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TELLING STORIES ABOUT
HUMAN TRAFFICKING
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Storytelling is sort of a special
human super power. When used
properly, it becomes a powerful
tool that helps us understand
each other better. The power of
storytelling can strengthen our
communities and restore the
dignity of those who may have
been abused. Stories can be
excellent vehicles to give a voice
to the most vulnerable, and to
break the misconceptions and
stereotypes that dehumanize
people and perpetuate human
trafficking.
The media mirror societies and
carry their stories. In the story of
human trafficking, the media are
more than just the observers. They
are also the protagonists that can
change its course. The media can

definitely propagate messages
to increase public support and
involvement to fight human
trafficking. But beyond spreading
the news and building mass
awareness, the media can also help
gather data on human trafficking.
Effective reporting on trafficking
in persons is critical to uncover a
crime that is usually hidden.
Today, more than ever, data is
needed to understand the full
scope of human trafficking in the
region. More and better information
is necessary to coordinate and
improve the anti-trafficking
programmes taking place regionally
and globally. The more we know, the
better we can respond. Information
is key. Information can indeed help
prevent human trafficking.

4.1 SOURCES GUIDELINES:
FINDING AND HANDLING SOURCES
PRIMARY SOURCES

SECONDARY SOURCES

Public Information
Officers/ Spokespeople

United Nations documents

Experts/Academics

News archives

Activists/ Civil Society Organization
representatives/advocates

Press releases

Witnesses

Publications from relevant NGOs

Alleged Perpetrators

Specialized books and academic
journals

Survivors of trafficking
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Government department reports

• Interviews are the primary source and main tool for a journalist, offering first
hand information. Rather than relying on secondary sources such as a press
release or report, journalists should attempt to conduct interviews whenever
possible.
• Comprehensive reporting on human trafficking puts together all the pieces of
the story and it has to take into account all the different actors. Interviews with
all the stakeholders may be necessary for the complete picture, although not
always possible. Use your journalistic judgment to go as far as possible.
• Accurate and complete data on human trafficking, especially in the Middle East,
is elusive. Secondary sources of data should be independently verified. Take
advantage of experts and knowledgeable professionals in the field to cross
check secondary sources.
• Find out more about your sources. In the case of primary sources, the more you
know about somebody you interview, the better the quality of the questions you
can ask. When dealing with secondary sources it is advisable to find information
about the publisher and/or authors, in order to assess the quality of their data.
• Sources should be handled in an open and respectful manner, irrespective of
personal opinion, who they are or what they may have done.
• Stories should always be corroborated. Official sources usually speak on behalf
of institutions, giving the official line, which can be one-sided. Solely relying on
official sources is inadvisable.
• Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are a vital part of the fight against
human trafficking, and a good source of ground-level knowledge. However, it
is important to detect any biases, and to examine agendas in relation to their
funding models.
• A list of reliable secondary sources is provided in the ‘Resources’ section of this
toolkit.

