
The Issue

Human trafficking is not only a criminal justice issue but 
all the more a human rights violation. The EU Directive 
acknowledges that and requires Member States to take 
‘necessary measures to ensure that a person is provided 
with assistance and support as soon as the competent 
authorities have a reasonable-grounds indication for 
believing that the person might have been subjected to 
human trafficking’ Article 111. 

In Germany difficulties in assessing human trafficking 
arises because of a sometimes limited understanding of 
human trafficking in conjunction with of a narrow law 
enforcement approach in the formal identification of 
victims. This hinders the access to victim support 
especially a reflection and recovery period, thus deviating 
from Article 112. In contrast, the United Kingdom has 
established a National Referral Mechanism. Under this 
mechanism, trafficked persons are granted support in form 
of a reflection and recovery period based on reasonable 
grounds according to Article 113. 
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Exploring the discourse on human trafficking focussing on identification process and access to victim support comparing Germany and the United Kingdom

Methodology
The research situates itself within Critical 
Social Work and takes on a Grounded Theory 
approach. Theory will be developed through 
participants’ construction and voices on 
human trafficking followed by the 
researchers’ in-depth analysis and 
interpretation of the data. The interest is 
in the patterns of social interactions, their 
theoretical conceptualisation and the way 
power-relationships are manifested7. 
Therefore, cooperations with practitioners 
from specialised counselling services and the 
KOK, Bundesweite Koordinierungskreis gegen
Menschenhandel, are fundamental to this 
research to develop theory and provide 
feedback to practice. 

Identification requires Definition

International Frameworks serve as guidelines 
to define and recognise human trafficking. 
However, the concept of human trafficking 
especially along the lines of exploitation, 
vulnerability, and consent is highly debated 
and challenged4. Therefore, it is left to a 
national political discourse to define these 
critical terms and adapt them into local 
policies5.

Social work plays a decisive role, on the one 
hand by supporting those affected and on the 
other hand by fulfilling its socio-political 
mandate as a human rights profession.

Research Aim:
The research explores the current 
understanding of and approaches to human 
trafficking amongst experts, especially social 
workers in specialised counselling services, 
focussing on access to victim support. It 
seeks to answer: 

1. How are cases of human trafficking assessed 
in Germany in comparison to the United 
Kingdom?

2. What are competing interests among 
governments, NGOs and potential victims that 
hinder or promote identification and 
support? 

Expected Outcome
The research will enhance the understanding of 
human trafficking, exploitation and 
vulnerability of potential victims. It seeks 
to provide an explanatory to advance the 
understanding of human trafficking and it’s 
implications for access to victim support. It 
also seeks to fulfil Social Work’s obligation 
as a human rights profession to contribute to 
future policy discussion and development in 
victim support and assistance.
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