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Introduction

This report outlines the main findings of a 12-month 
participatory research study into understanding how 
to ensure protection, support and positive outcomes 
for children in migration who have experienced 
modern slavery. The overarching aim of this study 
was to understand what positive outcomes might 
look like from the perspectives of young people who 
have experienced human trafficking, modern slavery 
and/or exploitation and what pathways towards 
these positive outcomes might be. 

The findings of this participatory research study 
are based on the voices of young people who have 
experience of modern slavery. These findings are 
structured around the four General Principles of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) namely, non-discrimination (Article 2), the 
best interests of the child (Article 3), the right to life, 
survival and development (Article 6) and the right 
to participation (Article 12). This interim report will 
be followed by a final report and a child-led positive 
outcomes framework. 

The meaning of the term ‘outcomes’ is variable, 
but What Works for Children’s Social Care defines 
‘outcomes’ as the consequence of an action.1 In 
this study we follow such a definition but focus on 
rights-based child-defined outcomes which are: 
views of their own progress, lived experience and the 
main goals they wish to achieve. This definition is 
set out with an understanding that achievement of 
outcomes is relational and situationally contingent on 

1     What Works Children’s Social Care. (2020) Outcomes Framework. Making 
sure we focus on the issues that really matter; La Valle, I., et al. (2019) 
How do we know if children’s social care services make a difference? 
Development of an outcomes framework. 

the structures, systems and processes in which they 
enjoy those rights. Outcomes such as immigration 
status, safety, education and health were reflected 
from the perspective of children and the rights 
enshrined in the UNCRC. 

Specific objectives were to:  

• Devise and develop a young person-informed 
outcomes framework for what positive outcomes 
might look like in a UK context based on the 
knowledge and lived experience of young people.

• To explore the four General Principles of  
the UNCRC. 

• Design and conduct a scoping review of UK 
peer-reviewed literature on outcomes and an 
international review of systematic reviews 
on trafficking, trafficking-related and the 
‘what works’ evidence-base across a range of 
trafficking and other cognate social issues.  

• Design and circulate a global call for relevant 
national or international stakeholders to gather 
evidence often lacking in academic literature.

• Bring young people’s views, knowledge and 
experiences regarding positive outcomes into 
the centre of policymaking with suggestions for 
improvements and specific recommendations for 
policy and practice. 

Background 
Child trafficking and exploitation is a form of child 
abuse and is categorised in the UK in these forms: 
labour, sexual, criminal exploitation, as well as 
domestic servitude. In 2021, 43% (5,468) of those 
referred to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) 
(the UK’s framework for identifying potential victims 
of modern slavery) were potentially exploited as 
children.2 Foreign national children accounted for 
45% (2,487) of referrals of potential child victims.   

The 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC) provides a comprehensive 
framework of international legal standards for the 
welfare, protection, development, and participation 
of all children. The UK’s current legal, policy and 
practice frameworks around the trafficking of 
children and young people have been built up 
around multiple, and at times competing, priorities, 
particularly those of immigration enforcement 
and criminal justice. Children’s voices, insights and 
priorities have, to date, been missing from anti-
trafficking work in the UK – their opinions are rarely 
taken into account in the development of law, policy 
and services.3 Bringing children’s and young people’s 
experiences and views into the centre of policy and 
law discussions is vital for ensuring that policies 
support and deliver their protection and care. We 
have the frameworks and the means to listen to 
young people and it’s critical that their rights to be 
heard and their right to participate are upheld. 

The project uses the international definition of 
human trafficking as set out in the United Nations’ 
Palermo Protocol, which defines child trafficking 
as the “recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring or receipt” of a child under 18 years of 
age for the purpose of exploitation. This definition 
recognises that a child cannot consent to his or her 
own exploitation, regardless of whether he or she 
seemingly agrees to any element.4 

Methodology  
The study followed a participatory approach and 
brought together three key methods, allowing for 
triangulation of sources that brought together 
different methods to consolidate the findings:

• Participatory research workshops across three 
locations in the UK with young people  
between 15- and 25-years-old to reflect  
care-leaver entitlements up to age 21 or 25  
if in higher education. 

