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ABSTRACT

In this article I point to some common pitfalls and particular challenges in
research on human trafficking. I start out by presenting some of the chal-
lenges in identifying observable populations and behaviours, arguing that
primary data collection in the trafficking field should focus on former vic-
tims, and not current victims or persons at risk. Thereafter I discuss some
of the factors that have inhibited the development and use of explicit oper-
ational definitions of trafficking. Third, I present some of the challenges in
identification of trafficking victims, when the victims themselves do not
want to identify with the trafficking label. Finally, the usefulness of differ-
ent research strategies in the trafficking fields for the current knowledge-
needs is discussed.

The article concludes that there will always be some limitations and biases
in empirical research in the trafficking field. However, as long as we
acknowledge these limitations and make them explicit in our research,
sound empirical research that enhances our knowledge in this field is possi-
ble. The best potential for good quality research lies in small-scale, themat-
ically focused empirical studies, while attempts to describe worldwide
trafficking across regions and arenas is less likely to be successful.

INTRODUCTION

The global agenda to fight trafficking has from its beginning been driven
by activists. These activists have captured the attention of media and
politicians with stories of thousands, if not millions of innocent women
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and girls who are suffering in captivity, exploited and abused. With such
a perception of reality dominating the public understanding of what
trafficking is, researchers and data producers have been struggling to
keep up. In a world where exploitation is also widespread in arenas
without elements of mobility and force, they struggle to identify traffick-
ing and to distinguish it from other ‘‘bads’’ such as prostitution, child
labour and forced labour. And they struggle to be heard, in particular
when they present findings that indicate that the field is more complex,
and perhaps smaller or less brutal than previously assumed. The dra-
matic accounts and individual stories of suffering presented by activists
seem to have a stronger impact on policy and public opinion than the
available research, and the highly politicized discourses makes it difficult
for politicians to respond to research that suggest alternative under-
standings of trafficking and related phenomena.

There is a strong demand for solid empirical research to counterweight
the tendency to develop policies in response to activist agendas. But in
spite of a large number of publications on human trafficking coming out
every year, there is still a long way to go before the knowledge produc-
ers are able to satisfy the policy demands for data and numbers. Much
of the research produced fails to live up to academic standards common
in other fields of research (Salt, 2000). In particular, data production
efforts in the trafficking field often fail to adequately address the issues
of coverage and identification: they do not cover a representative part of
the target population; and they fail to make explicit how members of the
target population are identified and distinguished from non-members.

With ‘‘trafficking research’’ I here refer to the parts of the knowledge
production that uses the trafficking concept to describe at least part of
the population under study. In line with the UN convention, the popula-
tion of trafficking victims is understood as women, men or children,
who have been moved away from his or her place of residency with a
purpose to exploit, and kept in a situation of exploitation through the
use of force, manipulation, abuse of position of power or position of
vulnerability or other forms of coercion (United Nations, 2000).

A FOCUS ON OBSERVABLE POPULATIONS AND BEHAVIOUR

A clear understanding of what the target population is, is a prerequisite
for any production of primary data, whether qualitative or quantitative.
The target population is the group of people (or other units under
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study) that we want to say something about, and that we collect data
from. The population of trafficking victims is likely to change over time,
and across national borders or arenas where trafficking takes place.
Consequently our data will depend on how we understand the bound-
aries of our target population, not only conceptually, but also in terms
of time and space. Some delimit their target population according to
geography, type of trafficking, age and gender, for instance by looking
at victims of trafficking among adult women in prostitution in Norway.
As I have suggested elsewhere, another useful distinction can be made
between the three different stages that a person can be in with regard to
trafficking: persons at risk, current victims and former victims of traf-
ficking (Pedersen and Sommerfelt, 2007; Tyldum and Brunovskis, 2005).
While the two first are associated with severe problems for primary data
collection, data production and analysis is more likely to be successful
when we target the last group – the former victims.

Some empirical studies have focused on people at risk of becoming vic-
tims of trafficking (see, for instance, Alexandru, 2003). In order to pro-
duce data on people at risk, one needs to know who people at risk are.
But when it comes to trafficking there is still much uncertainty of what
constitutes risks. Consequently this population cannot, at present, be
targeted for empirical studies in a good way. Any targeted recruitment
of persons at risk of trafficking will be based on our still limited knowl-
edge of who the victims of trafficking are and will as such be tautologi-
cal; it will confirm any initial prejudice or misconception we have of the
composition of victims in the general populations, rather than produce
new knowledge. For instance, if it is believed that poverty increases the
risk of trafficking this cannot be confirmed through a study of migration
behaviour of the poor only. In order to understand risk factors one
needs to study people who have become victims of trafficking, and
through such studies determine what distinguishes victims from non-
victims.

