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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Despite being a worldwide phenomenon requiring an urgent and effective response, human trafficking 

remains a controversial subject for academic and political debate, not least due to the absence of accurate 

data on its extent and nature. Across the UK, governments have introduced measures aimed at identifying 

and responding to the needs of victims. However, there has been little opportunity for reflection in the 

development of policies and practices; for the collation and application of empirical evidence; or for 

experts from academia, policy, and practice to reflect upon current practice and how best to take this 

forward. In particular, opportunities to determine theoretical imperatives underpinning definitions, 

estimates and responses have been limited. Aspirations to prioritise a human rights model within a wider 

discourse of ‘vulnerable people’ on the move through global migration patterns has frequently been 

overtaken by law enforcement and border control priorities.  

This SUII programme (Human Trafficking: Conceptualising definitions, responses and ‘what needs to be 

done’) was organised across three two-day events, involving a combination of presentations and group 

discussion with national and international participants. The programme provided a unique opportunity to 

develop interdisciplinary collaboration, in a space conducive to reflection and deliberation, by considering 

the theoretical and conceptual understandings of the issues, followed by examination of appropriate 

responses and support programmes, consideration of relevant methodological and political issues, and a 

concluding session considering ‘where do we go from here?’ The programme team consisted of academics 

from across Scotland, and across academic disciplines, alongside experts working directly in this area within 

Scotland and the wider UK context. Participants with relevant expertise from a range of professional 

disciplines, across Europe and the UK, were invited to participate in the seminars ensuring it was both 

international and multi-disciplinary.  

An overall objective of the series was to highlight and discuss the socio-economic and political context of 

trafficking, in addition to the practical issues of prosecution; identification and intervention that have 

dominated the UK discourse to date. Key emergent themes discussed over the series included continuing 

problems with the concept, and definitions, of trafficking; the use of the legal system in preparing the 

ground for successful interventions and the limits of responses and interventions to date - all compromised 

by limited academic critique, evidence, research and theoretical and conceptual analysis.  

It is apparent the present disparate local and international responses are not linked together via an 

overarching ‘strategic’ approach. It is also widely acknowledged that the often highly politicised responses, 

and/or inaction, are a result of the disparate types of exploitation and varying levels of global inequality 

and discrimination; compounded in the western world by concerns about migration across borders. There 

is no doubt trafficking is a highly politicised arena with a flimsy evidence-base on which to base good 

practice, and piecemeal and partial state responses to the globalised nature of trafficking in humans have 

undermined and hindered critical dialogue and theoretical analysis of its wider meaning and consequences. 

Scotland is not immune from any of these criticisms but it is also the home of innovative responses that are 

internationally recognised as good models of practice. 



This SUII programme took place at the same time as the Scottish Government established the Human 

Trafficking Summit. In contrast to the Summit, which privileged certain voices, many of whom had limited 

experience of direct work with victims and/or the development of specific policies and services, the SUII 

programme brought together an eclectic mix of participants across traditional disciplines (e.g. law, 

criminology, politics) and multi-sector representatives from local, national and international organisations. 

Discussions throughout the programme events highlighted the importance of developing front line and 

strategic responses in conjunction with those authorities who have the political will and power to affect 

wider change. The convergence of front line knowledge, with strategic and political responses is crucial to 

prioritise victim focussed services, in addition to ensuring compliance with the EU Directive.  

The debates and discussions that took part throughout the programme highlighted that responding to 

human trafficking requires more than service provision, it requires a wider commitment to tackle human 

rights abuses, inequalities and exploitation, linked to international issues of poverty and inequality – or put 

another way, it requires a society that is based on principles of human rights and equality realised through 

widespread social change.  

Over the course of the seminar series there were positive examples of practice in Scotland and globally, 

attempting to address the issue of trafficking from a criminal justice response, victim / human rights 

perspective and locating trafficking in a broader global political, social and economic context. There is little 

doubt that the issue of human trafficking is extremely complex and cannot be addressed by any one 

country, one organisation, one type of response, or even by one way of understanding.  

Overall, in Scotland, as elsewhere, political, organisational and individual disagreements and 

(mis)understanding compromise attempts at a coherent strategic and / or local response. There is little, or 

no, theoretical analysis of the issues and little attempt to contextualise trafficking in relation to the wider 

political and economic framework. However, there is a tremendous commitment to address trafficking, 

particularly from the human rights / equality perspective and locate understanding and responses in a 

broader context than has been evident to date. There is a need to ask more searching questions and adopt 

a more comprehensive and radical approach to address the issues. This programme was important in 

providing a space where these questions and possible approaches could be aired and rigorously examined. 

It also succeeded in bringing together experienced researchers and academics with early career researchers 

and doctoral students; providing an important environment for disseminating knowledge and developing 

research capacity.  

The programme achieved its key objectives by creating a space for dialogue and debate that enhanced the 

experience of all participants and provided a safe environment for discussion. Raising the issue among 

participants has also resulted in an increased awareness of the impact of trafficking and the need for a 

coherent response. For example, WithScotland (a participant organisation) have now begun to engage with 

the issue of human trafficking as a key area of collaboration with social work services across Scotland. To 

ensure the work initiated throughout the programme continues, the programme team are currently 

exploring funding opportunities to take forward work in this area, particularly through the creation of 

action networks.  

The programme resulted in a number of outputs including four briefing papers, which are being used as a 

resource distributed via participants websites. There will also be ongoing opportunities to highlight the 

programme at the Scottish Parliament cross-party group on trafficking. Work is also underway on an 

academic article for submission to the European Journal of Criminology, and a proposal is currently being 

developed to produce an edited book based on presentations from the programme. 


