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Preface 

 

     

     

   This didactic kit is prepared in the framework of the AMIF 
project titled “SAFE HOUSES-Support and Assistance before 
the Exploitation in Hosting coUntries of third country 
national victims of trafficking for Sexual purposeS”. The 
project intervenes in transit migration areas to support the 
integration of women and girls who are third-country nationals 
(TCNs) and are victims of trafficking for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation.    
The project strengthens the capacities of civil society, local 
authorities, law enforcement agencies, and other supporting 
organizations in Sicily (Italy), Cyprus, Provence-Alpes-Côte 
d'Azur (France), Madrid (Spain).  
A first axis of intervention of the project is in fact directed to 
enhance the capacities of the above-mentioned stakeholders in 
providing appropriate assistance and support to women and 
girls who are TCNs as soon as there are reasonable grounds to 
believe that they are victims of trafficking.  
A second component of the project strengthens the capacities 
of social workers and professionals working in shelters and 
reception centres for refugees, asylum seekers, UAM and THB 
victims in adopting victim-centred approaches which 
guarantee gender-specific and child sensitive assistance and 
support measures and take into account specific needs of the 
victims.  
Finally, the project fosters the exchange of experiences and 
good practices related to the groundwork for integrating 
women and girls who are victims of trafficking and sexual 
exploitation taking into account the perspective of the victims, 
their empowerment and self-determination.  
The action applies Participatory methodologies and a victim-
centred approach, which have been integrated in the 
preparation work leading to the formulation of the present 
guide.   
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The project is promoted by:   
 

 

CISS - International 

South South Cooperation (www.cissong.org) is an Italian no 
profit association funded in 1985 with the objective to address 
development issues in favour of the most marginalized 
population groups living in the Global South as well as in 

southern Italy.   

MPDL - Movimiento por la Paz, el Desarme y la 
Libertad (www.mpdl.org) is a non-profit organisation created 
in 1983, present in 11 countries and based in Spain where, 
through its Social Affairs Department, provides support to 
migrants and refugees. Since 2002 MPDL runs an emergency 
shelter for migrant women victims of GBV in Madrid.  

The CyRC - Cyprus Refugee 
Council (www.cyrefugeecouncil.org) is the first NGO in Cyprus 
to focus primarily on refugees. The team of CyRC follows an 
inter-disciplinary approach, by providing individualized legal, 
social and psychological support to persons of concern with the 
aim to ensure access to rights. The team is made up of 
dedicated professionals with extensive experience working 
directly with refugees, asylum seekers, detainees, trafficking 
victims and survivors of torture.  

ALC 
- Accompagnement Lieu d'Accueil (http://association-
alc.net) has more than 50 years of experience in the provision 
of social services and in the protection of vulnerable groups; 
based in a transit migration area, in Nice, since 2001 ALC is 
coordinating the National Network Ac. S, an integral part of the 
means of protection available to victims of human trafficking in 
France  
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Introduction 
 
This didactic tool focuses on the Victim Centred Approach as a method of using in 

organizations and other services when working with victims of trafficking.  The idea is to 

create a didactical tool using a cases studies in order to aid front line officers who work with 

potential victims of trafficking. As the victim centred approach doesn’t have enough 

bibliography or research, the authors tried to base their writing on their experience and by 

providing lots of examples and case studies. We believe that it will be more beneficial for the 

reader to learn what a victim centred approach is through our own experiences and examples.  

 

The first chapter gives a summary of definitions and meanings on what gender-based violence 

and is which includes the trafficking in human beings (THB). Following there is a description 

of trafficking according to international bodies.  

The second chapter focusing on the psychological profile of the victim of trafficking, while 

talking about indicators of trafficking and the psychological consequences it has on the 

victim. The third chapter goes into describing the VCA. Along with this the chapter talks 

about characteristics a VCA practitioner would have.  

Chapter 4 covers the elements of the first meeting and its importance on creating trust and 

security for the victim. Next, the social history intake elements and examples are being given, 

in chapter 5. The action plan and the importance of communicating with other stakeholders 

is covered in the next chapter.  

Chapter 7 is dedicated to the importance of selfcare for the VCA practitioner.  Definitions and 

description of negative consequences of not having selfcare are presented as well as selfcare 

suggestions. 

Chapter 8 talks about different ethical dilemmas and issues a VCA practitioner may 

encounter. 

Chapter 9 gives a comprehensive example of a case, managed with the VCA. 

We hope you will enjoy this didactic kit!   
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Who is this for? 
 

This didactic kit falls under the  first axis of intervention of the project, which is directed to 

enhance the capacities of the stakeholders in providing appropriate assistance and support 

to women and girls who are TCNs as soon as there are reasonable grounds to believe that 

they are victims of trafficking.  Any organization or service should work in a way that protects 

and works towards the best interest of the victim. 

   

This kit alone is not adequate for developing expertise in working with victims of trafficking 

as each professional needs to be trained in its own discipline as well as be trained with 

working with vulnerable groups and study the laws and procedures of the country they work 

at. Nonetheless, this is a comprehensive tool that describes the Victim Centered Approach 

(VCA) as a successful way for organizations and institutions to use, in order for the victims 

to feel supported and cared for.   

 

It is directed to social workers, psychologists, lawyers, law enforcement officers, case workers, 

interpreters, cultural mediators, and anyone else who is working with victims of trafficking.  
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Chapter 1 

 

 

Gender based Violence and THB 
 

Gender-based violence and trafficking in human beings 
 
Every person working with victims of human trafficking, should be familiar with relevant definitions, 

reports, laws, procedures and statistics on gender-based violence (GBV) and trafficking in human 

beings (THB). Even though international law and guidelines exist, a person should also look at the laws 

and procedures of the country he or she works at.  

 

This chapter includes a brief introduction to topics of GBV and THB as well as examples of suitable 

exercises and key messages which should be included in the training. Depending on the profile of the 

training participants, their professional activities, and their familiarity with the topics of GBV and THB, 

the training content will differ. 

What is gender-based violence 

Definition 
 
According to the Istanbul Convention (2011) gender-based violence against women is “violence that is 

directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately”. Further, 

violence against women is defined as “a violation of human rights and a form of discrimination 

against women and shall mean all acts of gender‐based violence that result in, or are likely to result 

in, physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 

acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life”. 
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Forms of GBV 
 
Gender-based violence has many different forms. As identified in the “Co-creating a Counselling 

Method for Refugee Women GBV Victims” project (Lilja, I., 2019), common forms of violence amongst 

refugee women include: Sexual assault, including rape; Domestic/intimate partner violence; 

Trafficking in human beings; Female genital mutilation; Forced marriage; Sexual harassment; Honor-

based violence; and Stalking.  It is important to note that this list of harmful acts which classify as forms 

of GBV is not exclusive. 

 

European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE, n.d.), differentiates four forms of GBV which constitute 

broader categories. Many types of GBV could be classified in more than one or all of these categories. 

The classification proposed by EIGE corresponds to the definition of GBV in the Istanbul Convention 

(2011) and is as follows: 

 

- Physical violence - Any act which causes physical harm as a result of unlawful physical force. Physical 

violence can take the form of, among others, serious and minor assault, deprivation of liberty and 

manslaughter. 

- Sexual violence - Any sexual act performed on an individual without their consent. Sexual violence can 

take the form of rape or sexual assault. 

- Psychological violence - Any act which causes psychological harm to an individual. Psychological 

violence can take the form of, for example, coercion, defamation, verbal insult or harassment. 

- Economic violence - Any act or behavior which causes economic harm to an individual. Economic 

violence can take the form of, for example, property damage, restricting access to financial resources, 

education or the labor market, or not complying with economic responsibilities, such as alimony.” 
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Trafficking in human beings (THB) 

Definition 
 
THB is considered a form of gender-based violence. According to the United Nations Convention 

Against Transnational Organized Crime (2004), trafficking in human beings is “the recruitment, 

transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or 

other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of 

vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person 

having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 

minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced 

labor or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.” Further 

in the definition it is also specified that “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt 

of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even if this does 

not involve any of the means.” 

 

Trafficking can affect males, females, and children as well as any age, nationality or social status. We 

will be referring to females when talking of THB for the purpose of this didactic kit.  

THB as the definition states has three elements, which is the act; what is being done, how it is being 

done; the means, and the purpose of it happening. The means and purpose of THB (sexual, labor 

exploitation, and others) constantly change and other forms of trafficking may be developed by the 

time you are reading this didactic tool. The reason is that as new policies and laws are being enforced 

for the prevention of trafficking, traffickers think of new ways to make money.  Therefore, the need to 

always be updated on research and news on trafficking should be emphasized. 

