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Abstract 

Trafficking in human beings has been increasing these last years due to, 

amongst others, escalating international migration, growing poverty, gender 

discrimination, lack of education, corruption and armed conflicts. This crime 

includes various forms of abuse such as sexual exploitation, forced labour, 

servitude, organ removal, forced marriage, forced begging, illegal adoption or 

forced participation in armed combat and the commission of crime. The 

International Labour Organisation estimates that 20.9 million people, including an 

estimated 5.5 million children, are victims of forced labour globally. The 

international protocols on combating trafficking in human beings highlight a war 

against organised crime through punishment and immigration control policies. 

Though, by emphasising the criminal activity, international policies cast a shadow 

on the issue of forced labour itself. Consequently, there is a lack of laws and 

projects on the protection of victims. Therefore, victims are generally first 

considered as illegal immigrants leading them to social exclusion.  

Regarding sexual exploitation, the problem clearly resides in the fact that 

fighting trafficking in human beings is often conflated with fighting prostitution. In 

many countries the boundary between both activities is unclear. As a consequence, 

many sex workers – and especially immigrant prostitutes – face violent law 

enforcement operations, raids and arrests. Currently mass media not only fails to 

help detecting victims but also contribute to the marginalisation of sex workers. 

Due to the growing visibility of human trafficking in the media, it is important to 

critically analyse the current discourses on the issue and to highlight certain social 

representations and stereotypes. This presentation has three objectives: first, to 

disseminate information about trafficking in human beings; second, to expose 

sexual and gender discrimination as well as migration issues disseminated through 

mass media in the context of human trafficking; and thirdly, to offer some 

recommendations for an ethical communication on the subject. 
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1.  About trafficking in human beings  
Trafficking in human beings is a serious crime against personal freedom and is 

a serious violation of basic human rights. It involves the recruitment of persons, 

through violence, coercion and abuse of power over others, their transportation and 

their accommodation, with the sole objective of exploiting them. According to the 
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definition of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in 

Human Beings (2005): 

 

‘Trafficking in human beings’ shall mean the recruitment, 

transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 

means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a 

position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 

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.1 

 

It is important to highlight the fact that for this crime to be legally recognised as 

such, it requires three constitutive elements. First, there is the element of action: to 

offer, to deliver, to allure, to transport, to harbour and to shelter. The second 

element is the form of coercion: through violence, kidnap or threat, by fraud, by 

abuse of power, by the consent of someone who controls the victim or by abusing 

from a position of vulnerability or psychic incapacity. Finally, the third element is 

the final objective: sexual exploitation, labour exploitation, etc. 

It is also essential to understand the difference between trafficking for sexual 

exploitation and sexual exploitation of others. The latter being also an unlawful 

activity, it does not consist of all of the necessary elements to be deemed human 

trafficking. A major issue arises when observing and analysing this phenomenon: 

very few criminal cases are closed with a conviction and an appropriate sentence. 

Generally, the requisites (the three elements described above) are not fulfilled 

resulting on lighter sentences for connected crimes (i.e. exploitation of prostitution 

of others, document forgery, smuggling). The simple fact that a victim may have 

some freedom of movement prevents her from being considered as a victim of 

human trafficking.  

A clear description of a victim of trafficking for sexual exploitation is offered 

by a group of Serbian journalists: 

 

A trafficking victim is coerced into practicing prostitution. She 

cannot make free decisions on where and how she will work, she 

cannot refuse a client, she does not have the freedom of 

movement and cannot decide to quit. In addition, she is poorly 

paid – if paid at all – for the work she does, while the major 

portion of her earnings is withheld by the trafficker. To put it 

simply, she is the property of the person who bought her.2 
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According to the Council of Europe Convention and to the United Nations 

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially 

Women and Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention Against 

Transnational Organised Crime (2000), the main condition to be legally accepted 

as a victim of trafficking in human beings is to identify the perpetrators. But, 

taking into account the danger of such declarations not only to the victims but also 

to their families, trafficked people are often reluctant to testify; hence they become 

illegal immigrants and are repatriated. Therefore, victims are not only afraid of 

retaliation: they also fear the measures that authorities could undertake against 

them.  

In addition, it must be noted that some of the problems of identification of the 

victim reside not only in the vacuums of the Law but also in the blurred line 

between consent and deceit. Indeed, there are different forms of victimisation. For 

instance, regarding trafficking for sexual exploitation, the first level is total 

coercion, i.e. kidnapping. Consent is non-existent. The second level is when the 

victim voluntarily travels to another country with fake promises of employment 

(i.e. hostess, bar tender, model). The third level concerns the victims who know 

they will be working in the sex industry (i.e. lap dancer, striptease) but ignore the 

fact that they will be forced into prostitution. And the fourth level refers to the ones 

who knew they would practice prostitution but did not know to which extent they 

would be exploited. Thus, it is necessary to have sound victim detection 

procedures, the main key issue being the detection and, later, the confirmation of a 

case. In fact, this is one of the prime recommendations from various national action 

plans and international directives. 