• A scoping review of UK and international 
academic evidence.    

• A global call for practice evidence through ECPAT 
UK’s international network. We received 15 
submissions from organisations and individuals 
from eight countries across the world, all of 
which were assessed. 

2     Home Office. (2022) Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty 
to Notify statistics UK, end of year summary, 2021. 

3      Bovarnick, S. (2010) How do you define a ‘trafficked child’? A discursive 
analysis of practitioners’ perceptions around child trafficking, Youth & Policy, 
104:80-96; Gearon, A. (2019) Child trafficking: young people’s experiences of 
front-line services in England, British Journal of Criminology, 59(2):481-500.

4     UN General Assembly. (2000) Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the 
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. 

5     Sutherland, E. (2021) Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child: Non-Discrimination and Children’s Rights, in Sovig, K. 
and Skivenes, M. (Eds.) Child Rights and International Discrimination Law: 
Implementing Article 2 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
Routledge, Taylor and Francis, London. 

6    Gearon, A. (2019) Child trafficking: young people’s experiences of front-line 
services in England, British Journal of Criminology, 59:481-500. 

Background and Methodology
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Right to life, survival  
and development 

• Young people directly highlighted safety - 
being safe and feeling safe - as an important 
outcome, recognising the importance of safety 
as a contingent foundation for the realisation 
of other outcomes. They saw having trust in 
professionals and systems as a key factor in 
achieving physical and relational safety and 
told us a lot about the default of disbelief in 
professional responses, which makes them feel 
frightened and unsafe.  

• Young people directly highlighted peace as  
an important outcome. They conceptualised 
peace as recovery, including psychological 
recovery and the recovery of ordinary life, 
identifying a clear relationship between 
protection and inclusion outcomes.  

• A safe home and place to live was  
highlighted by young people as key in  
feeling and being safe. 

• There is a lack of evidence on how experiences 
of trafficking and exploitation affect physical, 
emotional and social development for this 
population of children and young people. 
However, young people stated that the factors 
that promote healthy development relate to 
trusting relationships with sensitive and caring 
adults, feeling safe, valued and loved in nurturing 
environments, and a sense of belonging and 
community. The responses of disbelief, distrust 
and victim-blaming that young people told us 
about can have long-term impacts, as children 
face increasingly hostile age assessments which 
have a direct impact on their futures and long-
term outcomes.

Participation and the right  
to be heard

• The views of children affected by human 
trafficking, modern slavery and/or  
exploitation are rarely sought and included  
in literature about them, even those  
pertaining to children’s rights. 

• A specific focus on outcomes for children 
and young people affected by exploitation, 
trafficking and/or modern slavery is absent 
from literature in the UK. 

• Pathways to positive outcomes are contingent 
on ensuring work with children and young 
people is participatory, child-centred, and has 
a rights and entitlements approach that is 
underpinned by relational approaches built  
on trust. 

• In this study, young people responded well to 
having their thoughts, views, needs, hopes and 
aspirations included. Young people outlined how 
they wanted to contribute to society, be asked 
what they think and feel, be understood, trusted, 
listened to and have what they say matter.

Interim Findings

Non-Discrimination 

• Young people directly highlighted equality 
and freedom as important outcomes. They 
linked freedom to equality of opportunity – 
being able to build a future and make positive 
contributions to society. Both these outcomes 
identified by young people as important are 
thematically linked to inclusion. 

• Barriers to positive outcomes were identified 
by young people as structural, systemic and 
discriminatory, such as their experiences of 
the immigration and asylum systems, the 
criminal justice system and support in care. 
They considered the ways in which structural 
inequality can shape professional practices and 
attitudes across agencies. 

