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Understanding how to fully and appropriately provide protection and support to trafficking victims and 
to earn their trust is how countries can create a new and stronger foundation for improving critical 
national and local responses to human trafficking from identification of victims and trafficking cases, to 
enabling victims with the chance to rebuild their lives, to maximizing the possibility of victim 
participation in developing effective criminal cases against traffickers. This Practitioner Guide 
introduces a blueprint for countries to build this foundation upon which to achieve meaningful 
improvements in their anti-trafficking responses.  
  
 
 
Stephen Warnath,  
Founder, President and CEO 
NEXUS Institute 
Washington, D.C. 
  
 
Supporting the protection of trafficking victims has evolved based on practical learning about what has 
and has not worked in efforts to provide individuals with individualized assistance. This Practitioner 
Guide brings together practical insights from practitioners as well as victims themselves, to support 
Bali Process Member States in addressing the individual, structural and institutional factors that pose 
challenges to effective protection and support of victims of trafficking. This guide supports efforts 
called for in the 2018 Bali Process Ministerial Declaration to strengthen Member State collaboration 
with civil society to protect and support victims of trafficking.    
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About the Practitioner Guide: Trafficking Victim Protection and Support  
	

What it is  
 
This Practitioner Guide presents existing research and evidence on the protection and support of 
trafficking victims, including issues and challenges faced and practices that may enhance it. It is part of 
the NEXUS/RSO Practitioner Guide series: Improving the Identification, Protection and Reintegration of 
Trafficking Victims in Asia, which shares knowledge and guidance on different aspects of trafficking 
victim protection, including:  
 

• Trafficking victim identification 
• Trafficking victim protection and support 
• Recovery and reintegration of trafficking victims 
• Special and additional measures for child trafficking victims 

 
This series is drafted by NEXUS Institute and published jointly by NEXUS Institute and the Regional 
Support Office of the Bali Process (RSO). Practitioners from Bali Process Member Governments of 
Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam contributed to the development of 
these guides in a virtual roundtable discussion convened by the RSO in April 2021. The project is 
generously funded by the Australian Department of Home Affairs, through the RSO. The series is 
available on the NEXUS Institute website and RSO website. 
 
	

Who it is for 
 
This guide is for practitioners in Bali Process Member States, as well as further afield, seeking to better 
understand the protection and support of adult and child trafficking victims. This includes social 
workers and social assistants, healthcare practitioners, psychologists and counselors, child protection 
specialists, lawyers and paralegals, law enforcement and so on. This Practitioner Guide will also be 
useful for policymakers tasked with improving practice and procedures in protecting and supporting 
trafficking victims.  
 
	

How to use it 
 
Practitioners can use this guide to access state of the art research and evidence on victim protection 
and support, including trafficking victims’ experiences and key issues and challenges faced in offering 
trafficking victim protection and support. It also offers practical and concrete guidance for practitioners 
on how to address barriers and challenges and improve the provision of victim protection and support.  
 
 
 

Key      Guidance     Notes     Tips 

                         Victim experiences     Structural and institutional challenges 
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What is trafficking victim protection and support?  
 

Victim protection and support refers to those measures 
necessary to:  
 

 protect trafficking victims (and those close to them) from 
further harm, including retaliation and intimidation by traffickers 
and their associates; from punishment for unlawful acts 
committed by them that are directly related to being trafficked; 
and from breaches of their privacy; and  
 

 provide immediate and unconditional support to trafficking 
victims to address their urgent and immediate needs including 
housing; counseling and information; medical care; 
psychological support; material assistance; and legal support, as 
appropriate to the victim’s age, gender and special needs.  

 
Immediate protection and support measures are important as victims emerge from abuse and 
exploitation suffered while trafficked and toward their immediate stabilization. Protection lays the 
foundation for victims’ longer-term recovery and reintegration.i Protection and support may be 
provided in the destination country in cases of transnational trafficking; they may also be needed by 
victims trafficked within their own countries or once victims return home.  
 
Protection and support should be voluntary, 
confidential, non-discriminatory, non-
judgmental and in compliance with human 
rights principles. Measures should be trauma-
informed, victim-sensitive, child-friendly, 
gender-sensitive and culturally appropriate.   
Services should be flexible enough to meet 
the specific needs and interests of different 
victims and victims of all forms of trafficking.  
 
Special consideration is also needed in the 
case of children in the provision of protection 
and support including the involvement of 
relevant child protection authorities and 
application of specific protective measures. 
 
 

Given the complex and diverse protection needs of 
individual trafficking victims, a wide range of practitioners 
from different fields of work should be involved in 
protection and support. This includes social workers and 
social assistants, healthcare practitioners, psychologists and 
counselors, child protection specialists, lawyers and 
paralegals, law enforcement and prosecutors. Protection is 
the responsibility of the state, but civil society organizations 
play an important role in supporting states to fulfill their 
obligations. Civil society actors may be especially well 
placed to offer protection and support, given their expertise 
in the protection and support of trafficking victims. 

