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Abstract
Objectives Our objectives were (1) to systematically map the contours of the European
evidence base on labour trafficking, identifying its key characteristics, coverage, gaps,
strengths and weaknesses and (2) to synthesise key scientific research.
Methods We took a two-phase approach: a systematic map followed by a detailed
synthesis of key scientific research evidence. Our search strategy included 15 data-
bases, hand searches of additional journals, backwards searches, snowball searches and
expert recommendations. We identified and screened 6106 records, mapped 152 and
synthesised eight.
Results Overall, the literature was limited and fragmented. Reports produced by official
agencies dominated; academic authorship and peer-reviewed outputs were compara-
tively rare. Few publications met minimum scientific standards. Qualitative designs
outweighed quantitative ones. Publications typically described trafficking’s problem
profile and/or discussed interventions; they rarely assessed trafficking’s impacts or
evaluated interventions. Even among the key scientific research, the quality of evidence
was variable and often low. Particular weaknesses included poor methods reporting,
unclear or imprecise results and conclusions not properly grounded in the data. The
synthesised studies were all exploratory, also sharing other design features. Common
themes identified included: poor treatment of victims; diversity of sectors affected and
commonalities among victims; inadequacies of current responses; and barriers to
interventions.
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Conclusions There is a lack of high-quality studies into European labour trafficking.
Methodological opacity, insufficient rigour and publication in non-indexed locations
impede the identification, assessment and synthesis of evidence. Adherence to higher
reporting standards would further the field’s development and particular research gaps
should be addressed.
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Introduction and background

Human trafficking, sometimes known as modern slavery1, is often framed as one of the
greatest organised crime threats facingmodern society. Numerous reports and, to a lesser
extent, research studies have argued that human trafficking adversely affects the stabil-
ity, security and well-being of individual victims, entire communities, industries and
even nations (Belser 2005; Home Office 2012; Kelly 2002; Zimmerman et al. 2006).
With increases in political, media and public attention since the 1990s has come a host of
legislation and policy-making designed to tackle trafficking (Goodey 2008; Van Der
Laan et al. 2011). Yet, the demand for robust research to inform evidence-based policy
and practice far outpaces its supply. Debate and decision-making often rely instead on
anecdotal evidence, supposition, rhetoric or popular wisdom.

Systematic reviews of any aspect of the trafficking literature are rare; notable
exceptions have focused on trafficking’s health impacts (Oram et al. 2012a; Ottisova
et al. 2016), interventions around sex trafficking (Macy and Graham 2012; Van Der
Laan et al. 2011) and the state of trafficking research more broadly (Gozdziak and
Bump 2008). In contrast, non-systematic reviews of the trafficking literature and
commentaries are fairly common but have greater potential for bias in the identification,
selection, assessment and interpretation of evidence (Gough et al. 2012). These liter-
ature reviews’ key findings proved helpful in informing our systematic review’s design
and providing context.

Among the most common criticisms of the trafficking literature are the limited focus
and coverage (e.g. thematic and geographical skews), the predominance of purely
descriptive work, methodological opacity, weak research design (e.g. questionable
assumptions, inappropriate datasets), sampling biases (a common shortcoming when
working with hidden populations), ill-founded inferences, a tendency to be emotionally
and/or politically charged and lack balance, and poor-quality statistics (e.g. projections,
estimates with huge ranges, lack of rigour in their generation and interpretation)
(Andrees and van der Linden 2005; Aronowitz 2001, 2009; Di Nicola 2007;
Feingold 2010; Goodey 2008; Kelly 2005; Laczko and Gozdziak 2005; Lehti and
Aromaa 2006; Tyldum and Brunovskis 2005).

The overwhelming focus on sex trafficking has left other trafficking types
overlooked (Andrees and Linden 2005; Home Office 2007; Kelly 2005; Laczko and

1 Although these terms are often used interchangeably, we deliberately stick to ‘human trafficking’ throughout
this article. There is an internationally agreed and widely used definition of human trafficking but not for
modern slavery.

E. Cockbain et al.



Gozdziak 2005; Surtees 2008). Major knowledge gaps persist around even basic
aspects of labour trafficking, for example, let alone the effectiveness of counter-
measures (Andrees and Linden 2005; Home Office 2007; Kelly 2005; Laczko and
Gozdziak 2005). A non-systematic review of the United Kingdom’s (UK) literature on
labour trafficking identified just nine studies, none of which included quantitative
analysis (Home Office 2007).

Yet, labour trafficking is increasingly prioritised at national and international levels
(European Commission 2012; Home Office 2011a, 2011b, 2014; U.S. Department of
State 2014). In the UK, for example, 2014’s overall rise in trafficking referrals included
a particularly steep growth in suspected labour trafficking cases (National Crime
Agency 2015). Analysing the characteristics of the 2727 trafficking victims2 identified
in the UK from 2009 to 2014, Cockbain and Bowers (2015) found that the most
common exploitation type overall was labour (44%), ahead of both sex (41%) and
domestic servitude (12%). Several other European Union member states have reported
that labour trafficking is on the rise (European Commission 2016). Countries and
regions appear to vary greatly, however, both in the volume of identified labour
trafficking cases and what proportion of the local trafficking problem they represent
(Belser et al. 2005; de Jonge 2005; United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2012,
2014).

We identified a clear need for a systematic review of the evidence on labour
trafficking. We decided to focus on Europe for several reasons. First, we were aware
of a particular demand for such a product here as labour trafficking had been singled
out as a priority in the European Union’s counter-trafficking strategy (European
Commission 2012) and in EUROPOL’s operational action plan on trafficking
(Government of the Netherlands 2016). Second, trafficking has pronounced regional
variation and, given the European interest, it made sense to focus on European
evidence. Third, a narrower geographical remit was a useful, pragmatic counterbalance
to our review’s otherwise broad thematic scope and the diverse array of evidence we
intended to consider.

Our overarching review objectives were to assess the shape of the overall evidence
base on European labour trafficking, identifying coverage and gaps, strengths and
weaknesses and to synthesise key scientific research evidence on the problem and
associated counter-measures. We favoured an exploratory two-phase approach (a
systematic map followed by a targeted synthesis), as recommended for reviews like
ours that deal with broad topics and poorly-charted domains (EPPI-Centre 2010;
Gough and Thomas 2012; Oliver and Sutcliffe 2012). The particular contributions of
the mapping stage are outlining the contours of the literature and informing the
direction and interpretation of the synthesis (Gough 2007; Gough and Thomas 2012;
Oliver and Sutcliffe 2012).