• The emphasis young people gave to the 
negative impact of immigration procedures 
is immense - they often describe it as being 
worse than experiences of exploitation. They say 
these procedures undermine the recognition and 
realisation of rights, and place young people at 
risk of further exploitation. 

• It was clear from this study that young people 
felt transitioning into ‘adulthood’ in the UK 
made them feel and be less safe and posed 
numerous barriers to achieving positive 
outcomes in the long-term, particularly for 
those within protracted immigration processes.

Best Interest of the Child 

• Published literature on human trafficking 
focuses overwhelmingly on the negative 
outcomes and consequences of exploitation. 
Available evidence on the impact of policies and 
interventions following identification is limited, 
with some notable exceptions. 

• The prevalent focus on negative outcomes in 
the literature lies in contrast to how young 
people within this study envisaged their 
futures. Young people discussed the search for 
safety and protection, drawing on their strengths 
and capabilities, as well as their endurance 
of complex and often protracted social care, 
immigration, and criminal justice processes in 
the UK.

• Young people with independent guardians  
felt listened to and heard, facilitating better 
child protection. They also outlined how being 
kept informed about what is happening helps.

• High quality legal advice in the fields of 
immigration, asylum, public and criminal  
law was identified by young people as a 
defining factor in the outcomes attained by 
young people. This included legal advice on 
family reunification.
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Thematic Summary
Non-discrimination 

Article 2 of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child creates an obligation to promote equality, 
including equality of opportunities and outcomes, 
irrespective of a child’s status. It also creates a 
duty on governments and public authorities to 
refrain from any measures that violate children’s 
rights.5 Structural barriers to achieving ‘good’ 
outcomes were highlighted in multiple submissions 
to the global call for evidence, particularly in the 
context of immigration and asylum procedures, the 
criminal justice system and care arrangements. The 
evidence received mirrors the literature drawing 
attention to the ways in which laws and policies 
can serve to undermine outcomes for migrant 
children and young people and those who are 
trafficked and exploited.6  

Young people highlighted the consistent barriers 
to accessing documentation and the challenges 
involved in securing decisions relating to their 
asylum status. They talked about the distressing 
nature of the process itself, and the difficulties 
presented by living for years in immigration 
‘limbo’ while decisions on their status remained 
outstanding. In this context, young people also 
highlighted the importance of freedom as an 
outcome, linked to equality of opportunity, and, 
in the words of young people, the opportunity 
to pursue dreams, build futures, and “be part 
of the next generation.” The lack of status was 

highlighted as key to safety, with a view that 
irregularity places young people at risk of  
further exploitation. 

“I don’t have paper. Not free. Still in 
prison.” (young person, session 3, location 
1, May 2022)

Young people highlighted the bordered nature 
of their encounters with professionals, at times 
offering accounts of what they explicitly  
framed as racist and discriminatory attitudes  
from those whose duty it is to safeguard and 
ensure best interests.

“I used to go every single day to the social 
work office and talking to … the manager 
of the social workers. That’s what he 
told me, ‘why don’t you go back to your 
country?’. That’s what he say.…”. (young 
person, session 2, location 1, May 2022)

Young people and additional evidence received 
highlighted transitions to adulthood as presenting 
significant barriers to achieving good outcomes  
as young people find themselves without  
adequate support especially those without  
leaving care entitlements. 

‘The Three Pillars: Freedom, Peace and Equality’ by ‘TB’, 
ECPAT UK youth programme member
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Best Interest of the Child 

The Convention sets out in Article 3 the 
principle that all actions concerning children be 
in the best interests of the child as a primary 
consideration. This principle applies to decisions 
made about individual children and about laws, 
policies and procedures affecting them. Most 
published literature on human trafficking focuses 
overwhelmingly on the negative outcomes and 
consequences of exploitation. This lies in contrast 
to how young people within this study envisaged 
their futures. The search for safety and protection, 
drawing on their strengths and capabilities as well 
as endurance of complex and often protracted 
social care, immigration, and criminal justice 
processes in the UK. 