 

trauma-informed: recognize the impact of 
trauma and promote environments of 
healing and recovery 
victim-sensitive: prioritize the	victim's 
wishes, safety and well-being in all matters 
and procedures 

child-friendly: design and implement 
measures with the needs, interests, safety 
and best interests of the child in mind 
gender-sensitive: treat all victims with 
equal respect regardless of their gender 
identity, refraining from stereotypes or 
assumptions on the basis of gender 
culturally appropriate: take into account 
and respect the victim’s cultural and 
religious beliefs, values, norms, practices 
and language 

protection

immediate and 
unconditional 

support
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Many trafficking victims go unprotected and unassisted. In some cases, this is because they are not 
identified and offered protection and support and do not know that their rights and entitlements as 
victims of trafficking. Other victims may be offered protection and support but decline for different 
reasons linked to their experiences, behavior of practitioners and/or the institutional framework for 
protection. Some victims may initially decline protection and assistance but change their mind and 
seek out protection and support at a later stage, in the destination country or once home.  
 

Different pathways of protection and support experienced by trafficking victims 
 
 

 
 

Protection and support will differ in the case of trafficked children, for whom additional protection 
obligations apply. Individuals who appear to be children should be presumed to be children until 
determined otherwise. If a child is identified as a presumed trafficking victim, it is necessary to contact 
and involve relevant child protection authorities (usually state social workers) and apply a set of 
protective measures and specific approaches. If a child is not assessed to be a trafficking victim, they 
should nonetheless be referred to child protection agencies for protection and support, to address their 
needs and vulnerabilities.



4 

Different pathways of identification, protection and reintegration experienced by trafficking victims 
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Legal obligations in trafficking 
victim protection and support 
Some forms of victim protection and support 
are assured in some international and regional 
instruments, which may be relevant for 
domestic laws and policies.  
 

International law and guidance 

UN Trafficking Protocol (2000) calls on 
states, in Article 2, to protect and assist 
trafficking victims, with full respect for their 
human rights. This includes protecting privacy 
(Article 6(1)); ensuring victims receive 
information on court proceedings (Article 6(2)); 
measures to provide for physical, psychological 
and social recovery of trafficking victims 
(Article 6(3)); providing for physical safety of 
victims (Article 6(5)); measures to allow victims 
to seek compensation for damages (Article 
6(6)); and temporary or permanent stay (Article 
7). 

 UNOHCHR Recommended Principles and 
Guidelines on Human Rights and Human 
Trafficking (2002) call on states to ensure that 
victims are protected from further exploitation 
and harm and have access to adequate 
physical and psychological care (Guideline 6); 
as well as establishing special measures for the 
protection of trafficked children (Guideline 8). 

 UNICEF Guidelines on the Protection of 
Child Victims of Trafficking (2006) establish 
that child victims have the right to immediate 
care and protection including: security, safe 
accommodation, food, access to social and 
health services, psychosocial support, legal 
assistance and education (Guideline 7.1). 

 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989) calls for protection of children from 
economic, sexual and all other forms of 
exploitation (Articles 19, 32, 34, 36). 
 

Regional law and guidance 

ASEAN Convention Against 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children (ACTIP) (2015) call on states to 
establish measures to allow victims to stay 
temporarily or permanently (Article 14(4)); 
ensure physical safety of victims (Article 14(5)); 

protect the privacy and identity of victims 
(Article 14(6)); not hold victims liable for 
unlawful acts directly related to their trafficking 
(Article 14(7)); not hold victims in detention or 
prison (Article 14(8)); communicate 
information about protection and assistance 
(Article 14(9)); provide compensation for 
damages (Article 14(13)); and establish a victim 
fund for care and support (Article 14(14)).  

ASEAN Plan of Action Against 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children (2012) calls for member states to 
ensure appropriate care, protection and 
support of trafficking victims.  

 ACWC Gender-Sensitive Guidelines 
(2016) call on states to establish protection and 
assistance for the physical, psychological and 
social recovery of trafficking victims. 

 ACWC Regional Guidelines and 
Procedures to Address the Needs of Victims of 
TIP, especially women and children (2018) call 
on ASEAN Member States to provide 
immediate support and protection on the basis 
of informed consent and not contingent on 
participation in legal proceedings. This 
includes protection from further harm; 
protection of privacy; provision of immediately 
required assistance and support; addressing the 
legal status of foreign victims; and protection 
from detention and prosecution. 	

 Council of Europe (CoE) Convention on 
Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings 
(2005) establishes measures to protect and 
promote the rights of victims, guaranteeing 
gender equality, including protection of private 
life (Article 11); assistance in physical, 
psychological and social recovery (Article 12);  
a recovery & reflection period (Article 13); and 
residence permits (Article 14). 

European Union Directive 2011/36/EU 
(2011) provides detailed measures on victim 
protection and support (Article 11) including 
specific forms of support and protection for 
child victims (Articles 13, 14, 15, 16).  
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Issues and challenges in the protection and support of trafficking 
victims 
	
Issues and challenges faced in trafficking victim protection and support center around two main 
themes:  
 

• Trafficking victim experiences of protection and support  
• Structural and institutional challenges during protection and support 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Fear and risk of harm 
• Feelings and reactions during 

protection and support 
• Protection and support not what 

victims want or need 
• Protection and support not understood 
• Language and cultural barriers  

 
• Availability, accessibility and appropriateness 

of protection and support 
• Access to information about protection and 

support 
• Conditional and restrictive in protection and 

support 
• Insufficient knowledge, skills and sensitivity of 

practitioners 
• Insufficient coordination and referral 

 
 
Many challenges are a result of structural and institutional issues in the protection framework, which 
may be addressed by practitioners. However, some barriers are due to how victims understand and 
experience protection and support as well as their interactions with practitioners, which are informed 
by the individual victim’s characteristics as well as their unique trafficking and post-trafficking 
experiences. Multiple issues and challenges may arise in the provision of protection and support of 
trafficking victims. Understanding these different and sometimes competing factors is key in protecting 
and supporting trafficking victims. 
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Trafficking victim experiences of protection and support  
	

Fear and risk of harm  
Many trafficking victims are at risk of further 
harm during or after their exit or escape. 
Victims and their families are often threatened 
and harmed by traffickers or their associates 
immediately after return and sometimes for 
many years afterward. Some victims cannot 
return home because of risks posed by 
traffickers.  
 