Our review questions were:

1. What is the overall state of the empirical evidence base on the scale, nature and
impacts of labour trafficking affecting Europe and on-the-ground counter-mea-
sures? (Systematic map)

2 Based on all referrals to the UK’s ‘National Referral Mechanism’ from 1 April 2009 to 30 September 2014.
Victims are defined as individuals granted positive ‘conclusive grounds’ decisions.
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2. What can we learn from key scientific research evidence about the scale, nature and
impacts of labour trafficking affecting Europe and on-the-ground counter-mea-
sures? (Synthesis)

We defined ‘human trafficking’ in accordance with international law as:

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 payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person
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 similar
to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. (United Nations 2000, p. 42)

There is no equivalent agreed and specific definition of ‘labour trafficking’. Even within
the European Union, there is variation between and within states in what is seen to
constitute trafficking for labour exploitation. Particular discrepancies exist around whether
the term covers exploitation in criminal industries (e.g. pickpocketing, cannabis cultiva-
tion) and/or within the household (domestic servitude). Our review definition of labour
trafficking was that implicitly used in the UK for data collection and case monitoring (via
the ‘National Referral Mechanism’): exploitation of any bodily labour except sexual
services and domestic servitude. This definition covers labour in both legal and illegal
industries but excludes domestic servitude. Analysis of UK trafficking data has revealed
statistically significant differences between victims of domestic servitude and labour
trafficking (Cockbain and Bowers 2015). Such results suggest that treating domestic
servitude as part of labour trafficking risks conflating two potentially divergent issues
and obscuring key differences. It is also worth noting that, although there is conceptual
overlap between ‘labour trafficking’ and ‘forced or compulsory labour’ (as defined in
international law3), the two issues are not equivalent and each can occur without the other.

We defined ‘Europe’ as all European Union (EU) member states, candidates and
potential candidates plus additional countries not affiliated with the EU but located
within the geographical territory commonly understood as Europe (e.g. Switzerland,
Norway, Russia). The full list of countries covered is:

Albania, Andorra, Austria, Belarus, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Holy See, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Kosovo, Latvia, Liechtenstein,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Macedonia (The Former Yugoslav Republic of), Malta,
Moldova, Monaco, Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Roma-
nia, Russian Federation, San Marino, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine and the UK.

3 According to the International Labour Organisation Convention on Forced Labour, ‘forced or compulsory
labour shall mean all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and
for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily’ (International Labour Organization 1930).
Specific exceptions apply, covering military service for example.
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Methods

Ethics, review registration and protocol

Ethical approval was not required for this project. We registered our review prospec-
tively in the PROSPERO International Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews
(Cockbain et al. 2014), although our eventual review was far more comprehensive than
what we had initially planned and registered. Our protocol adhered to the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-analysis Protocols (PRISMA-P)
guidelines (see Appendix 1 for the checklist). There is no equivalent PRISMA tool
for systematic mapping.

Stakeholder engagement

We engaged with key stakeholders (over 100 in total) to ensure external scrutiny, draw
on their diverse perspectives and experiences and maximise the review’s relevance and
practical application (Rees and Oliver 2012). Table 1 contains details about the
stakeholder groups and their composition. We initially consulted with the EMPACT

Table 1 Stakeholder engagement

Group of
stakeholders

Description of group Number of
members
consulted

Countries represented

EMPACT
Initiative

Formal group of counter-trafficking
leads tasked with coordinating and
improving European responses to hu-
man trafficking. Vast majority of
members from national law enforce-
ment but group also includes repre-
sentatives of transnational organisa-
tions like EUROPOL, CEPOL and
EUROJUST.

71 Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus,
Czech Republic, Denmark, France,
Ireland, Hungary, Latvia,
Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands,
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovak
Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, UK.

UK Threat
Group on
Human
Trafficking

Formal multi-agency group that leads
the UK’s strategic response to human
trafficking. Members include key rep-
resentatives from the Home Office,
Foreign Office, Gangmasters’ Licenc-
ing Authority, tax authorities, police,
National Crime Agency, Crown Pros-
ecution Service and the Child Traf-
ficking Advice Centre.

30 UK.

Additional
experts

Not a formal group but rather a set of
academics and other researchers with
clear expertise on labour trafficking.
Identified on an ad hoc basis through
their publications and/or discussions at
various trafficking related conferences
and events.

6 Austria, Finland, Netherlands, UK.
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group and the UK Threat Group on our review aims and design. Later, both these two
groups and the additional experts had the opportunity to review our preliminary
findings and plans for targeted synthesis, provide feedback and identify any outstand-
ing publications for consideration.

Search strategy

We used varied and complementary search strategies, designed to retrieve relevant
publications from both the academic and grey literatures. First, we ran keyword
searches of the following fifteen databases:

1. ASSIA (Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts)
2. Continental Europe Database
3. Criminal Justice Database
4. East Europe, Central Europe Database
5. ERIC (Education Resources Information Center)
6. IBSS (International Bibliography of the Social Sciences)
7. NCJRS (National Criminal Justice Reference System) Abstracts Database
8. Proquest theses and dissertations
9. PsycINFO
10. PsycEXTRA
11. SCOPUS
12. Social Policy and Practice
13. Social Science Database
14. Sociological Abstracts
15. Web of Science.

Second, we conducted manual searches of six journals, a selection chosen because
we knew them to contain trafficking research but they were not (fully) indexed in the
above databases. They were: Brown Journal of World Affairs; Criminology and Public
Policy; Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice; Health and Human Rights;
International Health; and Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health. Third, we ran
backwards searches on the contents of two major bibliographies we found that
catalogued publications on human trafficking (Farquet et al. 2005; Gozdziak et al.
2015). Fourth, we conducted backwards searches on any trafficking-related reviews we
encountered and snowball searches of the other publications we mapped. Finally, we
asked stakeholders if they knew of any further relevant publications we had missed.