The lack of data regarding the true extent of human trafficking seriously 

compromises the capacity of potential measures to combat this crime, especially 

considering its transnational dimension. Due to its invisibility, one can only have 

but a pale idea of the situation. Taking this in consideration, one must be careful 

when analysing statistics and governmental data and bear in mind that the 

information we have is only the top of the iceberg. 

In 2010, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimated 

that out of the 52 countries where the form of exploitation was specified, 79% of 

the victims were subjected to sexual exploitation.3 However, the number of cases 

of labour exploitation is increasing worldwide. Whether the number of victims of 

sexual exploitation is greater than the number of victims of labour exploitation is 

debatable, but it is clear that many countries have laws aimed only at the crime of 

forced prostitution. 

In Europe, the Member States of the European Union (EU) have selected 

trafficking in human beings as one of the priority areas in the fight against 

organised crime. According to Eurostat, the percentage of child victims of 

trafficking is close to 15%. The vast majority of all victims are female (80%). 
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Around 62% of the victims are trafficked for sexual exploitation and about 25% for 

labour exploitation.4  

The end of the Cold War was a key element in precipitating one of the best 

documented human trafficking flows in the world: the movement of Eastern 

European women into Western European sex markets: 61% of the identified and 

presumed victims come from Europe, the countries of birth being recurrently 

Romania, Bulgaria and the Russian Federation.5 Regarding non-European victims, 

most women come from Brazil, Nigeria, Morocco and China.6 

Vis-à-vis suspected traffickers, 45% have an EU citizenship and come from 

Bulgaria, Romania, Germany and France. Most suspected traffickers with a non-

EU citizenship come from Africa and Asia, the countries of citizenship being 

frequently Nigeria, China and Turkey. 75% of suspected traffickers are male.7 

In the UK, according to the United Kingdom Human Trafficking Centre, 2255 

potential victims were encountered in 2012. Of these potential victims, 71% were 

adults. The five most prevalent countries of origin were Romania, Poland, Nigeria, 

Vietnam and Hungary. For those reporting as a minor it was Vietnam, Nigeria, 

Slovakia, Romania and the UK. Sexual exploitation (35%) and labour exploitation 

(23%) were the two most prevalent exploitation types reported. For those reporting 

exploitation as a minor it was sexual exploitation (28%) and criminal exploitation 

(24%).8 

 

2.  Sex work and immigration in media discourses 

Mainstream media discourses tend to emphasise sex trafficking over other 

forms of labour exploitation due to strict law enforcement related to anti-

prostitution ideologies. For instance, a journalist from The Guardian stated in 

2013: 

 

We urge the UK and all European governments to implement the 

Nordic model throughout the continent. This will not only ensure 

that the lives of countless women and girls are improved, it will 

also send a strong signal to people like Zsolt, who do not fully 

appreciate that by enabling the commercial sex industry, they are 

concealing the exploitation and violence which is at its core.9 

 

Another example from April 2014 shows, in a very subtle way, the automatic 

correlation between sex work and human trafficking: 

 

At the end of a two-day meeting, organised by the bishops' 

conference of England and Wales and chaired by the archbishop 

of Westminster, Cardinal Vincent Nichols, Pope Francis met 

privately with four women, all former sex workers who were the 

victims of trafficking. In his address, the Argentinean pontiff 
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said: “Human trafficking is an open wound on the body of 

contemporary society, a scourge upon the body of Christ. It is a 

crime against humanity.”10 

 

Moreover, the classification of trafficking by the United Nations as a 

transnational organised crime has linked the discourse around trafficking to the 

discourse of irregular migration. The following quote, also from The Guardian 

illustrates this argument quite clearly: 

 

Johnson first called for an amnesty for long-term migrants last 

April. It provoked accusations of naivety from Phil Woolas, the 

immigration minister, and claims that it would lead to more 

people-trafficking.11 

 

Indeed, the vast majority of stories about trafficking are tied to sex work and 

immigrant smuggling. But one should stress that highlighting prostitution and 

immigration as the main “problems” diverts the attention from the most important 

factors of human trafficking such as poverty, the exploitation of the poorer, civil 

and political unrest in developing countries and discrimination. Also, media 

representations show an overreliance on bureaucratic and moralistic sources of 

information. As Jyoti Sanghera puts it: 

 

The dominant discourse of trafficking is based upon a set of 

assumptions…. [that] flow from unexamined hypotheses, shoddy 

research, anecdotal information or strong moralistic positions. 

The issue is not whether they are true or false, but simply one of 

pushing conclusions that are not supported by rigorous empirical 

research and a sound evidence base. This faulty methodology of 

disseminating a flow of information and data whose origins are 

questionable contributes to the construction of both the dominant 

paradigm or discourse of trafficking, as well as the mythologies 

of trafficking.12 

 

The connection between prostitution and human trafficking has serious 

consequences to all sex workers. The victimisation of the female sex worker opens 

vast, and often pointless, political and social debates about the woman’s body. 