Victims may also face harm from recruitment 
and employment agencies when they seek 
protection from their exploiters or ask for help 
to return home. Some victims are also harmed 
by the authorities (for example, when they are 
detained or imprisoned) or by persons they 
meet during exit or escape from trafficking.  
 
In some cases, victims face harm in their 
families and communities when they return 
home, including physical and sexual violence 
(for example, when it is known that they are 
trafficking victims or because of family or 
intimate partner violence).  
 	
Risk of harm fluctuates over time and in 
response to different events in victims’ lives, 
including if the victim is (or is perceived to 
be) cooperating with authorities or is known 
in their community to be a trafficking victim.  
Protection from harm is needed at various 
stages of victims’ lives after trafficking.

 
  

Practitioners need information about each victim’s risk of further harm to put measures 
in place to ensure their safety and well-being. Risk may fluctuate over time or in 
response to different life events, phases of reintegration and stages in criminal justice 
processes. Risk and protection needs need to be assessed on an on-going basis and in 
response to different life events.  
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What options are available to protect victims from further harm  
in your country? Which actors/agencies are responsible for protecting  
trafficking victims? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Feelings and reactions during protection and support 
Victims have different feelings and reactions during protection and support. While they are generally 
relieved and grateful to have survived trafficking, they also have many feelings and concerns that 
require attention and consideration by practitioners.  
 
Shame, embarrassment, discomfort. Many 
trafficking victims are embarrassed and 
ashamed to have been victimized and need 
support. They are also ashamed to talk about 
their trafficking experience and need 
reassurance from practitioners to do so.	
 
Some victims are particularly uncomfortable 
with needing protection and support. Men, for 
example, are often ashamed of coming home 
without money and needing support given 
expectations in many countries that they 
support their families and deal with problems 
on their own. Victims may be ashamed of 
having been trafficked for sexual exploitation. 
Those who have migrated to earn money to 
support their families are often embarrassed at 
having failed in their migration. 
 
Some victims decline or avoid protection 
and support because they want to solve their 
problems themselves. Some stay abroad to 
work, avoiding identification and protection, 
to earn money and be able to return home 
“successful”. Some resist support because it 
makes them feel badly about themselves or 
they do not want to be seen as a trafficking 
victim.  
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Even individuals who accept support may 
not feel immediately comfortable with this 
decision. Victims’ feelings of discomfort, 
shame and embarrassment may endure for 
some time; victims often require on-going 
reassurance and encouragement.  
 
Anxious to go home. Victims are often 
away from home and family for long 
periods of time while trafficked and their 
first and most pressing priority is to return 
home. Victims’ families are also anxious for 
their return home. Many victims have 
dependents (children, spouses, parents or 
siblings) who rely on them not only 
financially but also for emotional support 
and as caregivers.  
 
When protection and support interfere with 
victims’ ability to see their family, this is a 
source of stress and anxiety. Many trafficking 
victims decline protection and support that 
interferes with their family responsibilities 
and commitments. For example, many 
victims are not willing to stay in a shelter 
when this involves staying abroad or, once at 
home, in a different location than their 
families. They are often also unwilling to 
accept support (for example, medical 
treatment, counseling, training or work) if this 
means living apart from their families even in 
the short-term. 
 
Mistrust and disbelief. Having been 
deceived by recruiters and traffickers, some 
victims fear that protection and support is not 
“real” and that they will be cheated or 
trafficked again. They do not trust that they 
will be protected and supported. They are 
often worried about being criminalized for 
illegal activities related to trafficking (for 
example, irregular migration, prostitution or 
working illegally). This leads some trafficking 
victims to decline protection and support. In 
other cases, victims accept protection and 
support, but with fear and trepidation. 
 
Some victims lack trust because they have 
little to no experience of being protected and 
supported. Many victims come from 
countries where social protection is limited 
or non-existent and they have not been 
offered support in the past, especially 
services that are free of charge.  
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Many victims come from countries where corruption is acute and their experiences with authorities 
are negative, making them legitimately suspicious and fearful in their interactions with anti-trafficking 
practitioners. 
 

Victims experience a wide range of feelings during protection and support. It is 
important that practitioners understand the different reasons for victims’ feelings so that 
they can address their concerns. They can work with victims in ways that take into 
account their desire to return home and reunite with family members. Practitioners can 
help victims by reassuring them that trafficking is not their fault, that they are safe and 
will be able to recover from trafficking, and that they understand why trafficking victims 
may be suspicious of protection and support and work to overcome their distrust. Using 
trauma-informed techniques and providing on-going reassurance and encouragement 
can help to better support victims. 

