
 
 

 1 

Anti-Human Trafficking Campaigns: A Systematic Literature Review 

 

Abstract 

This study aims to systematically identify and review studies on anti-human trafficking campaigns 

published in peer-reviewed journals to determine the extent to which such campaigns have been 

critically and rigorously evaluated so as to guide future policies and practice in this area; and to 

identify the main characteristics, problems and challenges associated with the campaigns in the 

identified studies. This systematic literature review identified 16 studies that have assessed anti-

human trafficking campaigns, but found that none of these included outcome, process or impact 

evaluations. As identified in our study, anti-human trafficking campaigns tend to rely on 

advertising techniques to target vulnerable groups and the wider public, with the primary aim of 

informing and educating. Further, a thematic analysis of the studies identified problems in eight 

areas that require attention in the future development of anti-human trafficking campaigns: 

stereotyping; compounding human trafficking with migration; conflating prostitution with human 

trafficking; sexualisation/erotisation of women; victimisation; role of anti-human trafficking 

organisations; data shortcomings; and oversimplification of human trafficking. Studies presenting 

the results of evaluations of social marketing anti-human trafficking campaigns are urgently 

needed to show which social marketing tools work, and to provide an evidence base for future 

campaigns. 
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Introduction  

 

     Human trafficking is recognised as a complex form of transnational crime akin to modern-day 

slavery that, next to drugs and arms trafficking, is known to be the most lucrative source of profit 

for organised crime (Interpol, n.d.). Virtually every country in the world is affected by human 

trafficking, whether as the country of origin, transit or destination for victims (UNODC, n.d.). 

Despite extensive joint efforts undertaken so far, human trafficking continues to be a global issue, 

and bears some degree of correlation with massive migratory movements experienced in recent 

years (UNODC, 2016). According to a 2017 report from the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) and Walk Free Foundation, an estimated 40.3 million people worldwide are in modern 

slavery, including 24.9 million in forced labour and 15.4 million in forced marriage (ILO, 2017). 

 

     Worldwide attempts to address human trafficking are guided by the United Nations (UN) 

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 

supplementing the UN Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (2000) (the Trafficking 

Protocol), and a number of other international and regional instruments to that affect. The 

Trafficking Protocol was developed by the UN Crime Commission (a law-enforcement body) as a 

law-enforcement instrument with the aim of redefining human trafficking as a transnational crime. 

Human trafficking is defined under the Trafficking Protocol as  

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the 

threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 

the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments 

or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the 
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purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the 

prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 

slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs. (Article 3(a)) 

This offers a globally accepted understanding of human trafficking, which then requires states to 

adapt and implement these concepts through their domestic legislation by criminalising such 

conduct (Article 5, Trafficking Protocol).  

 

     One of the identified knowledge gaps in addressing human trafficking arises from a lack of 

sufficient empirical data and research (Goździak & Bump, 2008; Goździak & Graveline, 2015; 

IOM, 2008; Kelly, 2002; WHO, 2012; see also European Commission, 2014) capable of guiding 

practitioners, advocates, policymakers and others involved in developing and implementing 

relevant national, regional and international responses, including law enforcement and victim 

assistance programmes. Collecting reliable and comparable data on human trafficking is difficult, 

mainly due to the clandestine nature of the crime, which also makes it challenging to develop 

comprehensive anti-human trafficking responses. One of the key challenges for advancing 

research and data collection in this area was identified by the International Organization for 

Migration as  

[m]ainstreaming evaluation and assessment in all counter-trafficking initiatives in order to 

evaluate whether the stated objectives of the projects and programmes were achieved but 

most importantly (where possible) to assess their impact on the group targeted by the study 

as a means to identify successful interventions. (IOM 2008, pp. 15–16) 
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     In a similar manner, the UN High Commissioner’s Guideline calls on governments, 

intergovernmental organisations and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to monitor and 

evaluate ‘the relationship between the intention of anti-trafficking laws, policies and interventions, 

and their real impact’ and to differentiate ‘between measures which actually reduce trafficking and 

measures which may have the effect of transferring the problem from one place or group to 

another’ (United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2002, Guideline 3). 

