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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report is the result of research conducted within the TRACE project focussed on the
activities of the perpetrators by developing an understanding of the structure, social
relationships, modus operandi, travel routes and technologies associated with different types
of human trafficking (human trafficking for sexual exploitation, labour exploitation, forced
criminal activities etc.).
Methodology
First, a literature study was done in order to identify the knowledge gaps and factors to be
included in our research. We have considered literature on profiling, on theories and
perspectives of human trafficking, and on the characteristics of the perpetrators. Through this
literature review, we were able to create a list of factors to be included in our research.
Following from the literature review a checklist, interview protocols, and questionnaires were
developed to conduct the empirical research. These instruments were used to collect data from
court files, interviews with and questionnaires from traffickers, interviews with experts, and
interviews with victims. As the same research instruments were used by all partner countries
data was comparable and consistent.
In total 160 court and police files were studied from four different European countries,
representing areas usually associated with origin, transit and destination of human trafficking.
In the 160 files we found information on 233 traffickers. In addition, we interviewed or
received information by way of questionnaires from 101 traffickers. Lastly, we consulted a
range of professional experts, victims of human trafficking, lawyers and social workers. The
total number of conducted and studied questionnaires is 50.
Literature review

Interviews /
questionnaires
with experts and
victims

Methodology

Analysis of court and police files
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Demographics
Traffickers are predominantly male. Out of 334 cases of traffickers considered (based on
interviews, questionnaires and court files) 280 traffickers were males and 54 were female.
Some of the female traffickers were found to be former victims of trafficking in human
beings.
The age of the traffickers ranges from minors to 70+, although both age categories at the end
side are exceptions. The majority of traffickers (174; 52.1%) were 36 or older, whilst 104
(31.1%) were between 26-35 years old.
The nationality and cultural background of the traffickers differ per country; in Romania and
Bulgaria traffickers originate mainly from within the country and especially from the Roma
community. In the Netherlands there is more diversity among nationality and cultural
background. People from Surinam, Antillean, Turkish and Moroccan descent are highly
present, together with people from eastern European countries and Dutch traffickers. A few
traffickers have a double nationality. However, we have to be cautious in generalising our
results regarding nationality of traffickers as we were only able to carry out research in a
limited number of EU countries.
Family bonds are very strong and in some cases, family is involved in the trafficking. In
Muslim families for example, family (in particular the mother) is often involved in the
trafficking by collecting or keeping the money. The mother is “worshipped” and in return,
mothers are very protective towards their children.
Most traffickers are either married or in a relationship (56.3%); Sometimes the wife is
involved as a prostitute or otherwise. Moreover, the majority (67.7%) had children. In cases
of domestic servitude the wife and husband were both engaged in trafficking and related
offences. In other cases the wife is aware of the trafficking but may not have an active role or
merely suspects something.
In general, traffickers have low levels of education having only completed primary school.
Failing in school seems to be an important factor that contributed to becoming involved in
crime. Furthermore, some boys learnt that being popular gives you power as others get scared
of you, already early in school. In our research we came across only 10 traffickers who had a
University education. However notwithstanding lack of education they are street smart and
aware of the various laws.
Unemployment rates among traffickers are generally high, although some consider their
trafficking acts a legitimate business and some have had low income jobs others have been
unemployed prior to their criminal activities. Common amongst Dutch cases is that the
traffickers receive social security funds.
6
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A large part of the traffickers (41.9%) has a criminal record but only few were previously
convicted for trafficking with some interesting differences between the countries. In the
Netherlands prior convictions (all crimes) was higher (66,7%). Violent crimes, property
crimes (including burglary), theft, possession of weapons and drugs rape or other sexual
offences were the most prevalent in all countries.
Childhood and family
The way children are raised has an impact on the rest of their development throughout their
lifetime. From the literature review it was found that issues such as poor health, lack of
money, domestic violence and low level of education impacted upon the traffickers’
background. Lack of a stable family or lack of emotional attention is also possible factors to
drive someone towards criminality. For some people, additional factors, such as a criminal
family, push them to cross the line.
In the file study as well as the expert interview analysis it was found that traffickers are close
to certain people in their families, whether it is a paternal/maternal figure or their partners.
They often have a good relationship with their parents and grandparents. In general, they are
very close to their family members and remain so during their life course. However, the
traffickers often come from poor families. Furthermore, there is a group of trafficker that
come from broken and violent families, or criminal families, although that was not an
overwhelming majority. These traffickers are raised with criminality and violence and easily
enter the scene and use violence themselves. However, even within such families close ties
with one or some of the family members do exist and relatively often with the mother,
because she was subjected to similar incidences of violence. Interestingly, following the
interviews with traffickers the background and childhood of the traffickers differ between the
countries; in the Netherlands around two-thirds of the traffickers were raised in disrupted
families while in Romania and Bulgaria this was much lower with numbers around 6-8%.
In conclusion it seems that trafficking is either fully supported and the family takes
advantages of the situation (trafficking is undertaken as a ‘family business’) or the trafficking
is fully ignored. There seems to be less in between.
Social life
Social networks are often crime related. Trafficking is a crime not easily performed alone.
The trafficker needs accomplices. Family is often important to play this role. It seems
traffickers’ social lives mainly developed around people involved in trafficking or other
criminal activities. Many individuals around the traffickers (family and friends) know about
the criminal activities. Further, traffickers mainly have relationships of mutual interest and
their social contacts are functional. Also, traffickers often do not want to live in the ‘usual’
way of working and family life.
Traffickers are outgoing persons, they socialise a lot with individuals of the same ethnicity,
are both socially and economically active, and follow cultural events. In addition they have an
active “weekend life”, whereby they go out to clubs or other social events. It was further
suggested that traffickers frequently internet cafes and places of worship of their religion, as
7
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these venues attract a great portion of Diasporas, and this very fact gives them the opportunity
to meet more people and become aware of new possibilities.
Furthermore, it seems as if processes of exclusion are present in traffickers’ lives, which
makes them prone to looking for other ways and options to live a life. For example,
traffickers were unable to keep up at school, did not get any diploma’s and therefore no
regular work, which makes them vulnerable to other (illegal) ways to earn a living and be
involved in networks of people in the same position without a regular position in society.
Practicing religion does not seem to play a major role, though some religious, cultural or
ethnic aspects do seem to shape traffickers’ view on women. This view is often very
instrumental. In Muslim cultures, non-Muslim girls, especially those who are in a certain way
promiscuous (clothing, behaviour, pre-marriage sex for example), are an easy and convenient
pick. In Roma cultures the involvement in sexual exploitation is widespread. In African
culture, voodoo plays a role in imposing fear on victims.
Health
Expert respondents argued that the traffickers on the whole enjoy a healthy life, both
physically and mentally. In the court/police file study psychological health problems were
reported in only 14% of the cases while there were no such problems in 47% of the cases. Of
the remaining traffickers it remained unknown whether they had psychological health
problems. Experts most often reported a personality disorder or narcissistic personality. One
of the characteristics of human traffickers seems to be that they do not have any empathic
skills, they cannot relate to their victims.
It seems that alcohol addiction and abuse is low among traffickers. Although drug use is
reported in some cases (e.g. cocaine or cannabis), on the whole drug addiction does not seem
to be a major problem for most traffickers.
Characteristics and Personality
An interesting difference in perception of traffickers’ personality was found between the way
traffickers described themselves and the way they were described by the victims, experts and
social environment, who gave the following characteristics:
Arrogant / rude / inhumane / manipulative / street-smart / soft spoken / sly /
ruthless / addicted to power / charming / sociable / manipulative / selfish /
calculating / refined / self-confident / aggressive / intimidating / lack of or
defective and disturbed morality / strong sexual drive.
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Traffickers themselves gave the following characteristics:
Creative personality / honest / fair / strict and orderly / communicative /
positive / conscientious / naïve / a good man / helpful / respectful /
trustworthy / intelligence / sense of humour / a man of principle.

Similarities with descriptions of narcissists or anti-social personality are prominent and
traffickers are often labelled as such by experts and the environment. They use power and
violence instrumentally, both physically and emotionally and they have in common to show
no remorse, guilt or regrets. They are convinced that the victims wanted this, that the victims
consented to all and the traffickers only wanted to help his victim.
Also, some traffickers are averse to living the ´usual way´ of working and family life. They
are in need for sensation and action. They are addicted to the way of life as trafficker and/or
criminal.
Committing the crime of trafficking requires the traffickers to be alert 24/7 the reason why
not many of them are addicted to alcohol. Drugs use and abuse seems to be more common
among traffickers although the amount they use remains rather vague. But overall it seems
that alcohol nor drugs is abused excessively.
Their view on women and law
Half of the traffickers consider women equal to men but at the same time there were answers
that showed a perception of women as a commodity. The views of women by the traffickers
are described as: they are for sale and a means to financial gain, prone to addictions, easily
manipulated and psychologically unstable. In Cyprus all victims, unanimously, agreed that
traffickers perceive women to be commodities, easy prey for both sexual and labour
exploitation.
Obtaining information on perception of law was not easy – especially from reviewing the
court cases as traffickers were mainly in denial of their guilt. However, in Romania traffickers
do not seem to trust police very much.
Types of traffickers:
Different types of traffickers can be distinguished:
- There are older traffickers, who fall in love with a woman in prostitution or provide a girl
they like with housing, who then turns out to be a minor. They more or less are accidentally
involved in the trafficking. They are around 50 years old and in a relationship. They
sometimes have some education and regular work.
- There are individuals who claim to have been forced or tricked into the trafficking business.
However, this type of trafficker was a rarity.
9
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- There is the group that are characterised as players / loverboys varying between 20 and 40
years old. In our research they were Romanian, Polish or half-Dutch with a dual nationality.
They do not have a relevant or higher education nor regular work. They know how to
manipulate women or girls and there is always some sort of ‘romantic’ aspect to their
relationship, it is not only a business relationship, there are some emotions binding involved,
be it functional or not. Within this group there are two sub-groups:
- Those who do not have a great life and go into trafficking in order to have a better life and
find the trafficking is lucrative.
- Traffickers who are born in a criminal environment where trafficking (or crime) is very
normal to them.
Recruitment and methods of control
Recruitment can take place anywhere. Traffickers may meet victims in clubs, on the streets,
or via advertisements. In quite a number of cases the traffickers admitted to knowing the
victim but denied any exploitation or intent to exploit.
Faking a love affair is most commonly used as form of recruitment. The trafficker’s charm
the girls and make an array of promises to them. The lover boy method is especially used with
vulnerable girls (low IQ, in youth care institutions, with problematic background). The period
of the love affair prior to luring into prostitution has shortened and the methods of forcing the
‘girlfriend’ in prostitution have become more violent and refined, often with using photos or
video’s recorded with mobile phones to blackmail the girls.
In the Netherlands different types of control are reported: ‘the Moroccans are the loverboy
types who let girls work in prostitution ‘out of love’. Africans, or Nigerians, work with a
culture of fear with voodoo. And it seems the Bulgarian female ‘victims’ know exactly what
they are doing’. Other ways to control is making girls addicted to drugs, verbal pressure, and
psychological manipulation.
Interview subjects conceded that traffickers often adopt a manipulative tactic, of treating the
“would-be victim” with care and sensitivity. Once the victim is in a situation of exploitation
the traffickers than “reveal his/her true character”.
Motives
Persuasive attempts to understand organized crime are rooted in the economic analysis of the
organizations and their players. As such for a better understanding of the incentives associated
with participating in the business of human trafficking we can borrow from those models that
teach us that economic incentives matter for peoples decisions as to whether to engage in
crime or not. Based on economic theories we can assume that financial gain and the pursuit of
profit are the primary incentives for engaging in the crime. Indeed, our research proved this:
money was a dominant key factor for committing the crime.
Moreover, appeared that the money was easier and faster to earn than in other crimes. The
notion of financial gain corresponds to the perception of human trafficking as a low risk high
gain venture, a feature which was noted in the Romanian case files, where the majority of the
10
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traffickers (around 70%) appreciated the substantial financial side of trafficking in persons
crime to be a good reason to start and even continue in perpetrating.
Traffickers are often in need for money because they are unemployed and (potentially due to
lack of education) have little opportunities to participate in the legal employment sector. In
addition the file study conducted in the Netherlands revealed that some 50% of the traffickers
was in debt and that at least one forth is reliant on social welfare funding. Together with the
finding that at least one fifth is involved for the money trafficking can generate, suggests that
a weak financial position plays a role for traffickers to step in committing the crime of
trafficking. They need money to live a good/better life. Trafficking is like any other business;
traffickers weigh the costs and benefits and invest (time and money) in a potential lucrative
product.
In addition reputation and the wish of being successful within the scene (which increases if
you are convicted) is important. Some are addicted to the way of life in the criminal scene,
with lots of action and kicks.
In our research we noted a distinction between those who want to live a ‘better’ life (in terms
of money and social economic position) and those who grew up in criminality and who were
pulled in by family, friends or partners. The network theory can explain that individuals enter
the crime of THB because of the environment that they surround themselves with. That
environment can relate to school, family and peer clusters. For a noticeable proportion of
traffickers, there is a substantial history of prior contact with the business of human
trafficking through friends of family. Crimes tend to persist across areas where previously the
crime was active, so one can become involved in the crime of human trafficking due to peer
group or neighbourhood effects. In addition children can follow their parents and other family
members into the network of human trafficking.
The enjoyment of power was also a response given by the interview respondents; amongst
men especially the motivation may be to prove masculinity or a macho status. It was also
highlighted that in some cases the crime was committed, to amongst other things, satisfy own
sexual needs.
Another motive includes wanting to do something good and to help the women and girls, and
then they are tricked into the trafficking. Furthermore, the low chances of getting caught also
seems to be taken into account by the traffickers.
Lastly, trafficker’s reasons for engaging in this particular crime can also be explained by the
neutralization techniques as some individuals can find justifications for the actions. In our
empirical research we noted four forms of neutralization: denial or responsibility, denial of
injury and appeal to higher cultural loyalties.

11
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1

INTRODUCTION

Trafficking in human beings (THB) continues to draw global focus, fostering debates on
criminal responses, victim protection and prevention methods. The European Union, national
governments, law enforcement persons, academics and civil society bodies are working to
fight and eradicate this crime. However, as prosecution of the crime of human trafficking
remains low there is a continuing need to better understand this particular offence.
It is suggested by literature that human traffickers have reached a certain level of
professionalism and are organized through criminal groups.1 However, it is argued here that
in fact the legal and law enforcement narratives of ‘the trafficker’ and ‘the victim’ differ
significantly from the ethnographic narrative of which the findings show that perpetrators are
not as transnational, organized, and homogeneous as considered in the legal and law
enforcement discourse. 2 The (criminal) networks seem to consist of several unattached
smaller groups and individuals operating apart from each other and only collaborating when
necessary. Therefore, there is a need for empirical research that could break the stereotype of
the trafficker and provide us more insight into the (groups of) people involved in human
trafficking.
In Work Package (WP) three the TRACE project sought to examine the human trafficking
industry in more detail and in direct relation to the perpetrators. This included conducting a
study on the specific characteristics of individuals involved in the human trafficking industry,
and their interactions with one another and larger criminal networks. It was acknowledged at
the outset that little is known about the traffickers, their characteristics and their upbringing.
The need for a formalised fact-finding exercise on the typologies of human traffickers formed
the ethos of this section of the TRACE project. Questions at the forefront of this study (copies
of interview questions and questionnaires are attached to this report in Annex 1) included,
albeit were not limited to:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

What are the demographics of the traffickers (sex, age, nationality)?
What is the relationship status of traffickers and do they have children?
What are the personal characteristics of human traffickers?
What social environment were human traffickers raised in?
Do human traffickers have past convictions?
How and why the traffickers got involved in the crime, what were the incentives?
Was there a feeling of remorse amongst the traffickers?
Had any traffickers been victim of human trafficking?