	
 
What other feelings and reactions do trafficking victims have during 
protection and support? What can you do to address their  
feelings and concerns? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

	

 Protection and support not what victims want or need 
A victim’s decision as to whether to seek out or accept protection and support depends on what is 
offered in practice and whether this meets their specific and individual needs. Some forms of 
protection and support are not what trafficking victims want or need. For example, many victims are 
not assisted in finding work when staying in shelters, leading some to avoid identification and 
protection so that they can continue to 
work, provide for their families and pay 
debts. 
 
Some forms of protection and support are 
underpinned by gendered assumptions and 
biases, which means that these will not be 
responsive to all victims’ needs. For 
example, women are commonly offered 
support in closed or restrictive shelters with 
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a focus on psychological support and limited options for employment. By contrast, protection for 
males is more commonly offered in open shelters, with freedom of movement and access to jobs, with 
little attention to counseling or psychological support.  
 
Some trafficking victims do not want to be 
treated as a trafficking victim or protected 
in the anti-trafficking framework. Some 
victims prefer not to receive trafficking-
specific support as they worry that this may 
identify them as trafficking victims in their 
families and communities, leading to 
stigma and discrimination. Others may 
worry about how they are perceived if they 
receive any assistance. 
 
Some trafficking victims do not need the 
support offered to them by anti-trafficking 
organizations and institutions. They also 
may not be at risk of further harm once 
they leave their trafficking situation and so 
do not require protection. Other victims 
have access to other forms of support (for 
example, from their family, social network, 
community, religious organization or 
general protection services). In such cases, victims may not need trafficking-specific protection or 
support.  
 

It is important that all victims have access to support that meets their individual needs, 
either from anti-trafficking agencies or other service providers. Victims should not be 
forced to accept protection and support that they do not want. Support should be 
voluntary and with the victim’s informed consent. Engaging victims in the design of 
services helps to ensure that protection and support measures meet victims’ needs. It is 
also important to monitor and adapt interventions to the changing needs of different 
victims.  

 
 
List the protection and support services available in your country/region,  
including what types of victims they assist. 
 
 
Type of support Provided by? Target group (male/female, 

adult/child, type of TIP) 
Location 
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Protection and support not understood  
Many trafficking victims do not fully understand what is meant by protection and support, nor their 
right to access it. They are also often uncertain of where they can find this support. Trafficking victims 
cannot make decisions about their future, including whether to accept protection and support, until 
they fully understand their rights and the options available to them. The following factors impact 
victims’ understanding of protection and support.  
 

Factors impacting victims’ understanding of protection and support 
 

 
 
Shock, confusion, trauma, stress. After 
trafficking, many victims are shocked, confused 
and traumatized and unable to understand and 
process information about protection and 
support. When initially offered protection and 
support, many victims feel ill-equipped and 
unprepared to make informed decisions. They 
are often unable to sufficiently process 
information about what protection and support 
is being offered and whether it is what they 
want and need. They need time to recover from 
the immediate shock and to consider 
information and options. This should ideally be 
part of a formal reflection period where victims 
are able to make considered and informed 
decisions about their options. Children should 
be additionally supported in the decision-
making process, ensuring their best interests 
and that their views are taken into account.  
 
Comprehension issues and how information is 
conveyed. Victims have different levels of 
education and literacy and do not always fully 
understand the trafficking designation nor their 
right to protection and support. In many 
situations victims are told verbally about their 
trafficking status and the support that this entitles 
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them to. They are often unable to immediately grasp and process this information and should also 
receive written information that they can review later on and over time. Extra care and adjustment are 
needed in providing information to trafficked children, both in writing and verbally. Often information 
is not calibrated to trafficked children’s age or stage of development, undermining comprehension. 
 
Unfamiliar with protection and support. Many 
trafficking victims are unfamiliar with options for 
protection and support and do not know where 
to get help, both in destination countries and at 
home. Many trafficking victims go unprotected 
and unassisted as a result, leaving serious 
illnesses and traumas untreated and impeding 
their recovery. 
 

Trafficking victims need clear and comprehensive information (verbal and written) in a 
language and format that they understand, to make informed decisions about protection 
and support. This involves assessing how to explain and share information with different 
victims, including adults and children, foreigners and country nationals. Engaging 
victims (including children) in the development of information materials enhances its 
quality, accessibility and effectiveness.   

	
 
What materials explain protection and support to victims in your  
country? What languages are they available in? What changes are needed to  
ensure that victims can understand them?  
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Language and cultural barriers  
Many trafficking victims face language 
barriers in interactions with practitioners. 
Foreign trafficking victims often do not speak 
the language in the destination country; some 
victims come from a minority culture group 
and may not speak the majority language of 
their home country.  
 
Language barriers can inhibit trafficking 
victims’ ability to understand their rights and 
the protection and support they are entitled 
to. Even when victims speak a language, they 
are not always sufficiently fluent to 
understand complex information (for 
example, their legal status, medical issues, 
decisions about protection and involvement 
in the criminal justice process). Not being 
able to communicate with practitioners is 
stressful, frightening and isolating for victims.  
 
Language barriers also interfere with the 
provision of some forms of support (for 
example, counseling and psychological 
assistance), leaving urgent needs unmet. 
While interpreters are sometimes available, 
interpretation is expensive and many 
institutions and organizations do not have 
resources for interpretation services.  
 