 

     While recognising the difficulties in collecting and analysing human trafficking data 

(Aronowitz, 2010; IOM, 2008), scholarly studies of human trafficking have been on the rise, 

particularly since the 2000s, with the aim of addressing some of the shortcomings of a paucity of 

data on human trafficking and providing a counterbalanced perspective on government-supplied 

and/or -analysed human trafficking data, and the corresponding efforts to combat human 

trafficking. Given the growing number of studies on human trafficking, and the ongoing challenges 

in producing reliable data, the rise in evaluative studies to identify, critically appraise and 

synthesise relevant research in this area is warranted. The purpose of such reviews is to identify 

gaps in the literature and limitations of the methodological approaches taken in those studies, and 

thus to assess their potential to inform evidence-based policies. Accordingly, a handful of literature 

reviews have been conducted, including a systematic review of studies on human trafficking and 

health (Cannon, Arcara, Graham, & Macy, 2016), a general survey of literature on sex trafficking 

to the US (Schauer & Wheaton, 2006), and more general literature reviews of human trafficking 

research (Goździak & Bump, 2008; Goździak & Graveline, 2015; Kaufman & Crawford, 2011; 

Kelly, 2002; Laczko & Goździak, 2005; UNODC, 2012). There have also been surveys of, for 

example, local initiatives to prevent female sex trafficking (Samarasinghe & Burton, 2006), and 
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anti-human trafficking efforts by organisations through systematic analysis of their online 

activities (Foot, Toft, & Cesare, 2015). However, to the best of our knowledge, the present study 

is the first to systematically review scholarly literature on anti-human trafficking campaigns.       

 

Social marketing campaigns 

     Given an increase in joint anti-trafficking efforts, the use of social marketing campaigns to 

combat human trafficking has been attracting growing interest (Berger, 2012), and marketing tools 

and techniques are now commonly used in anti-human trafficking campaigns (Fuhrel-Forbis, 

Nadaroff, & Snyder, 2009; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). According to the consensus definition 

of social marketing, ‘social marketing seeks to develop and integrate marketing concepts with 

other approaches to influence behaviours that benefit individuals and communities for the greater 

social good’ (AASM, ISMA, & ESMA 2013). Social marketing tools such as the marketing mix 

(i.e., product, place, price and promotion [Evers, Jones, Caputi, & Iverson, 2013]), service delivery 

and branding (French & Blair-Stevens, 2006) are used to facilitate behaviour change. Social 

marketing is often used alongside, but also independently of, other behaviour change approaches, 

such as law or education (Rothschild, 1999).  

 

     An integral element of social marketing campaigns is monitoring and evaluation – i.e., the 

continuous process of identifying any need for modifications throughout the campaign’s 

implementation, as well as assessment of its effectiveness (Grier & Bryant, 2005). Monitoring and 

evaluation of campaigns is essential to introduce campaign modification when elements of the 

campaign do not deliver desired results; determine that the campaign is being implemented 

according to plan; provide evidence that campaign objectives are being achieved; and inform 
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future campaign development. Systematic review of campaigns’ effectiveness has been a long-

standing practice in social marketing (Gordon, McDermott, Stead, & Angus, 2006; Stead, Gordon, 

Angus, & McDermott, 2007). Systematic reviews of social marketing campaigns in areas such as 

healthy eating (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014), alcohol harm minimisation (Kubacki, Rundle-

Thiele, Pang, & Buyucek, 2015), water and sanitation products (Evans et al., 2014), littering 

reduction (Almosa, Parkinson, & Rundle-Thiele, 2017), tobacco cessation (Almestahiri, Rundle-

Thiele, Parkinson, & Arli, 2017) and physical activity (Xia, Deshpande, & Bonates, 2016) have 

provided evidence to support the effectiveness of social marketing campaigns in various contexts. 