The second group, current victims of trafficking, are usually outside the
realm of primary data production, and there are several reasons for this.
Perhaps most importantly, it would be extremely difficult to defend ethi-
cally a research design where we were to identify victims of trafficking,
interview them and then leave them to continue a life exploited by traf-
fickers. To collect information about ongoing abuse, exploitation and
coercion (in particular if the victims are aware that this information is
obtained), and then not act to improve their situation is likely to ruin
any belief the victim had in humanity, or any hope of being rescued. It

Limitations in research 3

� 2010 The Author

International Migration � 2010 IOM



may lead to severe strain on involved researchers and be in violation of
most ethical codes of conduct for research on vulnerable populations
(Zimmerman and Watts, 2003). And if the main task of a project is to
identify victims in order to rescue them from traffickers, it will be hard
to legitimize putting cooperation with researchers as a prerequisite for
being assisted. Police, or some NGOs, will usually be better situated to
handle small- and large-scale rescue operations than researchers.
Researchers may however, collect the required information after the vic-
tims have been rescued.

This does not mean that we cannot study arenas where trafficking is
known to take place. Such studies can give us important information
that enables us to contextualize information from other sources, and
also to monitor changes, for instance in response to policies. Mapping
and monitoring of prostitution arenas (their size and organization) can
be crucial in order to understand trafficking for prostitution. However,
once we start collecting data on coercion and exploitation among
women still in prostitution (if such data could be obtained with reason-
able quality), we start entering into the dilemmas described above. High
quality studies of prostitution arenas has been conducted by among
other the University of Miami and the Population Council in Bangkok.
In addition to size estimates of the population of prostitutes in Cambo-
dia and Thailand, they make a rough estimate of the proportion of the
population of prostitutes that are indebted (based on pimps and brothel
owners own accounts) (Steinfatt, et al., 2002). Steinfatt, Baker and Bee-
sey do not try to ‘‘force’’ their data to describe more than they actually
do; they do not fall for the temptation of estimating the size of the pop-
ulation trafficked for prostitution as such (for instance do they not esti-
mate proportion of child prostitutes, prevalence of ‘‘boyfriend’’-pimps,
or more brutal forms of captivity and force). As they use explicit, clear-
cut operational definitions in spite of their limitations, their research
provides important pieces of information, that other researchers can
built on and add components to. Furthermore, their findings are based
on data that can be reproduced and tested by other researchers. This
kind of research will improve our understanding of how prostitution
arenas are organized, and with this, also our understanding of traffick-
ing for prostitution. However, unless we wish to argue that all women
in prostitution are victims of trafficking, even a high quality study of
prostitution arenas can usually not give good enough estimates on size
and characteristics of the population of trafficking victims. It is still pos-
sible to produce estimates of the proportion of trafficking victims
among, for instance, women in prostitution, based on the knowledge we
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have of former victims and other information about the arenas where
trafficking is known to take place. But then the primary focus for the
data collection is with the former victims, and not the current.

That leaves us with the last group; the group of former victims of traf-
ficking. Most empirical studies on victims of trafficking focus on this
group, mainly distributed between two different types of studies; stud-
ies of victims identified in assistance programmes (or by the police and
legal system) and studies targeting return migrants in their country of
origin.

Most of our knowledge of trafficking victims is based on studies of vic-
tims who get assistance in shelters or other assistance programmes in
countries of destination or origin. Such studies cannot be assumed to be
representative of the population of trafficking victims at large, as there
are several selection mechanisms that take place and influences who are
placed in such programmes, and who are not. First of all, not all victims
of trafficking live in areas where assistance programmes are available.
Secondly, some NGOs may use specific selection criteria to determine
who qualifies for assistance, and these criteria may not overlap with our
research definition. For instance, some regions have no shelters for child
victims of trafficking. Others may only offer assistance to females, vic-
tims of sex trafficking, or even, only victims who have agreed to cooper-
ate with the police. In some instances such selection criteria are not
made explicit, but are based on a local understanding of who are worthy
victims and who are not. For instance, some organizations may not
accept any women who have earned any money from their prostitution,
while others will insist that women who were not under direct threat or
force to enter prostitution are not applicable for assistance (Brunovskis
and Tyldum, 2004; Tyldum, et al., 2005). Finally, among those who are
offered support, not all want to accept this assistance. One recent study
of victims of trafficking who decline assistance indicate that victims who
accept assistance are generally those who have few, if any, alternatives
to the assistance programmes. Victims who have family and friends they
can turn to will often choose to seek assistance from their own network
(Brunovskis and Surtees, 2007).