The value of these questions is emphasised by the Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Europe (OSCE) who in their report argued that: ‘[t]o fully understand the mechanisms of
human trafficking, it is necessary to focus not only on the environment or situations which
make potential victims more vulnerable to trafficking, but also on those factors that facilitate
the traffickers and those who participate or aid in the crime of trafficking.’3

1

Surtees, R., “Traffickers And Trafficking In Southern And Eastern Europe: Considering The Other Side Of Human Trafficking”, European
Oude Breuil, Brenda Carina, Dina Siegel, Piet van Reenen, Annemarieke Beijer and Linda Roos, “Human trafficking revisited: legal,
enforcement and ethnographic narratives on sex trafficking to Western Europe”, Trends in Organized Crime, Vol. 14(1), 2011, pp.30-46 p.
43.
3
Aronowitz, Alexis. Theuermann, Gerda and Elena Tyurykanova, Analysing the Business Model of Trafficking in Human Beings to Better
Prevent the Crime. OSCE, Vienna, 2010, http://www.osce.org/cthb/69028 p.15
2
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In asking these questions the authors were able to combine information and conduct an
analysis. The study contained in this report paints a picture of the traffickers, based on
consolidated information from: (i) convicted traffickers who were interviewed or filled out a
questionnaire; (ii) interviews with experts and victims; (iii) court/police files concerning cases
of human trafficking where the perpetrator was found guilty. The research focused on the
TRACE case study countries of the Netherlands, Romania, Bulgaria, Cyprus, England and to
a lesser degree Poland.
At the outset of this report it is already desirable to disclose a finding. Namely, we found very
little evidence of traffickers being former victims of the crime of trafficking in human beings.
It is worth recalling the position of literature, which acknowledges this phenomenon. The
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) found cases in the former Soviet Union
where trafficked women became recruiters. A large proportion of these women were
previously exploited in the sex industry and as such it is a business they knew best and was
almost a natural route for them.4 This is also the case for Nigerian madams who have been
trafficked and afterwards become traffickers.5 However in our empirical study we found no
hard evidence of the same, and as such we are unable to comment further than what current
literature reveals.
The report takes on the following structure. In section two we will consider the existing
literature on profiling, on theories and perspectives of human trafficking, and on the
characteristics of the perpetrators. Psychological perspectives and methodologies relevant to
our research will also be discussed.
Section three provides an overview of the methodology used in this report, whilst examples of
the research tools (questions, questionnaires) are attached to the annex.
Section four is a summary report of the information collected from court files. Section five is
a summary report of the material collected from the traffickers and section six is an overview
of the information collected from experts on human trafficking and trafficker persons.
In section seven we draw the information together to highlight concluding observations and
provide interested stakeholders (law enforcement persons, civil society bodies and policy
makers) with recommendations and points to consider. Through the report we acknowledge
that there is a continuing need for on-going, comprehensive, pan European data collection in
relation to this topic.

4
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Trafficking in Persons Global Patterns. UNODC, Vienna, 2006,
http://www.unodc.org/pdf/traffickinginpersons_report_2006-04.pdf p.7
5
Kleemans, E., “Organized Crime, Transit Crime, and Racketeering”, in Michael Tonry and Catrien Bijleveld (eds), Crime and Justice in the
Netherlands, University of Chicago Press, Chcago, 2007, pp.163 -217, p.184
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1.1

CLARIFICATION OF TERMINOLOGY

Education

In our analysis we divided education into sections. Each country has their own
school system so there is a margin of error in our analysis, however on the
whole:
! Primary school refers to schooling between ages 6 -12/13
! Secondary lower education refers to schooling between ages 12/13 – 16
! Secondary higher education refers to schooling between ages 16 - 18
! Vocational training/education is education within vocational schools
that prepares people for a specific trade. It directly develops expertise in
techniques related to technology, skill and scientific technique to span
all aspects of the trade. Also known as practical education.

Lover boy

The lover boy method is a manner in which human traffickers lure vulnerable
people into exploitative situations. Men fake relationships and give promises of
love, a better life and marriage in order to get girls to “follow” them to new
destinations on jobs.

Personality ‘Personality is the relatively enduring, distinctive, integrated, and functional set
of psychological characteristics that result from people’s temperaments
interacting with their cultural and developmental experiences. There are many
different components of personality that psychologists call traits, some of
which are associated with the probability of committing antisocial acts.’6
Human
The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or reception of persons,
Trafficking including the exchange or transfer of control over those 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.7

6

Walsh, A. and Ellis, L., Criminology. SAGE Publications, Thousand Oaks, 2007 p.175
European Parliament and the Council, Directive 2011/36/EU of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and
protecting its victims, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHA, OJ L 101/7, 15.4.2011
7
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2

LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to identify the knowledge gaps and factors to be included in our research, we
considered the existing literature on profiling, on theories and perspectives of human
trafficking, and on the characteristics of the perpetrators. A summary is presented below.
2.1

PROFILING IN CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS

In the past, criminal psychologists have based their understandings of criminal behaviour
mainly on personality traits: the relatively stable and enduring tendencies to behave in a
particular way. Traits theories assume that people show consistent behaviour across time and
place and are a characterization of one’s personality, with little or no consideration of one’s
environment. Identifying personality variables was considered to determine and predict which
individuals would be most likely to engage in criminal behaviour.8 Although contemporary
criminal psychology has moved away from this approach and now tends to focus on the
environment, some aspects of the trait approach still exist in profiling.9
Profiling is a technique originally used for criminal investigation. It is a process to identify
the major personality, behavioural and demographic variables and traits of an offender based
on evidence from the crime scene.10 In contrast to the popular TV-series and movies where
the unknown offender of a (series of) crime(s) is usually identified through profiling, in reallife it is a controversial aspect of policing. Over time criminal investigation approaches have
moved from the more subjective aspect of identifying offender characteristics to analysing the
available statistical evidence for patterns.11 However, it still seems to be very difficult to
assess the efficacy, goals, and results of profiling.12 Also, the accuracy of the profiles is
questioned as professionals were found to construct their conclusions around ambiguous
statements through ‘creative interpreting’, making them prone to the confirmation bias.13
While profiling is more of an investigative tool, risk assessment tools are more widespread
and accepted as an instrument to gain insight into the risk profile of an individual. Risk
profiles are widely used in several sciences such as medicine, economics, and social sciences.
Considering criminal behaviour, a risk profile estimates the risk an individual is likely to
commit a certain crime measured through several risk and protective factors. Risk factors
predict an increased probability for offending, work cumulatively, and interact with each
other. Protective factors on the other hand increase one’s protection against or resistance to
commit a crime. Risk and protective factors are to be found on several different levels, such
as the individual, the family, the socio-economic, and the community level.14 (Risk) profiles
in this way might provide a certain level of statistical probability about demographic and
behavioural patterns of offenders of a certain type of criminal behaviour from an
interdisciplinary perspective.15
However, in policing such risk profiles are subject to critiques about the subjective way in
which officers would take the profiles into account in decision making and taking preventive
8
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measures, although the organizations using risk profiles present it as an instrument to making
decisions more objectively. 16 Ethnic profiling is such a risk-assessment tool subject to
critiques in policing. In ethnic profiling ethnicity and social problems, especially crime, are
linked. Although such profiles might have their advantages with regards to efficient and
effective investigation, critics find they enhance the pressure they put on law enforcement
officials to operate according to these profiles. They are expected to detect the risky (groups
of) people and act in a more preventive way.17 This has led to discussions about the possible
selective effects profiles might have in policing as including ethnicity might bring along
discriminative effects. 18 In the Netherlands for example, the discussion about (ethnic)
profiling in policing is currently often related to selectiveness in preventive measures such as
preventive searches in neighbourhoods. However, (international) empirical research seems to
be lacking to actually confirm or reject either side of the discussion.19 Selectivity however
does not necessarily imply discrimination but they have negative consequences when the
stereotypes (or profiles) are incorrect or have changed permanently. As (risk) profiling is
operating on the intersection of safety and integrity, it is vital to create offender profiles based
on objective foundations and reasoning in order to exclude and prevent discriminative and
groundless selectivity.20
2.2

PROFILING THE TRAFFICKER

Considering the goals of our research, ‘profiling the trafficker’ in this research does not aim
to pursue profiling in the investigative sense, since we are not looking to link characteristics
of the traffickers to a ‘crime scene’. The goal of the research is to identify demographic
information about, psychological characteristics of, and social interactions among the
traffickers. We will therefore seek to create a risk profile of traffickers including these aspects
in order to identify those at risk of becoming a human trafficker. Despite the advantages such
a profile might have, we should be careful about stigmatization and possible discriminatory
elements and consequences of creating such a profile.
It seems that literature and research considering specifically the traffickers is limited. If
traffickers are considered, it is often from a legal or victim’s perspective and generally their
methods and procedures used in the trafficking process are examined. 21 Studies of the
motivations of traffickers seem to be absent from the currently available literature.22 And only
a few studies identifying some characteristics of traffickers were found.23 Offenders of human
trafficking are mainly studied through the analysis of case files from the police, public
prosecutors, or other law enforcement agencies. Due to the high-unidentified number of
perpetrators and victims in human trafficking, this does not seem to provide a complete view
of the people involved.

16

Dekkers, T., & van der Woude, M., "Staring at the felony forest?" Proces, 93(1), 2014, pp.52-70, p. 52 – 53
Van der Leun, J. P., & van der Woude, M. A. H., "Ethnic profiling in the Netherlands? A reflection on expanding preventive powers,
ethnic profiling and a changing social and political context", Policing and Society 21(4), 2011, pp. 444-455, p. 445
18
Op. Cit. Dekkers & van der Woude, 2014, p. 66
19
Ibid.
20
Brouwer, J., Dekkers, T., Luining, E., & van Rosmalen, F., Profileren en selecteren binnen de strafrechtspleging; efficiëntie of
discriminatie? Proces, 93(1), 2014, pp.7–23, p. 10, p.19
21
For example: Hughes, D. M., "The “Natasha trade”: The transnational shadow market of trafficking in women", Journal of International
Affairs, 50(2), 2000, pp. 625 – 651; Siegel, D., & de Blank, S., "Women who traffic women: the role of women in human trafficking
networks – Dutch cases", Global Crime, 11(4), 2010, pp.436–447; Surtees, R., Traffickers and Trafficking in Southern and Eastern Europe:
Considering the Other Side of Human Trafficking. European Journal of Criminology, 5(1), 2008, pp. 39–68.
22
OSCE, Analysing the business model of trafficking in human beings to better prevent the crime, OSCE, Geneva, 2010, p. 20
23
Aronowitz, Alexis, A., Human trafficking, human misery. Praeger, London, 2013, p. 51
17