The range of issues that labour trafficking encompasses and the lack of definitional
consistency and clarity meant we needed broad and varied search terms. Our search
terms (Appendix 2) were designed to capture synonyms, variants and closely associated
issues around both of the two fundamental constructs involved in labour trafficking,
namely human trafficking and labour exploitation. We were aware that publications
might deal, for example, with ‘trafficking in agriculture’ without specifically (and
arguably redundantly) labelling this phenomenon ‘labour trafficking’. As a safeguard,
we designed our search terms to also include, as an alternative to the generic category
‘labour’, some specific industries commonly associated with labour trafficking in the
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academic and grey literature (Andrees and Linden 2005; Home Office 2007, 2012;
National Crime Agency 2014), policy discourse and media debate.

Inclusion criteria and study selection

We uploaded search results to specialist systematic review software (EPPI 4 Reviewer).
Most of our results came from database searches and were returned in a format suited to
screening on title and abstract; this worked as an initial sift before full text screening.
Results from other sources typically lacked abstracts and so we proceeded directly to
full text screening. We used the sequence of inclusion criteria detailed in Table 2. The
first criterion was built into the searches and the second was applicable to full text
screening only, whereas all the rest were used for both title and abstract and full text
screening.

Table 2 Inclusion criteria for the systematic map

Inclusion
criterion

Summary Further details/explanation

1. Publication
date

Publication between 1 January
2000 and 13 July 2015

End date is when our searches began. Start
date is a key year for trafficking:
international and legally-binding consensus
on what constitutes trafficking was finally
reached in 2000 (United Nations 2000).
Until then, definitions were so notoriously
divergent (Aronowitz 2001) that including
earlier publications could have undermined
the comparability of the studies reviewed.

2. Accessibility Full text accessible We conducted extensive searches via the
British Library, our institutional
library/e-library, commercial booksellers,
specific relevant websites and general search
engines. If we could not find a full text in
this way, we contacted authors directly
requesting a copy. Only if all this did not
work did we exclude a text for being
inaccessible.

3. Broad
relevance

Addresses modern day human trafficking
and uses data generated from 1990 onwards

We chose 1990 to give a reasonable window
for data collection for studies from the start
of our publication date range while still
retaining a focus on modern day trafficking
and filtering out material on earlier forms of
unfree labour (e.g. slavery in classical
Greece or nineteenth century America) that
might feasibly meet the research definition
(United Nations 2000) but would not be
considered human trafficking in the standard
sense.

4. Specificity Contains material specifically about
trafficking for labour exploitation, rather
than for other ends (e.g. sex) or just in
general terms.

Our research definition of labour excluded
domestic servitude, but there is little
consensus about the parameters of what
constitutes labour trafficking. To maintain
focus but support an inclusive approach to
evidence, we excluded publications dealing
exclusively with trafficking for domestic
servitude but included those that addressed
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Each result was screened by one of two reviewers. We first piloted our screening
codebook 4 by double-screening 50 studies. We identified, discussed and resolved
sources of disagreement and refined the codebook as necessary. We later tested for
inter-rater reliability by double-coding a randomly selected 5% (n = 216) of the total
records screened on title and abstract. The results indicated strong consistency between
coders (McHugh 2012): 95% agreement on inclusion/exclusion and a Cohen’s kappa
value of 0.8.

4 A screening codebook is a reference tool that provides information to reviewers about how to apply the
screening criteria in practice. Our final codebook contained the information in Table 2 plus relevant supporting
documentation (e.g. the list of European countries).

Table 2 (continued)

Inclusion
criterion

Summary Further details/explanation

labour trafficking in a way that also covered,
implicitly or explicitly, domestic servitude.

5. Geography Deals with labour trafficking into, within or
from a European country.

One or more countries that we defined as
European countries features in the
publication as a site for primary data
collection or source of secondary data.

6. Language Is in English For practical reasons we only included
English language publications. This
language restriction introduces constraints.
To have conducted a fully inclusive review
on this front, we would have needed the
capacity to run searches in (at a minimum)
all European languages, screen results and
process the contents of those qualifying for
inclusion. Considering the number of
languages spoken across Europe, this would
have been an untenable undertaking.

7. Empirical
data

Must contain empirical data on European
labour trafficking

Under the category ‘empirical data’ we
included evaluations, reviews (systematic or
not) and other primary research, as well as
empirically-grounded descriptions of admin-
istrative and other data. We excluded entirely
theoretical pieces, commentaries, training
manuals and handbooks, news reports, me-
dia content analyses and work concerned
with anti-trafficking law or policy in purely
normative terms.

8. No double
counting

Is the single most relevant and empirically
rich publication from a given study

If we found multiple publications that used
data from the same enquiry, we selected for
inclusion the one that we deemed the most
relevant and empirically rich. In some cases,
we came across multi-country studies that
resulted in the publication of single-country
studies and multi-country
overviews/comparative analyses. In such
instances, we used the multi-country over-
views.

E. Cockbain et al.



An overview of our review process

Figure 1 shows the flow of documents through the review. Our searches yielded 6106
records; once we had removed duplicates, 4474 unique publications remained. We
mapped 152 of them and synthesised eight.

Phase 1: the systematic map

We mapped the full texts using a detailed data extraction form (Appendix 3). A single
reviewer coded the text for the map. For quality assurance purposes, a second reviewer
double-coded a randomly selected 10% (n = 15) of texts. A comparison of the exact
codes assigned showed a high degree of consistency between coders (86%).

Phase 2: the detailed synthesis

The systematic map highlighted the methodological weaknesses of the literature, which
influenced how we targeted our synthesis. We selected studies for inclusion using the
criteria in Table 3. Figure 2 is a graphical depiction of how we assessed publications
against the first criterion in Table 3: whether or not they contained ‘scientific research’.

Eight publications met the inclusion criteria for synthesis. They varied in their design,
methods and foci and included substantial qualitative material. Consequently, we designed
our data extraction form (Appendix 4) to be broad and inclusive, simple and to allow for
narrative detail. Our intention was to draw out further methodological information and

Fig. 1 Flow of documents through our review
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summarise key findings, conclusions and recommendations. Where studies included but
were not limited to European labour trafficking, we coded in relation tomaterial on this topic
only. Two studies in the sample were book chapters (overviews of multi-country studies)
(Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken 2011); in both cases, we used the entire books to get
methodological information and complete the quality assessment. One reviewer did the
coding in full and a second reviewer revised and commented on their outputs for validation
and quality assurance. The few discrepancies that arose relating to what the two reviewers
saw as key results and conclusions were easily resolved in discussion.

