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Psychological perspectives on human trafficking in the context of the asylum 

claim 
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  Refugees are at particular risk for human trafficking – a consequence of their vulnerable 
status, 
the devastating losses they have experienced, their precarious mental state and life situations 
until durable solutions become available. There is strong evidence that the migration crisis has 
been exploited by criminal networks involved in trafficking in human beings to target the most 
vulnerable, in particular women and children. 

Each year a large number of people fleeing violent conflicts are taking dangerous sea and land 
routes to reach Europe. While most of these people are being transported by smugglers who do 
not seek their exploitation, many of them are at high risk of falling victim to human trafficking in 
the process.  

Refugees and asylum-seekers are particularly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation at different 
stages of their flight, including at their destination. They may be compelled to use smugglers as 
their only means to flee persecution, conflict and violence without travel or identity documents, 
to cross dangerous terrain and to circumvent border controls that prohibit access to asylum-
seekers, exposing them to risk. Once at their destination they may encounter discrimination, 
restrictions on freedom of movement, inadequate or nonexistent livelihood or educational 
opportunities, and experience limited access to humanitarian assistance or other support 
systems. This can push them to solicit smugglers in order to move in search of better protection 
and/or opportunities, or into the hands of traffickers who may prey on refugees and asylum-
seekers residing in camps, reception centers or other settlements. 
 
Persons who have been trafficked across an international border, in transit or at destination, may 
be in need of international protection as refugees on the basis of this experience. 

Among the factors that increase trafficking risks for refugees are their physical insecurity; social, 
economic and political marginalization; victimization by smugglers facilitating refugee 
movement; experience with sexual violence; social isolation or other negative consequences 
resulting from sexual violence; pressure to engage in survival sex; severe disruptions to family 
structure; and lack of legal protection. 

Without documents or legal authorization, marginalized by language or dialect, desperate 
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for work in order to survive, and unfamiliar with employers in the community of refuge, asylum 
seekers/refugees are extremely vulnerable to labor exploitation of all kinds, including human 
trafficking. Vulnerable populations, such as single women and separated children, are at greatest 
risk. 
During flight, sexual violence and coercion is also common. The destruction of social systems 
and social ties increases levels of sexual violence, and criminal elements prey on defenseless 
refugees. Women and children are sometimes forced to exchange sexual services for survival – 
for food, protection, passage across borders, or other critical needs. 

Sexual violence is a common and horrific feature of life for many refugee women. For some, the 
pain is compounded by cultural practices that condemn victims of sexual violence. In some 

cultures, women who have been raped, engaged in survival sex, prostituted themselves to 
support their families, or experienced sexual violence are socially isolated, shunned, or even 
subject to further acts of violence from family or community members intent on protecting a 
traditional sense of honor. Such women, excluded from their social worlds and the protection of 
their communities, may be even more vulnerable to further acts of sexual violence or coercion 
as a result. They are also individuals at serious risk of falling into the hands of sex traffickers. 

Therefore, it is a fact that there are some links between cross-border trafficking and the mixed 
migration and refugee flows. Somebody may already be a victim of trafficking in the country of 
origin and become an asylum seeker on these grounds, but it is also true that many factors can 
increase a person’s vulnerability to human trafficking during the migration/asylum seeking 
process. Refugees fleeing persecution or other dangers in their country are particularly 
vulnerable to traffickers. Similarly, migrants and refugees who have been smuggled are 
particularly vulnerable to being exploited because of lack of opportunity in the destination 
country and the costs associated with smuggling, creating a huge debt, which they are not able 
to pay off. 

Trafficking in persons is driven by a range of factors, many of which are not related to migration. 
At the same time, as per above mentioned, some people who migrate and refugees escaping 
from conflict and persecution are particularly vulnerable to being trafficked. The desperation of 
refugees can be leveraged by traffickers to deceive and coerce them into exploitation. There are 
therefore overlaps between victims of trafficking in persons, refugees and smuggled migrants: 
Victims of trafficking may be migrants who have been smuggled and may also be refugees, 
amongst others. 
Considering this, a claim for international protection presented by a victim or potential victim of 
trafficking can arise in a number of distinct sets of circumstances: 

 The victim may have been trafficked abroad, may have escaped her or his traffickers and 
may seek the protection of the State where she or he now is.  

 The victim may have been trafficked within national territory, may have escaped from her 
or his traffickers and have fled abroad in search of international protection.  
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 The individual concerned may not have been trafficked but may fear becoming a victim 
of trafficking and may have fled abroad in search of international protection. In all these 
instances, the individual concerned must be found to have a “well-founded fear of 
persecution” in order to be recognized as a refugee. 
 