16

TRACE D3.1
According to Feingold, a standard profile of traffickers does not exist, as the people involved
in trafficking practices differ a lot.24 In reality, traffickers are far more diverse than often
presented by media and information campaigns.25 The following will provide an overview of
the findings from the currently available literature considering the traffickers.
2.2.1 Environment
It was found that, in general, traffickers seem to operate strategically and respond to the
social, economic, and political context where the human trafficking takes place.26 They adapt
their activities and react to law enforcement and counter human trafficking activities, and the
awareness among the general public, making trends in human trafficking fluctuating and
making it vital for anti-trafficking actors to be well informed with up-to-date knowledge.
2.2.2 Demographic of a trafficker in literature
The majority of the traffickers was found to be male.27 However women were found to have a
significant and increasing role in certain cases as well.28 Women involved in (criminal aspects
of) the trafficking process were divided into three categories.
Firstly, the executors who execute tasks, sometimes under pressure. In this category the line
between victim and offender is blurred. Second, the partners in crime are often closely
connected to the male offender with loyalty as their main motive. Thirdly, the category of
madams: this entails women who are in control and operate independently.29
It was also noted that female traffickers in many cases have been or still are victims of
trafficking in human beings themselves as they are being forced to recruit other women.30
Also, a Cambodian study, found that women were overrepresented in the numbers of
incarcerated human traffickers.31
The traffickers’ average age was found in several researches to differ a lot, ranging between
28 and 40.32 Female traffickers were found in one study to be generally older than male
traffickers.33 Moreover, a difference in age was found between those trafficking for sexual
exploitation and those trafficking for other forms of exploitation. It seems the first are
somewhat younger. 34 Studies also found small numbers of minors involved in the
trafficking.35
The nationality of the traffickers varied. Habitually they were found to have an origin in the
nationality of the country where the research was conducted or to be of origin of one of the
main minorities in the country of research.36 For example, in the Netherlands, traffickers were
24
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found to be mainly of Dutch, Nigerian, Bulgarian, Turkish, Moroccan, Surinam, and
Romanian origin.37 Although the majority of the traffickers was found to be male, differences
among countries of origin exist. In the Netherlands, among the Nigerian and Bulgarian,
higher rates of 42% and 30% female traffickers were found and among the Turkish traffickers
a lower rate of only 3% was found.38 Especially when looking into the Nigerian traffickers we
find that mainly Nigerian girls and women are represented in the numbers. This goes not only
for the Netherlands but it is also noticed in other Western countries, specifically Italy and the
US.39 One factor that makes the Nigerian human trafficking distinct, besides the striking high
number of female offenders and the voodoo ritual that is often used, is the ransom that victims
need to pay and the related opportunities to ‘make career’ as a victim in becoming a madam
themselves. In this way, Nigerian victims often become perpetrators.40
Research in the Netherlands revealed that 25% of the suspects had legal jobs such as in
restaurants and bars, tax consultancies, as a taxi driver or a market man. Of those suspects that
did not have a legal job, 32% received a social security income supplement. Traffickers rarely
admit their guilt of human trafficking.
2.2.3 Criminal history of a trafficker
In a Dutch research, it was found that in 44% of the cases, human trafficking was not the
suspects’ only criminal activity. Other criminal activities found were mainly violent crimes,
crimes against property, and offences such as drug trafficking, theft, and possessing
41
weapons.
2.2.4 Personality traits of trafficker documented in the literature
Although we have already found some information specifically on the traffickers, it seems
their personality characteristics are fairly unknown. One study into the personality
characteristics of human traffickers was found, which used a biosocial approach: the ‘big five’
or five-factor model. This theory assumes there are five personality dimensions: neuroticism
(N), extraversion (E), openness (O), agreeableness (A), and conscientiousness (C), measured
through a personality inventory, the NEO-PI. The dimensions all include several personality
traits and scores on the test provide an insight into the extent to which certain factors are
present or absent in the individual.42
The study provides us only exploratory and preliminary insights. In this study, victims,
investigators, and an independent researcher assess the perpetrators personality according to
the NEO-PI and the Psychopathy Checklist Revised. It was found that the traffickers score
low on altruism and conscientiousness, but only differ slightly from the non-criminal
population considering extraversion, neuroticism, and openness. Striking is the finding that
33% of the perpetrators fit the typology of a psychopath, a high number in comparison to 1%
of the non-criminal population.43
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The traffickers in the study are described as bossy, dictatorial, egocentric, authoritarian
personalities who dominate and control their victims, and use them for their own purposes.44
Due to the small sample size of nine perpetrators, questions considering the
representativeness of the sample, and other (methodological) limitations of the research,
general conclusions considering the perpetrators’ personality cannot be drawn.45
2.2.5 Psychological characteristics of traffickers documented in the literature
When looking at the psychological characteristics of offenders in general, a wide range of
approaches exists. Biosocial, psychoanalysis, learning, cognitive, and intelligence theories are
part of the psychological approach to anti-social and criminal behaviour. However, studies
into the psychological characteristics of human traffickers specifically seem to be absent in
the currently available literature. Therefore, some of these theories might provide an insight
into the risk and protective factors for anti-social and criminal behaviour in general and are
therefore relevant to our research.
Firstly, aside from the earlier mentioned ‘big five’ theory, research into personality related to
crime was also inspired by Eysenck’s biosocial theory and personality questionnaires. The
theory assumes there are three dimensions in personality: Extraversion (E), Neuroticism (N),
and Psychopathy (P). These dimensions include several personality traits and form a
continuum, which indicates the extent to which certain personality traits are either present or
absent. As we grow older, we develop our conscience, which is a fear response built up from
childhood through conditioning.46 Due to a poor conditionality, offenders do not build up
such conscience. For example, reviews of the theory found that high N was related to official
reported offending, while high E was related to self-reported offending.47 Crime is considered
to be natural and even rational, providing pleasure. Delinquent acts are thought of as
essentially pleasurable or beneficial to the offender. Therefore, the process of conditioning
over time determines our level of socialization and is vital to developing a propensity towards
antisocial or criminal behaviour.
Secondly, attachment theories, also known as maternal deprivation, assume children need
consistent and continuous care from a primary care-giver. The disruption of such a
relationship might be harmful to the establishment of relationships in later life. In the current
discourse, the relationship between family functioning and crime has been researched a lot
and found to be complexly related.48 Attachment is often measured on several levels, for
example marital/partner attachment, attachment to parents, and attachment to friends through
questionnaires rating several items. 49 However, since our research has an explorative
character, we will not use such questionnaires, as we will focus on other aspects of the
traffickers’ lives as well. We should therefore take the relationships traffickers had with their
parents or care-givers in their childhood into account, as this might give us more insight into
their backgrounds, views, and reasoning for their behaviour.
Third, several learning theories are relevant to this study. First of all, Sutherland’s
differential association theory which states our individual behaviour is influenced by the
44
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norms that are present around us. Our interactions with others are vital to learning and
imitation of values and attitudes. Criminal behaviour is therefore learned through association
with others.50 Three variables to measure the likelihood of criminal exposure are used in
researching differential association in an individual: individual definitions towards the law,
others’ definitions towards the law, and number of criminal friends.51
Other learning theories concern the operant behaviour: learning through reinforcement and
punishment. Anti-social or criminal behaviour is then a result of reinforced behaviour and the
aversive consequences do not control or prevent the response. Social learning theories
consider observational learning and conditioning. Role-models and motivation are in this
context vital to our behaviour.52 Considering the goals of our research we should therefore try
to gain insight into the traffickers’ social networks and role models as these have most
probably shaped their values, attitudes, and thus are vital to their behaviour. The people who
surround, and have surrounded, the offender have had their influence on the development of
the traffickers’ behaviour through their behaviour, values and attitudes.
Fourth, and interlinked with learning theories is the network theory, which explains that
individuals enter the crime of THB because of the environment that they live in. That
environment can relate to school, family and peer clusters. In the conclusion to the report, we
will revert to the network theory when analysing our results as to the question of why persons
engage with the crime of THB. However, because of its pertinence in our research we aimed
to understand the social controls on the traffickers, the strength of these controls and bonds,
their criminal or delinquent antecedents and the life-events they have encountered as this all
has its influence on the development of the individuals (criminal) behaviour.
Fifth, cognitive and moral development have been researched in the field of criminology.
Also in these developments, the nature of interactions with peers, parents, and others are vital
to our moral reasoning.53 Moral reasoning is another factor to take into account during our
research. Again, we looked into the interactions with others and the parenting processes in the
traffickers’ childhood. The type and extent of discipline and supervision used, the interaction
within their families and family structure are important notions, social control then is vital.
In addition to these theories and constructs, there is also research relating cognitive skills,
intelligence, mental health disorders and biological factors such as genetics and brain and
nervous system dysfunctions to criminal behaviour. 54 We therefore included questions
addressing whether the traffickers suffer from these issues. However the methods we used in
our research are not clinical or psychological tools measuring disorders and dysfunctions so
we were not able to draw sufficient conclusions from this and thus we encourage further
research.
2.2.6 Incentive theories
Large-scale profits are an obvious answer to the question: what are the incentives associated
with participating in human trafficking? However, the answer is most likely more
complicated than that.
50
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In our approach to the question of incentives we took into consideration three key theories.
One – the network theory – was already described above. In addition we contemplated
the rational choice theory and the neutralization techniques theory. Put simply, the rational
choice theory assumes humans make rational choices balancing the costs and benefits of their
actions. The neutralization theory relates to techniques used as rationalization of one’s
behaviour. Choices to commit a certain crime are believed to be based on certain arguments,
neutralizing ones behaviours and decisions. The five major neutralization techniques are:
denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of a victim, condemnation of the condemners,
and the appeal to higher loyalties 55. The more an offender engages with neutralization
techniques the higher the chance he or she gets involved in criminal acts.56
2.3

METHODOLOGIES AVAILABLE

Literature approaches studying criminal behaviour through several instruments. Most of these
are quantitative and standardized questionnaires all measuring the (statistical) relationship
between certain (risk and protective) factors. In the questionnaires, these factors consist of
several items measuring the concepts. Since our research is descriptive and explorative, we
will not use one of these instruments designed to study one specific aspect of offenders’
characteristics. However, instruments developed to study particularly human traffickers are
currently not available. One qualitative study into the traffickers used a report on victims of
trafficking, interviews with counter-trafficking actors, and relevant literature for the
research. 57 Another qualitative study used interviews with traffickers, however only
preliminary results have been published besides an article elaborately discussing the
researchers’ search for respondents for which they went into the field to get in contact with
traffickers.58
Since our study will be one of the first to address the full profile of a trafficker, it is important
to look into several dimensions of the traffickers’ personality as we want to provide an
extensive profile. Following from the previous sections we find a wide range of factors should
be included in our research to draw a complete picture of the traffickers’ background. Table 1
is a schematic summary of these factors related to the theories and its relevance to the
instruments of our research which will be discussed in the following section.
Table 1 Factors found from the literature
Theory

Factors

Instrument
File study

Personality

Big Five*

Interview

Questionnaire

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Openness
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness

Eysenck*

Extraversion
Neuroticism

55
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Psychopathy
Attachment

Learning

Attachment

Differential
association

Operant
behaviour

Moral

Cognition and
health

X

X

Relationship parents

X

X

X

Relationship others

X

X

X

Interactions others

X

X

X

Definitions of law

X

X

X

Others’ values

X

X

Others’ attitudes

X

X

X

X

X

Punishments

X

X

X

Role models
throughout life

X

X

X

Motivations

X

X

X

Others’ behaviour,
values and attitudes

X

X

X

Social controls

X

X

X

Strength social
controls and bonds

X

X

X

Criminal / delinquent
antecedents

X

X

X

Life-events

X

X

X

Interactions with
others

X

X

X

Parenting processes

X

X

X

Discipline and
supervision

X

X

X

Interactions with
family

X

X

X

Family structure

X

X

X

Social control

X

X

X

Cognition skills

Level of skills

X

X

X

Intelligence

Level of intelligence

X

X

X

Mental health

Disorders

X

X

X

Resilience

X

X

X

Coping

X

X

X

Genetics

X

X

X

Brain dysfunctions

X

X

X

Costs

X

X

X

Life-events

Moral
development

Biological
Motivations
and

X

Reinforcement

Social learning

Development

Marital/partner
attachment

Rational choice
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incentives
Routine activity

Neutralization

Benefits

X

X

X

Motives / incentives

X

X

X

Suitable target

X

X

X

Motivated offender

X

X

X

Absence capable
guardian

X

X

X

Use of neutralization
techniques

X

X

X
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3

METHODOLOGY USED IN THIS REPORT

Our research aimed to cover a very wide range of factors, including the traffickers’
demographics, social and familial networks, development and (psychological) health. To
adequately complete the task of painting a picture of the trafficker we relied on multiple
instruments and sources. The three chosen methods of collecting data included: a court file
study, and interviews and questionnaires with traffickers, victims and experts working in the
field of human trafficking.
All tools used to execute the research (a checklist, interview protocols, and questionnaires)
were developed, based on the literature study and resulting factors presented in the previous
section. Where required approval of ethical commissions in all partner countries was gained
to execute the research through the developed instruments.
3.1

COURT FILES

We chose to scrutinize court files as they cover a wide range of factors, such as the
traffickers’ demographical characteristics, their criminal antecedents, networks and
interactions, and their (mental) health. Court files included documents such as: criminal
records, victim and witness reports, reports of hearings and probation service reports.
Depending on the reports included in the files, information on other factors such as those
considering traffickers’ childhood and upbringing, relationships and interactions was
available to a bigger or lesser extent.
However, as few traffickers pleaded guilty it was difficult to gain insight into traffickers’
motives, incentives and rationalizations trough the files. Furthermore we did not find much
information on traffickers’ social networks’ values and attitudes. If any information on this
was discovered it came from witness statements and proceed of crimes applications, available
in the court files.
Files were studied in the Netherlands, Bulgaria, Romania, England and Cyprus following the
checklist (see annex 1). For every perpetrator who was convicted of human trafficking in the
file a separate checklist was filled out. However, due to the different legal systems in place,
each country required a different approach to gaining permission to obtain the data.
Following from the national procedures court files were either selected by the researchers or
by employees of the courts at random and according to availability.
3.2

INTERVIEWS AND QUESTIONNAIRES

For the interviews and questionnaires we have approached two different groups of
respondents. First of all, we have reached out to those people who are or have been in close
contact with a trafficker. These people included experts such as law enforcement and NGO
workers, but also representatives of traffickers’ social environment such as their wives, their
family, and their friends. Moreover, victims of trafficking were part of this group. Experts and
victims were mainly found through relevant agencies such as law firms, public prosecutors
offices, NGO’s, shelters, etc. Most interviews were conducted face-to-face, though if time,
money or other issues would not allow the possibility for direct contact, an interview by
phone was done. Then first verbal consent was gained and later a written consent was sent to
sign and return to all interviewees.
24
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Second, we interviewed or sent out questionnaires to traffickers. We mainly reached
traffickers trough national prisons after access permission was obtained. In the Netherlands,
this permission was not granted. We therefore opted for conducting a secondary analysis of
information from the book written by van Dijke, de Ruiter, and Terpstra.59 Some other
traffickers were reached via NGO’s and other contacts in the field. Also with the traffickers
interviews were mainly done face-to-face, though some were done by phone. Then first verbal
consent was gained and later a written consent was sent to sign and return. Questionnaires
were handed out to the traffickers in prisons. Sometimes, for example in case of low
illiteracy, social workers would ask the questions to the trafficker and write down their
answers. If a trafficker filled out a questionnaire, we unfortunately found that some
handwriting was illegible. Results were then in our analysis counted as ‘unknown’.
Interview protocols and questionnaires were developed according to the group of respondents
it was meant for. The questions remained similar however; they were posed in a way suitable
to the respondent along with appropriate introductions. Every respondent was given an
information sheet about the project together with an informed consent sheet informing them
of the option to withdraw from the research and their guaranteed anonymity.
Interviews and questionnaires were conducted mainly to get an insight into traffickers’
demographics, their childhood, the social environment they were raised in, the problems they
have encountered in life, the capabilities to deal with these problems, and other related topics.
Open questions addressing these issues provided input for creating a profile of a human
trafficker. Although we were also interested in the offenders’ view on the crime committed
and their motives and incentives, traffickers often did not admit or talk about their human
trafficking acts. Questions considering their acts were therefore included in the interviews, but
were only posed when considered appropriate. In the questionnaires we put these questions in
a separate section and introduced them by a short text notifying the respondents they should
not continue the questionnaire if they would not feel comfortable answering such questions.
All data of the file study, interviews and questionnaires were combined and analysed and
results of the analysis can be found in the following sections. For the analysis, we relied on a
grounded theory approach, where common themes are pulled from each interview. The
analysis was done by the two leading partners (Tilburg University and Vrije University
Brussels) comparing reports each partner wrote on the results of the file study, interviews and
questionnaires in their own countries. Filled out checklists, interview summaries and results
from the questionnaires were translated into English and made available to the leading
partners for the analysis.
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Graph 1: Data studied in this report

3.3

TECHNOLOGY

In our research we also asked questions relating to the relationship between human trafficking
and technology. Findings of the same will be reported on in a separate report for deliverable
(D4.1 Report on the role of current and emerging technologies in human trafficking), and as
such the issues are not considered in this report.
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4
4.1

INFORMATION FROM COURT FILES
COLLECTED DATA

In total 160 court and police files were studied from four different European countries. The
breakdown of the court files studied is as follows:
Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus

73 court files (128 offenders)
51 court files (51 offenders)
13 court files (13 offenders)
11 court files (23 offenders)
12 court files (18 offenders)

Table 1: Case studies

It should be noted that the aggregate number of traffickers identified and profiled from the
court files is 233. As explained, we filled out a separate checklist for every perpetrator who
was convicted of human trafficking in one file. With regard to Romania from the 73 court
files studied we identified 128 offenders. In regard to England, in the 11 court files studied we
were able to collect information on 23 offenders. With regard to Cyprus, from the 12 court
files we obtained information on 18 offenders. As reflected in the tables below, in Cyprus
mainly information regarding demographics was found as all other information remained
unknown from studying the files.
4.2

TYPE OF EXPLOITATION

In none of the research countries was it possible to select cases based on the criteria of the
type of exploitation; files were chosen at random and the type of exploitation only became
apparent once reading the files. The results therefore are a product of a random sample. As
indicated in the graph below, it is clear that sexual exploitation was the dominant type of
exploitation for which traffickers were convicted for all four countries.
Sexual!
exploitation!

Forced!
Labour!

Romania:!91!

Romana!15!

Netherlands:!
49!

Netherlands:!
2!

Bulgaria!13!

England:!7!

England:!16!

Cyprus:!1!

Forced!
begging!
Romania:!22!

Cyprus!11!