These selection mechanisms suggest that victim profiles produced from
shelter data are relatively biased representations of the population of
trafficking victims at large. As women with close ties to their family and
good networks are less likely to seek assistance from official pro-
grammes, studies based on shelter populations can lead to an overly
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strong emphasis on persons with dysfunctional family backgrounds as
more vulnerable to trafficking. Brunovskis and Surtees’ study suggest
that this group is more likely to be in need of assistance programmes,
but based on this, we cannot show that this group is more vulnerable to
trafficking to start with. Similarly, victim profiles from shelters should
not be used to say anything about for instance, age distribution or
nationality among trafficking victims, or elements of force and coercion
among trafficking victims at large, as these are likely to be influenced by
variations in both implicit and explicit understandings of trafficking
among shelter personnel and the victims themselves.

For all these reasons, we should be careful not to automatically assume
that we can generalize from data produced on assisted victims to the
population of trafficking victims at large. This does not mean that we
should stop collecting data on victims in assistance programmes. This
population is particularly suitable for research, both because they are
relatively easily identified, and because shelter personnel are available, at
least ideally, for determining to what extent the victims will benefit from
participating in a research project, and provide support when this is nec-
essary after participation in interviews. However, studies of victims of
trafficking in assistance programmes should not be taken to be more
than it is, and findings cannot be generalized to the population at large.
Similar arguments can be made for victims identified through police and
legal system, where selection criteria such as willingness to testify, or
legal cooperation between country of origin and destination are likely to
influence who the victims are. Perhaps even more importantly, as the
threshold for trafficking sentencing is still quite high in many countries,
the more severe cases with strong elements of coercion are likely to be
overrepresented (for more on biases in police and legal data see, Farrell
and McDevitt, 2008; Tyldum and Brunovskis, 2005).

This leaves us with the final group: people who have ended a trafficking
experience and have gone back to their country of origin or destination.
In theory it should be possible to identify victims of trafficking in ordin-
ary household surveys or through various types of network sampling
design developed for studies of rare and elusive populations. However,
in order for such a design to work we need to be able to identify victims
of trafficking and distinguish them from non-victims. This requires a
clear definition of what kind of experiences should qualify to classify
somebody as victims of trafficking. Furthermore, we need to convince
the survey population to give up the information necessary in order to
identify them as victims or non-victims. This takes us to the next points:
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the need to determine who to include as victims of trafficking, and the
need for sobriety as to what kind of information respondents are likely
to give up in surveys.

A NEED TO KNOW WHAT WE STUDY

In order to determine who belong to the target population and who do
not, both conceptual and practical identification are necessary. Several
conceptual definitions of human trafficking exist (for a discussion of
some of these, see, for instance, Tyldum, et al., 2005), but many are too
ambiguous for practical identification of victims. Few definitions enable
us to clearly distinguish between sex trafficking and other prostitution,
and consequently, too many studies fail to clarify in what way formal
organization, coercion or withholding of incomes are necessary for
women in prostitution to be classified (and counted) as victims of traf-
ficking. Similarly, few studies clarify what kind of migration component
is necessary in order to be classified as trafficking as opposed to forced
labour or other forms of servitude. Only after these and other issues are
clarified can we start systematic data collection attempts among return-
migrants in countries of destination.

The problem of lack of definitional clarity has been addressed by a num-
ber of authors in recent years (see, for instance, Anderson, 2007; Kelly,
2002; Laczko and Gramegna, 2003). Still, few improvements seem to
have come about. There are several factors that have hindered such
improvements, among others the striving for common international
standards, the polarization of the trafficking discourse, and the lack of
theoretical foundation of what trafficking actually is.

