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Speaking notes 

Daja Wenke, Independent Consultant on Child Rights/Policy Analysis/Research, Germany/Italy: How does a Human Rights 

Perspective on Vulnerability expand the Focus from Individual to Social and Structural Risk and Resilience 

Factors?  

 

Even though vulnerability to exploitation and trafficking is always individual, it is not a personal 

matter. Research shows that vulnerability is to a significant degree determined by the context and 

circumstances of a person's situation and that structural factors play a particularly strong role in 

increasing or reducing a person's vulnerability. These structural factors are related to the capability 

of governments, state administrations and their civil society partners to implement human rights 

standards and to guarantee them in practice. Policymaking and service provision that have an 

interest in reducing and redressing vulnerability to exploitation and trafficking, must aim at 

clarifying the concept and understanding its dynamic nature. A multi-country study on the 

prevention of child trafficking in Europe has proposed the following definition of vulnerability: 

Vulnerability depends on a dynamic interaction of risk and resilience. Vulnerability is caused by 

risk and balanced by resilience, i.e. the person's capacity to handle the risk. Measures that seek to 

reduce risks and at the same time strengthen resilience will therefore be well placed to reduce 

vulnerability. The vulnerability of children to exploitation and trafficking is understood as a multi-

sectoral, ecological and rights-based concept. It refers to the limited chances of a child to fully 

exercise his or her rights as afforded under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Vulnerability depends on the number and severity of infringements or violations that a child is or 

may be exposed to (the risk) as well as the child’s resilience. Risk and resilience are understood 

according to an ecological model. They interact at multiple levels and are accumulating: personal 

risk and resilience are closely intertwined with risk and resilience deriving from relationships, 

socio-political systems and the environment. Child vulnerability can be caused or exacerbated when 

the capability of the public administration to implement child rights standards is weak and when it 

does not succeed to safeguard the human rights of the child in practice. This is understood as 

structural vulnerability. Structural vulnerability is related to state structures, action or inaction, and 

can result in the violation of the rights of the child."  

[Wenke, Daja, Improving Monitoring and Protection Systems Against Child Trafficking and 

Exploitation, Transnational Analysis, Defence for Children International Italy and Family and 



Childcare Centre Greece et al., 2014, http://www.impact-

eu.org/files/IMPACT%20content%20web%20final%20Jan.pdf.] 
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