Graph 2: Number of cases per type of exploitation
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4.3

SEX OF TRAFFICKERS

All in all it was found that the majority of traffickers in the files studied were male.
Male
Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total
Table 3: sex of traffickers

4.4

Female
96
48
12
19
16
191 (82%)

AGE OF TRAFFICKERS

12-18
Romania
5
The Netherlands
0
Bulgaria
0
England
0
Cyprus
0
Total
5 (2.1%)
Table 4: Age of traffickers

4.5

32
3
1
4
2
42 (18%)

19-25
19
17
0
0
0
36 (15.5%)

26-35
42
21
1
8
0
72 (30.9%)

36 >
62
13
12
15
18
120 (51.5%)

NATIONALITY OF TRAFFICKERS

In each geographical case study, except Romania and Bulgaria, the perpetrators came from
different countries, and were not always nationals of the country in which the crime was
committed (see table 5, p. 22).
In the Netherlands most convicted perpetrators were Dutch: 52.9%. Also in the Netherlands
19.6% had dual nationality: Dutch-Moroccan (7.8%), Dutch-Turkish (7.8%), Dutch-Sri
Lankan (2%), and one of the traffickers (2%) had a double Bulgarian-Turkish nationality. The
category other consists of for example: Surinam (2%), Somalian (2%), Turkish (2%),
Hungarian (2%), Iraqi (3.9%), and Rwandan (2%, was adopted).
In England, of the 23 recorded traffickers, 7 were Romanian; 3 were Nigerian; 2 were
Pakistani; 1 was Nigerian-British; 1 was Hungarian; 1 was British and 1 Polish. Of 6
traffickers, their nationality remained unknown.
In Cyprus, traffickers came mainly from Cyprus (83.3%), 11.1% was from Romania, and only
one case (5.6%) had a Sri Lankan nationality.
Dutch

Double

English

Cypriot

Bulgarian

Other

Unknown

0
0
0
2
0

0
0
0
0
15

0
2
13
0
0

0
9
0
7
1

0
0
0
6
0

Romanian
Romania
he Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus

0
27
0
0
0

0
10
0
1
0

128
3
0
7
2
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Total

27
(11.6%)

11
(4.7%)

140
(60.1%)

2
(0.9%)

15
(6.4%)

15
(6.4%)

17
(7.3%)

6
(2.6%)

Table 5: Nationality of traffickers

4.6

EDUCATION LEVEL OF TRAFFICKERS

It should be noted that with regard to findings in Romania 24 (10.3%) individuals had no
formal education.
Primary
Romania
The
Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total

Finished Secondary

Vocational

Unknown

University

29

Secondary
Low
32

12

23

5

3

5

10

4

16

16

0

2
1
3
40
(17.2%)

10
3
6

0
1
8

1
0
0

0
15
0

0
3
1

61 (26.2%)

25 (10.7%)

40 (17.2%)

36 (15.5%)

7 (3%)

Divorced

Widow

Table 6: Education level of traffickers

4.7

FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD OF TRAFFICKERS
Single

Romania

Married

Unknown

33

26

56

9

2

2

8

16

7

4

0

16

1

0

8

4

0

0

1

1

11

4

0

6

4

1

8

4

1

0

47
(20.2%)

44
(18.9%)

90
(38.6%)

25
(10.7%)

3
(1.3%)

24
(10.3%)

The
Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total

In a relationship

Table 7: Familial status

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total

Children

No Children

Unknown

89

33

6

19

0

32

2

0

11

15

2

6

15

3

0

140 (60.1%)

38 (16.3%)

55 (23.6%)

Table 8: Traffickers with or without children
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Following from table 7, we can learn the main part of the traffickers was either in a
relationship (18.9%) or married (38.6%). Also did the larger part of the traffickers have
children (60.1%, see table 8).
Amongst the traffickers we observed a tendency to protect family and stand by family
members. In one court file from England a witness gave a statement which reflects a general
perception we obtained from reading court files in the other countries: ‘he [the trafficker]
would say that if something happens to his son, if one of us goes to the police to say
something, his son ends up in prison, he’s gonna do whatever it takes, to get his son
out…none of us would remain unpunished’60
Furthermore, we also looked into the environment in which the traffickers grew up. However,
it should be mentioned that this data is to be approached with caution as not all court files
provided insight into this domain, and as such the sample was limited. The information was
obtained mainly from psychological and probation service reports including pre-sentencing
reports.
Dutch data on relationships of traffickers with parents.
We found that amongst Dutch traffickers:
19.6% had a good relationship with both parents.
9.8% had a good relationship with their mother, but not with their father
13.8% had a bad relationship with both parents.
Information on the discipline by parents was often missing. From what we did find, 13.7% of the cases were
classified as ‘very strict’, which include, but is not limited to, traffickers that have a history at boarding school. In
9.8% of the cases it was found the father of the trafficker used violence (either against the trafficker, their partner
or towards others) and in 13.7% both parents were found to be aggressive and to use violence. In one case, the
mother of the trafficker was found to have a history in prostitution.
Families were found to have lived together throughout the traffickers’ lifetime in 23.5% of the cases. In 25.5%
they lived apart due to for example a divorce, boarding school, or a parent travelling back and forth between the
Netherlands and their country of origin.

Romanian data on relationships of traffickers with parents.
With regard to the current relationship with their family (both paternal family and their own family when
married) information was obtainable from probation evaluations or evaluations from the prisons. Based on this
data we found that 86 (67,2%) traffickers have a periodical or permanent contact with family. They are either
visited in prison by members of the family (parents, husband/wife, brothers, or children). Alternatively they are
living together with their family (when serving a suspension type of conviction). Two traffickers have no family
contacts at all while for the rest of the subjects the information was not available.
For 85 traffickers we have found information regarding their supervision and social control exercised in
childhood. Out of these, 46 traffickers (35, 9% of the total) were raised in a family with both parents present, and
both were involved to some extent in their development. In 26 cases the data subjects had only one parent. In
four cases both grandparents and parents raised the traffickers. A relative (an aunt) raised the child in two cases,
while three had no permanent adult figure in their lives.
Romanian data also provided information on 93 offenders, in the court studies, and various events in their life
time that could impact their life course:

60

ENG - case T20090950
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•
•
•
•

•

4.8

The death of one parent, both parents, children or brothers or other members of the family was perceived as
a problem encountered by 15% of the traffickers
Illness (personal or family member) was encountered by 6.5% of the traffickers
Financial problems and instability (own and/or family) was registered for 21.5% of the traffickers
Poor personal relationships (with a partner) or poor relationship in parents was recorded for 10,8% of the
traffickers.
Dropping out of school due, amongst other thing, to financial problems was found for 4.30% of the
traffickers.

OCCUPATION OF TRAFFICKERS

Most of the traffickers, either prior to or during the time of engaging in the criminal activity
assumed some form of employment. In the majority of cases the employment was categorized
as “low skilled” work.
Dutch court cases revealed that 57% of the perpetrators worked mainly in construction,
hospitality, ICT, cleaning, and several other sectors related to low skilled work. One female
trafficker was working in prostitution. 19.6% of the Dutch offenders were found to not have
work, and in 23.5% of the cases no information on occupations was found at all.
Findings from England showed a tendency for traffickers to be employed in low skilled
labour. Types of employment included: sales on a market stall (2); warehouse (1); cleaner (1);
car wash (1); scrap metal collector (1). Five individuals in the English cases were unemployed
and for eight individuals the data was incomplete. Noteworthy, in one English case a
trafficker who had earned a University degree (with top marks) used his skill to help him in
his trafficking business (see case study below). Equally in another English case study a
female trafficker was described as having a steady record of employment in teaching and then
working as a care assistant.
Research from Cyprus showed that all but two human traffickers were employed in sectors
related to the offense they have committed. That is, cabaret owners, pub proprietors, massage
parlour administrators, waiters in cabarets, and employment agents. Interestingly, the most
common employment was that of a cabaret or pub owner.
Findings from Romania illustrated that the majority of the traffickers (53,9%) had no jobs of a
legal form at the time of committing the crime, while a share of 37,5% did have a job. 4,7%
were students or retired and for 3.9% of the cases it remained unknown. Interestingly, in the
Romanian files it could be identified when traffickers received income from illegal forms of
employment (i.e. in the underground economy). Taken together the legal and illegal jobs,
10,2% of the total were running or were associated to one or more business. The companies
were in the field of public services and entertainment (night clubs, massage parlours, artistic
impresario company, and pizzeria) and one company specialized in recycling old iron. A
share of 7% were drivers (taxi drivers or working as drivers to other companies), while 4,7%
were dealing with the work in agriculture and 4,7% in the field of farmer’s industry. 3,1% had
a job in the field of selling goods. The rest of the traffickers had jobs such as: bartender, hair
stylist, mason, tailor, guardian, electrician, house keeper or others.
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Use of occupation skills to further THB
The trafficker worked in the IT industry. He worked for a big computer company for 3 years, followed by a job
for another technology enterprise for 3 years and then on a range of IT projects as a contractor.
The trafficker set up a website called www.sponsorascholar.co.uk , which purported to offer students up to
15,000 pounds per year to fund their studies. The website was very professional. At the same time the trafficker
posted on forums about the legitimacy of www.sponsorascholar.co.uk
Female students were encouraged to apply for “scholarships” and the company would match them to potential
“sponsors”. The scholarships did not exist – it was all a scam. The trafficker was contacted by and responded to
various young women via email using both male and female pseudonyms. He made it seem like there were many
people working for the company, including a woman (in order to gain trust of other women). The procedure was
that young women would be invited for an interview; in the victims case her travel expenses were paid. The
offender took photos of an encounter with the victim and stored them on his computer. The victim did not know
the pictures were being taken. After an oral interview the offender suggested a practical one take place. It is
offender’s case that only the victim in this case went along with it and engaged in a sexual conduct. Other
candidates apparently left as she did not want to have sex; he did not force them to stay.

4.9

SOCIAL LIFE OF TRAFFICKERS

Conducting the crime of THB often requires input (or support maybe better here) from other
persons, it was therefore not surprising to find descriptions of lively social circles. These
social circles gave the traffickers further powers to engage in the business, for they could rely
on others to help them out in their modus operandi. As was stated by one victim in an English
case: ‘he [the trafficker] has lots of friends…even if he’s arrested he could still do something
if he wanted to…he’s got a lot of influence…like mafia.’61
It was also interesting to note that many individuals around the traffickers (family and
friends) would know about the activities undertaken. A victim in an English case stated
‘everybody knew him, everybody was talking about him and we knew his name and what his
occupation was.’62
4.10 SUBSTANCE ABUSE BY TRAFFICKERS
Regarding alcohol abuse or drug addiction in the majority of the consulted reports in the files
(either from the court, prison or probation) the information related to these addictions were
not always present. However, in some cases psychological evaluations or medical documents
contained the relevant information. Other evidence was extracted from reading specific
statements of victims or witnesses in trial who mentioned some behaviours or characteristics
of the traffickers in connection with a possible alcohol abuse.
For most of the cases, alcohol or drug abuse did not necessarily seem to play a role in the
conduction of the crime of trafficking. Whilst traffickers, in particular the younger ones, may
enjoy socialising and drinking on the whole, we did not note an overall significant problem
with alcohol and drug abuse. For the case of Cyprus, we could not report any information
about drugs and alcohol (ab)use as information was not included in the files.

61
62

ENG - case T20090950
ENG - case T20090950
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Alcohol
abuse
Romania
The
Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total

No problem with
alcohol

Unknown
use of
alcohol

Drug use

No problem
with Drugs

Unknown use
of drugs

6

88

34

5

93

30

4

22

25

17

24

10

5

8

0

2

11

0

2

10

11

1

11

11

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

17 (8%)

126 (59.2%)

70 (32.9%)

25 (11.7%)

139 (65.3%)

51 (23%)

Table 9: Alcohol and drug use by offenders

4.11 CRIMINAL HISTORY
From the files we found that traffickers are generally not first time offenders, often they have
a history in property and violent crimes and offenses related to trafficking. However they
mainly have not been convicted for human trafficking before. Table ten shows how many of
the traffickers had a history of a criminal record; further information with regard to each
country is provided in the boxes below.
Has previous
convictions

No previous convictions

Unknown

Romania

42

80

6

The Netherlands

34

5

12

Bulgaria

5

8

0

England

8

8

7

Cyprus

8

10

0

97 (41.6%)

111 (47.6%)

25 (10.7%)

Total

Table 10: Criminal history of offenders

Dutch analysis of previous criminal convictions of traffickers
In the Netherlands it was found that 66.7% of the traffickers had a criminal record. 47% of traffickers were
convicted for a crime for the first time at the age of 12 to 25.
Research showed that violent crimes, property crimes, road traffic related crimes and theft (including burglary)
were the most prevalent among the traffickers’ records. In one case, the trafficker had 29 earlier convictions for
burglary on his record; he justified these crimes with the need to pay off fines.
The main traffic related offence identified, was driving without a driver’s license. Others included: driving
without being insured and driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Most of the cases fell in the range of 1
– 8 times a conviction considering traffic or road offence related crimes. However, the most outstanding number
was in one case where a trafficker had 19 convictions for traffic or road offence related crimes on his record.
These were almost all convictions for driving without a license.
Violent crimes also were often present on criminal records of the traffickers. These crimes predominantly
included abuse.
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Cases of sexual violence were however only found in three cases; two cases with a single sexual violent crime
on the criminal record of the trafficker and 1 case with two times such a crime on his record. These were cases of
rape.
In weapon related convictions, most perpetrators (7 cases) had one such conviction. Two others had two times a
conviction related to weapons (possession and trading of weapons). Moreover, one case was found in which the
trafficker had two times an earlier conviction for trafficking in human beings on his record. Drugs related crimes
were mainly possession and selling of both soft (mainly cannabis) and hard (mainly cocaine/heroine) drugs. The
category “other” crimes and offences consists of for example insulting a public officer (often police).

English analysis of previous criminal convictions of traffickers
Eight out of 23 offenders of human trafficking had previous convictions. Like in the Dutch case they
predominantly related to theft (including burglary and shoplifting). One defendant had two previous convictions
for sexual assault and one defendant had a conviction for driving whilst disqualified.

Cypriot analysis of previous criminal convictions of traffickers
The recorded age of the traffickers’ first criminal act ranged from 16 to 66, and such acts (as well as other
ensuing ones) involved the illegal possession of a firearm, drugs, murder, trafficking in human beings, indecent
assault, criminal damage, theft, robbery, burglary, handling of stolen goods, gambling, and public disturbance.