Table 3 Inclusion criteria for the targeted synthesis

Inclusion criterion Summary Further details/explanation

1. Research meets
basic scientific
standards

Must contain ‘scientific research’ This category comprised systematic
reviews, evaluations of interventions and
other scientific research. All qualifying
publications met basic scientific standards
in terms of methods and reporting and as
such provided a relatively strong and
reliable basis for synthesis. See Fig. 2 for
further explanation of how the different
types of enquiry were assessed.

2. No double
counting

Must not be a systematic review To avoid double counting of evidence that
might skew the results, it is common
practice to exclude other systematic
reviews from synthesis and use instead any
of the original studies that qualify for
inclusion.

3. Focused results
around European
labour trafficking

Must contain disaggregated, extractable,
substantive empirical evidence on
European labour trafficking

In order to be of value to our synthesis, it
was vital that we could extract from the
publications empirical evidence specific to
our research focus (European labour
trafficking) rather than aggregate data
combining this issue with other forms of
trafficking and/or other geographies. We
also used the requirement of substantive-
ness to decide whether a publication had
sufficient relevant results to enrich the
synthesis, rather than cluttering it for little
added value. Due to the subjectivity around
how much is enough to be substantiveness,
any texts considered for exclusion on this
basis were discussed by the review team.
An illustrative example of a publication
excluded on this basis was Gjermeni et al.
(2008, p. 945), in which the sum total of
results specific to European labour traf-
ficking was the sentences: ‘In terms of type
of work, young children (ages 6–11) were
engaged in begging while older youth were
involved in theft, trade in drugs, street
vending and prostitution. Boys were espe-
cially likely to be engaged in selling on the
streets and begging’.
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Given the anticipated nature of the literature, we chose to assess the quality of the
studies based on the best methodological approach possible under the circumstances of
their designs, rather than the risk of bias inherent in these designs in the first place (for
further discussion of the distinction between the two approaches, please see Liberati
et al. 2009). Our quality assessment tool (Appendix 5) was based loosely on that from a
systematic review of the health impacts of trafficking (Oram et al. 2012a). By
rephrasing certain criteria and removing others, we simplified the original tool and
made it applicable to a broader range of topics and methods. For example, we deleted
the criterion ‘Are the findings generalisable?’ since generalisability is not something
against which qualitative research is usually or reasonably assessed.

Two coders independently quality assessed each study. The results indicated a high
level of inter-rater consistency: the rank order of the studies (based on total score) was
the same and there was 88% overall agreement between coders. All discrepancies, none
of which were larger than one point, were discussed and resolved.

Results

We present results from the systematic map and synthesis in turn. We use examples
from publications to substantiate certain findings: these were selected for context and
illustrative purposes and are neither exhaustive nor intended to ‘name and shame’. Our
coding was necessarily based on what was reported in the publications. It remains a
possibility that at least some of the publications with underdeveloped or missing
methods section were less methodologically weak in practice than in their reporting.

Fig. 2 Categorisation of different types of enquiry
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Phase 1: Systematic map

The five key findings presented here together describe the overall state of the empirical
evidence base on labour trafficking affecting Europe.

1. Although the empirical evidence base on labour trafficking is underdeveloped, the
issue has been addressed in the context of numerous and diverse European
countries

Despite the breadth of our map question, search strategies and inclusion
criteria, we identified just 152 publications containing relevant empirical
evidence on European labour trafficking (full bibliography in Appendix 6).
There was no strong temporal trend in the production of evidence (see
Fig. 3) but a slight skew towards later years: almost 70% (n = 105) of
publications appeared from January 2009 to July 2015 (approximately 40%
of the study period). During screening, we noted that certain countries’
annual reports of human trafficking originally dealt exclusively with sex
trafficking: in Sweden and the Netherlands, for example, labour trafficking
was first included respectively in the ninth (National Criminal Police 2007)
and fifth (Dettmeijer-Vermeulen et al. 2006) such reports.

Year of publication

2015201420132012201120102009200820072006200520042003200220012000
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5

0

Distribution of the documents by publication date

Fig. 3 Distribution of the documents by publication date
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The publications used data collected in and/or from a wide range of
European countries, including both developed and transition states (see
Fig. 4)5. The geographical distribution of coverage within Europe was fairly
even, with a median of 23 publications per country and an interquartile
range of 7 (20–27). There were notable outliers at both ends: the UK
featured 78 times and five countries (Andorra, Holy See, Lichtenstein,
Monaco, San Marino) appeared only once or not at all.

Publications were split roughly evenly between those dealing with one
country (51%, n = 78) and multiple countries (49%, n = 74). There were
striking methodological gaps in 9% of publications (n = 13) around precise-
ly which countries were covered in all or part of their enquiries. Finally,
multiple-country enquiries generally dealt with each country in isolation and
international comparative analyses were rare: notable exceptions include
Rijken (2011) and Jokinen and Ollus (2011).

5 Eight publications do not feature in this figure: three covered no longer existing countries (Federal Republic
of Yugoslavia and Former Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) and five did not specifically cover any European
countries. Those not covering any European countries as an explicit source of primary or secondary data
nonetheless met the inclusion parameters as they featured empirical data on victims who were themselves from
Europe (e.g. Eastern Europeans trafficked to the United States for labour exploitation).

Fig. 4 Number of publications by European country
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2. Reports dominate the literature and official agencies produce much of the evidence
There were remarkably few journal articles in the sample: just 12% (n = 18).

Reports were by far the most common publication format, accounting for 77%
(n = 117) of the sample. The remainder was comprised of books or book chapters
(5%, n = 8), theses (1%, n = 2) and miscellaneous formats (5%, n = 7). We noted
that reports were often extremely long: the median was 84 pages (interquartile
range of 112) and the longest ran to 644 pages.

A related issue was publication in non-indexed locations; although the
database searches yielded the vast majority of our initial results (87%, n =
5340), they contributed just 25% (n = 38) of the publications mapped. Most
(74%, n = 113) came instead from backwards searches, snowballing and
requests to stakeholders.

To understand more about which agencies shape the trafficking knowl-
edge base, we assessed documents’ authorship (Fig. 5). Just 26% of pub-
lications came from academia, compared to 54% from governmental and
intergovernmental agencies combined.