International protection of the trafficked asylum seekers might be challenged by their very 
specific vulnerability. Asylum seekers identified as victims of trafficking need to benefit from 
specific social and legal support and reception conditions, as well as from an asylum procedure 
adapted to their needs. Meeting such specific needs can best ensure that trafficking victims can 
benefit from international protection. Some data from European studies shows that very few 
victims of trafficking who apply for asylum are granted refugee status or subsidiary protection 
mainly because they have enormous difficulties to express their individual story: they may be 
under influence, are rarely aware of their rights and have been through traumatic experiences. 
Their stories could be often encountered with mistrust on behalf of the authorities. Moreover, 
in some contexts, the asylum application can be used by criminal networks and traffickers 
exploiting victims to make sure they could legally stay on the territory. In these cases, the victims 
are given invented stereotyped asylum stories which they are forced to tell to the asylum 
authorities and support organisations. Therefore, issues around credibility and the need to build 
trust are vital to allow victims of trafficking to come forward.  
 
Understanding the special needs of victims of trafficking in the asylum procedures 
 

1. Need for building mutual trust 
Due to the very specific characteristics of trafficking and in particular the coercion and influence 
that traffickers exert on their victims as well as their isolation from society, building trust is 
fundamental to give them the opportunity to self-identify as victims of trafficking and/or tell their 
true story during the asylum procedure. Some studies shows that the majority of the asylum 
seekers lack trust in state officials and persons from the host society, and tend to trust more in 
their compatriots and third country nationals sharing a similar language and who had already 
been through the asylum process. 
 
Building trust is challenging as those involved in the asylum process are aware of abuse of the 
system by traffickers, who can force their victims to apply for international protection to obtain 
temporary leave to remain in the country for the duration of the asylum procedure. Although 
this in itself cannot be the sole reason for the distrust described above, from the authorities, 
undoubtedly it increases any suspicions they have as to the truthfulness of asylum claims. At the 
same time, victims are being provided with forged documents and instructed to give a fake story 
to asylum actors, including support organisations. Combined, the foregoing makes authorities 
suspicious as to victims’ stories as such, who themselves, in many instances, recognised their 
distrust. 

2. Need for information provision and legal support 
Asylum procedures are complex, yet often victims have difficulties in finding reliable information 
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on such procedures. In many cases, victim receives information from members of their own 
community, including members of the community who had previously been trafficked. The  
information on rights of victims of trafficking within the asylum procedure is seen as a means of 
building trust and empowering victims. 
Presumed victims of trafficking should systematically be informed of their rights and entitlements 
when they identified as victims of trafficking, including when they are detected in the asylum 
process.  
Where applicable, they should also be informed about their right to benefit from a recovery and 
reflection period, as they need to take some time to rest, both physically and mentally, prior to 
entering the 
asylum process. Coupled with adequate legal and psycho-social support this would place them in 
a better position when entering the asylum process. 
 

3. Need for specific guarantees during the personal interview 
The personal interview is a crucial step in the asylum procedure. However, it also constitutes a 
particularly challenging moment for victims of trafficking 
 

 Friendly environment 
Most victims need to be heard with kindness and interest during asylum interviews. This is 
particularly important given the difficult stories being told by victims which can bring up painful 
memories and thus lead to harm for the victim. A friendly environment can also help the victims 
who have given a first story that does not reflect their genuine fears and true circumstances, 
which could otherwise negatively impact the assessment of their claim. 
 

 Being supported during the interview 
It would be beneficial for trafficked asylum seeker to be accompanied by a support person during 
the interview. It requires taking into account any logistic or practical aspects to ensure such 
support can be provided. It is important to always ask the persons what they need and what 
would best answer their needs, to the extent of what can effectively be provided to them in order 
not to create unrealistic expectations that will later be deceived. Being supported during the 
interview also means that parents with children are offered childcare during their interview. 
 

 Preferences for gender 
Asylum applicants being victims of trafficking should be asked of the case-worker conducting the 
interview, as well as the interpreter. The victim’s needs in this respect should not be decided by 
their support organisation/person or by the national authority in charge of conducting the 
personal interview. Therefore the onus for this is on asylum authorities, and requires a certain 
level of pro-activeness to not only offer the possibility of a specific gender for interviewer and 
interpreter, but also explain why this might be relevant for the asylum seeker since individuals 
may not recognise or even fully realise what difference the gender of interviewer/interpreter will 
have until they are in the interview and may not appreciate they have the right to specify the 
gender and it is acceptable for them to express a preference. 
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 Being asked and questioned on trafficking 
The trafficked asylum seekers should be asked and encouraged to talk about trafficking 
background, giving them the opportunity to talk about their experience as victims of trafficking. 
 
In analyzing the asylum claims of victims of attempted trafficking, it is important to understand 
the nature of human trafficking and the persecution victims fear if returned to their native 
countries. Human trafficking constitutes a modern-day form of slavery, and in the case of sex 
trafficking includes rape, violence, psychological torment, and even the infliction of disease and 
addiction. Victims of trafficking may find returning to the country of origin intolerable due to the 
psychological trauma inflicted by the persecution suffered during the past experiences. Those 
who were trafficked into prostitution may also fear discrimination and ostracism by the family, 
the local community, or the local authorities upon return. 
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