 

Below you will see examples of THB as stated by the UN (UNDC, 2020).   
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Elements of THB 
 
 
Act (What is done) Means (How it is done)  Purpose (Why it is 

done) 
Recruitment 
 
Transportation 
 
Transfer 
 
Harboring or receipt of 
persons  

Threat or use of force 
 
Coercion 
 
Abduction 
 
Fraud 
 
Deception 
 
Abuse of power or vulnerability 
 
Giving payments or benefits to a person in 
control of the victim 

Exploitation, including  
 
Prostitution of others 
 
Sexual exploitation 
 
Forced labor 
 
Slavery or similar 
practices 
 
Removal of organs 
 
Other types of 
exploitation  

 

 

It is important to note that human trafficking and smuggling are two different phenomena. The UN 

(2000), definition of smuggling is as follows: 

 

“Smuggling of migrants shall mean the procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a 

financial or other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the person 

is not a national or a permanent resident;” 

 

The main element allowing to differentiate between human trafficking and smuggling, is a consent of a 

person(s) being smuggled. People who are smuggled often pay large sums of money to be transported 

across international borders. Once they arrive in the country of their final destination, they are generally 

left to their own devices. Smuggling becomes trafficking when an element of force or coercion is 

introduced. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Didactic Tool on victim Centered Approach PAGE 12  

 

Key messages 
 
Human trafficking is one of the forms of gender-based violence. 

Human trafficking has 3 elements: act, means and purpose. 

In cases when a victim of human trafficking is a child, the presence of means is not necessary to 

classify as human trafficking. 

Human trafficking and human smuggling are not the same. 

Human trafficking for the purpose of exploitation and exploitation alone are not the same. 

Human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation is not the same as prostitution. 

 

Case study 1.1  

 
Police officers arrest 3 ladies who arrived at the airport and after investigation, they confessed that the 

purpose of their arrival to the country was to get married to Third country nationals, for visa purposes. 

The anti-trafficking police said that they couldn’t classify this arrest as trafficking in human beings.  

 

Why do you think the police couldn’t classify this act as trafficking? 

 

Case study 1.2  
 

A woman was chatting through social media with a man. Her being in an African country and him being 

in a European country. They formed a long-distance relationship. He promised that he will register her 

to a university and pay for her expenses in order for her to come and stay with him. After her arrival to 

the country she realized that she wasn't registered in any university and that her boyfriend wanted her 

to stay locked in the house. He wouldn’t let her go out of the house for any reason, and he was often 

acting violently towards her until she managed to escape.    

 

Is the above a trafficking case? 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Didactic Tool on victim Centered Approach PAGE 13  

 

Case study 1.3 
 

A man who was the owner of a bar in an African country was searching for vulnerable women to send 

them to a European country to work for another man who no one knew his name, he was often called 

“the boss”. He was asking for single young ladies who are in need of money to work at his restaurants, 

he promised good salaries and was providing a place to stay. The bar owner was known to some people 

in the town as someone who can get you a good job in Europe so a lot of ladies or families were 

approaching him in order to find job for their loved ones. He was arranging for all the papers; 

sometimes fake other times real passports and he was telling the girls that someone will wait for them 

at the destination airport. The young girls trusted this man, so they followed his recommendations, they 

did not have any other choice if they wanted to get a job in Europe anyways. At the airport another man 

was waiting for the ladies, picking them up and taking them at an apartment. He was informing the 

girls that the “boss” wanted their documents and phones to arrange their visas and their stay to the 

country. After that they were left locked in an apartment until another man informed them that what 

the really came to do is to get paid to sleep with men, they really didn’t have an option they were forced 

to sleep with many men during the day, often bitten and tied up until they “agree” to what were ask to 

do. 

 

Can you spot the smuggler and the trafficker at this case study? 

What are the different elements of trafficking and how is the network working? 

Is trafficking always an international network?  
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Chapter 2 

 

The victim of trafficking 
 

Psychological profile of a victim of trafficking 
 
Human trafficking victims do not consist a uniform group, and victims’ profiles differ. Moreover, 

everyone can fall into the traps of trafficking, despite their background or social status.  However, there 

are some risk factors which make a person more exposed to victimization.  

 

Risk factors 
Personal vulnerabilities can contribute to the perpetrator approaching the victim easier. The most usual 

characteristic of a trafficking victim is a difficult background history. Very often victims of trafficking 

were exposed to child sexual abuse or came from an extremely low socio-economic status. Why find 

that they are often children of poor families who were brought up in rural areas with lack of education. 

Victims of trafficking often describe their life back to their countries as a difficult life where they were 

lacking basic needs, as food and housing.  

 

In some cases, we notice nonexistent social support network (orphans, or children from another 

marriage who were refused from their stepfather or mother). Moreover, women with psychiatric 

difficulties is also found to be vulnerable to coercion.   

 

Another condition that could put the victim in a more vulnerable situation is the political situation of 

country of origin. Conflict in the areas of living can force people to leave their country in a rush and 
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accept help from anyone that comes their way. When people are in danger their immediate need is to 

leave the dangerous situation to go somewhere safer. The traffickers know this we find that trafficking 

thrives in the areas of conflict.  Furthermore, individuals who are criminalized for opposing the laws 

and the government are also vulnerable to coercion as they need to run away from their homes. For 

example, these could be LGBTI individuals running away from countries where being homosexual is 

illegal.   

 

Delays in asylum procedures and limited rights as an asylum seeker can leave women vulnerable and 

forces some of them to resort in sketchy jobs and employers in order to gain money. Sometimes survival 

sex is the only solution for asylum seekers who cannot survive otherwise, this puts the victims in ideal 

situation for the traffickers to exploit.  

 

Besides being aware of the factors increasing the risk of victimization, there are some indicators helping 

identify victims of THB. The United States Department of State (2017) published a list of indicators, 

however specifying that the list is not exhaustive. 

- Living with employer 

- Poor living conditions 

- Multiple people in cramped space 

- Inability to speak to individual alone 

- Answers appear to be scripted and rehearsed 

- Employer is holding identity documents 

- Signs of physical abuse 

- Submissive or fearful 

- Unpaid or paid very little 

- Under 18 and in prostitution 

 

Psychological Symptoms 
 

As shown in many studies, “human trafficking exerts psychological effects on survivors that persist after 

intervention (...). Effects include anxiety, depression, alienation, disorientation, aggression, suicidal 

ideation, attention deficit, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)” (Okech et al., 2018). 

Specifically, a study that examined psychological symptoms in sex and labor trafficking victims, showed 

high rates of depression (71%) and posttraumatic stress disorder (61%) as well as mood dysregulation, 
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impulsivity, difficulties in attention, dissociation, difficulties in relationships, somatic problems and 

changes in self-perception (E. K. Hopper & L. D. Gonzalez, 2018). 

While psychological assessment should be carried out only by a psychologist or a psychiatrist, it is 

important to be aware which symptoms human trafficking victims are usually suffering from, to better 

identify individuals as potential/presumed victims and/or to refer them to a psychologist when needed. 

 

Psychological indicators 
 

Behavior Thoughts Emotions Physical symptoms 

isolation 

on edge 

distant 

reluctant to ask for 

assistance 

low tone of voice 

slow rhythm of speech 

incoherent speech 

depressive/closed 

posture 

empty look 

dissociation 

pessimistic 

thinking 

hopelessness 

suspicious 

thinking 

worthlessness 

fear 

anxiety 

depressive 

feelings 

sense of 

insecurity 

hypervigilance 

flat emotions 

headaches 

dizziness 

insomnia 

loss/gain of weight 

Numbness on parts of 

the body 

Breathlessness attacks   

 

 
 

 

Sometimes recognizing a symptom can be quite a challenge. Below is a list of phrases victims often use 

which can help with realizing that someone is/was going through a psychologically challenging 

experience (including but not only THB) and should be offered relevant support. 

 

I don’t want to think (or talk) about it… 
I can’t get it out of my head… 
I feel like I’m losing my mind… 
I keep having panic attacks… 
I feel like it keeps happening over and over again… 
I don’t want to go out/see friends/visit loved ones/participate in activities… 
I just feel numb/ I don’t feel anything… 
My life is not normal anymore… 
I can’t remember what happened… 
I keep having nightmares… 
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Key messages 
 
-All the victims are different individuals and there is not one profile of a trafficked person. 

Victims might displace very few symptoms and they might not be noticed at first. 

-Psychological disorders and symptoms following the trauma of human trafficking are not 

exclusive to human trafficking victims. However, such symptoms are signs of a psychological 

struggle, and need to be addressed accordingly.  