Romanian analysis of previous criminal convictions of traffickers
32.8% of the traffickers had a criminal record. Usually the crime related to theft, robbery, fraud, assault, rape and
even murder. 6.3% of the traffickers received more than one final conviction before being convicted for
trafficking

4.12 HEALTH OF OFFENDERS
Table 11 presents information on the psychological health of the perpetrators of human
trafficking. It should be noted that we did not explicitly include physical health in our
checklist. However, health is a standard topic included in the probation service reports or presentencing reports. We could therefore in some files read about the physical health of the
perpetrators. Also information on the perpetrators health was sometimes included in other
documents in the files such as the police reports or psychological reports.
If information on a trafficker’s physical health was found from the files, this was noted in the
checklist. Examples are: tumour or cancer, diabetes and physical injuries and side effects such
as headaches due to a car accident. In some cases, experiencing such a health condition lead
to, for example, more drinking, and eventually befriending the wrong people in a bar, leading
them towards the trafficking. Or it led to not being able to work anymore, leaving a person
with too much spare time and dependent on social income which was, according to them, too
little, which motivated them to find alternative ways to gain money. However, only in a few
cases such physical health conditions were found and reported.
It should be highlighted that on reading the cases a high level of violence was observed.
Encounters of assault (including sexual and including between same sex persons) and
psychological torment were common. Examples of the level of violence include:
•
•

Beating (including with objects such as cables and wires)
Penetration (including with objects such as a deodorant can or spoon)
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•
•
•
•

Spitting
Threats against family
Denial of food
Forcing to sleep on ground (including in a basement and in a shed)

The traffickers displayed traits of manipulative personalities with an ability to deceive their
victims. In an English case the probation officer described a female trafficker as
‘demonstrating a manipulative and predatory lifestyle in which she exploited her position
over a vulnerable victim.’63
Psychological health
problems

No psychological health
problems

No
Information on
psychological health

11

85

32

18

0

33

1

12

0

1

14

8

0

0

18

31 (13.3%)

111 (47.6%)

91 (39.1%)

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
England
Cyprus
Total

Table 11: Psychological health of offenders

4.13 ADMISSION OF GUILT
Few traffickers admitted their guilt in engaging in human trafficking. Instead we found that
the traffickers admitted to knowing the victim (e.g., stating they provided housing for the
victim, or helped them come to the country of destination) but denied any exploitation or
intent to exploit. On the whole the perpetrators do not view their acts as criminal nor where
they remorseful. It was common to note that the trafficker was uncooperative in police
interviews and provided little or no comments.
Admits Guilt
Romania

Unknown

22

70

17

1

0

50

0

11

0

0

2

1

0

22

0

0

0

0

18

32 (13.7%)

22 (9.4%)

142 (68.7%)

37 (8.6%)

Bulgaria
England
Cyprus

Table 12: Plea of offenders

63

Maintains innocence

19

The Netherlands

Total

Partial admission

ENG - case T20097724

35

TRACE D3.1
4.14 INCENTIVES
The failure to admit guilt has made it hard to extract the motivation for engaging in THB.
However some supposition was possible due to the availability of proceeds of crime, opinions
of professionals or statements from witnesses. The following reasons came up:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Money
Fun / integrate better in a group / maintain friendship with others involved in THB
Addicted to lifestyle
Power
Help friends or family (including wanting to help victim find a job abroad)
Sexual motivation

In Bulgarian cases we noted a motivation of “fast” money. The first act of trafficking usually
only motivated the convicts to expand their “sex business” and generate more profit. In one of
the cases, a witness testified that in an informal conversation with a friend, the defendant
shared pride in having “whores” and making BGN 1000 – 1500 daily.
From the studied files the researchers formed the impression that a difficult financial position
contributes to ones proneness to becoming a trafficker. The findings from the Dutch case
study that at least over half of the traffickers are in debt, that at least one fourth is reliant on
social welfare funding, and property crimes are one of the most prevalent crimes on criminal
records of traffickers endorse this impression.
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5

INFORMATION FROM TRAFFICKERS

This section presents information on data collected directly from traffickers who have been
convicted for the crime of human trafficking by both interviews and questionnaires. The study
included a sample of 101 persons of which 41 traffickers were interviewed and 60 traffickers
filled out a questionnaire. As explained in section 3.2, in the Dutch case interviews from the
book Mensenhandelaren, verhalen en vonnissen (2014) were considered for a secondary
analysis in addition to one interview with a trafficker. For the case of Cyprus, no information
on traffickers was included as during the research process it was found to be impossible to
them to have traffickers cooperating due to their role as police force.
Interviews with trafficker
Questionnaire with trafficker
Total

The Netherlands
14
0
14

Romania
23
45
68

Bulgaria
4
15
19

Total
41
60
101

Table 13: Number of questioned traffickers per country

The narratives gained from the offenders, gave personal and uncensored accounts of their
perceptions and opinions. We recognize that some of the subjects may have had an (personal)
agenda (e.g., to convince others of their alleged innocence) nevertheless the answers were still
deemed authentic and central to the study. Importantly, we were not seeking to find out
information about their legal case and instead focused on the trafficker as a person. The
majority of the questions were more general in nature, and it seems there would be little point
in being untruthful about such facts.
However, it is acknowledged that we only could interview a small sample of those convicted
of THB; and there are many traffickers who have not been convicted and thus whom we could
not interview. Taking into account the low level of successful prosecutions of human
trafficking offences, it is expected that the true number and diversity of individuals who are
involved in criminal activity related to human trafficking is greater than the sample of the
current study. The results of the research would benefit from being tested at a greater scale.
5.1

TYPE OF EXPLOITATION

The majority of individuals engaged in human trafficking were doing it for the purposes of
sexual exploitation, as shown in the graph below.

Sexual exploitation
Forced Labour

Romania

Netherlands

Bulgaria

39

13

5

Forced Begging

Forced Labour

6

1

0

Unknown

Forced Begging

0

0

1

23

0

13

Sexual exploitation

Unknown
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5.2

SEX OF TRAFFICKERS

All in all it was found that the majority of traffickers were male. The female traffickers on the
whole told accounts of being “tricked” into taking other girls abroad; this was particularly the
case in three Bulgarian testimonies. In the alternative the female traffickers stated that they
were not aware that what they were doing was wrong. In one Dutch case the female trafficker
noted that she only helped other women with their registration at the chamber of commerce
and provided them a place to live.64
Male
Romania

62

6

11

3

15

4

89 (87.1%)

12 (12.9%)

The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

Female

Table 14: Sex of offenders per country

5.3

AGE OF TRAFFICKERS
12-18

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

19-25

26-35

36 >

Unknown

0

6

23

37

2

0

2

6

5

1

0

2

3

12

2

0 (0%)

10 (9.8%)

32 (31.7%)

54 (53.5%)

5 (5%)

Table 15: Age of offenders per country

5.4

NATIONALITY OF TRAFFICKERS
Dutch

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

Romanian

RomanianRoma

Roma

Unknown

Bulgarian

Other

0

45

10

9

2

0

2

8

0

0

0

1

1

465

0

0

0

4

4

11

0

8 (7.9%)

45 (44.6%)

10 (9.9%)

13 (12.9%)

7 (6.9%)

12 (11.9%)

6 (5.9%)

Table 16: Nationality of offenders per country

5.5

EDUCATION LEVEL OF TRAFFICKERS

It should be noted that with regard to findings in Romania 12 individuals had no formal
education

64
65

NL - case of “Khristina” (trafficker)
Other nationalities included: Brazil (1); Dutch-Morocon (1); Turkish (1); Hungarian (1).
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Primary

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

Secondary
Low

Finished
Secondary

Vocational

None

University

Unknown

20

3

8

23

12

2

0

2

3

2

2

2

1

2

3

7

5

0

3

0

1

25 (24.8%)

13 (12.9%)

15 (14.6%)

25 (24.8%)

12 (16.9%)

3 (3%)

3 (3%)

Table 17: Education level of offenders per country

5.6

OCCUPATION AND EMPLOYMENT OF TRAFFICKERS

This category was hard to quantify for there was a wide disparity of answers. Some traffickers
stated they were unemployed because they are in prison, whilst others stated they had been
unemployed prior to being in prison. Others talked of jobs they did in the past (prior to getting
involved in crime) whilst others described their trafficking acts as a legitimate business.
In Bulgaria, 19 traffickers were asked about their employment status and occupation (and/or
previous occupations). A total of 7 traffickers stated that they were unemployed when
involved in human trafficking and 9 were employed. For three respondents, it was not
possible to determine their employment status. The economic sectors that the traffickers were
involved in were relatively low-skilled sectors, including agriculture, construction and the
garment industry; other occupations included barber, bartender, driver and security guard.
In Romania, there was a trend of individuals claiming to have had legitimate jobs: in the
construction industry (6 persons); as a taxi driver (4 persons); in unskilled labour (8 persons);
as a chef (2 persons); agriculture (2 persons); sales (1 person); mechanic (1 person); 17
persons stated they worked in “other” and for 13 persons we could not obtain information
related to their employment. In several other of the Romanian cases, traffickers claimed to
have work, but it was not clear whether this was legit work as they had occupations
susceptible for black type of work (agriculture, taxi driver, selling second hand cars from
abroad, builder, tailor).
No relevant information was obtained on this matter from the Netherlands.
5.7

FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD OF TRAFFICKERS

On the whole it was found that traffickers are close to certain people in their families, whether
it is a paternal/maternal figure or their partners. In Bulgaria one trafficker noted that they were
a united family although poor, whilst another recalled that her grandparents ‘succeeded in
substituting the parents completely.’66 In Bulgaria another respondent noted that his parents:
‘are the perfect parents. We always get along well…we talked about everything.’67
Despite the fact that intimacy was reported, there were instances of profound violence in
families. In a Dutch case dubbed “Jamie”, the father was very violent and abused his wife and
Jamie with sticks, belts and keys. He locked Jamie in a dog’s shed and let him bark to get
food. He was not allowed to call his mother ‘mom’, as that would create a bond between
66
67

BUL - case of A (trafficker)
BUL - questionnaire 3.1 (trafficker)
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them. If Jamie was crying his father would say: “I will beat you until you quit crying”. Jamie
still has several scars on his back. He says he finds it difficult that he was never able to
protect his mother.68Such instances are likely to impact an individual’s wellbeing. Indeed in
this trafficker’s psychological examination, a personality disorder diagnosis was made. It was
also noted that this person had a strong need for attention and admiration, especially from
girls and women and was looking for contacts in which he can determine the direction. In
case of rejection, he will instrumentally use violence.
Another Dutch trafficker stated: ‘The fact that I have been (sexually) abused explains a lot,
but I don’t want to hide behind others’ faults. I have made mistakes, with men and women.’69
Interestingly, there was no overwhelming majority of traffickers coming from “disturbed
families”. We use this terminology in quite a broad manner to encompass: single parents
(where the parent was struggling and/or had abusive partners), parents who were not really
present in the child’s life due to addictions and/or criminal life, orphaned children and
violence. One trafficker noted that he was raised more by the criminals on the streets and the
lyrics of rappers than by his own father. Another stated ‘My parents passed away. I grew up
in an unhealthy family environment.’70 Such cases were counted as belonging to disturbed
families. In the Netherlands such was the case with 8 (out of 14) cases. In Bulgaria we noted
that one person came from a disturbed family. In Romania only 4 respondents reported their
parent(s) failed to take care of them and 36 described their childhood as good, warm and
affectionate.
As to adulthood, most traffickers (61.4%) were married, either in a relationship (19.8%) and
an overwhelming majority (85.1%) had children.
Children
Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria

No Children

57

11

11

3

18

1

Total
86 (85.1%)
15 (14.9%)
Table 18: Traffickers with/without children per country
Single
Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

In a relationship

Married

Divorced

7

13

41

7

2

6

5

1

2

1

16

0

11 (10.9%)

20 (19.8%)

62 (61.4%)

8 (7.9%)

Table 19: Relationship status of traffickers per country

68

NL - case of “Jamie S.” (trafficker)
NL - case of “Tom van L.” (trafficker)
70
BUL - questionnaire 2.1 (trafficker)
69
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5.8 SUBSTANCE ABUSE BY TRAFFICKERS
Like in the file study, we found no major problems with drugs and alcohol use amongst the
traffickers. However, in around 60-62.5% of the cases in both alcohol and drugs use, it
remained unclear whether the trafficker was (ab)using drugs or alcohol.
Alcohol
problem
Romania

3

No problem
with alcohol

Unknown use of
alcohol

21

The
0
3
Netherlands
Bulgaria
0
13
Total
3 (3%)
37 (36.6%)
Table 20: Problem with substances per country

5.9

Drug use

No problem
with Drugs

Unknown use of
drugs

44

4

15

49

11

3

2

9

6
61 (60.4%)

2
9 (8.9%)

12
29 (28.7%)

5
63 (62.4%)

PERSONALITY

It is acknowledged that asking data subjects about their personality may provide skewed
answers.
Research showed that in Romania 51.1% of the traffickers described themselves as ‘good
people’. 8.9% reported to be calm and silent. Several other descriptions were used. However a
large part of those questioned did not answer this question at all. Other manners in which
traffickers described themselves in are presented in the table below.
Q: How would you describe yourself?
I am a creative personality.
A good, honest, fair person.
Strict and orderly when it comes to work.
Communicative, positive, conscientious, suggestible, naive
A good man, a man who helps in need.
Moderate, helpful, I respect people.
Kind hearted, hardworking and trusting.
I am a reasonable person, I can help when I am able to, If I have the possibility, I will help
to some people
Average intelligence, with a sense of humour; a man of principle.
Table 21: Self description by traffickers

One trafficker projected himself as a hardened criminal, explaining how he was able to use his
manipulative personality to recruit victims and instinct to seek out vulnerable girls. The case
study below describes his answers:
Case of “T”, The Netherlands
He entered into contact with the girls via the drugs scene, when he was going out, or just on the street. He said
he knows/feels and can smell when a girl is afraid of him, it is his intuition and instinct. He knows when ‘a girl
is ready to be slaughtered’, ready to be forced into prostitution. It is always weak girls, with lots of problems.
He has this instinct because he was raised in this criminal environment and it is in his blood. Traffickers do not
come from descent environment, they have experienced wars or bad things. He has different roles as a
trafficker; he can be ‘prince on the white (or black) horse’, the pimp, the body-guard, chauffeur, lifesaver,
Bonny and Clyde, loverboy, etc. depending on what was most suitable for the situation.
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As a side note it is interesting to recall a confession from one Dutch trafficker: ‘You need a
lot of patience for human trafficking, it causes a lot of headaches and stress.’ 71
5.10 CRIMINAL HISTORY
Only in two cases (one in Romania and one in the Netherlands), the trafficker had a previous
criminal record for human trafficking offences. In the Dutch case the subject was convicted
for human trafficking and recruited women while he was detained. When he came out, he
continued to sexually exploit these women. 72
The remainder of the data is illustrated in table 21.

Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

Has previous
convictions

No previous convictions

Unknown

25

39

4

7

3

4

11

8

0

43 (42.6%)

50 (49.5%)

8 (7.9%)

Table 21: Criminal history of traffickers per country

5.11 PERCEPTION OF LAW AND ORDER
The views of the traffickers regarding their perception of law and order were quite diverse.
On one hand traffickers recognized that the law should be respected and obeyed: ‘Law, rules
and regulations have to be respected and observed. This is why they have been created.’73
One trafficker in Romania stated that he even advised his children to go to law school.
In addition, three traffickers in Bulgaria stated that corruption was a significant problem that
led to an unfair judicial process and required reform. ‘There is NO justice in Bulgaria!
Corruption is very huge and everything needs to be reformed!’74
No data regarding the perception traffickers had of law and order was available for the
Netherlands.
In Romania, about half of the traffickers found the law to be necessary and stated that it
should be respected. Others viewed the judicial system unfair on the basis that they were
convicted. Around one-third of the traffickers stated they would not report to the police if
they were in a situation detrimental to them, some of them motivating this opinion in the light
of their personal experience of serving a sentence in a prison, which wouldn’t want to others.
In about one-sixth of the cases the traffickers stated their friends would not do so either.