Moreover, interpretation is not always high 
quality and some interpreters may be 
insensitive in interacting with victims. 
Victims are sometimes also reluctant to share 
their experiences with people from their 
home country or culture group.  
 
Protection and support is also not always 
sensitive to and accommodating of cultural 
norms. This may be especially an issue for 
foreign trafficking victims or victims from 
different ethnic or culture groups in their 
home countries. For example, speaking 
about personal problems or experiences of 
violence is not acceptable in some cultures 
and may serve as a barrier to victims 
accepting protection and support.  
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Cultural norms also inform roles and 
behaviors of individuals based on their 
gender and age as well as their 
interpersonal relationships, such as 
between children and parents and the 
importance of community. 
Understanding different victims’ cultures 
and customs is important in providing 
culturally appropriate protection and 
support and can facilitate trust and 
comfort.  
 

It is important that practitioners understand how language and culture may be barriers 
to accepting protection and support and develop strategies to overcome them. This 
requires designing culturally appropriate services that take into account issues of 
privacy, stigma and shame, gender and relationships with family and community, 
including how this differs from person to person and group to group. It might also 
involve engaging interpreters and cultural mediators in working with trafficking victims.  

	
 
How and where can you find qualified interpreters in your work environment?  
Where can you find cultural meditators to assist you with cultural barriers  
you may encounter in your work with trafficking victims?  
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Guidance for Practitioners 

 Identify victims’ risk of harm at different stages and from different people. This may include 
traffickers and their associates, authorities and individuals in victims’ families and communities. Put in 
place protection measures that address victims’ individual situations and guard their safety and well-
being. Assess risk and protection needs on an on-going basis. Implement additional protections in the 
case of trafficked children when deemed in their best interests. 

Recognize that victims have reasons to fear authorities, which may interfere with their 
willingness to accept protection and support. Work with victims to understand their feelings and 
concerns and earn their trust. 

 Avoid revictimizing or retraumatizing trafficking victims. Ensure that protection and support is 
trauma-informed, victim-sensitive, child-friendly, gender-sensitive and culturally appropriate. Provide 
victims with protection and support in line with their self-identified and individual needs, including 
based on age, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, ethnic or social origin, disability or other 
characteristics.   

 Victims should have the right to make decisions about protection and support, including to 
decline measures that are offered. Ensure that victims are fully informed of and have consented to 
protection and support, taking into account a victim’s mental state immediately after trafficking as well 
as issues of comprehension, age, language and culture. Victims should not be forcibly assisted; support 
should not involve infringement on victims’ rights and freedoms. Guard victims’ confidentiality and 
privacy. While different considerations apply in the case of children, children should still be engaged 
in decisions about protection and support and what they consider to be in their best interests.  

 Victims have valid reasons for refusing protection and support. Engage with trafficking victims 
and practitioners to design and tailor interventions that better meet the needs and interests of 
trafficking victims including services that are victim-centered and trauma-informed. 

Be sensitive to victims’ feelings of shame and embarrassment about trafficking and needing 
support. Understand victims’ barriers to trust including the specifics of their trafficking experiences and 
negative experiences of authorities. Reassure victims that they are not to blame for what has happened 
and that they are safe, when this is the case.  

 Understand how victims’ family situations impact their decisions about protection and support, 
including providing victims with the option to return home without undue delay, particularly in the 
case of children separated from their families. Provide protection and support in victims’ home 
countries and communities so that they are able to return home.  

 Provide victims with clear and comprehensive information about all forms of protection and 
support in a language and format that they understand, verbally and in written form. Tailor information 
to different trafficking victims, including to children of different ages and stages of development. 
Engage victims in developing information materials to ensure that they are clear and accessible. 

Identify qualified and sensitive interpreters to work with victims. Ensure that protection and 
support measures are culturally sensitive and appropriate and take into account privacy, stigma, shame 
and the importance of family and community. Consider engaging cultural mediators to facilitate 
communication, build trust and offer culturally appropriate protection and support.
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Structural and institutional challenges during victim protection and 
support 

 

Availability, accessibility and appropriateness of protection and support  
While many trafficking victims receive 
protection and support, many others are 
unprotected and unsupported after trafficking, 
both abroad and at home. Many victims are 
not given legal status in the destination country 
(for example, a reflection period and/or 
residence permit). Many victims are arrested 
and detained and even prosecuted for acts they 
were forced to commit while trafficked. Being 
arrested and imprisoned is frightening, 
stressful and traumatizing for trafficking 
victims. Some victims are threatened, 
intimidated and even abused while detained.  
 
Some “protection” is not protection at all. 
Victims are “protected” in prisons, detention 
centers and criminal justice and other 
facilities, where they receive little to no 
assistance or support. This includes trafficked 
children. In other cases, victims are detained 
in shelters and not adequately supported (for 
example, services are not trauma-informed, 
victim-sensitive, child-friendly, gender-
sensitive and culturally appropriate). 
 
Physical protection is not always available to 
trafficking victims and, when it is available, is 
often of limited duration (immediately after 
exit or during legal proceedings). Physical 
protection is often not available in victims’ 
home communities or in the longer-term.  
 