Young people with independent guardians  
felt listened to and heard, facilitating better  
child protection.

“They bring me a Guardian. He was a 
very nice person. … The way he talked to 
me and the way he asked me. ….” (young 
person, session 2, location 2, May 2022)

Inconsistency across quality of service provision 
was discussed as being a problem. The importance 
of high-quality legal advice for children affected 
by trafficking was also highlighted in the sessions 
from young people and within multiple submissions 
to the global call. 

‘The Big Book’ by ‘TB’, ECPAT UK youth programme 
member
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Within the need for broader safety and security, 
physical safety was highlighted as being 
important, especially in relation to safe and 
age-appropriate accommodation. 

“It is important for people to feel safe when 
they are sleeping in a new country. … The 
staff need to be kind and nice because maybe 
people are coming from traumatic experiences. 
Staff have to be very understanding of what 
we have been through.” (young person, session 
2, location 2, May 2022)

“Since 16, my social workers put me with 
adults. They are 54 and 45 and they used to 
bring 20 people to the house.” (young person, 
session 2,x location 1, May 2022)

There is also a lack of literature on child 
development for this population.8 There was some 
indication from the sessions with young people 
that, as with other areas, there is a degree of 
victim-blaming. Trust in professionals was also 
highlighted by young people in this research 
as being central to their protection and their 
relational safety.  

“If you don’t trust, you don’t ask for 
protection.” (young person, session 4, 
location 2, May 2022)

7   UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. (2005) General Comment No 6. 
Treatment of Unaccompanied and Separated Children Outside Their Country of 
Origin. 1st September 2005. CRC/ GC/2005/6. 

8   Kadir, A., et. al. (2019) Effects of armed conflict on child health and 
development: A systematic review. PLoS ONE 14:1-37; Boothby, N., et. 
al.  (2012) What are the most effective early response strategies and 
interventions to assess and address the immediate needs of children outside 
of family care? Child Abuse & Neglect, 36:711-721.

Right to life, survival and development 

Article 6 of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child sets out the right to life, survival and 
development, placing obligations on States to 
ensure that children are protected from violence, 
abuse and exploitation and that they are 
supported to develop to achieve their potential.7 
The evidence received placed an emphasis on 
physical and relational safety, with the importance 
of safety plans, professionals building trust, 
consistency of support, rights-based practice and 
cultural competence. 

The need for feeling and experiencing safety and 
security was expressed by young people in short, 
medium and longer-term senses, but also as an 
ongoing and interrelated process contingent on 
their place in the various systems they encounter. 
Safety was identified first and foremost as a key, 
fundamental priority:

“Protection for every young people from 
outside the UK is the first thing needed. 
Protection could be making him safe, for 
example, where to sleep and stay, and to 
get education … healthcare … friendships, 
I mean for protection.” (young person, 
session 2, location 2, May 2022)

“What is next is supposed to be 
guardianship, a social worker, lawyer and 
interpreter.” (young person, session 2, 
location 2, May 2022)

‘Stable futures’ by ‘TB’, ECPAT UK youth programme 
member
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Participation and the right to be heard

The fourth Convention principle is set out in 
Article 12 on the right of children to be listened 
to and taken seriously. Despite this right, 
participation was a particularly weak point in 
both the international and domestic evidence. 
Children’s views are rarely requested and included 
in literature about them, even those pertaining to 
children’s rights. Outcomes for children and young 
people affected by exploitation, trafficking and/or 
modern slavery is absent from literature in the UK. 

Reflecting the lack of children’s participation 
in programmatic and policy responses to child 
trafficking and exploitation, there is unsurprisingly 
a gap in the academic literature on understanding 
the processes and impacts of young people’s 
participation in these. Pathways to positive 
outcomes are contingent on ensuring work with 
children and young people is participatory,  
age-appropriate, child-centred and underpinned 
by a rights and entitlements approach built on 
trust and relational approaches. Young people 
consistently stated during the participatory 
workshops that they felt listened to when there 
was trust with the professional.