71

NL - case of “Ramon N.” (trafficker)
NL - case of “Ramon N.” (trafficker)
BUL - questionnaire 1.1 (trafficker)
74
BUL - questionnaire 1.2 (trafficker)
72
73
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5.12 PERCEPTION OF WOMEN
Traffickers views on women were at times positive, captured in terms such as: they are equal
and must be respected. A bit less than half of the traffickers in Romania expressed such a
view on women. A Bulgarian trafficker responded ‘I value the woman I love and I don’t think
that there is a difference between people.’75 This was a common answer. At the same time
there were answers that showed a perception of women as a commodity. One subject in
Romania stated that not all women deserve respect.76 In the case of a Dutch trafficker he
admitted that criminal opportunities were always the first thing he could think about when
meeting a woman.
5.13 ADMISSION OF GUILT
Traffickers rarely admit the human trafficking. They may admit certain acts, which are vital to
the acts of human trafficking such as the transport of victims to places of work, but they deny
it was against the victims’ will. ‘I don’t think I’m guilty of trafficking in people just because I
travelled with the person to Barcelona and that’s why I’m guilty because we were having an
affair and he/she robbed me and filed a complaint against me.’77
In addition amongst the Dutch cases there was a noticeable trend of traffickers stating they
offered either security or accommodation, or both. The case of “Steffen” illustrates this: he
claims that women approached him for work. The women wanted to earn money, buy nice
stuff, go out for dinner, and go on holidays. Steffen then brought them into the escort. He had
one house where all of his girls were living and described that it was one big family.
Questions on motivation to engage with human trafficking and other similar criminal
activities posed problems for the sample. For some participants the data shows that in many
instances they were in denial about their involvement with human trafficking, and as such did
not answer the question. In Romania for example this was the case with one-fifth of the
subjects. Other responses regarding motivation included:
•
•
•
•

Pulled in by family, friends, (ex)partner
Financial reasons
Naivety / tricked into it
Boredom

Money was a dominant key factor for committing the crime. A Dutch trafficker stated, ‘I have
seen the whole world. America, Dubai, I have been everywhere. My passport is filled with
stamps. I have had piles of money, millions. I have had a chateau in Tunisia, with a view on
the seaside, palm trees and seven bedrooms…To sniff coke, have sex and have fun. That does
something to you as a male’.’78 Another trafficker in Bulgaria stated that his motives were
always only financial and had he been in a better financial situation, he would have stopped.
However, he also noted that he was a businessman and did not harm people.79 An additional
answer from a different Bulgarian trafficker included the ability to make easy money and girls
who volunteer to be prostituted as a motive for engaging in the business.80
75

BUL - questionnaire 5.1 (trafficker)
ROM - interview 3 (trafficker)
77
BUL - questionnaire 3.3 (trafficker)
78
NL – case of “Steffen van O.” (trafficker)
79
BUL - questionnaire 2.1 (trafficker)
80
BUL - questionnaire 3.4 (trafficker)
76
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5.14 INVOLVEMENT
For a noticeable proportion of traffickers, there is a substantial history of prior contact with
the business of human trafficking through friends or family. In one Dutch case the trafficker’s
father was ‘a pimp with a lot of money and always surrounded by women, which he called
‘puppets / dolls’.81 In this case the trafficker described his father as a role model, even though
he knows the father was “bad” and aggressive. In another Dutch case the trafficker stated he
wanted a life like his father, filled with nice cars, money, expensive clothes and mobile
phones.82 In a further Dutch case, the stepfather was a famous trafficker and his mother
worked (most likely involuntary) in prostitution. He learned to be trafficker from his
stepfather at a very young age.83
The table below shows further statistics on how traffickers got involved with the crime.
Friends
Romania
The Netherlands
Bulgaria
Total

(ex)partner

Family

Self

Unknown

14

6

1

1

46

0
5
19 (18.8%)

0
2
8 (7.9%)

2
0
3 (3%)

10
1
12 (11.9%)

2
11
59 (58.4%)

Table 22: How traffickers became involved in the crime

In Romania 3 traffickers reported having been victims of THB themselves.

81

NL - case of “Jamie S.” (trafficker)
NL - case of “Steffen van O.” (trafficker)
83
NL - case of “T” (trafficker)
82
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6

INFORMATION FROM EXPERTS, CLOSE PERSONS AND VICTIMS

As part of our research to develop an understanding of the perpetrators of human trafficking,
we consulted a range of professionals, in addition to victims of human trafficking, to ensure
that our research and our thinking was well grounded in empirical evidence. Both groups of
participants are considered experts regarding human traffickers as they have been close to
them in one way or the other. The participants were recruited by drawing on connections that
TRACE partners had with relevant professionals such as police, lawyers, social workers and
those who provided access to victims. The total number of conducted and studied
questionnaires and interviews are presented in the table below; the aggregate sum is 50. This
consists of 28 interviews with experts and 19 interviews with victims together with 3
questionnaires with experts.
Interviews and questionnaires consisted of a series of inquiries designed to capture
professional and victim understanding about the traffickers and their involvement in the crime
of human trafficking. Common themes were pulled from the interviews and questionnaires,
which will be the guideline for this section.
England

Cyprus

The Netherlands

2
0
0

1
0
10

7
5
1

2
0
5

4
0
1

23
5
19

0

0

0

0

1

0

1

0
7

0
2

0
11

0
13

4
12

0
5

2
50

Law enforcement
Social workers
Victims
Family or Friend of
trafficker

5
0
2

Other
Total

Poland

Romania

Bulgaria

Total

Table 23: Persons interviewed per country

6.1

SEX OF TRAFFICKERS

Experts were quick to acknowledge (with the exception of one victim who was trafficked by a
woman) that the majority of traffickers are male. However, there was acknowledgment of
female traffickers especially within sexual exploitation and forced begging. A police officer
from Poland stated that: ‘in a case within the domain of THB for forced begging, a Ukrainian
woman was engaged in recruitment. In a village she had the status of someone who was
known to find work abroad and who was doing well for herself, she was therefore trusted.’84
6.2

AGE OF OFFENDERS

With regard to the age of traffickers, the experts gave wide brackets; predominantly starting at
about 24 till late 50s. However a Dutch defence lawyer disaggregated the age category
according to the type of trafficker as follows:
Answer from a defence lawyer, The Netherlands
There is a difference between older traffickers, who fall in love with a woman in prostitution or provide a girl
they really like housing, who then turns out to be a minor, that kind of cases. They are around 50 years old and
in a relationship. They sometimes have some education and regular work.

84

Pol – Interviewee 1 (police officer)
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The other group are the players / loverboys varying between 20 and 40 years old. They are Romanian, Polish or
half-Dutch with a double nationality. They do not have a relevant or higher education nor regular work. They
know how to manipulate women or girls and there is always some sort of ‘romantic’ aspect to their relationship,
it is not only a business relationship, there is some emotional binding involved, be it functional or not.

6.3

NATIONALITY OF OFFENDERS

Unsurprisingly nationalities varied, and were depended on the country, and even city, in
which the respondent was interviewed. For example in Romania all respondents stated that
the traffickers were Romanian nationals. In the Netherlands there appears to be a consensus
that many traffickers are Dutch (with some other coming from Morocco, Turkey, Surinam;
although even these tend to have a Dutch nationality). Whilst in Poland it was acknowledged
that many traffickers are Polish, with Bulgarian as the second most common nationality
amongst the criminals and Romania as third.
However a Police officer from Manchester UK noted that in his city the traffickers are
predominantly Romanian, Czech, Slovakian, Hungarian (and victims too, as they usually
recruit from own villages) rather than English.
Several experts in the Netherlands noted that Eastern European traffickers tend to be more
violent.
6.4

EDUCATION LEVEL OF OFFENDERS

The larger part of the respondents stated that traffickers had a level of education up to primary
school or secondary school. However notwithstanding lack of official education they are
street smart and aware of the various laws. It was also highlighted that failing in school seems
to be an important factor that contributed to becoming involved in crime. On the other hand,
there are very skilled individuals who cannot finish school due to other reasons, such as
migration and language problems. Skipping school and not finishing school both were found
to be important factors in predicting criminality.
6.5

CHILDHOOD AND FAMILY LIFE OF OFFENDERS

Experts argued that traffickers have experienced a form of victimisation in their lives. These
could take different forms – abuse or neglect by parents/spouses and general social
disadvantage were amongst the most common. Some of the human traffickers known to the
respondents were found to have parents with a history in trafficking in human beings or
prostitution. Such parents set an example and teach some of the needed skills through their
coping styles, such as hardening by saying: do not cry because it is a sign of weakness.
Answer from a Prosecutor, The Netherlands
It seems traffickers are often in some way hurt or offended in their lives. Some are sexually abused, have had a
bad education or upbringing, or are in another way neglected. Divorced parents also seem to be present and
have their influence on the development of the traffickers.’ For example a Turkish boy was called ‘the little
one’ at home, where he only had older brothers and a sister. He had nothing to say at home, whereas on the
streets he was ‘the man’; he had a motorbike, could drive some girls around, and looked good with a nice blazer
and expensive shoes.
It seems trafficking is either fully supported and the family takes advantages of the situation or the trafficking is
fully ignored. There seems to be less in between. This makes that the trafficker never learns about boundaries or
norms.
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It was also confirmed by UK Police respondent that it is not uncommon for the trafficking
crimes to be operated as a family “business”. The roles will vary; sometimes the women are
exploited sexually in other cases mothers play a role through collecting and keeping the
money. A Dutch counsellor for victims stated that ‘In Hungarian cases the trafficker marries a
young woman in Hungary, they come to the Netherlands, and she starts working in
prostitution for their future together.’85 A similar trend was also observed in the Netherlands
amongst the Roma community: ‘In cases of Roma people, it seems almost a tradition for
women to go into prostitution and men make sure there will be new women to prostitute. To
them, this is more or less a ‘part of their culture’. They grow up in a very harsh area and learn
from the beginning about their low position in society. Trafficking then seems to be their only
option or way out.’ 86
As adults, traffickers are usually family people who have partners and children. A Polish
victim interviewed in England described his trafficker’s family life as: ‘The trafficker lives
with his wife, kids, his parents and grandma. He was very respectful of his parents, in
particular of his mother. He listened to them and did what they said – it’s very likely that the
parents were higher up in the chain, but I do not know exactly what they did. Actually I think
the entire family was involved in some way…’87
6.6

SOCIAL LIFE OF TRAFFICKERS

The majority of those interviewed reported that traffickers are outgoing persons, they mingle
a lot with individuals of the same ethnicity, are both socially and economically active, and
follow cultural and religious events. In addition they have an active “weekend life”, whereby
they go out to clubs or other social events. Their network is often functional to their
trafficking activities. A victim reported about his trafficker: ‘he had a lot of friends, mainly
other Roma. He spent a lot of time with various cousins. He would go out every weekend.
Very busy social life – always on the move.’ 88
In Cyprus victims reported that, though traffickers sustain a wide web of connections to
different people, the ones who really make friends with are individuals who assist them in
completing their criminal endeavours. Dutch interviewees confirmed this: ‘People that help
each other with for example the transportation or checking of victims. It seems necessary to
have such a network, especially if a trafficker has more than one woman working for him in
window prostitution.’ 89
It was further suggested that traffickers frequent internet cafes and places of worship of their
religion, as these venues attract a great portion of diasporas, and this very fact gives them the
opportunity to meet more people and become aware of new possibilities.
6.7

SUBSTANCE ABUSE BY TRAFFICKERS

In relation to substance abuse it was generally, albeit with some exceptions, that traffickers
did not rely on drugs. Alcohol was used recreationally, however after drinking the offenders
became more violent and extreme in their actions.
85

NL – interview with counselor for victims THB
NL – interview with prosecutor
87
EN – interviewee 7
88
EN – interviewee 7
89
NL – interview with counselor for victims THB
86
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6.8

CRIMINAL HISTORY OF TRAFFICKERS

Regarding the criminal history of the traffickers, all of the respondents in Romania stated that
the traffickers had prior involvement with the police. One respondent disclosed that the
trafficker had a criminal recorded related to aggressive acts. A police interviewee from the
Netherlands stated that ‘Criminal antecedents are mainly in drugs, violence, and property
crimes. Traffickers are never first offenders; the transporters or other ‘helpers’ might be
however. It seems traffickers will do whatever gains (fast) money. Therefore, the drugs
trafficking is not only instrumental to the human trafficking / prostitution, but also as a
separate criminal activity to gain extra money.’90
Conversely a Polish police officer highlighted that they do not always have a registered
criminal record. However, it seems in general the experts agree on traffickers having a
criminal history, mainly in violent and property crimes.
6.9

HEALTH AND PERSONALITY OF TRAFFICKERS

Respondents argued that the traffickers on the whole enjoy a healthy life, both physically and
mentally. However, speculations as to pathology or psychopathy were brought up in answers.
In 15 cases (out of the 50 experts and victims interviewed) there was a questioning as to
psychological make up of the trafficker. Common were the following comments:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Limited empathy
Some pathology must be present
Paranoia
Pleasure in violence
Sexually obsessed
Narcissistic
Over confident
Severe aggression
Lack of morality
Lack of a conscience

In Romania two respondents provided responses to the traffickers’ views on women. One
respondent stated that the trafficker valued his mother and wife whereas another respondent
stated that women are perceived as objects that belong to them and are to be used for
exploitative purposes. In Cyprus all victims, unanimously, agreed that traffickers perceive
women to be commodities, easy prey for both sexual and labour exploitation. As one research
participant stated: ‘they know that Indian women who come to Cyprus are alone and they take
advantage of them in any possible way, be it sexual or economic’.91 Dutch respondents put
forward a notion that cultural factors may explain how women are perceived:
Answer from a professional working in a counselling centre for victims, The Netherlands.
Those traffickers with a background in Islamic culture have the worst views on women. If a girl went to bed
with other men before, they are pigs as you aren’t supposed to sleep with someone until you are married. They
tend to think of a woman in terms of Madonna vs. whore; you either look up to or down on her. However, also
Eastern-European sometimes have such a negative view on women. In both groups, the mother is often

90
91

NL – interview with Police Rotterdam
CYP - Interviewee 9 (victim)
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worshipped and sometimes even plays a role in the trafficking (they profit from it through for example the
housing or the money). In Antillean environments the mother is also worshipped but not involved in the
trafficking. The suggestion is that in lower social economic positions women (mothers) have a stronger position

6.10 ADMISSION OF OFFENCE AND AWARENESS OF LAW
On the whole our responders expressed the view that traffickers do not admit to committing a
crime, nor do they identify themselves as traffickers. Equally regret is not a common feeling.
As stated by a Polish police officer ‘sometimes they think what they are doing is normal and
that they are doing a favour to vulnerable people… They do not feel bad or guilty about the
act of trafficking – if caught, they want to get revenge. There was a case in Silesia, where in
the actual courtroom the men were threatening the witnesses.’92
On the whole a consensus was found among all research participants that traffickers are aware
of the law; the approach is that you should not get caught. Further, they pay very little respect
to the law, much less to law enforcers, and that the reason for this is the fact that they have
made a lot of money and know their way around. Characteristically, as one trafficking victim
in Cyprus commented on her experience with the person who trafficked her, ‘he believes that
since he has been exploiting people for so long and the police didn’t do anything to stop him
he can continue doing whatever he wants. He does not respect the law and does not care about
the police.’93
The possible disregard to law could be attributed to the fact that on the whole there are few
convictions of THB. For example to-date in Cyprus, there had only been one conviction on
labour trafficking; a fact which most certainly had played a major role in traffickers
depreciating the capacity of the police to pursue similar cases, and also the victims believing
that traffickers know the ways to evade detection and avert subsequent punishment.
At the same time, there is room for an argument that the traffickers are not totally fearless of
the law. As respondents in Cyprus stated traffickers often try to reach victims upon making a
complaint to the police and either cajole them to withdraw their complaint in exchange of
receiving money, or threat them that they will hurt them. A victim in Cyprus revealed that:
‘After I made a complaint to the police, one assistant to the trafficker, an Indian man, called
me and told me that if I withdrew my complaint my trafficker would give me money. Also, he
told me that the police could not help me because they are useless.’94

92

Pol – Interviewee 1 (police officer)
CYP - Interviewee 10 (victim)
94
CYP - Interviewee 8 (victim)
93
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7

CONCLUSION

The TRACE project explored the demographics, personality traits, health issues, background,
family life and motives of persons convicted of committing the crime of human trafficking. In
this concluding part of the report we draw conclusion based on the above-presented data and
the information obtained from existing literature.
Overall, we had access to information (in varying degrees) with regard to 334 traffickers;
233 were extracted from court files and 101 were interviewed or filled out a questionnaire. In
addition we had information from 31 experts and 19 victims.
7.1