Limited or unavailable. Many trafficking 
victims are under-assisted – that is, they do not 
receive all of the immediate support provided 
for in anti-trafficking laws and policies. Others 
receive only the most basic support (for 
example, funds to return home or emergency 
supplies such as clothes, hygiene goods, basic 
food stuffs). Many victims receive only short-
term support, without any link to longer-term 
reintegration planning or services. Some 
trafficking victims are entirely unassisted in the 
destination country and once home. Gaps in 
victims support are often the result of 
insufficient resources (of government 
institutions and civil society organizations) as 
well as available resources not being allocated for support services.	
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Not available for some victims. Some 
victims cannot access protection and 
support because they are not included in the 
country’s definition of trafficking in persons. 
Early anti-trafficking legislation was often 
narrowly defined (for example, trafficking for 
sexual exploitation or trafficking of women 
and children). While many countries have 
since revised their anti-trafficking laws, 
protection and support measures have not 
always kept pace and some victims are less 
protected or even unprotected. In many 
countries, support for men and boys is 
limited, as is support for victims of labor 
trafficking. Often programs are designed 
only for a specific type of victim or victims 
of a specific form of trafficking (for example, 
trafficked children and youth or victims of 
trafficking for sexual exploitation).  
 
Support is not always designed for the 
needs of trafficked children. For example, 
many trafficked children are not appointed 
a legal guardian to ensure that they receive 
appropriate care (for example, shelter, 
health care, psycho-social support, 
education and language support) and to 
inform them of their rights and assist in 
identifying sustainable protection solutions in 
the child’s best interests.  

 
Not individually tailored. Organizations and 
institutions often offer a standard package of 
services. It is not generally tailored to victims’ 
individual needs, situation, interests or 
capacities. Some victims require support that 
is unavailable (for example, related to 
physical disabilities, mental disabilities, 
trauma, chronic health conditions and lack of 
literacy and numeracy), leaving them 
unassisted. Other victims receive ill-fitting 
support that does not meet their needs, 
wasting resources and frustrating victims and 
practitioners alike. 
 
Not available in some locations. Some 
countries offer more comprehensive victim 
protection and support. Even within a 
country, though, protection and support 
services are often unevenly distributed across 
geographical areas, with more services in 
larger cities and capitals and fewer services 
in the towns and villages where most victims 
live. Some victims are un- or under-assisted 
because of where they live.  
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It is important that protection and support is available to all trafficking victims, 
immediately after trafficking as well as at various stages of their reintegration. A 
thorough needs assessment allows practitioners to tailor support to the specific and 
individual needs of each victim. Attention is needed as to how to reach underserved 
populations of trafficking victims and underserviced geographic areas. 

 

Access to information about protection and support  
Access to information is a precondition for gaining a victims’ meaningful, informed and written 
consent to receive protection and support. Victims need time to process information in order to make 
informed and carefully considered decisions. And yet, many victims receive insufficient, unclear and 
even inaccurate information about their right to protection, different support options and how to 
access these services, including the right to refuse or later opt out of protection and support.  
 
Information is not always tailored to the 
victim’s education, state of mind, language 
and capacity or presented in a manner that 
is appropriate to them (including written 
and verbal information). Information is 
seldom tailored to trafficked children’s age, 
education and stage of development.  
 
Some victims receive no information at all 
about protection and support. Some victims 
would have declined assistance had they 
been fully informed of what receiving 
protection and support meant and required of 
them. 	
 
Trafficking victims also have limited 
information about non-trafficking specific 
protection and support. For many victims, 
this means that their options are limited to 
the services of one anti-trafficking 
organization or institution rather than the 
full range of services available in a country 
or area. Victims should receive information 
about all options for protection and support.  
 
 
 

Victims require clear, comprehensive and accurate information about their status as a 
trafficking victim and their options for protection and support, as well as time to process 
this information and make informed and carefully considered decisions. Information 
must be tailored to different profiles of trafficked persons, including adults and children, 
foreign and country nationals. Engage trafficking victims in determining how to design 
and provide written and verbal information to victims in the best possible way.  

	
	
	
	



	

  20 

 
List the types of information that should be included in information shared with 
trafficking victims. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conditional and restrictive in protection and support  
Protection and support often have substantial conditions. Victims may decline protection and support 
when they do not feel safe and comfortable with these conditions.  
 
Closed shelters with controls and 
restrictions. In many countries, victims are 
accommodated in closed shelters without 
freedom of movement or contact with 
family for months and even years. When 
communication is allowed, it is often 
controlled or monitored.  
 
Some shelters use gates, guards, high walls 
and fences, locked doors and barbed wire. 
Others are geographically isolated to limit 
access, as well as impede escape. These 
restrictions are generally justified as 
necessary because of the risk of retribution 
from traffickers, because foreign victims 
lack legal status to move freely in the 
country, and/or to ease access to victim-
witnesses for criminal justice procedures.  
 
Closed shelters are often seen as a form of 
“protective custody” as it is considered to 
be in the victims’ best interests. However, 
restrictions are often used even when legal 
and security issues are not a concern.  
 
Many of those accommodated in closed 
shelters are children who stay for long 
periods of time in inappropriate conditions 
(for example, with adults as well as victims 
with different needs). They are often in 
destination countries and living apart from 
their family members.  
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Being confined in shelters and without 
family contact is a source of considerable 
stress and anxiety, especially for children. 
In some cases, victims may face penalties 
or sanctions when they break rules or are 
perceived as uncooperative. Many victims 
decline and even escape from this type of 
assistance because it is controlling, 
restrictive and does not support their 
recovery.  
 