DATA IN CONTEXT
People are impacted by stories about other people, stories they can relate
to. When working on a story about human trafficking, it is very important to
search for reliable statistics and to gather accurate data. However, the
actual numbers may be irrelevant to the impact of the story. It seems that
audiences “do not register numbers”, but rather respond to the emotional
impact of the context of those numbers. Keep this in mind when using
information from statistical reports, and other official and legal documents.
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4.2
How to interview victims / survivors
Victims or Survivors?
Those who have been trafficked have been the victims of the worst of
crimes and have suffered a gross violation of their human rights. But not
all of them wish to be forever called victims. They may rather be called
survivors.
Their personal story is not defined by what happened to them, but by how
they overcame it. Breaking away from the victim narrative, the stories about
survivors can be empowering and inspiring. There are survivors who, after
enduring the most tragic circumstances have recovered and regained their
power by speaking publicly against human trafficking.
Not sure whether to call your interviewee victim or survivor? Often survivors
will refer to themselves as such. It is always advisable to refer to someone
however they may prefer. When in doubt, ask and discuss with your peers
and editors.
Always make sure to protect the anonymity of survivors, unless you are
interviewing a public advocate who may have chosen to reveal their identity.
These cases are exceptional.
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INTERVIEWING GUIDELINES FOR
HUMAN TRAFFICKING VICTIMS
Personal interviews with human trafficking victims/survivors are rare
but when conducted should be done with the utmost respect and
sensitivity.
• Always begin by introducing yourself and explaining why you
are telling their story and how their story will be used.
• Even if they do not expressly ask for anonymity, explain
to them that the story may be widely publicized and talk
to them about the reasons to protect their anonymity
and the possible risks. You must protect their name and
appearance, as well as any other details that may identify
them.
• Some trafficked persons may be survivors of rape or
torture. Maintain extra sensitivity and prepare yourself in
advance.
• Never interview someone who is evidently in shock or
hysterical. If someone seems too fragile or emotional during
an interview, make pauses whenever you think is needed
and restart if/when conditions allow.
• Always remain calm and present, as your own emotions
may trigger memories. When phrasing your questions, be
aware of any expressions or attitudes that may seem
judgmental.
• Start with an open-ended question, such as “Tell me about
your experience,” to give them the opportunity to steer the
conversation towards what they are comfortable with.
• Let them know and feel that is ok to decline to answer
questions they are not comfortable answering. Do your
research to avoid unnecessary questions.
• Do not record conversations without obtaining consent and
explain that only those parts of the story will be published
that they’re comfortable with.
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OTHER CASES FOR ANONYMITY
Witnesses who are afraid to denounce a crime, alleged criminals who may
explain their modus operandi, a government official keen to expose systemic
faults, a whistleblower…they may all request anonymity for a valid reason
such as to protect their own lives, their reputations or their jobs.
If you chose to use these kind of sources, take in to account that you will
have to independently corroborate the information provided and the
authenticity of documents and other evidence received.
Keep in mind they are placing their trust in you and their identities must be
protected, unless doing so would result in the commission of a crime, injury
or death. If you have any doubts about how safe you can keep their identity,
let them know at the outset to see if they still agree to this limitations, or
avoid offering anonymity at all.
It is also advisable to be cautious when identifying suspects of crime. This is
particularly sensitive in cases involving minors and/or cases of sexual abuse.
Suspects may be innocent after all. Outing them as criminals may cause
long lasting harm to their reputations. Calling someone a criminal who has
only been accused of a crime but not actually charged in a criminal court,
may even lead to libel and/or slander lawsuits against you or your news
organization.
Keep these issues in mind and discuss the current practices with your peers
and editors.
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4.3
HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND CHILDREN
Reporting on human trafficking stories involving children and young people presents
special challenges for journalists. In fact, unethical or inappropriate coverage places
children at great risk. The identification of children as victims of trafficking may
result in the stimagtization of the children and their communities. Furthermore, it
may even put them at risk of physicial harm.
Working with issues around children is always a sensitive task. Be extra careful when
choosing images to illustrate a story. Make sure the children portrayed are done so
with dignity. Always ask yourself if and how the images help the understanding of
the issue? And how the story and the image may affect the children involved and
their families?

Guidelines for reporting on children
When covering human trafficking, it is important to keep in mind the best
interest of the children involved, and to protect their dignity and rights at all
times. UNICEF, the UN agency mandated with the protection of children’s
rights has issued the following ethical guidelines for the reporting on children;
1. Do not further stigmatize any child; avoid categorisations or
descriptions that expose a child to negative reprisals - including
additional physical or psychological harm, or to lifelong abuse,
discrimination or rejection by their local communities.
2. Always provide an accurate context for the child’s story or image.
3. Always change the name and obscure the visual identity of any child
who is identified as:

• A victim of sexual abuse or exploitation,
• A perpetrator of physical or sexual abuse,
• HIV positive, or living with AIDS, unless the child, a parent or a
guardian gives fully informed consent,
• Charged or convicted of a crime.
4. In certain circumstances of risk or potential risk of harm or retribution,
change the name and obscure the visual identity of any child who is
identified as:
• A current or former child combatant,
• An asylum seeker, a refugee or an internal displaced person.
5. In certain cases, using a child’s identity - their name and/or
recognizable image - is in the child’s best interests. However, when the
child’s identity is used, they must still be protected against harm and
supported through any stigmatization or reprisals.
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4.4
GUIDELINES FOR SELF-PROTECTION AND DATA-PROTECTION
Journalism remains a dangerous profession in many countries where organized
crime and corrupt authorities threaten the life and the work of those who seek
to uncover the truth. Human trafficking is a crime and investigative reporting into
the issue can sometimes be risky. Adequate measures should be taken to ensure
personal safety and to protect one’s information and sources.
The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime lists the following
guidelines for investigative journalists covering organized crime, corruption and
governance that may be applicable to reporting on human trafficking:
Work in collaboration
It’s a classic case of ‘safety in numbers’ where journalists from
different media outlets working together in collaboration helps
minimize danger, not just at the time of reporting but also after
publishing.
Do a basic risk assessment beforehand
Extensive research must be carried out before conducting the story to
assess the risks involved, and to formulate a safety plan in case things
go wrong. Journalists should always consult their editors for advice on
safety concerns for a potentially dangerous story.
Make links with law enforcement
Journalists should establish link with law enforcement personnel at the
start of a story, with the exception of cases where there is suspicion
that law enforcement may be corrupt or complicit in trafficking.
Research the environment
Journalists should know the best (safest) locations to meet sources,
and should research crime rates and safe routes in the area they are
conducting their investigation in.
Know the relevant laws
Journalists should be well versed with laws regarding freedom of
expression, privacy, and press rights.
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Establish clear channels of communication
Proper and reliable channels of communication between journalists
and their editors should be clearly discussed and established while
reporting from dangerous locations.
Sources
A credible document goes a long way as evidence. Wherever possible,
documentation must be collected to bolster the story. Documents
should be collected from as many different sources as possible so as
not to put any one particular person in danger.
Approaching unfriendly individuals
Sometimes a journalist might be attempting to establish contact with
a person or group suspected of organized trafficking. In such situations
it is imperative to take precautions while meeting them. They should
be met in public spaces, preferably with a colleague, and it should be
made clear that several different reporters are working on the story.
Dealing with threats and surveillance
Threats should be taken seriously and immediately reported to the
editor, trusted colleagues and to law enforcement agencies. In case of
serious threats to life, temporary relocation may be advisable.
Be stringent with Internet security
Journalists should be well versed with the basics of password security.
Access to the identity of sources should also be safely guarded, and if
necessary, encryption technology should be used.
Know when to back off or even abandon the story
Always know when to abandon a story if it is clear that someone’s life,
including your own, is in jeopardy.
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WOMEN IN JOURNALISM
Although an increasing number of women are adding their voices to the
media in the Arab world, journalism is still a profession dominated by
men. Women are also underrepresented in the news globally. Most news
sources are men and the stories about women are often accompanied
by gender stereotypes. Given that human trafficking affects a large
number of women, it is of particular importance to strive for the fair and
balanced inclusion of women in the media.
Unfortunately, in some parts of the world it can be extremely difficult
for women to work as journalists. For example, they are more vulnerable
to sexual assault and news organizations may be reluctant to expose
their female reporters to harassment or abuse, therefore limiting their
assignments.
But being a woman can be an advantage when covering human
trafficking. Women who have suffered abuse may be more willing to
open up to somebody of the same gender. Female journalists can enter
places where men usually are not allowed to search for the untold stories
of women and children, like women’s shelters and other organizations
providing victims services.
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Exercise
What other security measures would
you add that apply to your particular
environment? Are there any specific
security recommendations to add for
women working on human trafficking
stories?

Specify the measures you would take
to protect yourself, your information
and your sources when working on a
dangerous assignment.
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4.5
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN HUMAN TRAFFICKING STORIES
The Code of Ethics of the Society of Professional Journalists lists the
following ethics guidelines. Keep them in mind when addressing human
trafficking.
SEEK TRUTH AND REPORT IT – Journalists should be honest, fair and
courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting information.
MINIMIZE HARM – Ethical journalists treat sources, subjects and
colleagues as human beings deserving of respect.
ACT INDEPENDENTLY – Journalists should be free of obligation to any
interest other than the public’s right to know
BE ACCOUNTABLE – Journalists are accountable to their readers,
listeners, viewers and each other.

The conversation around human trafficking is a sensitive one, involving real people
who have suffered great trauma. There many misconceptions and infinite factors
and actors involved. It is especially vital that journalists covering human trafficking
follow an ethical process of investigating and reporting. Keep these considerations
in mind:

1. CHOOSE YOUR WORDS AND LANGUAGE CAREFULLY:
As a journalist, it is necessary to recognize the power of words. It is imperative to
choose terms and language carefully. The differences between issues like migrant
smuggling and human trafficking can be subtle, but the words can be charged to
shift political agendas, news cycles or simply lead to people’s misunderstanding of
your story.
Use clear, simple language specially around issues you are not familiar with.
Stay away from clichés and loaded adjectives.

2. BE AWARE OF SENSATIONALISM AND STEREOTYPES:
Human trafficking by its very nature is a traumatic, sometimes violent crime. It is
imperative that journalists present the facts of the case and avoid speculation. It
is unnecessary and unethical to focus excessively on gruesome/ sexually explicit
details for the purpose of shocking an audience. Similarly, any tone of judgment
regarding the victims and perpetrators should be strictly avoided.
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Stereotyping is often present in news coverage of migrants. The media tend to
make conjectures about people on the basis of nationality, ethnicity and gender.
Check your own biases, self awareness can be a useful tool to avoid unethical
practices in journalism.

