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1 Summary 

Introduction 

Successful prosecution of perpetrators of human trafficking is dependent on, amongst other things, 

reliability of the testimonies of victims of this dehumanising practice. It is important for the judicial 

process that these testimonies are as coherent or consistent as possible.  However, the trauma sustained 

by victims can have a negative impact on these testimonies. Therefore, it is important to gain an insight 

into potential measures to limit or prevent incoherence or inconsistency as much as possible. 

In 2012, the Research and Documentation Centre (WODC) of the Ministry of Security and Justice 

instructed INTERVICT to carry out research in order to provide an insight into ways in which 

consistency and coherence of witness statements of human trafficking victims with psychological 

trauma can (potentially) be improved, for the purpose of improving the detection and prosecution of 

human trafficking offences. Seven questions underpinned this study. 

This report provides an account of the results of the research conducted. This summary 

describes in broad strokes, the outcomes of the research conducted on the basis of the seven questions. 

For the purposes of keeping this summary to a convenient format, please refer to the last closing 

conclusion paragraphs of the results chapters (5, 6, 7 and 8) and the conclusions chapter for an 

overview of all conclusions 

 

Research methodology 

Before describing the results, we first provide a brief outline of the way in which the research was 

conducted and/or how the requisite information was gathered.  

For this exploratory study, semi-structured interviews were held with police officers, 

prosecutors, and social workers (who support human trafficking victims) in Belgium, the United 

Kingdom and the Netherlands. These are people who have first-hand professional experience with 

human trafficking victims and who are experts. In each country, four people per professional group 

were interviewed. After a series of more general opening questions about human trafficking, a 

structured series of questions was asked about an actual case of traumatised human trafficking victims 

with which interviewees had (recently) come into contact. It emerged that to a large extent, these cases 

involved traumatised female victims who were subjected to sexual violence or exploitation. Additionally, 

a lecturer at the police-training academy was interviewed about human trafficking certification in the 

Netherlands. 

In addition, a systematic literature review was conducted into epidemiological studies of the 

physical, psychological and cultural issues experienced by (traumatised) victims of human trafficking.  
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Results 

The most important results per interview question are summarised below. 

 

1. How are human trafficking victims diagnosed in care institutions? Interviews with social workers 

illustrated that clinical diagnosis takes place in the same way as elsewhere in the mental health 

system in the Netherlands. This also applies to Belgium and the United Kingdom, where 

categorial and non-categorial institutions are not differentiated (in the same way). The basis for 

diagnosis remains the internationally recognised standards as captured in the DSM or ICD 

(which define the criteria for mental disorders such as PTSS). 

 

2. Which physical, psychological and ‘cultural’ issues are apparent in victims of human trafficking? To 

answer this question, a systematic literature review was carried out, which returned ‘only’ 

seven studies conducted with predominantly female victims of human trafficking. There was a 

high prevalence of sexual violence. From these studies, from which representation of 

participants could not be ascertained very well for understandable reasons, the conclusion can 

be drawn that many human trafficking victims battle with serious psychological problems that 

vary from headaches, memory issues and anxiety, to post traumatic stress syndrome (PTSS). It is 

highly likely that the incidence of PTSS ascertained amongst these victims (30-40%) is 

comparable to the incidence of PTSS found in victims of sexual violence in general 

epidemiological studies. In terms of physical health, several human trafficking victims 

contracted HIV. 

 

3. How do these issues hinder the judicial process and the ability to ascertain the facts? According to 

the interviewed police officers and prosecutors from the three countries, these psychological 

issues can affect testimonies. For example, at the outset, fearful victims may say little because 

there is not yet any trust established with the interviewer at that point, or they may retract their 

stories later for that reason. As one interviewee put it: “Victims have a protective shield around 

themselves, which can only be penetrated through gaining trust.” However, according to 

interviewees, the impact varies. According to them, some traumatised victims of human 

trafficking can remember every detail precisely. This is consistent with scientific literature on 

trauma and memory, according to which there is convincing evidence that the trauma sustained 

can influence memories of shocking events both positively and negatively. 

 

4. Which victim groups experience (partly) comparable issues that hinder the judicial process and the 

ability to ascertain the facts? At the outset of the interview, respondents were asked to give a 

general opinion about the level of influence that 15 factors could have on the consistency or 

coherence of testimonies of human trafficking victims (varying between level of intellect, fear of 

the trafficker or exploiter, language difficulties, and traumatised victims fearing ostracisation by 

family and community). The answers given by interviewees demonstrated, amongst other 

things, that any trauma can play a role, in addition to, for example, fear of having to leave the 

Netherlands, fear of being ostracised by family, and shame over what has happened. According 

to interviewees, traumatisation is a factor, in addition to various other factors as mentioned 

above, which are just as significant. In other words, in human trafficking victims wrestling with 

fear of ostracisation by family and community, coherence or consistency can be compromised as 

much as in traumatised victims. Often there is a (complex) interplay of factors. 
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5. Are specific measures taken in those cases to facilitate the judicial process (for example in terms of 

care/diagnosis/treatment)? If so, which? Are these effective? Are they also applicable to victims of 

human trafficking in the Netherlands? From the interviews in Belgium, the United Kingdom and 

the Netherlands we can gather that in general, neither the police nor the Public Prosecutor make 

any specific preparations to support the judicial process when it is clear that the human 

trafficking victim is traumatised. The interviews show that police workers more or less assume 

that these victims are traumatised. They reported during interviews that in general, they took 

no other, specific or extra special measures applicable only to traumatised victims of human 

trafficking, apart from the essential preparations and interview techniques they also apply to 

other victims, such as providing information (about the process as a whole and everyone’s 

roles), offering comfort, taking things slowly and not rushing victims. A great deal of importance 

is placed on these matters, however. 