3. There is a striking lack of scientific research
Figure 6 shows the proportion of publications to contain each of the different

types of enquiry. These modes of enquiry were not mutually exclusive; indeed
almost a third of publications (31%, n = 47) featured the combination of a literature
review and other non-scientific enquiry.

Only 12% (n = 18) of publications contained anything that met our
definition of scientific research, despite the standards for this being fairly
rudimentary (see Fig. 2). Of course, not all publications in the map were
presented as containing ‘research’: for example, many summaries of admin-
istrative data produced by law enforcement agencies were not (e.g. National
Crime Agency 2015; National Criminal Police 2007; National Police Board
2009, 2010, 2011, 2012; Serious Organised Crime Agency 2011). Numer-
ous publications were, however, explicitly framed as research yet lacked the
basic characteristics of scientific enquiry; examples with academic authors
included Degirmencioglu et al. (2008), Oude Breuil (2008), Pearce et al.
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Fig. 5 Authorship of the publications
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(2009) and Ryazantsev et al. (2015). Such issues were also found in reports
from official agencies. A key example was the U.S. State Department’s
Trafficking in Persons Reports, an influential series of publications. The
extremely limited and vague information on methods, data and analysis
they contained sat uneasily with their bold claims about ‘a rigorous meth-
odology’ (U.S. Department of State 2001), data from ‘credible reporting’
(U.S. Department of State 2001, 2002, 2003) and being the ‘gold standard’
in assessing anti-trafficking responses (U.S. Department of State 2013).

Insufficient methodological transparency and a lack of analytical rigour
were common shortcomings in the mapped publications. Examples include
a methods section that merely listed data sources (Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe 2014) and an interview-based study that did
not report on the number of participants, their characteristics or the ques-
tions asked (International Centre for Migration Policy Development 2010b).
Another frequent issue was inferences based on weak or inappropriate
evidence, for example, generalisations exceeding what could reasonably be
concluded from the methods and data (Anti-Slavery International 2014) or
unsubstantiated claims of causality (Equality and Human Rights
Commission 2011).

4. Qualitative approaches far outweigh quantitative ones
Far more of the publications were exclusively qualitative (43%, n = 65) in

design than exclusively quantitative (15%, n = 22). Although mixed methods
enquiries were common (32%, n = 49), within them, qualitative methods dominat-
ed and the quantitative contribution rarely exceeded the description of basic
numerical data. Again highlighting the methodological weaknesses of the overall
evidence base, 11% (n = 16) of publications contained insufficient information
even to establish whether the design was qualitative, quantitative or both.

5. There are major gaps in coverage around the impacts of labour trafficking itself and
counter-measures
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Publications frequently contained a description of the problem profile of
labour trafficking (89%, n = 135) and/or a discussion of interventions (66%,
n = 98).6 Yet, very few included assessments of the impacts of either labour
trafficking (7%, n = 10) or of interventions (3%, n = 4). Five of those that
assessed labour trafficking’s impacts met our criteria for scientific research,
including a small but noteworthy set of studies addressing health impacts
(Oram et al. 2012a, b; Turner-Moss et al. 2014). Publications involving assess-
ments of interventions, none of which met our criteria for a scientific evalua-
tion, focused either on victims’ perceptions of interventions (International
Centre for Migration Policy Development 2007, 2010a) or practitioners’ per-
ceptions of barriers to interventions (The Anti-Trafficking Monitoring Group
2010, 2012).

Phase 2: Detailed synthesis

We synthesised eight studies identified as key scientific research evidence on European
labour trafficking. We report here on the studies’ design (Table 4) and their key
findings, conclusions and recommendations (Table 5). Table 5 also includes the studies’
overall quality assessment scores and some general comments on the strength of the
evidence they contain. Appendix 7 contains a full breakdown of their scores across the
quality assessment criteria.

For multi-country studies, we detail the overall samples from European
countries and, unless explicitly stated otherwise, findings and conclusions relate
to all European countries involved. Some of the synthesised studies also
included data, methods and/or topics outside our review’s stated remit: for
example, Rijken (2011) contained an analysis of policy and law around
labour trafficking and UNICEF and Save the Children Norway (2002) had a
distinct component addressing child sex trafficking. In such cases, we report
only on those elements of the studies concerned with empirical evidence on
European labour trafficking.

To complement the results at individual study level, we now consider some over-
arching findings about the synthesised studies’ design, quality and contents.

1. There were some commonalities in design
First, all eight synthesised studies were exploratory in design, reflected in broad

and inclusive foci and a predominance of descriptive research. The two studies into
trafficking’s health impacts (Oram et al. 2012b; Turner-Moss et al. 2014) were,
however, notably more focused than the others in their questions, methods and
analysis.

Second, all studies used non-random sampling. This is particularly noteworthy for
those studies involving quantitative enquiries (n = 4) since it limits their external
validity.

6 These categories were not mutually exclusive so percentages do not sum to 100%.
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Third, certain methods were especially common: semi-structured interviews and
analyses of case records were used in five studies apiece.

Fourth, there were some commonalities in definitional approaches. Six of
the eight studies defined human trafficking with explicit reference to the
‘Palermo Protocol’ (United Nations 2000); the two exceptions (Antal and
Laszlo 2015; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002) gave no
definition. Three studies focused on the same specific sub-set of labour
trafficking: begging/street work (Gavra and Tudor 2015; Tamas et al. 2013;
UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002). The other five dealt with
labour trafficking as a broad category (Antal and Laszlo 2015; Jokinen and
Ollus 2011; Oram et al. 2012b; Rijken 2011; Turner-Moss et al. 2014). Of
the latter, none provided an explicit definition of labour trafficking but all
bar one (Antal and Laszlo 2015) implicitly counted domestic servitude as a
form thereof.

2. The quality of evidence varied but was often low
All eight studies met our rudimentary criteria for scientific research

applied at the mapping stage. The detailed quality assessment exercise
highlighted enormous variation between the studies in terms of their overall
calibre, which has obvious implications for the strength of the evidence
they contain. Scores out of 18 ranged from a low of 2 (Gavra and Tudor
2015) to a high of 17 (Oram et al. 2012b). The overall quality was low:
just three studies scored 50% or higher on the quality assessment. The two
top-scoring publications stood out for their methodological transparency and
rigour, frank discussion of limitations and clear and concise reporting
(Oram et al. 2012b; Turner-Moss et al. 2014).