-Not all the victims will develop psychological disorder after their trauma, but all should be offered 

support. 

-When working in the first line services, it is important to assess each situation very carefully, with 

the best interest of victims in mind and to be open to seeing any indicators of THB. 

-When in doubt what is the right thing to do, ask for support. 

 

Case study 2.1 
 

A young lady named Ire left her country of origin because her stepfather wanted her to get married with 

a friend of him, at the age of 18. The man was around his fifties and he had already three wives. Her 

stepfather thought that she needs to contribute to the family’s financial since this man would pay a good 

amount of money to have her as a wife. At their village, not to obey to your family's decisions is a big 

disgrace and the young ladies where often chased by the chief of the village and stoned to death when 

they disobey the decisions of their families. 

 

 Thus, Ire accepted help from a friend’s mother who she trusted a lot, so that she could escape the 

village. She did not care where she was going at that moment because the only thing that she wanted at 

that moment was to escape from her family and that man who threaten to kill her. She departed with 

the aid of a lady, to Europe where she was promised to have a job. The lady traveled with her during the 

whole journey but was not talking much. When they arrived, the lady took her luggage and everything 

she had with her including her phone and personal belongings. She told her that she can have her 

shower and relax until next day that the boss will come to show her, her workplace.  

 

Next day, a lady told her that she has to obey her orders from now on, since she doesn’t have anyone to 

help her in this country and that if she didn’t, they could inform her stepfather about where she is. She 

said that downstairs is the nightclub where she was supposed to work at night. Men will ask her to either 
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touch her or sleep with her for a certain amount of money and she must give all her money to the lady 

boss to pay back for her journey. 

 

 Ire started crying, begging her to let her go, but she knew no one at the host country. She was also 

worried about the consequences she will face if she returns to her country of origin. It seemed a dead 

end to her. She was crying for days feeling desperate. She was forced to sleep with many men in one 

night and crying constantly during her rapes. The other girls that were there for longer than her, were 

consoling her but it did not feel better after time. Three months later she was deeply depressed not 

eating normally, and still crying a lot. One of the other girls told her that she can help her escape, but 

she cannot talk ever about it to anyone there. She agreed although she could not totally trust her, but 

she thought she could take this chance and get herself out of this situation. After two days an old man 

came and told her that he was there to help her escape and that she needed to act as he says. She helped 

her escaped and let her outside a church where he told her to ask for help. 

 

The nuns guided her to the police station. She did not want to tell everything to the policemen because 

she did not know if she was followed by someone. Her story seemed unclear to the policewoman at the 

front desk who was trained to interrogate GBV issues. As Ire seemed distant and afraid to ask for help 

and her speech was incoherent, the policewoman decided to call her colleagues from the antitrafficking 

department. When she informed them about her behavior, they decided to keep her in the shelter for 

potential victims of trafficking where she could feel safe to tell them the whole story.    

 

The first days weren’t very good for Ire, she couldn’t sleep at all, she was afraid that she was followed, 

she had flashbacks of the place that she was and had no appetite to eat. She was referred to a 

psychologist where she was offered therapy. She was diagnosed with depression as secondary to post-

traumatic disorder and continued getting the psychologist’s help. She found a safe place to tell her story 

and slowly started collaborating with the police.    
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Chapter 3 

 

The Victim Centered Approach (VCA) 
 

 

Working with the VCA  
 
For a trafficking case to be successful, collaboration with several community services is required.  These 

could be the police, immigration attorneys, medical and mental health care providers, local community 

mediators, social workers and any other service that could assist in the rehabilitation of the victim.  

Therefore, a collaborative approach is imperative when working with victims of trafficking.   

Why the need for a specific approach when working with victims of trafficking? 

 

As already mentioned in this manual in previous chapters (see chapter 2), victims are considered an 

especially vulnerable group because of the recent traumatic experiences that they have encountered. 

The psychological state of a victim is very fragile and needs special attention as they have been betrayed, 

forced to be exploited and have probably gone through inhumane behaviors.  Because of the nature of 

their ordeal, the support and the judicial procedure, requires meetings with several governmental and 

non-governmental services.  Police, prosecutors, social workers and others, will request a lot of 

information in order for them to do their job, and to also follow the international guidelines. This means 

that the person will have to narrate what happened to several people, which is very difficult for them to 

do, and they run the risk of re-traumatization.   

 

Another factor that shows the peculiarity of the rehabilitation and process of the judicial case of victims 

of trafficking is that too often, there is a long waiting period before these services are offered. Some 



 

 Didactic Tool on victim Centered Approach PAGE 20  

 

reasons for this delay are limited resources or the overload of the authorities involved in handling 

trafficking cases. For example, the process of investigation may have delays either because of increased 

number of cases or because of the department being understaffed. Furthermore, in many cases, 

evidence take time.  This delay can lead to a person not knowing how to proceed, being at risk of being 

re-trafficked or exploited and may not receive the psychological help that she needs.  

 

On the other hand, because of the peculiarity of trafficking and the many services that are necessary, 

there is a rush from the professionals involved, either to offer assistance or finish with their case, with 

the result of the victim’s wants and needs to be overlooked. Many times, the professionals handling the 

case, even though keen to assist, pays attention to the procedure and the guidelines, without paying 

attention of the pace or other needs that the person may have.  As a result, even though the person will 

receive the minimum rights as per the law of each country, the victim feels lonely, dehumanized and 

dependent during this process. Moreover, as the victim may not have the chance to express what she 

wants, or may not understand what the process is, she takes longer to overcome the psychological 

consequences the trafficking experience brings. A victim has just been through an experience where her 

needs and her rights have been overlooked, she was treated inhumanely therefore an approach that 

pays special attention to the victim’s personalized vulnerabilities is essential for the safe and smooth 

rehabilitation of the person.   

 

Among the NGOs working with trafficking and the international bodies, like The United Nations for 

Human Rights (UNHCR) and the Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture (UNVFVT), the Victim 

Centered Approach is considered the most effective approach to work with this population (Report, 

April 20017).  The VCA is also the preferred approach for working with victims of trafficking at the 

judicial system (Gromet, D. M., Okimoto, T. G., Wenzel, M., & Darley, J. M., 2012). 

Revision Question 
What are the difficulties the victims face while their case is being processed? 
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What is the Victim Centered Approach? 
 

Definition 
 

The VCA approach is a holistic approach, that takes into account the wishes, safety and rhythms of the 

victim, while giving support and guidance from all the angles of the case.  The victim is considered to 

be in the center of the procedure, with all the officers and professionals paying attention to the person’s 

needs. It is characterized by the systematic focus on the concerns and needs of the victims so that 

delivery of services is achieved in a compassionate, sensitive, and non-judgmental way, and tailored to 

the person’s vulnerabilities. The purpose is to minimize re-traumatization and encourage 

empowerment throughout the judicial and rehabilitation process.  

 

 

 

VCA important objectives 
 

Ensure safety 
Safety should be the first step when a person encounters a potential victim of trafficking. You may 

encounter a victim at different stages of the process where you need to ensure that the person is not in 

danger either from the traffickers or from the living conditions. For example, a victim could still be in 

contact with her trafficker or may still live with him/her.  Moreover, the victim’s living conditions may 

still put the person at risk even if they are away from the trafficker. They can lack vital living resources 

(money, housing, food), which can push them to go back to their trafficker.  
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Built trust 
A victim of trafficking has been betrayed by humanity. The trafficker lures the person and tricks them 

in thinking that they are trustworthy, only to cause pain and suffering, which destroys the ability of the 

victim to trust any other person.   

Protect confidentiality 
Confidentiality does not only relate to the danger of being found by the trafficker, but also to the respect 

of the person, their rights and privacy.   

Do not discriminate/judge: Personal beliefs, expectations or statistics may lead us to come to some 

conclusions that may not be valid for the person that is in front of us at that moment. As every person 

is different and hence, perceives and understands situations differently, a VCA practitioner should be 

incredibly careful not to show judgement or discriminate.   

 

Follow a person’s wishes 
What is priority for the criminal case, or the service provider may not be priority for the victim. 

Assistance must be provided in an empowering way that respects a person’s decisions, and pace of 

moving forward.   

 

 “Do no harm” approach 
The “do no harm” principle is a humanitarian principle and should be followed by anyone who works 

in the humanitarian sector. It obliges the person and organization to prevent and lessen any negative 

impact from its actions on the population working for. The way a person helps, no matter what the 

intention is, can sometimes be harmful, we will talk about this in later chapters. In this case, it means 

that actions should be carefully done in a way that do not harm the trafficked victim. 