Also, mixing voluntary and forced sex work contributes to the stereotype of female 

passivity and incapacity to seek reasonable solutions, especially poor women 

coming from developing countries.  

Regarding migration issues, there is an outstanding confusion between human 

trafficking and migrant smuggling, although they are two different crimes. Indeed, 

while the former involves the use of force and coercion against another for the 
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purpose of exploitation, the latter takes place with the consent of the migrant. This 

results on uneven public attention and services to all migrants, but above all, it can 

be seriously disadvantageous to trafficking victims due to the fact that these can be 

easily identified as illegal immigrants.  

As a result of these ideologies, the Group of Experts on Action against 

Trafficking in Human Beings of the Council of Europe (GRETA) showed, in 2012, 

its concern about the victims of trafficking in the UK who have been arrested, 

prosecuted and convicted in relation to immigration or other offences. 

Furthermore, according to GRETA: 

 

More should be done to raise awareness about internal 

trafficking and the risks of British nationals trafficked abroad, 

with a special emphasis on trafficking in children. GRETA also 

notes that the measures to discourage demand have so far 

focused on sexual exploitation and considers that more efforts 

should be made to discourage demand for the services of 

trafficked persons for the purpose of domestic servitude and 

labour exploitation. [...] As regards child victims of trafficking, 

GRETA is concerned by reports according to which a significant 

number of unaccompanied children who are placed in local 

authority care go missing.13 

 

3. Ethical communication 

Trafficking in human beings is an issue of high journalistic interest. The way 

the phenomenon is presented shapes to a wide extent the manner in which the 

viewers, the Police and the politicians will deal with it in their own field. 

Consequently, mass media has increased responsibility for the way they handle and 

present events, persons, as well as groups of the population.  

The phenomenon can be approached through its various aspects, such as the 

economic, political, legal and humanitarian aspect, as well as in the field of 

security or organised crime. Also, in order to raise awareness, journalists and 

editors could inform the public about the trafficking chain, the people who profit 

out of it, as well as the victims’ health risks. Another important matter is to explain 

the root causes of trafficking in human beings such as the situation of the countries 

of origin of the victims, economic disparities, instability and discrimination against 

women. 

The usual virtues of journalism, such as good connections, integrated research, 

and information verification using a variety of sources also stand for trafficking. 

For that, journalists should cooperate with non-governmental organisations. On 

one hand, the qualitative and quantitative surveys conducted by them, together 

with their personnel’s expertise and experience both at theoretical and practical 
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levels, offer precious information. On the other hand, the cooperation would 

provide organisations with the opportunity to disseminate their work.  

Mass media can also play a significant role in informing groups that are 

vulnerable. Smuggled migrant women are a group that runs a high risk of 

becoming victims of trafficking since they are in a foreign country, with no valid 

travel documents or work permit, with no information on their status and their 

rights and obligations. In this case, the contribution would be essential for the 

dissemination of useful information. 

An important element for the presentation of the phenomenon is the appropriate 

way in which journalists should handle their sources. This is even more crucial 

when the source of information is the victim. In this case, it is imperative that the 

journalist understands the victim’s situation and demonstrates the appropriate 

sensitivity. For a trafficking victim the description of the difficult circumstances 

under which he or she turned into a victim of exploitation is an extremely intense 

process. 

When the interview is published, it is important to protect the victim’s identity. 

For the security and protection of the victim the reference to details should be 

avoided, as they are not useful and at the same time they may lead to the victim’s 

identification. Journalists should avoid putting pressure on victims in order to get 

useless details that only aim at attracting viewers and readers. Victims are indeed 

the most interesting part of a trafficking case and journalists want a story like that. 

Nevertheless, sometimes they ignore that victims are in a vulnerable situation and 

are not protected. 

Children are another category of victims of trafficking. It should be noted that 

the term ‘children’ defines all persons under 18 years old. To cover the issue of 

trafficking in children, one must have access to a wide range of information 

concerning children. Journalists should only decide to present public information 

on minor victims provided that the children’s fundamental human rights are totally 

guaranteed. 

 

Conclusion 

The problem of trafficking in human beings is extremely complex and 

multifaceted. It requires the cooperation and coordination among many state 

agencies, international and non-governmental organisations and governments. It 

also calls for prevention campaigns and development policies in countries of 

origin, in order for potential victims to be informed and root-causes to be dealt 

with. Mass media can play a crucial role in combating trafficking in human beings. 

However, if it does not respect the journalist ethical code, it can also contribute to 

further marginalisation of those who are already in a situation of vulnerability. 

The area of trafficking in human beings is highly sensitive. Journalists are 

required to adopt a socially responsible stand and to break some traditional patterns 

which lead to stigmatisation such as sensationalism, inadequate terminology and 
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poor headlines because this only contributes to the invisibility of the phenomenon. 

Media quality in this area requires a sound investigative journalism as well as the 

competence to deploy ethical consideration in professional practice. 
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