At the other end of the spectrum, low scores were often driven by
methods reporting that was disjointed, inadequate and opaque, or, in some
cases (Gavra and Tudor 2015; Rijken 2011), virtually non-existent. Meth-
odological weaknesses included contradictory information (Tamas et al.
2013); missing information on fundamentals like sample size (Rijken
2011; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002); and incoherence,
with key methods information scattered across sections including results
(UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002). Other drivers of low
scores were unclear or imprecise reporting of results and the presentation
of conclusions that had little to no grounding in the study data. Illustrative
examples include not specifying the empirical basis for various findings
despite using multiple methods and datasets (Tamas et al. 2013; UNICEF
and Save the Children Norway 2002), and overextending results through
presentation that exaggerated their generalisability (Gavra and Tudor 2015;
Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Tamas et al. 2013; UNICEF and Save the Children
Norway 2002). Taken to the extreme, in one publication, a single case
study was framed as representative of an entire country’s trafficking prob-
lem (Gavra and Tudor 2015).

Human trafficking for labour exploitation



3. There were some common themes around labour trafficking and responses
to it

Despite differences in the studies’ foci and design, we identified common
themes in their results and conclusions. In reading these findings, readers
should be mindful of the variable quality of the original studies.

a. Responses to labour trafficking vary between countries but are generally seen
as inadequate

There was considerable variation between specific European countries in
terms of how they conceptualise and respond to labour trafficking and
levels of awareness of the problem (Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken
2011). Existing counter-trafficking measures were seen to be too heavily
focused on sex trafficking at the expense of labour trafficking (Antal and
Laszlo 2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Oram et al. 2012b; Rijken 2011).
Current responses to labour trafficking (either in general or for begging/
street work in particular) were perceived to be inadequate, including in
respect to victim identification, service provision, law enforcement and
preventative activity (Antal and Laszlo 2015; Gavra and Tudor 2015;
Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Oram et al. 2012b; Rijken 2011; Tamas et al.
2013; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002);

b. Labour trafficking affects diverse sectors and there may be spatial, temporal
and sociodemographic trends to consider

As well as begging and street work (Gavra and Tudor 2015; Tamas
et al. 2013; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002), other
sectors identified as affected by labour trafficking include food-process-
ing, agriculture, restaurants, nail bars and car washes (Antal and Laszlo
2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Oram et al. 2012b; Rijken 2011; Turner-
Moss et al. 2014).

In terms of spatial, temporal and socio-demographic trends in labour
trafficking, there were limits to what could be concluded – especially
beyond the level of individual studies. There was evidence to suggest the
industries in which labour trafficking is most commonly encountered
vary by country (Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken 2011), likely reflecting
differences in local labour markets. Temporal patterns were hinted at
where labour trafficking affected seasonal industries (e.g. fruit picking)
(Jokinen and Ollus 2011). There were also indications that different types
of victims may be preferred in different contexts. For example, traffick-
ing of children and/or adults for begging was not associated with a
pronounced gender imbalance (perceived or actual) (Gavra and Tudor
2015; Tamas et al. 2013; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002).
In contrast, men were often reported to be at greater risk of labour
trafficking in general than women (the reverse is true of sex trafficking)
(Antal and Laszlo 2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken 2011) and study
samples of adult labour trafficking victims were indeed predominantly
male (Tamas et al. 2013; Turner-Moss et al. 2014).

Apart from gender, many individual-level characteristics reported to be
linked with vulnerability to labour trafficking were related to
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marginalisation, for example, by merit of being Roma, very young or very
old, impoverished, unemployed or working on the street, homeless, in or
just out of the care system, an illegal immigrant, and/or disabled (unlike in
most other work contexts, disabilities may be advantageous for begging)
(Antal and Laszlo 2015; Gavra and Tudor 2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011;
Rijken 2011; Tamas et al. 2013; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway
2002).

c. Labour trafficking victims are poorly treated and commonly display signs of ill
health

Labour trafficking victims were or were perceived to be subject to
very poor living and working conditions and to be manipulated through
diverse control mechanisms, including threats, violence, withholding pay,
confiscation of documents and physical, social and linguistic isolation
(Antal and Laszlo 2015; Gavra and Tudor 2015; Jokinen and Ollus
2011; Tamas et al. 2013; Turner-Moss et al. 2014). Symptoms of poor
health were high among victims of labour trafficking who accessed
support services (Oram et al. 2012b; Turner-Moss et al. 2014). Turner-
Moss et al. (2014) found the most commonly reported symptoms of poor
physical health were headaches, back pain, fatigue, loss of appetite,
toothache or mouth/gum problems, and eye pain, injury or difficulty
seeing. They also found high rates of reporting of symptoms of post-
traumatic stress, depression and anxiety.

d. Numerous barriers are seen to impede attempts to tackle labour trafficking
Numerous and diverse barriers to tackling labour trafficking were

reported, including inadequate resourcing, limited awareness, unmet
training needs, insufficient information sharing, ineffective collaboration,
corruption and confusion around what constitutes labour trafficking in
the first place (Antal and Laszlo 2015; Gavra and Tudor 2015; Jokinen
and Ollus 2011; Oram et al. 2012b; Rijken 2011; Tamas et al. 2013;
Turner-Moss et al. 2014; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway
2002).

e. Labour trafficking is seen as a complex, multi-faceted issue requiring holistic
responses

Labour trafficking was characterised as a complex problem that
overlaps with numerous other important labour market issues like child
labour, forced labour, illegal working, economic migration and occupa-
tional health (Antal and Laszlo 2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken
2011; Turner-Moss et al. 2014; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway
2002). It was suggested interventions would benefit from being more
systematic and coordinated and better integrating related phenomena
(Jokinen and Ollus 2011; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway
2002). In particular, it was argued that protective measures to support
vulnerable and exploited individuals should not be contingent on the
‘trafficking’ label being applied: in practice it can be difficult to distin-
guish between ‘labour trafficking’ and other forms of forced and ex-
ploitative labour (Jokinen and Ollus 2011; UNICEF and Save the
Children Norway 2002).
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Discussion

We start by setting out the limitations of the study. We then discuss the results and
implications for each of the mapping and synthesis stages in turn. Finally, we consider
the review’s overarching implications for future research into and responses to labour
trafficking.