  

Key Message 
Collaboration/communication is key! Communication among professionals is imperative, as it helps 

in the success of the case and the stability of the psychological state of the victim.   
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The social worker 
 
In an organization working with victims of trafficking, the social worker is usually one of the first people 

to meet with the person.  The relationship between the victim and the social worker is more than just 

assisting and informing of the procedures. The social worker acts as a mentor, an empowerment coach 

and is usually the person who communicates with all the other professionals concerning the case. None 

the less, all the staff should be trained on trafficking and the VCA, from the lawyer to the administration 

officer.  

Key Message 
Practicing VCA means creating a safe and non - judgmental space for the victims, so you can build 

rapport, educate, and offer assistance!1 

 

Exercise 
Explore whether the VCA can be applied or if aspects are already being applied in your work 

environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Here is a video talking about the importance of the VCA in working with human trafficking 

including a case study: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BAytbbZtxmg at 2:50 – 36:22 mins 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BAytbbZtxmg
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The VCA Practitioner 
 

The VCA professionals working with trafficking victims, need to not only be trained in their own 

disciplines (psychologist, social worker, layer, police officer), but also trained on how to work with this 

holistic approach. That means that they may need to adjust the way they work with victims or the way 

they communicate with other professionals about the victims.   The VCA is more of a way of thinking 

and a way of behaving rather than a set of techniques, therefore the approach is who we are and not 

only how we do things.   

 

Although many of the professionals may work differently with other populations, being a VCA 

practitioner, means not to consider yourself as the expert for the progress of the case and impose on 

the woman what the steps should be.  Professionals are guiding the person and give information, but 

the final decision is always up to the person.  The victim is considered the expert of themselves and they 

need to have a say in how the case is going. With that said, this does not mean that the professional will 

not advice and may have to teach the person how to proceed.  

Case Study 3.1  
 

A woman after learning about her rights and the procedure for reporting to the police, speaks about the 

fear of being discovered by the trafficker and being punished for reporting him.  The social worker heard 

what the woman said and with empathy informed her that she can take some time to think about it and 

whatever she decides she will support her. She also advised referral to a psychologist so that the woman 

can process her worries before she makes any decision.  

 

Communication among the professionals is imperative as it has been shown that when there is regular 

communication and coordination between the authorities and NGO officers, the case is a success in 

terms of the criminal case as well as the psychological state and functionality of the person. The 

diversity of service skills that the approach brings (social resources, cultural knowledge, legal and 

psychological services) makes it better in assessing the needs of the victim as well as having a more 

holistic and critical support.   

 

The VCA also encourages partnerships and collaboration with other NGOs, governmental services or 

community groups that will complement the current services of the organization, like language and 

activity centers, as long as they are sensitive to human trafficking and promote the same values.    
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Characteristics of a VCA practitioner  
 

Practicing empathy 
Everyone has heard what empathy is and many of us probably studied it during our studies but while 

we think we practice empathy automatically, we need to constantly check ourselves and reflect on 

whether we practice it with every person and in every meeting. It is easy to not empathize with the other 

person when there is a lot of pressure at work.  

Empathy is defined as recognizing emotions in others and being able to understand and put ourselves 

in their position.  

We should also emphasize here that empathy is not sympathy, something that very often gets confused. 

Sympathy is feeling what the other person is feeling, being in their shoes. You can see that sympathy 

can make the service provider vulnerable and possibly unable to help.  

Empathy entails being open, to listen to anything the person wants to say.  This means that you need to 

be ready to hear anything without interrupting or changing the topic; placing your beliefs and 

viewpoints aside; validating what the other person feels; examining your attitudes toward the other and 

listening actively.  

We also show empathy by having a certain posture, which shows that we are open to listen. This posture 

can be by facing the other person and slightly leaning towards them. In the case of victims of trafficking, 

be careful not to seat very close to them or stare them in the eyes, as this may be perceived as too forward 

and intrusive.  

Exercise 
Engage in a conversation with a friend and try to observe yourself.  How do you feel when you hear 

about a friend’s problem? How do you respond? How is your posture? Are you practicing empathy? 

 

Active listening  
Again, another concept that we have heard, and very often think that we are practicing although we 

don't. Active listening involves listening with all your senses. Below you see how to listen actively.  

Paying attention 
Looking at the person directly shows that we are giving our full attention. Note that in the population 

of refugees we come across a lot of different cultures, where some of them do not consider eye contact 

as important or respectful. Nonetheless, the officer needs to show that the attention is on them and 

direct eye contact should be done even for a few seconds at a time.  Also, paying full attention means 

that you are not distracted by other stimuli or other thoughts. Sometimes we are distracted placing our 

focus on the answer we will give instead of listening; this happens often to the people still practicing on 
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their interviewing skills.  To fully understand, our minds need to be completely focused.   Lastly, we 

also listen to the body language of the person and not just the words, so make sure you pay attention to 

that as well.   

Actively showing that you are listening by nodding occasionally and giving verbal cues like “uh-hah”. 

Also, to have an “open” posture is important as it invites the person to feel comfortable and talk. An 

“open” posture is when we have our arms apart, rested on the sides and slightly lean the body towards 

the person that talks.    

Provide feedback 
We provide feedback by summarizing what the other person said after they finish and as questions to 

clarify. An example would be “So let me see if I understood correctly, you said that …., can you please 

explain again how you…”  

  

Consider the best interest of the person  
This not only entails giving the person all the information that she needs or connecting them with the 

relevant services but also: 

1. Adjusting the way you talk to them to meet their level of understanding, 

2. Adjusting the setting; where will they seat for the meeting,  

3. Adjusting your schedule if there are specific requirements (e.g. if a person has sleeping difficulties 

and sleeps more in the morning then the meeting should not be early in the morning),  

4. Being consistent with the time, place you meet and to what you promise to do. 

5. Advocate for the victim, by making sure that the person receives the assistance and rights she is 

entitled to.  

  

 Self-care  
A VCA practitioner needs to take care of his or herself to be able to maintain all the characteristics of a 

VCA practitioner.  Taking care of ourselves involves taking care of our bodies and our minds, so that we 

will be able to feel alert, strong and maintain a stable psychological state.   

Professionals working with traumatized individuals run a risk of burnout and vicarious 

traumatization.  Self-care will be covered, in more detail, at a later chapter. 
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Interpreters 

Victims of trafficking can be of any nationality, therefore they may not speak the same language with 

you.  An interpreter is very often used when this is the case to help with communication.  

Interpreters are an especially important part of the rehabilitation of the victim of trafficking, as well as 

of the victim centered approach. They usually act not only as assistants in the communication, but they 

also act as cultural mediators. They are usually coming from the same country as the person and are 

the ones who will assist in developing rapport and trust with the victim.  Every country and every 

organization have their own set of rules and policies when using interpreters in their work.   

However, it is the responsibility of each professional to carefully choose and teach the interpreter that 

will work with them.  

 

Characteristics you want to look for when using an interpreter 
- Is qualified and has experience in working with victims of trafficking 

- Is culturally oriented (has a good knowledge of the person’s culture, as well as is sensitive to the cultural 

differences) 

- Is familiar of the procedures and the terminology the professional is using (E.g. psychological or medical 

terms) 

- Is able to commit for several meetings with the same victim (e.g. regular therapy meetings) 

- Have worked through their own trauma or other difficulties that may interfere with the translation 

- Keeps the confidentiality 
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Chapter 4 

 

First meeting with a potential victim of 

trafficking 
 

Your collaboration with a victim of trafficking starts with the day that they will walk into the 

organization.  The first impression they will have with all the staff, plays a big role in gaining trust or 

feeling safe and how the case is going to progress.   

 

Whether you are an administrator, an interpreter, or a lawyer, you need to always keep in mind that 

you may be the first person the victim will disclose information about being a victim of trafficking.  

Sometimes victims will not disclose information to the relevant authorities (immigration, social welfare 

services, asylum officers) they go first, because they did not feel the security they needed.  This means 

that they may continue to be at risk, either because they still live with their trafficker or be re- trafficked/ 

exploited.   

 

All staff of the organization needs to be inviting, in a way that the person will feel secure to be there.  

Staff also needs to be alerted to notice whether a person feels safe or the need to speak to someone in 

private. Here is an example of that: 
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Case Study 4.1 
 

One day, a woman walks into the organization and asks to speak with a lawyer. The administrator asks 

her to wait until an available person could come to talk to her.  While waiting, the administrator noticed 

her posture and reaction.  She was closed-up, with hands around her chest and was easily startled with 

every loud sound there.  She was also discreetly moving her chair further away from a man that was 

seated next to her.  The administrator gently went to her and asked if she wanted a glass of water, but 

she refused.  Then the psychologist and the social worker were alerted to come to talk to her.  The 

available psychologist came first and when confirming that the woman was very uncomfortable and 

frightened, she asked her to wait in another room where it was quiet.  