Forced protection and support. Some forms 
of protection and support are essentially 
forced. Victims are not given full 
information about their status and options, 
which means their consent is not informed. 
Written informed consent is not always 
sought or required.  Very often there is also 
no mechanism to withdraw consent after 
accepting support. Some victims are placed 
in protection programs, most commonly 
closed shelters, without being informed of 
their option to decline. 
 
Many trafficking victims are forced to stay in 
destination countries for some time after 
trafficking. Often this is to serve as victim-
witnesses in legal proceedings against their 
traffickers. Being “forcibly assisted” for long 
periods of time is a source of considerable 
stress for victims, especially when stays are 
not accompanied by appropriate services 
and support. Long, compulsory shelter stays 
prevent victims from moving forward with 
their recovery. The impact of this forced 
support on children is especially damaging 
as it means being unable to return home and 
to family in a reasonable time. 
 
Conditional on legal cooperation. Many 
victims do not accept protection and support 
that is contingent on cooperation with law 
enforcement or involvement in the legal 
process, even when it entitles them to a 
residency permit, the right to work and other 
services.  In some countries, authorities  
make protection and support conditional on 
victims’ participation in the legal process. 
Practitioners often do not clearly explain 
what this entails (such as the time involved) 
or their right to refuse. Many victims are told 
or are under the impression that they are 
legally required to provide statements and 
testimony against their traffickers. Some 
victims regret being assisted because it is 
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linked to the legal process, which they do not feel is in their best interest.  
 
Trafficked children have limited options to 
decline to be involved as victim-witnesses in 
the legal process, and the circumstances of 
their involvement (often in shelters in 
destination countries away from family) make 
this even more taxing, as do the way in 
which legal proceedings are conducted (for 
example, being obliged to give multiple 
statements and testimonies, testifying in court 
in the presence of their exploiter and/or legal 
proceedings taking place in a language they 
do not speak or understand). 
 

It is important that protection and support is unconditional and meets the self-
articulated needs of victims. Victims should not be forced to participate in legal 
proceedings. Trafficking victims should not face controls or restrictions that interfere 
with the enjoyment of their rights and should be fully informed about protection and 
support, including any restrictions. Written informed consent should be obtained before 
providing protection and support to victims. 

Insufficient knowledge, skills and sensitivity of practitioners  
Many victims receive high quality support 
services from skilled, knowledgeable and 
sensitive practitioners, which plays an 
important role in their recovery. This, 
however, is not always the case.   
Not all protection and support is of a 
sufficient standard. Some trafficking victims 
are accommodated in shelters with poor 
living conditions and inadequate services. 
Other services are not high quality. Some 
victims receive medical care that does not 
resolve their illness or injury or counseling 
that is inappropriate and ineffective. Overall, 
there is a need to improve the quality of 
protection and support provided to trafficking 
victims. This requires improving the 
knowledge, skills and sensitivity of 
practitioners. 
  
Knowledge and skills of practitioners. Not all practitioners are trained or educated in victim protection 
and support. Many lack professional training and accreditation. This is often because such education 
and training are not available or have only recently become available.  
 
Many practitioners only receive short-term, on-the-job training at a basic or general level. Many are 
not trained in working specifically with trafficking victims. Practitioners need tools and resources to 
guide their work on victim protection and support, which do not always exist in their countries. 
Various barriers (including language, internet access and the cost of printing) may prevent practitioners 
from accessing resources from other countries.  
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Special considerations arise in the protection and support of trafficked children who may be of 
different ages, stages of development, gender, nationality and ethnicity and exploited for various forms 
of trafficking. Practitioners with education, training and skills in working with children are especially 
scarce in some countries and institutions or organizations. 
 
Sensitivity of practitioners. Some victims 
face negative and insensitive treatment 
from the practitioners tasked with 
protecting and supporting them. This 
includes disrespectful and insensitive 
comments and attitudes, as well as 
discriminatory behaviors by practitioners.  
 
Victims describe some practitioners as 
“unfriendly”, “brusque and business-like” 
and “arrogant”. Many female victims feel 
discriminated against and have been looked 
down on as “bad girls” and “prostitutes”, 
because they came from a “bad family” or 
because they are “victims”. Some victims 
describe unequal treatment by practitioners 
with some victims being “loved”  more than 
others and receiving better treatment and 
support.  
 
Some victims suffer breaches of privacy and 
confidentiality by practitioners (for example, 
conducting screening interviews in open 
settings and in the presence of others, 
discussing the victim’s case without their 
knowledge and consent, disclosing personal 
information of victims to the press).  

Negligence, maltreatment and abuse. In 
some cases, trafficking victims are neglected 
by practitioners (for example, not provided 
with adequate food or personal care items, 
left alone for long periods of time or 
accommodated in unhygienic living 
conditions). 
 
Some victims face maltreatment and abuse 
from practitioners tasked with their 
protection and support. Children are 
particularly vulnerable to maltreatment and 
abuse. Some victims are verbally abused or 
threatened. Others are physically and 
sexually abused. In some cases, victims are 
maltreated or abused by those with whom 
they are housed or detained after trafficking.  
 
