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Notes on RESILIENCE versus VULNERABILITY  

Do some individuals have characteristics which prevent them from being trafficked? Is there 

a gene or a behavioural trait which keeps you safe or makes it less likely that a particular 

individual will be trafficked? Or indeed, that helps particular individuals recover from the 

experience of being exploited and abused.  

No, the world isn’t so simple as that. 

However, over the past couple of decades we have learned from people who have been 

trafficked and others who might have been trafficked, but were not, an immense amount 

about the factors that help keep some of them safe or, on the contrary, expose them to 

danger.  

Chief among these are government policies—development policies that exclude large parts 

of a country’s population, policies concerning immigration and the labour market and policies 

concerning the sex industry.  

At the same time, by collecting information from migrants and other relevant people, we have 

learned about some of the factors that make groups of people and even individuals 

disproportionately more likely to be trafficked or subjected to servitude than others from 

similar backgrounds—so-called ‘vulnerability’ factors. We have also learned about factors 

that increase the likelihood that a particular individual will have a ‘successful’ migration.   

Buried in this data are some keys to what, if done differently, can potentially reduce levels of 

trafficking or help protect particular people, and it is here that we encounter the concept of 

‘resilience’. I’ll leave it to others later on to talk about the resilience which enables some 

people to bounce back from a traumatic and damaging experience more easily than others—

so, how resilience affects the process of recovery. I want to talk about the traits that help 

some individuals avoid being trafficked or to escape from the clutches of traffickers.  

However, I don’t want to mislead you: first and foremost, it is government policies that are 

responsible for the state of our world and it is changes in government policies which are a 

priority, not just modifying the behaviour of individuals. However, the very way that human 

trafficking has been conceptualised over the past two decades has put the emphasis on the 

behaviour of individuals – that is to say, the criminals who are traffickers – and on action by 

the State to catch and punish these individuals.  
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Let me cite some examples of ‘resilience’ in action. 

Resilience in escaping from a forced labour situation 

The example I remember best from the first small research programme I supervised in 2006 

involved a teenage girl who travelled from Moldova to sell flowers in Moscow…but many 

aspects of the case could have occurred in Brussels, Rome or other European cities, for upon 

arrival she was locked up in a brothel and forced into prostitution. In an interview with a 

researcher some months after arriving back in Moldova, she said: 

I worked out which client might help me and I managed to save about 500 Euro to travel 

home. But I cut my hair and dyed it, to change my looks so they would not recognise me. 

I knew that pimps caught girls who were running away at one of the railway stations 

where the trains to my country left. So I did not go to that one but to a different station. 

You could say simply that “she used her initiative”, but her resilience involved more than just 

initiative. It required a series of skills which made her observant, willing to take risks and able 

to negotiate her way through various barriers that might have prevented her getting home.  

OK, so armed with this sort of information, can anything be done to increase a person’s 

resilience? Is there evidence that it works as a preventive method? 

It’s not by chance that I’ve taken you to Moldova, for it was there that UNICEF told me in 2005 

about its efforts to reduce the likelihood that adolescents living in orphanages or other 

residential institutions would be trafficked soon after leaving residential care. This involved 

trying to increase their ‘Life Skills’.  

 “The term ‘life skills’ refers to a set of skills that are considered important for young people 

to make their way in life but which are frequently not taught in schools as part of the 

conventional curriculum. They include learning to negotiate, decision making, problem 

solving, critical thinking, communicating effectively, managing interpersonal relationships, 

resolving inter-personal conflicts, being self-aware and empathetic towards others, and 

coping with emotions and stress” (UNICEF Moldova programme 2005). 

So this amounted to more than conventional careers advice and sex education, although 

when an area’s economy has collapsed and a large proportion of people migrate, you could 

reasonably argue that ‘education’ should involve advice on how to minimise the risks involved 

in seeking work abroad, although school curriculum tends to be influenced by people who are 

rather nationalist and unwilling to do this.  

The problem with the Moldova programme, however, is that it was not accompanied by any 

systematic collection of evidence about its impact, so it was a good hypothesis that giving 

young people life skills would make them more resilient and help them avoid being trafficked, 

but this was never proven.  

Now let me pass to other problems.  

Problems associated with particular research methods used in the past 
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There is a real danger of misidentifying ‘vulnerability’ factors and remedies for addressing 

them if research does not have a solid human rights basis.   

Last decade, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) identified ‘ambition’ as a 

vulnerability factor among Romanian women: that is to say, their research showed that young 

women who were not content to stay at home and put up with their conventional status were 

most likely to be trafficked. The logical conclusion was that anti-trafficking programmes 

should encourage girls and women to stay at home. Similarly, a method I explored early in 

the century, ‘Positive Deviance Methodology’, was used for learning about families and 

children who were NOT trafficked in areas of Asia where trafficking was common. Once again, 

there was a danger that social conservatism related to religion or caste would be identified 

as the ‘positive’ characteristic that prevented someone from being trafficked.  

Does this mean that we should ignore the role of personal characteristics or behaviour when 

assessing causes and working out possible preventive strategies? No, I maintain that 

understanding what is going on is vital. However, it is also vital to use human rights as the 

yardstick for determining what preventive strategies are appropriate. In a human rights 

context, this means taking action to enhance the safety, dignity and rights that people have, 

and to avoid actions that increase their exposure to harm. So, we routinely talk about 

empowering people, providing them with good quality information on the basis of which they 

can make well-informed decisions, reducing discrimination based on gender or national or 

ethnic origin or other characteristics, and strengthening the rule of law so that certain groups 

are not abandoned to fend for themselves.   

This leads me to conclude with two recommendations that are relevant here in Europe: 
 

1. Governments should stop imagining that the most appropriate way to stop the 
exploitation associated with human trafficking is just to strengthen their criminal 
justice system and to prosecute traffickers as criminals. They must devise policies to 
discourage extreme exploitation and reverse policies that leave migrants in any sort 
of limbo.  

 
2. In particular, this means creating a firewall between operations to enforce laws 

against illicit employment of foreign workers and operations to stop labour abuse, 
including forced labour and servitude. This was not accepted in last year's Global 
Compact on Migration (Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration), 
although there were numerous recommendations to those drafting the Compact that 
the basic protection of such a ‘firewall’ needed to be included.  

 

 