 

The psychologist then introduced herself and asked her if she was feeling ok. She said she was ok.   After 

that, the social worker came in and introduced herself and kindly asked some questions. The woman 

has just escaped from the trafficker and she was told she would get assistance from the organization. 

The social worker explained what trafficking is, the procedure and what her rights are in finding justice 

and getting the necessary assistance.  After it was apparent that the woman understood what her rights 

are and has given her consent, she was immediately referred to the government social welfare, police 

and the social worker made sure she had a place to stay at night.  An appointment with a lawyer was 

postponed until the woman reached a point of safety. She was also offered psychological assistance 

which she accepted at the end.  

 

A VCA practitioner needs to always have in mind that the victim will most probably be consumed with 

fear and think that every person who talks to her may want to hurt, manipulate, lie to her.  In the case 

example above, the woman was so consumed with fear that she managed to talk to the third person who 

talked to her.  
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As first-line officers, who usually provide services not only to victims of trafficking, we know that the 

first meeting is not always for the reason of disclosing information about the trafficking case. A person 

may come for the first time to ask for information irrelevant to this, as they, many times, do not know 

that they can ask for help.  Therefore, a victim of trafficking will come to the offices reluctant to talk 

about it and it depends on the skills and the attitude of the officer on whether the person will open up.   

What do we do at the first meeting?  
 

Initiate Conversation in private  
 As you have seen in the case example above, the woman has shown with her attitude and posture that 

she needed some privacy because of the fear and mistrust towards other people.  

  

Posture, attitude, voice  
Speaking in a warm, low voice makes the person feel comfortable and not threatened. Also, be aware of 

how your posture is so that it is not negative or “closed”.  Try to show warmth with a smile. Referring 

to the example 4.1, the administrator and psychologist did not seat with the person but were standing 

over her, which may have been the reason why she was still feeling intimidated.    



 

 Didactic Tool on victim Centered Approach PAGE 31  

 

 

Setting  
The setting, meaning the space you will hold the meeting, plays a role in the rapport and relationship 

that will be developed among you and the victim.  If possible, it needs to be decorated in a way to provide 

warmth. Some settings do not have the luxury to be decorated, like the police department offices for 

example, but each officer can decorate the desk with something small (e.g. flowers, or 

candy).  Moreover, the way the chairs are set can affect the openness of the person.  Due to the negative 

feelings a victim has, especially shame, they will not want to constantly make eye contact. To aid with 

this you can place the chairs to slightly look away (45 degrees away from you) so that the person has 

the option to also look elsewhere.    

Confidentiality  
Talking about your organization’s confidentiality policy and explaining to the person at what times you 

need to break confidentiality is important.   This will help develop trust between you and the person as 

they are terrified about whether the information they will give, will reach the trafficker or other people 

in their community.  

 

Important note 
When do we break confidentiality?  

As front-line officers working in the social sciences, we are obligated to break the confidentiality when 

we have evidence that the person will harm themselves or someone else, in the case of the person being 

in immediate danger, and in the case of children being abused, neglected or otherwise in danger by 

their parents or others.   

 

Consent  
As this is a multidisciplinary approach, there are occasions when we will need to talk about the case to 

colleagues or other authorities, so that the person will benefit the fullest. This is something the victim 

needs to know beforehand as well. You can give a consent form at the meeting where the person 

gives her consent to you to share information within the organization or relevant services. Even though 

the person will sign the consent, you always discuss with her when sharing information.    

 

Vulnerability assessment  
During the first couple of meetings with the beneficiary, you will need to assess the needs of the person 

so that you can be able to decide any urgent actions. Screening tools assist us in making sure that we 
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note all the vulnerabilities a person and prepare an effective action plan. Below you can find a short 

screening questionnaire that can be given before the meeting starts so it can give you an indication of 

the vulnerabilities.   

  

Furthermore, you can also use the vulnerability assessment tool at the link below as a guide for your 

social history taking.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 https://www.unhcr.org/protection/detention/57fe30b14/unhcr-idc-vulnerability-screening-tool-

identifying-addressing-vulnerability.html  

 

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/detention/57fe30b14/unhcr-idc-vulnerability-screening-tool-identifying-addressing-vulnerability.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/detention/57fe30b14/unhcr-idc-vulnerability-screening-tool-identifying-addressing-vulnerability.html
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Chapter 5 

 

Social History intake 
 
In order to have an idea of what has happened and how to proceed in assisting the victim, a 

comprehensive social history needs to be taken.  The information will help in assessing the needs, 

learning information about the trafficking case and finding strengths and weaknesses of the person.  

This procedure will also help in creating a trusted relationship with the person.  

 

It is important to note, that when we're having the meeting for the social history, we do not have an 

investigatory tone, but more of a narrative tone.  Open-ended questions are more useful so that the 

person will start narrating and have her own flow. Naturally, the person will start narrating the story 

leaving out the traumatic details and this is when you can make clarification questions. When we take 

the social history, it is also harmful when we ask leading questions. With leading questions, we may 

receive the answers the person thinks we want to hear instead of the truth. For example, a leading 

question would be “Were you afraid while going through this?”. Instead, you can ask “How did you 

feel being there?”.   

 

The social history is usually taken by the social worker which is the person who will be close to the 

individual for the whole process. Other professionals may need to ask the same questions for them to 

do their job correctly though.  It is important to note that, as important as the history is, it can be 

frustrating and possibly harmful for the individual if they have to say it several times.  Not all 

professionals have to take a social history, but with the victim’s consent, they can take it from the social 
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worker.   Especially in cases where the person is obviously psychologically unstable, it is recommended 

that the social history is taken by the psychologist. 

 

Before continuing the structure of the social history intake, we need to emphasize the importance of the 

trauma informed interviewing, something that is key at the VCA. Here are some tips to follow when 

taking the social history: 

 

- The professional’s attitude has an impact on the victim. As seen in previous sections the way you present 

yourself can affect the person’s openness.  

- At the beginning, give emphasis on the fact that you may ask them to come back for clarifying questions 

and that they may go over the events again. This gives relief to the person, as they will think that it is OK 

if they forget something.   

- Start with background questions and topics that are comfortable for the individual. For example, you can 

start with identification questions or level of education or to talk about their childhood.   

- Do NOT insist on asking questions for the chronological order of events or ask details on the traumatic 

event. Asking details on the traumatic event can lead to re-traumatizing the person. A trained 

psychologist can get the details for you if they are important for the case of the victim.  

- Observe what is difficult for the person. Keep in mind that they are still in the process of trusting you 

therefore many subjects may be difficult for them, as they will have feelings of shame and fear. Especially 

difficult could be the part of the trafficking story.  If you think that they need more time for this part, 

move on to another part and you can ask them back another time or another professional (a psychologist) 

can ask for it.  

- Be careful NOT to use judgmental comments or questions! For example, asking “Why did you believe 

him?”  or “Did you provoke him?” may seem judgmental.    

- Some victims of trafficking feel this is their way of releasing themselves mentally and may start going into 

details and speaking for a long time, increasing their distress without realizing it. In this case try to 

intervene by suggesting a break or to come back another day. Always suggest that after they complete the 

part of the story they were talking about.   

 

When is it best to stop the meeting? It is better to wait until the person finishes their story, but in 

the cases where the story is too painful, and the person exhibits intense stress or anxiety it is better to 

discontinue.  

Below you will see the parts of the social history in detail and you can find an example of social history 

a template of your social history in appendix. 
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Social History– topic suggestions  
Identification information…  

Address and contact information … 

Family members in the same household … 

Reason for assessment … 

Referred from … 

Contact person in case of emergency … 

Description of the presenting problem: include the presenting difficulties that you see for the person, 

as well as the history (trafficking story or developmental) details…  

Victim’s perception of the problem: Victim’s perception of what the problem is, plays a role in 

identifying the priorities, strengths and weaknesses of the person…  

Family history: include information about victim’s background in terms of relationships, siblings, 

significant others and important experiences … 

Education…  

Employment and economic status … 

Health (medical health history) … 

Mental health and psychological history: include if person is in immediate risk and if there was prior 

contact with a psychiatrist – take contact information of psychiatrist…  

Social support system: Her social support system is an indicator of how the person adjusts as well as a 

variable that can be used for the benefit of the person…  

Developmental needs of minor(s) (if applicable) … 

Assessment: Describe what your assessment is after taking the social history including the difficulties, 

strengths and weaknesses of the person… 

Recommendations: What actions need to be taken? … 

Follow ups (include a table to record all actions taken) … 

Date: …          Action: … 

 

You can find an example of a social history intake below.  For confidentiality reasons, parts of the form 

and some information from the history where taken out or changed. 
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Case study 5.1 

Social History 
Description of the presenting problem 

Referred by another organization for immediate psychological assistance as victim was in a highly 

vulnerable psychological state. 

