making efforts to have relevant traffick-
ing in persons-related questions included. This is 
particularly relevant for industrialized countries as 
these often carry out various national surveys with 
some regularity. There are also some United Na-
tions-led surveys that could be used similarly. 

The ILO also aims to produce the most up to date sta-
tistical information as part of the ILO strategy 2012–
2015. This involves setting up a Global Slavery Observa-
tory which would act as “a clearing house” for all data 
on forced labour, slavery and trafficking. In turn this 
could, argue the ILO (2012a), be used to “inform invest-
ment decisions and to measure the impact of action 
against forced labour by monitoring the change in preva-
lence across countries and regions” and would “…enable 
evidence-based policy making at country level”. 

In terms of signs of progress within the EU, this in 
some part can be seen with the Strategy towards the 
Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings (2012) cov-
ering the period 2012–2016 which was adopted by the 
Commission 19 June 2012. A particular aim is for the 
development of an EU wide system for data collection 
and publication of this data with sufficient disaggrega-
tion. As highlighted in the Eurostat (2014) report, the 
EU Commission will work together with the Member 
States of the EU as well as national rapporteurs or 
equivalent mechanisms with the aim of the collection 
of comparable and reliable data. 

In terms of the UK, the government have recently 
published the UK Modern Slavery Strategy (2014) 
which sets out the approach the UK will take over the 
coming years to ultimately significantly reduce the rate 
of modern slavery in the UK and to strengthen interna-
tional collaboration. The Strategy has four main parts: 

(1) Prosecuting and disrupting individuals and 
groups responsible for modern slavery (Pursue); 

(2) Preventing people from engaging in modern 
slavery crime (Prevent); 

(3) Strengthening safeguards against modern slav-
ery by protecting vulnerable people from exploi-
tation and increasing awareness and resilience 
against this crime (Protect); 

(4) Reducing the harm caused by modern slavery 
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through improved victim identification and en-
hanced support and protection (Prepare). 

In terms of data collection, the NRM remains the 
method the UK will continue to use and the UKHTC as a 
competent authority will coordinate the collection of 
the data available. As well as the Modern Slavery Strat-
egy, the UK currently has the Modern Slavery Bill 
2014–2015 progressing through Parliament which, if 
enacted, will consolidate the UK’s current legislation 
relating to trafficking and slavery offences; create two 
new civil orders to prevent modern slavery and make 
provision for the protection of modern slavery victims. 

All these indications of progress are promising signs 
that the issue of human trafficking will remain high on 
the political agenda; however it is not guaranteed to 
ultimately improve the quality and comparability of da-
ta collected. With the ILO, UNODC, the EU and national 
authorities all intending to collect data on the phe-
nomenon, the disparate mandates and aims of this da-
ta collection still remain, as discussed earlier. If im-
provements are to take place and a concerted effort 
made to ultimately provide truly comparable data, 
there needs to be discussions taking place with all key 
actors at all levels. This discussion needs to find agreed 
parameters of what data is being collected, with con-
sistently agreed and applied definitions of each of the 
terms involved as well as a uniform methodology being 
used at each level of data collection. Currently with 
each of these bodies intending to collect data in the fu-
ture, there is still the problem that this could lead to 
sets of data which include instances of victims being 
double-counted or trafficking being still being subsumed 
into forced labour data, which will result in similarly 
flawed data as is currently available.  

5. Conclusions 

This article has illustrated that the generalisations 
made about the extent of human trafficking are uncon-
vincing. There is no clear evidence that determines the 
extent of the problem, but this is unsurprising given 
the inherently hidden nature of trafficking in human 
beings. Despite the problems with data collection, 
there are attempts being made to improve the process, 
reliability and comparability of the data, however more 
needs to be done. 

The definition contained within the Trafficking Pro-
tocol and the various terms contained within it need 
clarification and consistent application, as do the indi-
cators used to collect data. There needs to be detailed 
descriptions of how the data is gathered and any limi-
tations of the method employed needs to be acknowl-
edged and clearly explained in order for more effective 
policies to be implemented. Key actors at all levels 
must work towards creating clear parameters and lev-
els of disaggregation for data collection and only by 

working together and being brutally honest about the 
limitations of the data can a more effective system be 
developed which is consistently applied in all countries 
throughout the world. Although it may take some time 
to reach a consensus and apply it in practice, it may 
eventually result in data which is internationally com-
parable, which in turn would allow more appropriate 
legal and policy responses to reflect the trends ex-
posed within each country. If a system of data collec-
tion is implemented correctly this may also reveal a 
more diverse set of trafficking situations and imple-
mentation of policies that more accurately reflect the 
varied experience of all trafficking victims. Coupled 
with this, is the need to improve the monitoring and 
evaluation of both data collection and the impact of re-
sponses taken, to enable countries to know whether 
the policies and activities they are undertaking are ac-
tually effective. By working closely together to strive to 
develop one methodologically sound approach to data 
collection it may enhance the opportunities to share 
best practices within the international community. Any 
country that has not already done so should ensure 
that legislation is in place to deal with all variations of 
trafficking that can occur, as doing so will ultimately 
improve the possibility of collecting comparable data.  

Each Member State of the EU should guarantee 
that the obligations under the Council of Europe Con-
vention are being met to ensure a central monitoring 
unit exists to record all incidences of trafficking in hu-
man beings in each country. Collection of data at re-
gional, national and international level needs to be sys-
tematically collected with one centralised body at each 
level taking responsibility. Without accurate statistics, 
disaggregated by age, gender, country of origin, na-
tionality, type of exploitation, etc., policies are formed 
which are not necessarily going to most effectively deal 
with this problem and capture the full range of the ex-
periences of trafficking victims. If managed effectively 
and sufficient disaggregation of the information is un-
dertaken, this is an opportunity to provide in the long-
er-term, a more accurate picture of human trafficking. 
At UK level, the activities of the National Referral 
Mechanism and its data collection role has the potential 
to develop understanding of human trafficking, identi-
fying trends and patterns which over time could assist 
in the creation of better informed policy-making. Hu-
man trafficking is such a complex phenomenon involv-
ing so many different elements and forms of exploita-
tion that it is unrealistic to expect that statistics alone 
can ever completely and accurately inform policy re-
sponses. What is important is that data continues to be 
collected to assist in building the knowledge base and 
providing as detailed a picture as possible. Only when a 
consensus is reached, by the International community, 
in terms of exactly what data should be collected and 
the extent of disaggregation necessary, with each 
country taking the same unified and methodologically 
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sound approach to data collection, can a true compari-
son be made between the various countries through-
out the world to develop a more targeted and cohesive 
international response to human trafficking. 
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