‘The Voice of the World’ by ‘TB’, ECPAT UK youth 
programme member

“Trust is 100% very important. I trusted 
her so much that I would share any 
problem with her [social worker] and she 
would support me, give me advice.” (young 
person, session 2, location 2, May 2022)

“It is all about trust. … People don’t give it 
easily.” (young person, session 4, location 
2, May 2022)
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This research was led by the Helena Kennedy Centre for International Justice at 
Sheffield Hallam University with the Institute of Applied Social Research at the 
University of Bedfordshire and in partnership with ECPAT UK. 

The Helena Kennedy Centre for International Justice at Sheffield Hallam University 
is a leading centre for human rights and social justice. The Centre is home to a 
range of applied research, projects, education and scholarship including work 
around social justice, rights, law, policing, community justice, gender-based 
violence, refugee rights, human trafficking and modern slavery.

The Institute of Applied Social Research at the University of Bedfordshire brings 
together inter-disciplinary research which anticipates and shapes key changes in 
policy, administration and practice. Its research focuses on the forced migration 
and human trafficking of children and young people, safeguarding children 
and young people from child sexual exploitation and other forms of abuse, 
contextual safeguarding, looked after children and care leavers and youth crime 
and victimisation, policing and the operation of the youth justice and community 
safety services. 

ECPAT UK is a leading children’s rights organisation campaigning to ensure 
children can enjoy their rights to be protected and to live free from trafficking 
and exploitation. We promote and uphold children’s rights to protection, provision 
and participation in the UK and outside of the UK through an integrated model 
involving research, policy, training and direct practice.

The research in this project was conducted independently of ECPAT UK’s  
“Stable Futures” campaign.
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• The UK Government and devolved 
administrations must ensure that all decisions 
about children in their individual cases and in the 
development of law and policy are made with 
their best interests as the primary consideration. 

• The UK Government and devolved 
administrations must ensure mechanisms are in 
place for the meaningful participation of child 
victims in policies and interventions that affect 
them. These include providing child-friendly 
information, undertaking Child Rights Impact 
Assessments on emerging policies and developing 
meaningful consultation with young people. 

• The UK Government and devolved 
administrations must ensure that child victims 
of trafficking are always treated as children first 
and afforded their rights to the protection and 
care they need.

• The UK Government and devolved 
administrations must ensure children identified 
as potential victims of slavery and trafficking are 
promptly assigned an independent legal guardian. 

• The UK Government and devolved 
administrations must commit to supporting 
positive outcomes for child victims in care, 
education, immigration as well as measuring 
the impact towards positive outcomes of the 
National Referral Mechanism.

• The Home Office must ensure the  
immigration and asylum system does not  
re-traumatise children. 

• The Home Office must ensure that current 
barriers to the recovery and achievement of 
positive outcomes for child victims are removed. 
Procedures must not place children at risk 
of further exploitation nor undermine their 
rights with an emphasis on their transition into 
adulthood. 

• The Ministry of Justice must ensure all child 
victims can access a solicitor who has the 
expertise to properly represent them in these 
complex areas of law.

• Local authority children’s services with the full 
support of the Department for Education and 
equivalents in the devolved administrations 
must provide quality care for migrant child 
victims to ensure they are afforded specialist 
support and the same opportunities as other 
young people.  

• Local authority children’s services must  
enable psychological and physical recovery for 
child victims, particularly in the provision of  
safe accommodation and access to mental  
health services.   

• Statutory chief officers and safeguarding 
partners in each local authority area must 
ensure they develop relationship-based 
practice that builds trust with children as a 
fundamental measure to their ability to have 
their voices heard and for them to feel safe.

Interim Recommendations 
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