IC is from Country, born in the city B. When she was 13 years old (2003) her parents died in a car 

accident and her cousin took her in. Her cousin was living in the city X. Her cousin is married and after 

some time her husband started raping the IC systematically. IC left the house (maybe after a year, 2004) 

and was living on the streets for several years. On one occasion she was asking for food and a man 

promised to feed her after forcing her for sex. She became pregnant after that. 

 

A woman found her on the streets (while being pregnant) and told her that she would take care of her. 

She took her in her house and at the same time she was sexually harassing her. She lived in her house 

for about 5 years along with her daughter. This woman would be away for a long time to France and 

come back. The word spread that she is a lesbian and she was feeling in danger. She was arrested in 

March 2015. She was imprisoned for that for a few months. In prison she was maltreated with others 

spitting on her and her food being thrown on the floor. Before going to prison she gave her daughter to 

her cousin to take care of her. One day when she was going to the court, she told her story to the driver. 

The driver let her flee and instructed her to leave the country because her case was not going to have a 

good outcome. She also gave her the number of someone who would help her leave the country. 

 

IC found a track taking food to another country and asked them to take them with her. The man hid her 

in the track and took her to G. This was in January 2016. She lived with a woman who was helping her 

for about 2-3 months. Then she contacted the number she got from the driver in prison. 

 

The number was of another country and the man sent her fake documents so she could fly to the 

European Country. When she arrived (2016), she was sexually trafficked. IC reports that she was sent 

to another place to work but doesn’t know where it was. She got raped by several men (for 3-4 months) 

and became pregnant. During that time, she described being drugged every evening and then not being 

able to remember anything until the morning. The man there told her it was necessary so she would not 

get sick. She managed to escape in the summer July 2016, when a man helped her run away and left 

her at a beach. She gave birth to a boy 4 months ago. 
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She now lives at an apartment with her child, hosted by another organization. She was referred to the 

Anti-trafficking police department and went through the interview.  

 

Victim’s perception of the problem 

 IC describes her experiences as very traumatic and she appears very vulnerable at this point. She 

perceives herself as worthless due to her experiences and only fights for her child. Her level of 

functionality seems to be low and her emotional state paralyzing. 

 

Family History 

IC’s parents died when she was 13. She has a cousin who is taking care of her first child. Since she was 

accused to be a lesbian everyone stopped talking to her. She does not have any contact with her 

daughter. 

 

Education 

No information about her education were given at this point. 

 

Employment and Economic Status 

IC reported low socioeconomic status back in her country. She currently has an asylum seeker status 

and is unemployed. 

 

Health 

Went through hysterectomy which is still painful 

 

Mental Health and Psychological History 

IC seems in a serious psychological state and needs immediate attention by both a psychiatrist and 

psychologist. Has a history of hospitalization in the mental health hospital due to severe depression, 

suicidal ideation and psychotic characteristics. She discontinued her medication for some time but 

resumed in taking it a few days ago.  

Currently, IC is emotional and distressed especially when describing traumatic experiences.  She does 

not admit suicidal ideation. Full psychological assessment is pending.  

Social support system 

IC does not mention any social support system in the hosting country besides the staff of the 

organization hosting her.  
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Developmental Needs of minor(s) 

More investigation is needed for ICs ability to care for her newborn.  

 

Assessment 

The first meeting was arranged with a psychologist due to the severe symptomatology. She will continue 

to have regular sessions to manage her PTSD and depression symptoms until she reaches a satisfying 

level of functioning. No suicidal ideation is apparent at this point. IC is not in a position to narrate her 

story to another professional therefore the history taking will be taken by the psychologist.  

IC is in need of support from a social worker and a lawyer. Consent was taken by the IC to communicate 

with relevant authorities and other professionals.  

 

Recommendations 

Communication with the anti-trafficking police 

Communication with the hosting organization, to give suggestions on her situation 

Meeting with social worker and lawyer of the organization to inform them about the situation and create 

an action plan 

Follow-ups: 

1. 

2. 

Date:                          Action: 
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Chapter 5 

 

Action Plan 
 
 
After taking down all the information and having a comprehensive picture of the person and the 

situation, an action plan needs to be created.  The action plan can range from referrals to other 

professionals or services, to finding accommodation or integrating the victim in the community with 

other activities.  

However, before moving on discussing an action plan with the victim, you need to consider the 

following: 

- Does she know and fully understand her rights and the procedure? 

- What is her perception of the situation and what does she think a priority is? 

- Have you given enough space for her to talk about her concerns and opinions on how to proceed? 

- Is the person included in the decision making? 

- Does she have all the information of who to contact for any questions, or names and numbers of the other 

professionals involved (e.g. police, welfare services)? 

Referrals 
 
As mentioned before, the judicial case of trafficking as well as the rehabilitation of the victim, takes the 

work of many professionals and many services.  Therefore, referrals are a part of the action plan that 

will be discussed with the victim.  While referrals are essential, we still need to be careful about who 

and how we contact them. The main concern is always to protect the individual and have her best 

interest in mind.  
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For this reason, any referrals have to be discussed with the victim and her consent (written) is necessary 

before communicating with anyone.  Moreover, referral forms or emails should include the minimum 

required information, for data protection.  While protecting the person’s information, you should also 

keep in mind that when talking on the phone you should be in a private place where other people will 

not hear you.  

Example of a referral form 
Referral Form 

Name:       Nationality: 

Status: 

Gender:     Telephone number: 

Level of Priority: 

Reason of referral:  

 

 Example of action plan 
Each professional makes their action plan that will need to be discussed with the beneficiary after the 

vulnerability assessment and social history has finished. Here are some examples: 

- -Guidance in accessing reception conditions to have access to housing. In the meantime, the person has 

acquaintances that has met after detention, that can host her in their houses. Access to reception 

conditions can provide material assistance as well. 

- -Provision of social, legal and psychological support is deemed necessary and upon agreement of the 

beneficiary.  

- -Follow-up of the trafficking case with the police and the asylum case at the asylum services. 

- -Communication with other NGOs for integration activities.  

- -Regular meetings with the case manager for follow-ups and reevaluation of the action plan 

- Example of interventions taken: 

- A recommendation letter was sent to the relevant authorities (CRMD, AS, UNHCR) presenting an 

overview of the case based on screening and assessment findings, outlining the individual aspects and 

vulnerabilities of the POC and requesting for ATD examination and release from detention as a vulnerable 

AS  

- Case was referred to a psychologist who continues seeing POC to this day  

- A letter was sent to the Ministry of Transport in order to request an annual ticket (free or lowered price) 

by exception due to the special medical conditions and the fact that she had to visit the hospital on a 

regular basis and was often with limited or no income. 
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- A letter was sent to the Social Welfare Services, Asylum Service, UNHCR and Ombudsman’s office 

regarding POC’s inadequate housing conditions (lived there from April – August)  

- Asylum interview preparation on what to expect and what will be expected of her / provision of legal 

advice prior to her asylum interview 

- Case Manager frequently communicated and mediated with authorities (Welfare Service; Asylum 

Service; Detention staff), medical staff, as well as with landlords and potential employers.  POC remained 

active and engaged and was empowered and encouraged by the CM towards taking initiatives, being 

proactive and overall becoming more resilient. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Self-Care 
 
When working with vulnerable individuals, listening to their traumatic experiences every day, you run 

the risk of being affected. It is well known through research that there are high numbers of stress, 

compassion fatigue or vicarious traumatization and burnout among the humanitarian aid workers.  

Specifically, research shows that about 80% of the humanitarian aid workers will develop distressing 

symptoms related to their work.   Working with victims of trafficking falls under the high-risk work as 

case workers will listen to horrific stories through the people they help.   

 

It is essential for every worker to be able to recognize symptoms of burnout and vicarious 

traumatization and develop skills to address them in the case she or he develops any or recognizes them 

on a colleague.   