Negligence, maltreatment and abuse have a severe and debilitating impact on trafficking victims by 
revictimizing them and creating stress, anxiety, depression and on-going trauma. This works against 
their recovery, preventing them from regaining a sense of control and safety in their lives. Of particular 
concern is that trafficked children are exposed to these violations while seemingly protected and 
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supported. Depending on the circumstance, such acts by practitioners may either constitute a 
professional breach or a criminal act that requires action on the part of authorities. 
 

High quality support is needed to support victim recovery and should be regularly 
monitored and adjusted including from the perspective of trafficking victims. It is 
important that practitioners are trained and educated in victim protection and support 
and have opportunities for on-going professional development. It is also important that 
practitioners are sensitive, respectful and trauma-informed in their interactions with 
trafficking victims and guard their privacy and confidentiality. Cases of criminal 
negligence, maltreatment and abuse are to be taken seriously and reported to law 
enforcement to hold those responsible to account. Reports of wrong-doing should be 
carefully investigated.  

Insufficient coordination and referral  
Referral between and within some countries is well-arranged and offers seamless victim protection and 
support. Overall, though, there is inadequate referral, coordination and cooperation among agencies 
and institutions when referring between countries, and as well as when assisting trafficked persons 
within some countries.  
 
Existing procedures and mechanisms focus 
primarily on return and not referral for 
support, leaving victims unprotected once 
they leave the destination country or when 
they return to their home communities. 
Some are sent home unaccompanied (or to 
the border) without any information about 
whom they might contact for help upon 
arrival in their home countries. Others are 
accompanied only to the border and 
provided with basic information about 
where to go and who might be able to help.  
 
Often there is little to no coordination 
between service providers in the country of 
origin and destination in terms of what 
services may be useful to continue 
protection and support. Many victims are 
not referred for support services in their 
home countries. Even victims who stay in 
shelters for a long time are often not 
necessarily referred for support once they leave the shelter.  
 
There is a lack of information and materials about protection and support in victims’ home 
communities to inform them about their rights and options in a comprehensible and clear way and to 
support the referral process. 
 

It is important that practitioners cooperate and coordinate in the referral of trafficking 
victims. Protection and support should be available from initial identification and 
throughout referral, return and reintegration. Practitioners need information about 
available protection and support options in a victim’s home country/area to inform 
victims and effectively support referral. 
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What protection and support services are available in the country/area that  
you are referring victims to? What is their contact information?  
What can you do to improve the referral of victims to these agencies and  
organizations? 
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Guidance for Practitioners

Provide protection and immediate support to all trafficking victims who want and need it. 
Immediate support and protection should include, at minimum, shelter or housing, counseling and 
information, medical care, psychological support, material assistance, financial assistance and legal 
support, as well as residency and work options and voluntary return in the case of foreign nationals. 

Protection and support should not exclude or overlook any categories of trafficking victims (by 
age, gender, nationality, form of exploitation or other characteristics). Consider how to reach 
underserved populations of trafficking victims and victims living in underserviced geographic areas. 

Provide child trafficking victims with appropriate protection and support, in accordance with 
their special vulnerabilities, rights and needs. Develop skills in working with children and work to 
guard the best interests of the child in all decisions taken on their behalf. 

Assign a case worker to oversee the protection and support of each trafficking victim. Conduct a 
thorough needs assessment to identify what specific support is needed for each victim. Assess victims’ 
protection needs over time and ensure that services adapt as victims’ needs and situations change and 
in case of victims’ involvement in legal proceedings.  

Ensure that protection and support is voluntary, unconditional and without controls or 
restrictions that impede victims’ rights. Provide full information about protection and support, 
including any restrictions and requirements and ensure victims’ decisions are fully informed. Support 
should not be conditional on cooperation with law enforcement or the criminal justice process. 

Provide protection and support that is victim-centered, trauma-informed, child-friendly, gender-
sensitive and culturally appropriate. Ensure that practitioners are trained in these approaches. Adhere 
to ethical guidelines and professional codes of conduct for protection and support including do no 
harm, informed consent, confidentiality, privacy, safety, respect and non-discrimination. Report 
discrimination, maltreatment and abuse so that those responsible are held to account. 

 Access on-going professional development opportunities to ensure that all practitioners involved 
in victim protection and support are trained and educated in working with adults and children. Apply 
good practice models, standards and guidance on victim protection and support in your work.  

 Provide clear, comprehensive and accurate information about the status as a trafficking victim 
and resulting rights and entitlements. Be clear about what protection and support entails and give 
victims time to process information and to make informed and carefully considered decisions. Tailor 
information by education and language and in the case of children take into account their age and 
stage of development. Engage trafficking victims in designing information to reach victims. 

 Support victims in accessing reflection periods and temporary or permanent permission to stay, 
when legally possible. Provide support to victims who are not able to return home for safety reasons. 
Ensure that trafficking victims are not detained, charged or prosecuted for irregularly entering or 
staying in the country, or for crimes they have committed as a direct result of being trafficked. Protect 
and support trafficking victims regardless of their migration or other status.  

 Enhance the referral of trafficking victims within your country and with other countries. Provide 
victims with information about available protection and support in their home country/area to be able 
to effectively support referral. Cooperate and coordinate with practitioners in origin and destination 
areas to improve referrals and victim protection and support. 
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Notes: 
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