DEMOGRAPHICS

As shown above literature highlighted that most traffickers are male, this was confirmed by
our research where 280 out 334 (83.8%) were male, as well as it was confirmed by most
professionals we included in the research.
The age of the traffickers ranges from teenagers to 70+, although both age categories at the
end side are exceptions. The majority of traffickers (174; 52.1%) were 36 or older, whilst 104
(31.1%) were between 26-35 years old.
The nationality and cultural background of the traffickers differ per country; in Romania and
Bulgaria traffickers originate mainly from within the country. In the Netherlands there is
more diversity among nationality and cultural background. People from Surinam, Antillean,
Turkish and Moroccan descent are highly present, together with people from eastern
European countries and Dutch traffickers. A few traffickers have a double nationality.
However, we have to be cautious in generalising our results regarding nationality of
traffickers as we were only able to carry out research in a limited number of EU countries,
and it is unsurprising that those were the corresponding nationalities that dominated the
statistics.
The majority (188; 56.3%) of traffickers were either married or in a relationship, only 58
(17.3%) were single. Moreover, the majority (226 out of the 334; 67.7%) had children. From
the research we noted that family bonds are very strong and in some cases, family is involved
in the trafficking. In Muslim families for example, family (in particular the mother) is often
involved in the trafficking by collecting or keeping the money. The mother is “worshipped”
and in return, mothers are very protective towards their children.
In general traffickers do not attain high levels of education; the table below presents the
aggregate results.
Primary

Secondary
Low

65 (19.4%)

74 (22.2%)

Finished
Secondary

Vocational

40 (12%)

65 (19.4%)

University

10 (3%)

None

Unknown

41 (12.3%)

39 (11.7%)

Table 24: Level of education for all traffickers considered

Poor school performance seems to be an important factor that contributed to becoming
involved in crime. Furthermore, some boys learnt that being popular gives you power as
others get scared of you, already early in school. In our research we came across ten (3%)
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traffickers (out of 334 cases) who had a University education. However notwithstanding lack
of education they are street smart and aware of the various laws.
Criminal history, showed an interesting result. 140 (41.9%) traffickers had a previous
conviction(s) whilst 161 (48.2%) did not. For the rest of the cases, criminal history remained
unclear. Importantly, only few were previously convicted for trafficking with some interesting
differences between the countries. Previous crimes if occurred related to property crimes
(including burglary), theft, possession of weapons and drugs and rape or other sexual
offences.
7.2

CHILDHOOD

The way children are raised has an impact on the rest of their development throughout their
lifetime. From the literature review it was found that issues such as poor health, lack of
money, domestic violence and low level of education impacted upon the traffickers’
background. Lack of a stable family or lack of emotional attention are also possible factors to
drive someone towards criminality. For some people, additional factors, such as a criminal
family, push them to cross the line.
In the file study as well as the expert interview analysis it was found that traffickers are close
to certain people in their families, whether it is a paternal/maternal figure or their partners.
They often have a good relationship with their parents and grandparents. In general, they are
very close to their family members and remain so during their life course. However, the
traffickers often come from poor families. Furthermore, there is a group of trafficker that
come from broken and violent families, or criminal families, although that was not an
overwhelming majority. These traffickers are raised with criminality and violence and easily
enter the scene and use violence themselves. However, even within such families close ties
with one or some of the family members do exist and relatively often with the mother,
because she was subjected to similar incidences of violence.
Interestingly, following the interviews with traffickers the background and childhood of the
traffickers differ between the countries; in the Netherlands nearly 60% were raised in
disrupted families while in Romania this was around 7,5% and Bulgaria it was 6%. The file
study uncovered similar findings; in Romania nearly 60% had a positive relationship with the
family, only 15% of the family relations were qualified as dysfunctional, in the Netherlands
some 40% reported a dysfunctional relationship with one or both of the parents, while some
35% was positive about the relation with the parents.
7.3

HEALTH

Respondents argued that the traffickers on the whole enjoy a healthy life, both physically and
mentally. In the file study psychological health problems were reported in only 31 (9.3%)
cases while there were no such problems in 114 (34.1%) of the cases. Of the remaining 56.6%
of the traffickers it remained unknown whether they had psychological health problems. No
reliable information was obtained from the research with the traffickers.
Experts most often reported a personality disorder or narcissistic personality or traits thereof.
One of the characteristics of human traffickers seems to be that they do not have any empathic
skills, they cannot relate to their victims. If they would be able to, they could not do this
‘work’ (see also below ‘characteristics and personality’).
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It seems that alcohol addiction and abuse is low among traffickers. Although drug use is
reported in some cases (e.g. cocaine or cannabis), on the whole drug addiction does not seem
to be a major problem for most traffickers. Committing the crime of trafficking requires the
traffickers to be alert 24/7; this could be the reason why few are addicted to alcohol or drugs.
7.4

CHARACTERISTICS AND PERSONALITY

There is a disparity between how society views the traffickers, and how they view
themselves. By victims, experts and social environment, the following characteristics were
given of the offenders:
Arrogant / rude / inhumane / manipulative / street-smart / soft spoken / sly / ruthless /
addicted to power / charming / sociable / manipulative / selfish / calculating / refined /
self-confident / aggressive / intimidating / lack of or defective and disturbed morality /
strong sexual drive.
Traffickers themselves gave the following characteristics:
Creative personality / honest / fair / strict and orderly / communicative / positive /
conscientious / naïve / a good man / helpful / respectful / trustworthy / intelligence /
sense of humour / a man of principle.
Similarities with descriptions of narcissists or anti-social personality are prominent and
traffickers are often labelled as such by experts and the environment. They use power and
violence instrumentally, both physically and emotionally.
What the traffickers have in common is that they show no remorse, guilt or regrets. They
believe that the victims wanted this themselves and that they consented to all.
At the same time we noted that traffickers were averse to living the ´usual way´ of working
and family life. They are in need for sensation and action. They are addicted to the way of life
as trafficker and/or criminal.
It was hard to quantify the trafficker’s perception on women. As mentioned in the
methodology, such information was not available in court files. In interviews traffickers either
declined to answer or gave mixed answers. Notwithstanding we noticed to opposites of the
spectrum. Some traffickers stated women were equal to men; whilst confessed that they were
persons easily exploited. In Cyprus all victims, unanimously, agreed that traffickers perceive
women to be commodities, easy prey for both sexual and labour exploitation. One respondent
in Romania stated that not all women deserve respect. In the case of a Dutch trafficker the
subject admitted that when he was a trafficker criminal opportunities were always the first
thing he would think about, also when he was in contact with a woman. He would ponder
where this particular woman would fit in best: a brothel, behind a window or on the street.
According to Dutch social worker the view on women seem to have cultural element:
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‘Those traffickers with a background in Islamic culture have the worst views on women. If a girl went to
bed with other men before, they are pigs as you aren’t supposed to sleep with someone until you are
married. They tend to think of a woman in terms of Madonna vs. whore; you either look up to or down
on her. However, also Eastern-Europeans sometimes have such a negative views on women. In both
groups, the mother is often worshipped and sometimes even plays a role in the trafficking (they profit
from it through for example the housing or the money). In Antillean environments the mother is also
worshipped but not involved in the trafficking. The suggestion is that in lower social economic positions
women (mothers) have a stronger position’.

Obtaining information on perception of law was not easy – especially from reviewing the
court cases. However, in Romania traffickers do not seem to trust police very much. Based on
the arguments traffickers provided they would not report such a situation, especially because
they wouldn’t want for another person to end up in a prison as they experience how bad the
prison life is. Around 29.5% of the traffickers stated they would not report to the police if
they were in a situation detrimental to them. In around 15.9% of the cases the traffickers
stated their friends would not do so either. Three traffickers in Bulgaria stated that corruption
was a significant problem that led to an unfair judicial process and required reform
7.5

MOTIVES AND REASONS FOR INVOLVEMENT

For TRACE it is of interest to ask why individuals become involved in the crime of THB?
7.5.1 Criminal business and incentives
Persuasive attempts to understand organized crime are rooted in the economic analysis of the
organizations and their players. As such for a better understanding of the incentives associated
with participating in the business of human trafficking we can borrow from those models that
teach us that economic incentives matter for peoples decisions as to whether to engage in
crime or not.
Becker teaches that if the income derived from illegal activity (in this case THB) is greater
than the possibility of earning from legitimate means - taking into account practical
opportunities of earning legitimate income, the probability of being arrested and the probable
punishment should he/she be prosecuted - then the individual will choose to engage in crime
due to the economic incentives.95 Becker’s theories are supplemented by Felson who deals
with crime not as if it were a result of social deprivation or psychological inadequacy but as a
matter of 'rational choice'. 96
Based on these theories we can hypothesise that financial gain and the pursuit of profit are the
primary incentives for engaging in the crime of human trafficking. Indeed, our research
proved this: money was a dominant key factor for committing the crime.
One Romanian subject stated that he had heard that this “business” is profitable. But, in order
to make a consistent profit, one should have 10 - 15 girls. With only one girl, one could
hardly pay his own bills.97 Furthermore, it became clear that money, and the lifestyle that is
associated with money, is a powerful incentive, one victim stated that: ‘when he was
recruiting new girls he would get excited by the prospect of more girls and more money.’
That same victim explained that the trafficker liked to spend money on cars.98
95

Becker as cited in Sullivan, “The Economics of Crime,” Crime & Delinquency, 19, 1973, pp.138 -149
Felson, M., Crime and Everyday Life (2nd ed.), Pine Forge, Thousand Oaks, CA, 1998.
ROM - interview 5 (trafficker)
98
ENG - case T20097509
96
97
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Moreover, it would appear that the money was easier and faster to earn than in other crimes,
in one case it was noted that THB ‘[…]was an opportunity to earn some money for doing no
more than sitting on a train for a couple of hours.’99 The notion of financial gain corresponds
to the perception of human trafficking as a low risk high gain venture, a feature which was
noted in the Romanian case files, where the majority of the traffickers (around 69,5%)
appreciated the substantial financial side of trafficking in persons crime to be a good reason to
start and even continue in perpetrating.
In the Romanian analysis we noted that 93 out of 182 traffickers considered were unemployed
(51%). In addition the file study conducted in the Netherlands revealed that some 50% of the
traffickers was in debt and that at least one forth is reliant on social welfare funding. Together
with the poor education levels this suggests that a weak financial position (or a prospect of)
could play a role in pushing persons to enter into the crime of THB.
For the present purposes it is relevant to note that in the crime of THB the monetary gain can
take various forms: it can include actual money or the possibility to save money. Those who
harbour and exploit individuals for the purpose of domestic service are able to save money on
employing cleaning/cocking/care staff. In conducting empirical research this was cited as an
example of an incentive to engage in THB for the purpose of forced labour: ‘the employer
doesn’t get financial benefit from the worker, but what they get is that they save themselves a
lot of money.’100
Interestingly, and as argued by Van Duyne, not only profit is the true incentive; when
commenting on organised criminals in general he notes ‘many crime-entrepreneurs should
have quitted their industry after having amassed a handsome “retirement fund”. There are few
who display so much rationality. Most crime-entrepreneurs continue beyond such a point,
perhaps more addicted to a lifestyle than to the money they actually make. For instance, one
Dutch trafficker interviewed stated: ‘I have seen the whole world. America, Dubai, I have
been everywhere. My passport is filled with stamps. I have had piles of money, millions. I
have had a chateau in Tunisia, with a view on the seaside, palm trees and seven
bedrooms…To sniff coke, have sex and have fun. That does something to you as a male.’101
The above analysis, although convincing, still has some limitations in terms of fully
answering the focal question. Although we were able to identify why individuals may engage
in crime – economic incentives combined with environmental push factors – we must
acknowledge that individuals have many options to choose from when it comes to engaging
in profitable crime. Clearly, drug trafficking, on-line fraud or arms dealing are also very
profitable, thus why do individuals choose the crime of THB over others? Here we can turn to
two possible answers: the trafficker’s psychology and secondly the network perspective
theory.
7.5.2 Psychology
Above it was already stated that we did not find a major trend in psychological distortions
amongst the traffickers. However, as also stated afore traits such as lack of empathy did
feature high on the list of words used to describe traffickers by experts.
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ENG - case T20137461
ENG – interview September 2014 (expert)
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NL - case of “Steffen van O.” (trafficker)
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7.5.3 Trafficker’s network: the key reason for engaging in THB
The network theory explains that individuals enter the crime of THB because of the
environment that they surround themselves with. That environment can relate to school,
family and peer clusters.
The crime of THB is often made up of loosely connected collectives; in analysing all
empirical evidence we observed the activity of families who engage in THB or groups that
originate from the same village/town/city. For example the Bulgarian traffickers that control
sexual exploitation in Poland often come from the same area, and are recruited from a
‘milieu’.
The network perspective provides a useful insight into the question of incentives or even
reasons for why individuals get involved in THB. It can be put forward that some people
living in areas where there are people involved in THB will becomes involved in the crime
themselves. In other words they are conforming to the peer group.102 In addition children can
follow their parents and other family members into the network of human trafficking.
In one Dutch case the trafficker’s father was ‘a pimp with a lot of money and always
surrounded by women, which he called ‘puppets / dolls’.’103 In this case the trafficker
described his father as a role model, even though he knows the father was “bad” and
aggressive. In another Dutch case the trafficker stated he wanted a life like his father, filled
with nice cars, money, expensive clothes and mobile phones.104 In a further Dutch case, the
stepfather was a famous trafficker and his mother worked (most likely involuntary) in
prostitution. He learned to be a trafficker from his stepfather at a very young age.105
We also studied court files, however in a majority of cases it remained unclear how exactly
the trafficker first got involved in the act of human trafficking (For example Netherlands: in
52.9% cases; England: in 79%). However from some it was possible to gain an insight into
the reality that human trafficking can occupy families. In the Romanian court study 62,5% of
the traffickers entered into this type of criminality together or through persons from their
family or friends (close friends) or through the life partner. In an English court a probation
officer stated: ‘the family encouraged each other in criminal behaviour.106
7.6