 

Burnout occurs after a person feels overwhelmed by prolonged stress and demands of his/her job and 

it is characterized by feeling exhausted emotionally, physically, and mentally.  More specifically, when 

a person is burnt out, exhibits symptoms like: 

- Being cynical or critical about beneficiaries or work in general 

- Lacks motivation to go to work or getting started on tasks 

- Becomes irritable and impatient with beneficiaries or co-workers 

- Lacks energy 

- Unable to concentrate most of the times 
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- Derives no satisfactions from the job 

- May use food or drugs or alcohol to feel better 

- May have sleeping difficulties 

- Experience physical problems like headaches, stomach, or other physical problems.  

 

Vicarious traumatization is a condition usually experienced by professionals who are going into 

detail in listening to someone’s trauma and has the same symptoms as PTSD along with other signs. 

Symptoms of PTSD include nightmares, sleeplessness, intrusive thoughts, avoidance behavior and 

irritability. Other signs of vicarious traumatization can be: 

 

- Denial of client’s trauma 

- Over attachment or identification with client 

- Disregard of personal care 

- Feeling vulnerable 

- Isolation 

- Hypervigilance (easily feeling threatened about daily events) 

- Numbness of feelings 

- Cynicism 

- Changes in identity and world view 

- Diminished self-capacities and insecurity 
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Case study 6.1 
A social worker has been working with victims of trafficking for a long time. She is a very dedicated 

professional with a lot of passion for her work. She is knowledgeable of the laws and procedures and 

has a very good rapport with all her beneficiaries. Some only want to speak with her and call her “ma”. 

She also has a very good relationship with other professionals either co-workers or professionals in 

other services and organization. Sometimes she goes out of her way to gather clothes and other 

materials and delivers them to their house on her own, as well as arranges days of fun with them at the 

beach. Due to her experience and good connections she has helped many beneficiaries.   

 

One day she was taking the social history of a victim. It took more than two hours because it was a 

particularly difficult history.  The victim described many traumatic and disturbing situations. Co-

workers were wondering if everything is ok, when they realized that she was with a beneficiary for so 

long. After that she did not discuss with anyone about the case. Her coordinator asked her if the meeting 

went well and expressed her concern for taking this long but the social worker said that everything was 

good and continued her work.  

 

Several weeks later, the social worker was not herself, she seemed tired and she was not focused on her 

work. She would spend time on her desk without finishing a lot of work and was complaining of 

headaches. She started coming late to work and was not very social with her co-workers.  During lunch 

time someone joked about how she had circles around her eyes, and she burst into tears. She later 

confessed to the psychologist of the organization that the meeting with that beneficiary must have 

affected her. She was not sleeping well, staying up late and would wake up in the middle of the night 

from nightmares. She was feeling on edge and irritable all the time. Her thoughts would overwhelm her 

as she became very pessimistic and fearful about everything. 

 

Exercise 
What is the social worker in the case study 8.1  suffering from? What could she have done to prevent it? 
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In order for us to be able to do our jobs well and practice all the objectives of the VCA, we need to also 

pay attention to ourselves and our selfcare. It should be said that sometimes, even though we do 

everything we are supposed to, we may still be affected by this work.  We hear horrifying stories every 

day and sometimes stories or facts or feelings get too close to our lives that they may bother us.  

However, there are things we can do to make sure our physical and mental health are intact so we can 

have the strength to manage with the difficult work.  

 

Selfcare is purposefully taking time for ourselves to engage in relaxing and pleasurable activities that 

will benefit our physical and mental health. It is balancing our life with all the areas of interest, that 

could be work, family, friends, hobbies, and spirituality.  

 

Some tips on how to self-care in order to avoid the negative effects of a burnout or vicarious 

traumatization:  

Supervision 
Regular supervision helps prevent burnout and vicarious traumatization as a supervisor will listen 

to you and also notice when you are overdoing it. Moreover, you have the chance to talk about your 

cases during supervision and process the difficult stories that you hear.  

Promoting/ creating a pleasant working environment 
The working environment plays a big role on how we manage the stress and pressures from our cases. 

When you have a good relationship with co-workers then you can freely express worries or 

considerations you have either about cases or the work itself. Co-workers can serve as stress release and 

also as peer supervisors. Furthermore, the work conditions (allowed to have breaks, can occasionally 

work from home, opportunities for training and praise) also can have a positive impact on how we 

manage our work pressure.   

Recognizing and understanding when work is overwhelming 
Self-reflection is essential so that you can understand how you cope at work and how you can ask help 

if it is overwhelming.   

Taking regular breaks and vacation days (as much as work permits)  
In this area of work taking regular breaks from work and vacation serves as a way to clear your mind 

and recharge so you can have the clarity the job requires. 

Engaging in pleasurable activities outside work 
Hobbies or other activities that we consider pleasurable can be a great selfcare technique, as well as 

maintaining a healthy social network. 
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Practice relaxation techniques/yoga  
Research has shown that yoga, relaxation techniques and meditation can give us a long-term sense of 

calmness and also helps with feeling happier.   

Getting the sleep you need 
Sleep deprivation can affect our focus, motivation, energy, and mood, therefore sleep hygiene is 

important.  

Exercise  
The benefits of exercising are well known for our physical and mental health.   

Eat well; Take time to eat meals and snacks at work, that are also healthy and provide the necessary 

nutrients needed for good physical health. 

 

Self-development  
Learning who we are and making efforts to improve ourselves helps in understanding what our limits 

are and how to deal with difficult situations.3  4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 You can find a simple guide on selfcare: 

https://plan-international.org/publications/self-care-manual-humanitarian-aid-development-workers 

 
4 Further reading on this chapter: 

Understanding and addressing vicarious trauma https://headington-

institute.org/files/vtmoduletemplate2_ready_v2_85791.pdf 

 

https://plan-international.org/publications/self-care-manual-humanitarian-aid-development-workers
https://headington-institute.org/files/vtmoduletemplate2_ready_v2_85791.pdf
https://headington-institute.org/files/vtmoduletemplate2_ready_v2_85791.pdf
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Chapter 7 

 

Ethical Considerations  

  
 As in every area of work, there are some ethical dilemmas or issues that we may come across. Crossing 

the boundaries in this line of work though can be harmful for the beneficiaries you work through. There 

are many issues that could make us think a lot and make it difficult for us to decide on the action, but 

here are a few:  

  

Dual Relationship/role  
This refers to the professionals having two roles with the victim, like for example, being the social 

worker and employing the person to clean her house or office. Very often in the humanitarian field we 

face beneficiaries with a lot of difficulties, who lack basic needs, and often want to jump out of our 

professional boundaries. We often hear colleagues saying that they want to help their clients by giving 

them money or offer them work or accommodation. It is true that victims of trafficking have difficult 

stories and they often have post traumatic difficulties that leave professionals with the feeling of 

helplessness. Wanting to help clients is natural, it’s the drive that all professionals in the humanitarian 

field have and should have, in order to be able to help people. But refraining yourself from entering in 

a more friendly or even loving relationship than what your profession allows you to, is for the best 

interest of the person. 

 

 It is important to maintain your professional role so that the person can trust you and your ability as a 

professional to assist. Dual relationships are confusing to both parties, especially to beneficiaries that 
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already have trouble with trust and boundaries, who have already been harmed by people they thought 

they could trust. So, keeping a professional attitude with no confusing roles, will help the client feel 

safe, respected and that she can trust the relationship that you are about to build.    

    

Communicate to the person on your first meeting what you can do and cannot do for them. 

Physical boundaries are equally important to maintain a professional relationship. This means no kisses 

and hugs, instead extend your hand for handshakes, and of course do not engage in any loving/ sexual 

relationship with the client.   

 

Teamwork 
Always remember that you are not a knight, refrain yourself from trying to solve problems that you are 

not in a position to solve. When focusing to your professional goal, you always help the client to get help 

at what you have experience and are trained to do.  

 

Victim centered approach is about promoting teamwork between different professionals but often 

beneficiaries are more attached with the first person that they meet and go to them for all kinds of 

issues. When a person comes to you for something, you feel the urge to help, even if it is not under your 

responsibilities or even what you have trained for. Therefore, make sure to resist this urge and refer the 

person to the professional who can respond to their issue better.  For example, resist asking a legal 

question or committing to finding them accommodation if you are a psychologist.  

   

Confidentiality  
Confidentiality is always the first rule we mention when we meet a person for the first time. Some 

organizations have written forms that both parties sign to ensure confidentiality. A written form is a 

good way to talk about confidentiality is official and the victim feels secure about the professional 

relationship.   

 

It’s not only important to mention the rule of confidentiality but also to keep it. Keep a low voice and 

shut doors if you are talking with a colleague for a case. Do not talk for work related issues in the 

corridors close to where clients are waiting. Keep their identities protected when you have to write a 

letter or if you are using social media. Do not talk to beneficiaries about other cases. And finally, it’s 

ideal to take oral or written consent of your client when you will use their information about anything.   
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What happens if a victim of trafficking was found to be lying by the police? 
 