Fields such as prostitution, immigration and labour exploitation are
marked by highly politicized debates of what they are, what policies
should regulate them, and why they are a problem. Therefore it should
not come as a surprise that international agencies, governments and
activists have not been able to come to an agreement of how these ele-
ments should be included in the trafficking concept. As Bridget Ander-
son (2007) points out, there is a wide-ranging consensus between
different agencies, organizations and lobby groups that trafficking in
persons is a serious problem, but different groups identify it as a prob-
lem for different reasons and often have different political agendas with
regard to it. Significant conceptual clarity has been sacrificed in attempts
to reach an international consensus; the blurring of the concept has
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enabled various governments to sit together and agree on the need to
fight trafficking, even if they have fundamentally different views on
prostitution, labour rights and migrant’s rights. This way, the interna-
tional consensus on the need to fight trafficking can be said to have hap-
pened at the cost of the possibilities to reach a joint understanding of
what trafficking actually is. Furthermore, the fear of sanctions from var-
ious agencies and funders if politically unwanted definitions are used,
seem to discourage even some knowledge producers from describing
how they see relationships – for instance, between prostitution and traf-
ficking – as they fear this may have impact on their possibilities for
future funding.

A consequence of the agenda-setting qualities of the trafficking concept
is that various lobby groups keep pressing for new groups to be termed
as victims of trafficking. The trafficking label has been a trigger for
funding for organisations and researchers, but it also is a label that will
trigger certain rights of protection for identified victims according to
international agreements. As a result, the trafficking concept has been
argued to cover child soldiers, marriage migrants, underpaid migrant
workers, and independently working prostitutes. There may be good
political and even theoretical arguments for such expansions; however, it
can also be argued to reduce the usefulness of the trafficking concept.
The usefulness is reduced partly because different users put different
content to it, so that we rarely know who it refers to; but also because
it becomes so wide and encompasses so many different practices and
fields that the trafficking concept in itself loses whatever analytical con-
tent it once had.

As a consequence of the many ambiguous uses of the concept, some
researchers choose to stay away from it altogether, arguing that it
mainly functions to trigger for funding and adds little for conceptual
clarity. Whether labour markets and prostitution arenas should be
understood as a common field for research, and if there are similar
mechanisms that explain all forms of exploitation of migrants are theo-
retical, and not political, questions. Trafficking research could therefore
sometimes benefit from taking this step back and reconsider the theoreti-
cal foundation for the development of the categories in the first place.

A relatively clear definition of the target population is a prerequisite for
any production of statistics. And as people so clearly and strongly
disagree on what trafficking is, it should come as no surprise that organ-
isations struggle to produce numbers in this field. To the extent that it is
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possible to quantify victims of trafficking, we should accept that differ-
ent actors will count it in different ways. Rather than working to reach
a common worldwide definition of how to count trafficking victims, we
should emphasize the need to make explicit the criteria that are used in
quantifications in various settings (see for instance Steinfatt, et al.,
2002). We should accept that for many years still, there will not be an
international agreement on for instance, the relationship between traf-
ficking and prostitution. This should not keep us from doing research,
but we should be aware that different researchers will refer to different
populations, and they should be required to make this explicit.

WHO ADMITS TO VICTIMIZATION?

Even if we have decided on what kind of criteria we need in order to
determine if someone is a victim of trafficking or not, we still have not
solved the major challenge for primary data collection on trafficking
among return-migrants or other migrant populations: that many victims
of trafficking do not wish to be identified as such. In many communities,
failed migration experiences with exploitation and abuse are in and of
themselves stigmatized. Even more so, many victims are reluctant to tell
of sexual exploitation, not to mention experiences in prostitution.
Accordingly, they go to great lengths to keep trafficking experiences
secret, even from their own families (Brunovskis and Tyldum, 2004;
Davidson, 2005). Thus, a major challenge in collecting primary data on
trafficking experiences lies in convincing respondents to recount instances
of prostitution or abuse to a stranger that comes to interview them.

We should be humble as to what kind of data we believe will be possible
to collect on human trafficking in both qualitative and quantitative sur-
vey designs. What people will be willing to talk about is likely to vary
between countries or regions, and over time. However, it is difficult to
imagine a successful survey design anywhere, in which interviewers go
from door to door to ask people if they have earned money in prostitu-
tion. Information on labour exploitation or failed migration, although
still challenging, may be somewhat easier to obtain. In general, for sensi-
tive questions long-term investments and repeated visits can be necessary
in order to establish trust and rapport that may lead to more reliable
data. Such processes are generally difficult, or at least relatively expen-
sive, to combine with quantitative designs. A survey question that only
part of the population is expected to answer correctly, will not improve
our understanding of trafficking, but rather contribute to mask the
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truth. No matter how bad a survey-question is, interviewers will record
some sort of answer, that will be coded and counted and end up as
statistics. And once survey data is collected, it takes a great deal of
restraint, not to mention flexible funders, NOT to present the results,
even if the data producers themselves know that they are wrong.