 Furthermore, the absence of very specific preparations applicable to human trafficking 

victims is not to say that all victims are treated exactly the same. The core message of 

interviewees is that when questioning traumatised human trafficking victims, they are dealt 

with on a case-by-case basis to limit or prevent incoherence or inconsistency as much as 

possible (thus, dependent on the situation, the emotions and behaviour of victims and others). 

Social workers convey that they have a different role to that of the police and the Public 

Prosecutor. The social workers interviewed indicated that their role is to support the (mental) 

health of victims (through treatment) and that they have no interest in fact finding. Research has 

shown that police and the Public Prosecutor interviewees are not apprised of a possible 

diagnosis. 

 

6. Are specific modifications made to legal proceedings in those cases? If so, which? Are these 

effective? Can these also be used in human trafficking prosecutions? The answers to these 

questions are in line with the answers to the previous question: account is taken of each 

individual victim and the specific circumstances in of the victim and his or her condition. 

Adaptations can vary from taking short breaks as needed by the victim, questioning via studio or 

video link, adjustments to questioning of victims with a (suspected) lower IQ, for an investigator 

to travel to the victim, or having the statement written up because the account lacks structure. 

Psychologists are involved in varying degrees. External experts, like trauma specialists or 

voodoo experts are brought in very sporadically. 

 

7. Do these questioning methods at present form part of the training that police investigators 

undergo for certification on human trafficking? Based on the interview with the Dutch Police 

Academy about human trafficking certification (12-day course on ‘other forms of exploitation’ 

and 7-day course on ‘sexual exploitation’) and examination of the study materials, it emerged 

that there were no specific questioning techniques for traumatised victims of human trafficking 

encompassed in the training for human trafficking certification. The certification focuses on 

knowledge, attitude and skills, in which awareness of attitude and skills (sincerity) during 

questioning features prominently and dominantly through exercises based on actual cases. This 

approach to questioning is very useful, but not specifically in the questioning of traumatised 

victims of human trafficking. 
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Conclusion 

 

From these 7 questions, researchers drew the conclusion that the collective aim of all questions was the 

following: ‘To gain an insight into the experience gained and solutions which, when put into practice, can 

contribute as much as possible to the prevention of potential inconsistency or incoherence in witness 

statements caused by the effects of trauma sustained (after all, inconsistency or incoherence can also have 

other causes). Based on the research results, we have arrived at the following activities or interventions 

in this context, which may also be of interest to other criminal justice system officials (who were not 

interviewed), such as magistrates and judges. 

1. Ensure appropriate treatment that contributes to the victim finding calm (as far as possible), 

being able to give his or her account, being given space, regaining control and trust, and so on. 

Sincerity, respect, transparency, competence and pragmatism on the part of the interviewer, 

officer or social worker are important prerequisites. Tangible examples are: a.) ensuring that the 

victim regains a sense of control, such as giving victims a physical location that enables them to 

quickly leave the area during questioning, b.) to really have patience with the victim during 

questioning and to give him or her space, and stopping/pausing questioning as a gesture of 

empathy and understanding when the victim becomes and remains very upset.  

2. Provision of information about, for example, what the interviewee can expect in the short or 

longer term, the roles of the professionals in the process, the nature of (criminal) proceedings 

and the implications for the victim involved, and so on. Tangible examples are a.) an explanation 

of residency regulations for victims of human trafficking (previously the B9 regulation1) and b.) 

explaining that the victim may always correct the interviewer if he or she feels they are making 

a mistake: that the victim is expected to simply say if they do not know something and that it is 

not necessary to make something up. 

3. Adjustments to proceedings, such as the speed of individual steps (or sub-steps) that should be 

taken on a case-by-case basis in human trafficking contexts, or with victims of human trafficking. 

Tangible examples include: a.) ensuring timely breaks or deferring questioning when it is clear 

that the victim cannot tolerate further questioning and b.) taking the time to build trust with the 

victim before questioning. 

4. Third party participation, if, for example, it gradually emerges that, despite all activities and 

interventions and for various reasons, questioning is not proceeding well and not producing 

consistent and coherent accounts. In such cases, the input of experts or external parties can 

contribute to potential solutions for such issues. Tangible examples are: a.) a detective bringing 

in a behavioural expert or b.) bringing in another expert or colleague from elsewhere.  

5. Identification of factors that could influence occurrence of inconsistency or incoherence in the 

testimonies of victims. As stated by interviewees, these could be caused partly or mainly by 

pressure/threats from the human trafficker, concerns about the safety of loved ones at home, 

fears of having to leave the country, and so on. It is possible that trauma also plays a (great) role, 

but addressing only the consequences of trauma in terms of consistency and coherence of 

testimonies through the abovementioned points leads to a risk of the impact of these other 

factors being unjustly ignored.  

                                                   

1 www.ind.nl/organisatie/themas/mensenhandel/verblijfsregeling/Paginas/default.aspx 