Especially in the context of graphic crimes such as sexual assault,
the International NGO Internews suggests you consider the following
questions while drafting your story:
• Are graphic details about the nature of the rape and injuries
necessary to tell the story?
• Will graphic details of violence and injury help the community?
• Will the rape survivors suffer more because of the details?
• Will this detail help police in solving the crime? Is it your duty to help?

3. STAY IMPARTIAL AND BE THOROUGH:
Personal opinions should only be used in editorial pieces and it should be clear to
the audience that what is expressed is an opinion and not a fact.
In case of heinous crimes like human trafficking, it’s possible to let a sense of
outrage blind proper investigative practice. Reflect on your own motives for writing
the story. Examine your biases and stay professional.

4. PROTECT ANONYMITY:
A strong journalistic training emphasizes identifying sources for the purpose of
accountability. However, in the coverage of human trafficking it is mandatory to
protect the victim’s identity. There are other situations when you may choose to
use anonymous sources (see 4.3 above). Protecting the anonymity of your sources
is an ethical responsibility.
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*The images of human trafficking:
the use of photographs and video material
Journalists and editors, particularly in broadcasting, also struggle with
issues of ‘taste and decency’, or how much they can show in their news
and features without either insulting or alienating their audiences.
Members of the sensationalist press, furthermore, sometimes deliberately
exaggerate to sell stories. In the context of human trafficking, the overall
aim should be to avoid stereotypes of any kind and/or deliberate
exaggeration. Viewers often have preconceived ideas about the topic
of human trafficking, which tend to correspond to common-place
stereotypes about a phenomenon that is perceived as ‘inhuman’ and
very distant from their daily lives (e.g., “human trafficking happens to
prostitutes and to children in Africa”). Journalists are tempted to play up
these preconceived ideas in order to gain viewers’ attention, however,
by doing so they may end up indirectly harming the victim further and
reinforcing a skewed perception among viewers. Images that indulge in
exaggerated horror, moreover, may alienate viewers who tend to perceive
the depicted reality as belonging to “a world that is not theirs”. In these
cases, only superficial sympathy is triggered by the images, but not real
empathy – or full understanding – and helps create distance from the
subject.
Another area that deserves caution is the random use of archive
photographs and video images to illustrate a story. Images accompanying
human trafficking news often demonstrate a lack of sensibility to the
victims and reduce them to stereotypes. When dealing with trafficking in
women, for example, photos of naked or half-naked girls dancing do little
to elucidate the issue and its complexity and simply causes the reader to
equate human trafficking with prostitution, which are different issues.
From The Vienna Forum to fight Human Trafficking, 13-15 February 2008, Austria Center Vienna, Background Paper, 012
Workshop: The Role of the Media in Building Images, United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (UNGIFT),
2008
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5. EXPAND THE CONVERSATION AROUND HUMAN TRAFFICKING:
Positive coverage related to issues about human trafficking is also possible. It can
also help build awareness in a way that is more accessible to broader audiences
Successful media coverage of human trafficking can highlight the efforts being
made against human trafficking, the partnerships in place working to stop the
crime and the success stories of survivors, social workers, law enforcers and many
other people doing tremendous work. The stories that can inspire people to focus
on solutions rather than problems are a powerful way to reach the public.

Information to prevent and protect
Without information about solutions, audiences are left with a sense of
hopelessness. The media has the potential to educate people about
human trafficking and to empower them to take actions to prevent it and
to protect those who have been victimized.
The media can contribute to the solution by taking the following actions:
• Give practical advice. After learning about human trafficking,
most people will feel outraged and will want to know how can they
help. Everybody can do something, at some level. Journalists can
guide people towards specific actions. For example, joining specific
campaigns, signing a petition, donating to a charity or foundation,
telling others about human trafficking. When researching a particular
story, find out how you can involve the audience. Ask yourself how can
your particular viewer/reader/listener can help, so you can suggest
something concrete for them to do.
• Point to protection resources. When relevant, include in your human
trafficking stories the contact information of the organizations and/
or authorities that can adequately identify and help potential victims
and people at risk of human trafficking. Think that a victim or someone
who knows a victim may be hearing or reading your story. Ask yourself
how your story can help them.
• Highlight prevention efforts and resources. Do your research and find
out about successful anti-trafficking initiatives that can relate to your
story. Be prepared to offer your audiences more resources about the
prevention of human trafficking and the protection of victims.
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Exercise
Find out if the organization you work for has code of ethics. How does this code
applies to the reporting of human trafficking stories?
Use the guidelines described in this chapter to make your own code for reporting
on human trafficking stories.
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