NEUTRALIZING HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Trafficker’s reasons for engaging in this particular crime can also be explained by the
neutralization techniques; i.e individuals can find justifications for the actions. In our
empirical research we noted four forms of neutralization: denial or responsibility, denial of
injury and appeal to higher cultural loyalties (see literature review above for explanations of
the same).
Taking denial of injury first. Traffickers argue that what they are doing is not in fact a crime
as the victims are consenting to it –in law such an argument is not be accepted as Article 2 (4)
102
Bauman, Karl and Susan, Ennett, “Adolescent Social Networks: Friendship Cliques, Social Isolates, and Drug Use Risk”, January 2000,
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Karl_Bauman/publication/238724486_Adolescent_Social_Networks_Friendship_Cliques_Social_Isolate
s_and_Drug_Use_Risk/links/0deec52deaae8184da000000.pdf
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NL - case of “Jamie S.” (trafficker)
104
NL - case of “Steffen van O.” (trafficker)
105
NL - case of “T” (trafficker)
106
ENG - case T20117915
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of the EU Trafficking Directive states that ‘The consent of a victim of trafficking in human
beings to the exploitation, whether intended or actual, shall be irrelevant where any of the
means set forth in paragraph 1 has been used.’
Turning to denial of responsibility. Our research shows the trafficker’s lack of willingness to
acknowledge their involvement with the act of human trafficking, they often admit to certain
acts, which are vital to the acts of human trafficking such as the transport of victims to places
of work, but they deny it was against the victims’ will. When analysing the court files, it was
found that the traffickers admitted to knowing the victim (e.g., stating they provided housing
for the victim, or helped them come to the country of destination) but denied any exploitation
or intent to exploit. One questioned trafficker stated: ‘I don’t think I’m guilty of trafficking in
people just because I travelled with the person to Barcelona and that’s why I’m guilty because
we were having an affair and he/she robbed me and filed a complaint against me.’107
Denial of responsibility is also an obstacle to reaching a true understanding of traffickers’
motivations and incentives. For instance, questions on motivation to engage with human
trafficking and other similar criminal activities posed problems for the sample, this was
observed during the analysis of the court files as well as the analysis of interviews and
questionnaires with traffickers. As a result, the data from the empirical research with
traffickers show that in many instances, they were in denial about their involvement with
human trafficking, and as such did not answer the question. In Romania for example this was
the case with 20% of the respondents. Following review of the Romanian court files, 71.9%
of all traffickers maintained their innocence during court proceedings. As a result, it was not
always easy to extract an understanding of why they became involved in the crime. Therefore,
the testimony of witnesses and experts during the criminal proceedings was analysed to
determine why the traffickers were incentivized.
A further neutralization argument is related to appeal to cultural norms and loyalties. This was
citied for example in the case of Roma traffickers who exploit individuals for forced begging.
Justification was rooted in that this is the done thing in the community.
7.7

OTHER REASONS

In analysing the results from court studies, interviews with and questionnaires from traffickers
and interviews with experts and victims we were also able to note some other reasons that
came up as a “one of” or rarely. We mention them, as despite being rare answers they were
non-the less interesting:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
107

The desire to change his social life to better
To integrate themselves in a group
To be accepted in a relation (one trafficker was in loved with his victim and other with
fellow traffickers)
Sexual motivation
Prestige in his entourage / Power
Desire to feel “macho”
Keeping a friendship with a group known for committing illegalities
Wanted to get fun (one trafficker was a pensioner who stated he was bored)
Wanted to show others his ability to have success

BUL - questionnaire 3.3 (trafficker)
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•
•
7.8

Wanted to help the victims to find a job abroad since there were friends/family or
coming from the same social and religious community
Drug consumption and the euphoria determined by the drugs
FINAL REMARKS

According to our initial plan for work package three, we would include in our research
victims who became traffickers to gain more insight into the characteristics of these people
and the underlying processes. During the research we however found that it was difficult to
discover traffickers who are former victims of trafficking. However, some of the expert
interviewees touched upon this issue. They stated this sometimes female traffickers are
former victims. However, as the number of respondents going into this was too small and the
information they could provide was too little, we do not feel qualified to comment on this as
we found this needs more targeted research. We however do acknowledge what is written
about female victims from the former Soviet Union and Nigeria in literature as presented in
the introduction and section 2.2.2. We therefore encourage further research into this as this
seems a highly vulnerable group
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ACRONYMS
N

NGO

Non-Governmental Organisation

O

OSCE

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe

T
THB

Trafficking in Human Beings

U

UNODC

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

W

WP

Work package
PARTNER ABBREVIATIONS

VUB
TiU
CY POL-THB
ANITP
AAF

Vrije universiteit Brussel
Tilburg University
Cyprus Police – department of Trafficking in Human Beings
Agentia Nationala Importiva Traficului de Persoane
Animous Assiciation Foundation
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ANNEX 1

Checklist*file*study!
Following is the checklist for de study of case files. For the analysis of the results, it is vital the same
research is conducted by all partners. It is therefore important to fill in every form in the same way.
Please follow this checklist to ensure a smooth synthesis of the results. In case more than one suspect
or perpetrator is involved in a case, a form will be filled in per person separately. Please do not use
the official file number, but only numbers for your own administration.
File number (according to your own administration):
Number of suspects / perpetrators:
Date of conviction:
Type of exploitation:
Sentence:
Socio-demographic characteristics
! Age
! Gender
! Nationality or country of origin
! Educational level
! Employment status
! (previous) Occupation(s)
! Marital status
! Children
! Belief or religion
Social environment
! Description of current social network
! Description relationship with parents
! Description relationship with others
! Social interactions with others
! Definitions and views of law and law enforcement
! Others’ behaviour, values, attitudes, and definitions of law
! Strength of social bonds
Development and motivations
! Social environment of growing up
! Role models throughout life
! Criminal antecedents
! Issues and problems occurred during life course
! (resilience and coping) capabilities
Moral development
! Parenting processes during childhood
! Discipline and supervision throughout life
! Interactions with family
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!
!

Family structure
(extend of) social control

Cognition and health
! Level of cognition skills
! Mental health disorder
! Psychopathy
! Personality disorders
! Genetics
! Brain dysfunctions
! Drug and alcohol (ab)use
! Other psychological comments
Trafficking acts
! How got involved in the trafficking
! Feelings after first act of trafficking
! Advantages and profits that made him/her continue
! Reasoning behind the actions (if any)
! Relationship to victim(s)
! View about the victim(s)
! Ever been trafficking victim him/herself
! Any regrets
Motives and incentives
- Expression of costs, benefits, motives, incentives, and reinforcing and punishing factors to
start, continue or stop the trafficking
- Expression of rationalizing / neutralizing their acts (what are their justifications)
Any other notions found relevant to the research:
In case anything relevant to the study was not covered by the checklist, please indicate here
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Interview)protocol)professionals+&+
victims!
This interview will be conducted for the purposes of the TRACE project: a research project looking
into human trafficking. For this interview, we are mainly interested in the demographical, social and
psychological backgrounds of the traffickers. As we are aware this brings along several sensitive
issues and information, we guarantee you anonymity. The information you share with us will not be
reducible to you in any case. If there are any questions you are not willing or not able to answer,
please indicate. Thank you in advance for your time and willingness to cooperate. Your answers are of
great value to us.
Interview number:
Age:
Male/female:
Profession (if applicable):
1. Demographics of traffickers
Can you tell us something about the characteristics of (the) perpetrator(s)?
! Gender:
! Nationality / ethnicity:
! Age:
! Family / marital status (including if they have any children):
! Religion / belief:
! Occupation:
! Education:
! Employment:
! Socio-Economic status:
! Criminal history:
2. Social Background
What kinds of people surround the trafficker? Information about social activities, friends, family life
!
!
!

Do you have any information on the social background and environment of perpetrators?
Can you describe the social networks of trafficker(s)?
Can you describe the relationship with their parents?
(By whom have they been raised, how was their family composed, how was the relationship
with the parent (for example: affective, warm, hostile, had little contact etc.)
Can you describe their relationship and interactions with others?
How (frequent) do they have contacts, what kind of persons are these others
How closely are traffickers connected to their social life
How often do they hang out, what kind of contacts do they have, what kind of activities do
they do, etc.

3. Childhood history and development
Can you tell us something about the childhood and development of traffickers?
!
!
!

Are there any typical issues in relation to childhood of traffickers?
Who were / are the traffickers’ role models
Do they typically have criminal antecedents? For which acts? Were they convicted for it?
Which problems (negative life events) have they encountered and experienced throughout
their lives?
For example (family) loss, unemployment, (sexual, domestic) violence, etc.
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!
!
!
!
!

How do they cope with these problems?
Will they for example get aggressive, take revenge, turn more into themselves, ask others for
help, etc.
What do you know about the kind of parenting they have experienced and the extent of
discipline and supervision
How are interactions with family usually
What is / was their family structure
Parents, siblings, did they live together, etc.
To what extent did they experience social control
Did their parents, friends, family and neighbors watch, take care, and look after them, and to
what extent

4. Health
Can you share with us your observations on traffickers’ cognition and health?
! How would you describe ‘the trafficker’
If any, what are general characteristics of the trafficker and its surroundings
! What (personality) characters are typical for traffickers (if any)
! Do you often observe mental health issues, psychopathy, or personality disorders
If any, please indicate which
! Do you know about brain dysfunctions in traffickers
If any, please indicate which
! What do you know about drug and alcohol (ab)use
How often, what, in what amounts, etc.
! What is their idea of women (gender) and non-discrimination
Do they think of(wo)men as easy picks, do they only see a certain business value in (wo)men,
is there a difference between races, etc.
5. Methods of recruitment
An understanding of the different roles played by traffickers throughout various stages of the
trafficking process is necessary to facilitate the identification and arrest of traffickers.
! How do traffickers typically define law and order?
What do they think of the rules and regulations, law, police (enforcement), are they often
involved in contacts with such parties, will they take vengeance and solve issues themselves
! How does their social environment define and act upon law?
What do they think of the rules and regulations, law, police (enforcement). Are they often
involved in contacts with such parties
! Can you tell us something more about the trafficking process?
! How do traffickers initially get involved in trafficking?
! What roles do trafficker(s) commonly play?
(for example: recruiters, transporters, exploiters)
- What is their Modus operandi (how do they operate?)
- What is their relationship to the victims?
(how) Did they know each other, how well, what kind of relationship was this, etc.
- How do they perceive the victim?
As a friend, as a profit making product, as a victim, etc.
- Were they ever trafficked themselves before?
If yes, and if possible, please describe
6. Motives
Can you tell us something about the motives and incentives traffickers have to start, continue or stop
the trafficking?
-

What do they consider to be the advantages or profits of the trafficking
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!

!
!
!

How do they often feel after their first act of trafficking
Did they feel good, bad, guilty, responsible for the consequences, etc.
How do they justify their acts of trafficking
Do they express any regrets
If yes, please indicate how these were expressed. For example: do they deny their
responsibility for the acts, do they blame others, do they find they do no harm but only help
people, do they find other people have forced them, etc.
What is their reasoning behind the acts?
For example: do they do it for the money, status, others, fun, etc.
Are the actions planned and thought out or more opportunistic in nature
Do traffickers take the ‘human trafficking market’ into account
Are they aware of the demand-supply, do they know about developments in human
trafficking, etc.

7. Technologies
! Are you aware of any technologies that help to facilitate human trafficking?
How are they used? Do they play a particular role in relation to recruitment, transportation, or
exploitation?
! What do you know about technologies that help to prevent human trafficking?
! What do you know about different technologies used for different types of human trafficking?
! If any, what changes in the ways in which technology has been used by traffickers between
the present day and the past have you noticed?
! What technologies do you think will play a role in shaping the human trafficking industry in
the future? And how? (Both in terms of facilitating and combatting human trafficking)
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Interview&protocol&traffickers!
This interview will be conducted for the purposes of the TRACE project: a research project looking
into human trafficking. For this interview, we are mainly interested in the demographical, social and
psychological backgrounds of the traffickers. As we are aware this brings along several sensitive
issues and information, we guarantee you anonymity. The information you share with us will not be
reducible to you in any case. If there are any questions you are not willing or not able to answer,
please indicate. Thank you in advance for your time and willingness to cooperate. Your answers are of
great value to us.
Interview number:
1. Demographics
Can you tell us something more about your socio-demographic characteristics, such as?
!
Gender:
!
Nationality / ethnicity:
!
Age:
!
Family / marital status (including if you have any children):
!
Religion / belief:
!
Occupation:
!
Highest gained education:
!
Employment:
!
Socio-Economic status:
!
Criminal history:
2. Social Background
What can you tell us about your social background and environment?
! Can you describe your social network(s)
What kinds of people surround you. Information about social activities, friends, family life
! Can you describe your relationship with your parents
By who have you been raised, how was your family composed, how was the relationship with
your parents (for example: affective, warm, hostile, had little contact etc.), how is the current
relationship and how has this developed over time
! Can you describe your relationship and interactions with others
How (frequent) do you have contacts with others, what kind of persons are these others, how do
you find it to be around these others
! How closely are you connected to your social life
How often do you hang out, what kind of contacts do you then have, what kind of activities do
they do, how would you value these contacts and people
3. Childhood history and development
Can you tell us something about your childhood and development?
Are there any typical issues in relation to your childhood? In what kind of social environment did you
grew up?
! Who were / are your role models
! Do you have any criminal antecedents? For which acts?
Were you (per)sued for it
! Which problems have you encountered and experienced throughout your life
For example (family) loss, unemployment, (sexual, domestic) violence, etc.
! How do you cope with these problems
Do you for example get aggressive, take revenge, turn more into yourself, ask others for help, etc.
! What can you tell us about the kind of parenting you have experienced and the extent of
discipline and supervision
Were your parents strict with rules at home, did you feel like they were watching you, etc.
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!
!
!

How are interactions with family usually
What is / was your family structure
Parents, siblings, did you live together, etc. Please describe
To what extent did you experience social control
Did your parents, friends, family and neighbors watch, take care, and look after them, and to what
extent

4. Health
Can you share with us some information on your cognition and health?
! How would you describe yourself, your personality
! What (personality) characters are typical for traffickers (if any)
If any, what are general characteristics of ‘the trafficker’ and its surroundings
! Were you ever diagnosed with mental health issues, psychopathy, or personality disorders
If any, please indicate which
! Do you know about brain dysfunctions you (might) have
If any, please indicate which
! How often and in what amounts do you use drugs and alcohol
! How do you think of women (gender) and non-discrimination
How do you view the people you traffick, do you think of (wo)men as easy picks, do you only see
a certain business value in (wo)men, is there a difference between races, etc.
Please note that the following questions concern the actual acts of trafficking. As this might be a
sensitive topic to traffickers concerning issues of guilt and blame, please make sure it is appropriate to
pose the following questions. If not, please round up the interview and thank the respondent for the
time and answers.
5. Methods of recruitment
Can you tell us something more about the trafficking process?
! How did you initially get involved in trafficking?
! What roles did you commonly have?
(for example: recruiters, transporters, exploiters)
- What was your Modus operandi (how did you operate?)
- What was your relationship to the victims?
(how) Did you know each other, how well, what kind of relationship was this, etc.
- How did you perceive the victim?
As a friend, as a profit making product, as a victim, etc.
- Were you ever trafficked yourselves before?
If yes, and if possible, please describe
6. Motives
Can you tell us something about your motives and incentives to start, continue or stop the trafficking?
- How does your environment think of law and order
What do you think of the rules and regulations, law, police (enforcement), are you often involved
in contacts with such parties, will you take vengeance and solve issues yourself or will you report
about this
- How does your social environment define and act upon law
What do they think of the rules and regulations, law, police (enforcement). Are they often
involved in contacts with such parties
! How and why did you get involved in the trafficking process?
! How did you feel after your first act of trafficking
Did you feel good, bad, guilty, responsible for the consequences, etc.
! What do you consider to be the advantages or profits of the trafficking
! Do you have any regrets
If yes, please indicate how these were expressed
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!

Do you justify your acts of trafficking or do you believe others were to blame? Please explain?
For example: do you find you are not responsible for the acts, do you think others are to blame,
do you find you do no harm but only help people, do you find other people have forced you into
the trafficking, etc.

7. Technologies
! Are you aware of any technologies that help to facilitate human trafficking?
How are they used? Do they play a particular role in relation to recruitment, transportation, or
exploitation?
! What do you know about technologies that help to prevent human trafficking?
! What do you know about different technologies used for different types of human trafficking?
! If any, what changes in the ways in which technology has been used by traffickers between
the present day and the past have you noticed?
! What technologies do you think will play a role in shaping the human trafficking industry in
the future? And how? (Both in terms of facilitating and combatting human trafficking)
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