Study limitations

There were several potential sources of bias at the review level. First, restricting our
review to publications in English may introduce language bias. English is said to be the
lingua franca for trafficking research (Laczko and Thompson 2000). It was striking that
we excluded just 26 publications for not being in English, accounting for less than 1%
of overall exclusions.

Second, there may be publication bias or bias in the identification of studies.
Systematic reviews are arguably more challenging in the social than medical sciences
since there are more databases with lower indexing standards and publications in non-
indexed locations play a greater role (qualitative research is generally less likely to be
published in indexed locations) (Brunton et al. 2012; Thomas and Harden 2008).
Research from developing countries may be less likely to be published in indexed
journals (Zielinski 1995), possibly affecting in particular the coverage of some Eastern
European countries in our review. As safeguards against such biases, we searched a
broad range of databases (academic and grey literature) and also used diverse comple-
mentary search strategies (e.g. asking for recommendations from stakeholders from
across Europe).

Third, there may be some coding bias. For clarity and transparency’s sake, we
include all coding frameworks in our appendices. Where we single-coded (screening
and mapping stages), we made sure to pilot our codebooks, assess for inter-rater
reliability (results showed good consistency) and encourage the coders to seek a second
opinion where unsure. We double-coded the quality assessment of the studies in the
synthesis. Some of the coding categories in the rest of the synthesis were open-ended
and narrative in nature. Although unavoidable, as they are appropriate to the review of
qualitative literature, such categories introduce greater subjectivity and with it a risk of
bias. For validation and quality control, a second coder reviewed and commented on
the main coder’s outputs here.

The systematic map

Despite increased prioritisation of labour trafficking in European counter-trafficking
policy and practice (de Jonge 2005; Eurostat 2013; Jokinen and Ollus 2013; National
Police Board 2011; Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 2008;
Rijken 2011), our results indicate that the evidence-base is underdeveloped: across a
15.5-year review period we found just 152 publications containing empirical data on
European labour trafficking. Enquiries used primary and secondary data from a wide
range of European countries. Although multi-country studies were common, robust
comparative analyses were not, which may be inhibiting the development of a
coherent European evidence base and contributing to duplication of research efforts.

Human trafficking for labour exploitation



Comparability could be a contributory factor here due to variations in laws, defini-
tions and available data even within European Union member states (de Jonge 2005;
International Labour Office 2009; Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe 2008; Rijken 2011).

While publication in a journal does not guarantee quality, the peer-review process is
widely seen as a quality-control measure that promotes rigour and transparency. Yet,
the majority of mapped publications were reports: a format that is generally neither
well-indexed nor subject to rigorous quality control. The preponderance of grey
literature raises concerns about the visibility, accessibility and quality of the evidence
on labour trafficking. Digestibility is another consideration: the tendency towards very
lengthy publications may limit their dissemination, consumption and, ultimately,
impact.

The knowledge-production process was dominated by official agencies, with
comparatively little input from academics and other independent parties. Of
course, different authorships have different strengths. Robust outputs from prac-
titioners, for example, can capitalise on valuable experiential knowledge and hard-
to-access data and sources. In contrast, obvious advantages to academic outputs
include the expectation of impartiality, rigorous methods training, strong analytical
skills and research experience. The scarcity of academic research may reflect
difficulties in securing data access, an oft-cited barrier to trafficking research
(Feingold 2010; Goodey 2008; Goździak 2008; Tyldum 2010).

The most disparaging feature of the evidence base was the overall lack of quality
research on European labour trafficking. Just 12% (n = 18) of mapped publications met
our basic criteria for scientific research. It seems that the problem is less that there is too
little information, although there are certainly major gaps, and more that so much of it
risks being lost because it exists in states not conducive to meaningful appraisal and
synthesis. Many publications that fell short of the inclusion criteria for our synthesis
contained material that was interesting, empirically-rich and informative (e.g., Andrees
2008; Eurostat 2013, 2015; Migrant Rights Centre Ireland 2007; Surtees 2007, 2008,
2014). Yet, it is difficult to make good use of such information in a review when the
methods by which it was originally obtained are weak or unclear.

The predominance of qualitative techniques may well be related to the evidence
base’s underdevelopment: less mature fields may gravitate towards exploratory en-
quiries for which qualitative methods may be optimum. It has also been argued that the
quality and quantity of official datasets on labour trafficking are far lower than those on
sex trafficking (the longstanding focus of counter-trafficking efforts) (International
Labour Office 2009; International Organization for Migration 2010; Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe 2008). There may also be a reluctance to use
official data because of their biases (such as systematic under-reporting). Yet, if the
evidence base on European labour trafficking is to progress, there is a also need for
robust quantitative enquiries. The current scarcity of quality quantitative research
leaves a void that risks being filled by dubious and unreliable statistics.

Numerous publications described the problem of labour trafficking and somewhat
fewer the responses to it. Yet, few addressed the impacts of labour trafficking and fewer
still the impacts of responses. Understanding the nature of the problem is an important
first step, akin to the scanning stage in the SARA (scanning, analysis, response,
assessment) model of problem-oriented policing (Eck and Spelman 1987). If the
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counter-trafficking field is to evolve, it is vital to evaluate the impacts of trafficking and
of interventions. The fact that we found no scientific evaluations precludes any
conclusions about ‘what works’ or ‘best practice’ in tackling European labour
trafficking.

The synthesis

Traditionally, trafficking research and responses have focused heavily on sex trafficking
and concerted interest in labour trafficking is fairly recent (Andrees and Linden 2005;
Home Office 2007; Kelly 2005; Laczko and Gozdziak 2005; Surtees 2008). Indicative
of the immaturity of the scientific research base on European labour trafficking, just
eight studies qualified for inclusion in our synthesis and all bar one of them (UNICEF
and Save the Children Norway 2002) were published after 2010.