ACKNOWLEDGING THE LIMITATIONS

So where does this leave us? In this article I have argued that any data
production among victims of trafficking will be associated with some
kind of bias or limitation. This does not mean that we should abandon
them and the project of producing data on victims of trafficking as such.
In this article I have discussed different sources and strategies for col-
lecting data on human trafficking, and in spite of their limitations, many
of them can give potentially interesting and valuable data. However,
they should not be expected to be without bias, nor should they be trea-
ted and analysed as if they were.

In response to the massive media attention and activist lobbying to
raise attention to the phenomenon, policy makers have demanded docu-
mentation of the scale of the problem in order to allocate funding, and
monitor change as policies are implemented. However the difficulties in
the production of primary data described above makes it complicated,
if not impossible, at this stage, to produce reliable numbers of victims
of trafficking even at a national, or even local level. The combination
of the strong demand for numbers, the NGO- and activist-driven
knowledge production, and difficult access to primary data has led to
the publication of several global and regional ‘‘estimates’’ with little sci-
entific basis. The need to demonstrate the scale and severity of traffick-
ing can be argued to have led to an inflation in numbers aiming at
‘‘documenting to the world’’ the importance of the fight against traffick-
ing. Some activists will argue that such possible exaggerations are not a
major problem as long as attention is given to whatever abuses are
occurring. These actors fail to recognize that an inaccurate estimate of
the problem is likely to result in a remedy that is equally inappropriate
(Dottridge, 2003). Furthermore, exaggerating the impact of a problem
can also lead to donor fatigue, where potential donors end up over-
whelmed by the problem, assuming it cannot be solved in any conceiv-
able way. Acknowledging that a problem can be severe, but not
involving a very large number of persons, may open up for other, and
better, policies. For instance would many nations consider giving more
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extensive assistance to identified victims if the group of victims is
believed to be relative small, than if they fear the influx of infinite
masses of victims.

There is a strong need for empirically based studies for policy develop-
ment and evaluation. We need research and data that can give us a bet-
ter understanding of the problem in order to develop relevant
programmes and policies; tell us where trafficking takes place in order
to target programmes and policies; and monitor how the extent and con-
tent of trafficking changes in order to evaluate existing policies. In order
to develop, target and monitor programmes and policies, we have little
use of a single, worldwide estimate that cannot be disaggregated to
regional and national numbers.1 Such an estimate, even if it could be
trusted, has limited use beyond the need to say that trafficking is a
major problem; it would not give a better understanding of trafficking
as such nor will it tell us where trafficking takes place. As such, an
estimate that cannot be disaggregated to national estimates that will
have limited potential for monitoring purposes, as it cannot be linked to
policies or economic development in specific regions.

If our goal is to increase our understanding of how and where traffick-
ing takes place, we need more narrowly defined thematically or sector
specific research, and not large-scale international attempts to count (or
just guess) the number of trafficking victims. There is a need for more
theoretically oriented studies for the development of the trafficking con-
cept, and for understanding how trafficking takes place. Due to the
stigma associated with failed migration, prostitution and other victim-
ized behaviour (or outcomes), and the illegality of many practices tied
to trafficking (such as for instance illegal immigration, informal employ-
ment or prostitution), we need to have a sober idea of what kind of
information we will be able to access in direct interviews with victims.
As the building of trust is usually necessary in order to access such nar-
ratives, qualitative data collection attempts will often be more reliable
for these populations.

Only when we have produced a number of thematically focused, local
studies on clearly defined populations can we start aggregating these
findings, and look for overreaching patterns and regional, or even local
trends. And perhaps in some years, when sound national research have
started to produce reliable nationwide estimates of number of trafficking
victims on various arenas, we may start compiling these results into
sound regional, or even worldwide aggregates. But for now, to improve
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our knowledge about trafficking, we should advance one small, but
thorough, step at the time.

NOTE

1. The global estimates of trafficking and related phenomena that have been
published this far have not made public any subdivisions beyond continents
(if any at all), and do not allow for disaggregation to, for instance national
levels .
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