There are many feelings when this happens. There is a feeling of disappointment, self -questioning 

(“how did I not know?”) and anger.  The truth is though, that as professionals working in the 

humanitarian field, our first instinct is to help, and not investigate whether a person tells the truth or 

not.  We are doing our best to assist the person be empowered and overcome the trauma they think they 

have. In many cases, the fact that the police did not accept the trafficking claim, does not mean that the 

person did not go through a traumatic event. As trafficking is very specific, there are many situations 

that can look like trafficking even if they are not and be equally distressing. So, do we keep assisting the 

person after that? If a person is still in need of assistance, we should do our best to help.  

 

Case study 8.1 
On the first meeting with the social worker Mrs T. was informed about the confidentiality, signed the 

written form and the social worker informed her about her role and the organization’s actions. While 

taking the social history the social worker noticed a big gap on how the person was describing her arrival 

to the country. The story was very strange, and the social worker knew that if she mentioned the same 

story to the police or the asylum service it will be obvious that she is lying. The more the social worker 

was insisting on getting some details the more the lady was crying and feeling distressed.   

 

The social worker then explained that her role is to ensure that she is getting the best help here and that 

the sincerest she is with her the better she will be able to assist her. She got a map of the country and 

showed her that what she was describing was impossible and that the police and asylum service would 

not be able to believe her. The social worker also said that she is not obliged to talk about it if she is not 

ready or doesn’t want to. Then the client started crying and explained that the smuggler told her to tell 

this story so that he will not be in danger, and to maintain his identity hidden. The social worker 

explained to her that it is ok to talk about this to the authorities and that she will not get in trouble for 

it.   
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Chapter 8 

 

A complete case study with the VCA 
 
Beneficiary, Mrs Q, arrived in host country in March, in order to continue her studies.  Upon arrival, 

she discovered that the agent that facilitated her registration in the college, lied to her and her family, 

as the course that she supposedly enrolled in, did not exist.  The college requested for additional 

payments to be made, on top of what her family had already paid, something which she could not do.  

 

She then explained that a professor of the college, who offered to help her by providing accommodation 

to his house, allegedly kept her locked up for approximately 1 year and forced her to work as a domestic 

worker, while attempting to force himself on her, and she was often verbally and physically abused by 

the principal and his girlfriend. When she managed to leave the house, she found refuge at a woman’s 

house she had met through social media, who worked in a nightclub. She was arrested by the police and 

during interrogation they realized that she considered she could not return to her country of origin due 

to military conflict and unrest and the police officers encouraged her to seek for asylum. In the 

meantime, following her arrival in the host country, she lost communication with her parents, and she 

is worried about what may have happened to them. 

 

The social worker of the organization who conducts vulnerability assessments at the detention center, 

found the lady sitting in the corner of her cell crying and offered to assist her. When he asked her to tell 
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him his story, she appeared to be afraid of her ex employer and still very worried whether she could 

trust the social worker or not. She seemed very distressed and was crying a lot during the first interview.  

At the first meeting, the social worker noticed a lot of vulnerabilities that needed further investigation. 

He noticed indications of trafficking and sexual exploitation; psychological/emotional vulnerability; 

indication of traumatic or stressful event, no community ties or surroundings that could help the victim 

with what she was facing. The detention center wasn’t an appropriate place for this woman. 

 

The social worker also highlighted some strengths that helped him find some solutions: The beneficiary 

was an Asylum seeker which means that he could ask for her release from detention and bring the anti-

trafficking police’s attention to the matter, so that the case is investigated from the police. While the 

case is under investigation the lady could stay at the governmental shelter for victims of trafficking 

which is more suitable place for the specific beneficiary. He also noted that she was very communicative 

individual and therefore had low risk of absconding/disengagement and strong willingness to 

collaborate with the organization and asylum procedures.  

 

By taking a short social history he was able to give attention to what urgent actions he should take in 

order to help Mrs Q. Find a safer and more appropriate place for her to live seemed to be a priority at 

first. But also, he connected her with a psychologist that he could trust and receive help concerning her 

mental wellbeing. The psychologist wasn’t allowed to visit her at the detention center, but they were 

able to talk on the phone regularly until she could be released and meet at the office.  

 

The plan of action that was mutually agreed by both Mrs. Q and the social worker, was to contact the 

Police Office for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings (Anti-trafficking Unit) and inform them of 

her case, liaise with the authorities for her release from detention and placement in the community and 

secure access to reception conditions while supporting her throughout the procedures.  

 

During the first meeting, Mrs. Q appeared to be emotionally vulnerable and with prevalent indications 

of trafficking, exploitation/sexual exploitation.  

 

Trust and rapport were built during the first meeting (as well as over telephone conversations 

throughout the first month) as Mrs Q was informed about the services and support she can receive from 

the organization’s team, was advised in regards to procedures, clarifying information she had 
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misinterpreted (perhaps from discussing with other detainees), treated in an empathetic manner with 

understanding in regards to her situation, and she was encouraged to openly discuss her experiences.  

Over time, following the constructive interaction of the social worker and Mrs Q., a greater level of 

trust/rapport was achieved, and Mrs Q. became more communicative, gradually begun building 

confidence, and a greater level of trust was starting to develope towards procedures and the system.   

At the same time, regular sessions where conducted with the psychologist who was working towards 

relieving her symptoms, as well as a comprehensive assessment of her psychological situation.  

 

The following interventions have taken place with Mrs Q’s consent 
A letter was sent to the Anti-trafficking Unit and the Social Welfare Services, informing them of the 

indications that were recorded during screening, on beneficiary’s vulnerabilities, and the specific 

information she provided us with in regards to the perpetrator, and requesting that her case is examined 

by the relevant authorities the soonest, and that the required support is provided to her. The letter was 

shared to other relevant authorities. 

 

An additional letter was sent to the same authorities/stakeholders a week after the initial one, providing 

them with additional information that was passed on to the NGO team by the beneficiary, that appeared 

to be crucial to Mrs Q’s case, as there was an underlying danger that a person representing the 

perpetrator had access to her in the detention center. Through the letter, the organization’s team 

requested for ATD examination and release from detention, with provision of secured accommodation 

(governmental shelter), and provision of psychological monitoring. 

 

In the meantime, the team was in communication with officers from the Anti-trafficking unit, the Social 

Welfare Services, and the director of the detention center, and informed them specifically in regards to 

the case. There was a clear lack of communication between stakeholders, as well as a lack of clarity in 

regards on who was supposed to take what action, and which procedures should be followed. This 

mediation, however, has reinforced the positive working relationship with the Anti-trafficking unit, as 

it contributed towards building rapport with one of the officers, who proceeded to interviewing the 

beneficiary in the detention. 

 

The organization’s team intervened upon Mrs Q release from detention. The team kept all relevant 

services informed about her release, and upon extensive efforts and communication with the Social 

Welfare Services, managed to secure accommodation for her in the governmental shelter for victims of 
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trafficking that are under examination (her stay in a safe space was key, as the alleged exploitation took 

place in the host country). 

 

The psychologist and the social worker worked together for this and the psychological sessions 

continued taking place in the office once she was residing at the shelter and the team communicated 

and mediated with authorities (Welfare Service; Asylum Service; Detention staff), whenever it was 

deemed necessary. The psychologist was in regular communication with the shelter staff as well, to give 

suggestions on how to better support Mrs Q. Furthermore, due to the severity of her symptomatology, 

she was referred to the public mental health services to receive a psychiatric assessment and 

psychopharmacological therapy.  

 

The victim centered approach that the organization follows was crucial in the present case, as without 

careful screening and assessment, or the necessary actions, the case would have gone undetected and 

the beneficiary could have potentially been at risk, as upon her release, she was about to contact a 

person that could exploit her further.   

 

Considering the high degree of vulnerability evident in the specific case, the team was in frequent 

communication with her both during her detention, and following her release, in an effort to keep her 

updated and informed, as well as to emotionally empower her, reassure her and support her in building 

trust towards the procedures and enhancing her understanding of the system in place.  

 

Adding to this, and drawing from her experiences, it was difficult on certain occasions to convince her 

in trusting the systemic procedures and the authorities, as well as to make her understand that her 

placement in the governmental shelter was the best and safest option for her at the given moment 

(following the events that took place upon her arrival, as well as her detention, she was not willing to 

stay in the shelter in fear of being locked up again). Nevertheless, at present she is stable, feels more 

secure, her emotional well-being is significantly improved, and she places more trust in systemic 

procedures, as she has a better understanding of her situation. 
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