In light of the literature’s underdevelopment, it was unsurprising to find all the
synthesised studies were exploratory and descriptive. All involved non-random sam-
pling, too. Sampling for expertise and/or diversity is fairly standard practice when
conducting expert interviews, which was a key method in five of the eight studies
(Antal and Laszlo 2015; Jokinen and Ollus 2011; Rijken 2011; Tamas et al. 2013;
UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002). Four of the eight studies were partially
or fully quantitative in design, however (Oram et al. 2012b; Tamas et al. 2013; Turner-
Moss et al. 2014; UNICEF and Save the Children Norway 2002) and in this context
opportunity sampling clearly limits external validity. It should be emphasised though
that traffickers and their victims are hidden populations; insufficient knowledge of their
characteristics impedes the creation of reliable sampling frames (Tyldum and
Brunovskis 2005). Additionally, trafficking is a high-severity, low-frequency crime
(in contrast to ‘volume crimes’ like burglary) and to detect enough cases research
samples of the general population might have to be prohibitively large.

Unlike in medicine (Shamseer et al. 2015), systematic reviews in criminology do not
routinely include a quality assessment (Johnson et al. 2015). Our quality assessment
exercise proved valuable in highlighting the variable strength of evidence (studies’
scores ranged from 2 to 17 out of 18) and weak overall quality (5 out of 8 scored below
50%). These results caution against reporting evidence in a review without also consid-
ering its strength. The two highest-scoring publications by far were also the only journal
articles (Oram et al. 2012b; Turner-Moss et al. 2014), possibly reflecting the additional
quality assurance the peer-review process can bring.

We found numerous weaknesses in the design, conduct and reporting of other
studies in the synthesis: in particular, insufficient clarity and transparency around
methods, overextending the data and not paying due consideration to limitations, and
conclusions that were not well-grounded in the results. These thematic findings should
be treated as preliminary rather than conclusive or exhaustive. Taken as a whole, they
suggest that there is a clear and unmet need for improved responses to European labour
trafficking, including around prevention, intervention, monitoring and victim support.
The possibility of gendered differences in trafficking types (labour trafficking dispro-
portionately affecting men) merits further attention. The severity of labour trafficking
was reflected both in its association with symptoms of ill health and more general
accounts of extremely poor living and working conditions. While it remains to be seen
whether and how the experiences and impacts of labour trafficking diverge from, say,
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sex trafficking, these results speak to a clear need for investment in both support
services for victims of labour trafficking and targeted preventative activity. Numerous
perceived barriers to intervention were highlighted, ranging from limited awareness to
unmet training needs and widespread corruption. While their actual impact was not
assessed, it would be useful to consider these factors when designing and evaluating
interventions. The results suggest labour trafficking can affect a diverse range of legal
and illegal industries. A more differentiated approach to researching and responding to
labour trafficking that takes into account similarities and differences between sectors
could prove useful in future. Finally, the overlaps between labour trafficking and other
labour market issues (child labour, economic migration, etc.) highlight the importance
of situating research on and responses to labour trafficking within a broader spectrum
of interrelated matters: labour trafficking should not be reduced to a criminal justice
issue alone (see also Dutch National Rapporteur 2009; Esson 2015; Jokinen and Ollus
2011, 2013; Lewis et al. 2014; Skrivankova 2006; UNICEF and Save the Children
Norway 2002).

Overall implications for research and responses

Our criticisms of the literature, in particular the low reporting standards, are not mere
‘academic pedantry’. These shortcomings represent genuine barriers to building and
advancing a strong evidence base. Many of our criticisms echo those made in previous
(non-systematic) reviews of and commentaries on other aspects to the human traffick-
ing literature. Similar complaints about methodological opacity, lack of rigour, failure
to acknowledge and account for limitations and skews in focus and methods have been
heard repeatedly for over a decade (Andrees and Linden 2005; Aronowitz 2009; Di
Nicola 2007; Feingold 2010; Goodey 2008; Kelly 2005; Laczko 2005; Laczko and
Gozdziak 2005; Tyldum and Brunovskis 2005). As Kelly (2005, p. 237) argued, the
‘lack of methodological transparency provides little foundation for assessing the depth
and quality of research and denies the entire field opportunities for learning and
knowledge transfer.’

As labour trafficking continues to ascend the policy and practice agenda, greater
investment in research and interventions will likely follow. It is imperative to avoid
repeating previous mistakes, as despite considerable spending on measures to counter
human trafficking (especially sex trafficking), responses have rarely been evidence-
based and the literature remains notoriously weak (see, e.g., Gozdziak and Bump
2008). Based on our findings, we would particularly recommend the following mea-
sures. First, the commissioning of research to address particularly neglected areas,
including the impacts of labour trafficking, evaluations of interventions and compara-
tive analyses. Second, increased investment in research that is explanatory rather than
purely descriptive; there is a particular need for strong quantitative research that
exploits existing datasets or makes use of innovative new datasets. Third, increased
academic involvement in empirical research, especially through collaborations between
independent researchers and those who act as gatekeepers to data and participants.
Finally, but most importantly, overall improvements in research design and reporting
standards. This last recommendation is particularly critical as it applies to virtually any
study. Although making such improvements is primarily the responsibility of individual
researchers, funders and end-users can contribute by holding them to account. What
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constitutes ‘good’ research and reporting is to a certain extent dependent on specific
disciplines and methods, but there are certainly common factors. Rather than reinvent
the wheel, we refer readers to the quality assessment tool (Appendix 5): its nine
questions provide a useful checklist for designing, reporting and critically consuming
research. We would add one further point to the list: the provision of an explicit
research definition of labour trafficking, including any inclusion/exclusion parameters
and how it was operationalised. Otherwise, the lack of definitional clarity and consis-
tency will remain a barrier to comparing studies.

Conclusions

Despite a marked increase in attention around labour trafficking in Europe, there is
a scarcity of high-quality empirical evidence on the problem, its impacts and
responses to it. Our review showed the evidence base to be limited, fragmented
and subject to skews in thematic focus and methodological design. Few publica-
tions met even basic scientific standards and even those that did were of variable
and often low quality. Particularly pronounced problems included a lack of meth-
odological transparency and rigour, shortcomings that restrict what conclusions can
be drawn from the literature.

Overall, our synthesis indicated that European labour trafficking is a complex and
challenging problem to which current responses may be inadequate. The lack of a
coherent and robust research base limits the feasibility of evidence-based policy and
practice, which is a concern given the threats labour trafficking poses and the resources
devoted to tackling it. Amid numerous knowledge gaps around European labour
trafficking, it is vital to pay attention to increasing the quality of the evidence, not just
the quantity.
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