 

     Social marketing evaluation may involve outcome, impact and process evaluations (Victorian 

Government Department of Human Services, 2003). Outcome evaluation is critical to determine 

the extent of behaviour or other (e.g., attitudinal, knowledge, awareness) change in the target 

audience, and focuses specifically on behaviour targeted by the campaign; conversely, impact 

evaluation attempts to capture broadly defined (including unintended) consequences of the 

campaign for the targeted social issue. Process evaluation involves assessment of the campaign’s 

implementation – i.e., whether everything is going according to plan – to ensure continuous 

improvement. Although intentions behind social marketing campaigns are usually good, their 

monitoring and evaluation is of paramount importance if we want to move beyond ideological 

deliberations to show what works, what does not work and why, and create future anti-trafficking 

campaigns that are evidence-based (Grier & Bryant, 2005). However, there is a paucity of studies 

on the effectiveness of anti-human trafficking campaigns that integrate the existing knowledge 

emerging across multiple studies in order to determine their effectiveness and identify any intended 

and unintended consequences of those campaigns. This is an important gap in anti-human 
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trafficking scholarship, and a systematic review is therefore warranted to establish an evidence 

base for anti-human trafficking campaigns. 

   

     The aims of this study are twofold. First, we aim to systematically identify and review studies 

on anti-human trafficking campaigns published in peer-reviewed journals to determine the extent 

to which anti-human trafficking campaigns have been critically and rigorously evaluated so as to 

guide future policies and practice in this area. Second, we identify the main characteristics, 

problems and challenges associated with campaigns in the identified studies.     

 

Methods  

     Although evaluations of the effectiveness of social marketing campaigns are common in other 

areas, such as healthy eating (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014), alcohol harm minimisation (Kubacki 

et al., 2015) and condom use in developing countries (Sweat, Denison, Kennedy, Tedrow, & 

O’Reilly, 2012), none of the studies identified in this review included any form of outcome, impact 

or process evaluation of anti-human trafficking campaigns involving their target audience. 

Therefore, our analysis and discussion focus on two research questions (RQs):  

RQ1: What are the main characteristics of the identified campaigns, including their 

geographical focus, target audience, forms of human trafficking considered, campaign tools 

used and aims? 

RQ2: What are the main problems identified in these anti-human trafficking campaigns? 

 

Search strategy 
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     We attempted to conduct rigorous analysis of the existing research on anti-human trafficking 

campaigns to identify best practice and learn from past mistakes. Following the PRISMA protocol 

(Moher et al., 2015) and the procedure for systematic reviews outlined by Carins and Rundle-

Thiele (2014), we searched peer-reviewed sources published up to January 2016. We located peer-

reviewed articles by exploring the following databases: EBSCO All Databases, Emerald, ProQuest 

All Databases, Ovid All Databases, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis and Web of Science. We 

searched these databases using the following search terms: ‘anti-trafficking’ OR ‘human 

trafficking’ OR ‘trafficking in human beings’ OR ‘trafficking in persons’ AND ‘social marketing’ 

OR campaign*. 

 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

     Figure 1 depicts the literature search process. The combined searches of the six databases 

identified 1,006 records, which were imported onto Endnote. Following the removal of 95 

duplicate records, 911 records remained in the library. Our next step was to exclude records on the 

basis of them being: not in English; not journal articles; not on human trafficking (but being about 

other types of trafficking, including in drugs or arms); and not containing any discussion or 

analysis of specific anti-human trafficking campaign(s).  

 

[Insert Figure 1 About Here] 

 

      As the literature on social marketing in human trafficking is still in its infancy, we followed 

Xia et al.’s (2016) approach and included in our review all anti-human trafficking campaigns that 

displayed at least one of the marketing mix elements (see campaign tools in Table 1). It is not 
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uncommon for anti-human trafficking literature to refer to or cite various anti-human trafficking 

campaigns; however, in order to narrow this literature review to studies on specific anti-human 

trafficking campaigns, we focused our analysis on studies that critically discussed these 

campaigns, as opposed to them using examples of anti-human trafficking campaigns to support 

authors’ specific claims or arguments.  

  

     Following application of the exclusion and inclusion criteria, 13 studies addressing anti-human 

trafficking campaigns were identified. We then performed backward and forward searches to 

locate additional relevant academic papers and maximise search coverage. Backward searching 

involved checking all references in the 13 studies to identify any other academic papers that might 

be relevant to the topic of this review; forward searching looked for other academic papers 

published by the same authors, and studies citing the original 13 studies. Three additional studies 

were identified, giving a total of 16 studies identified through the search process.  

 

     Both researchers extracted data from the studies independently, and analysed, compared and 

verified them to ensure accuracy. Any minor discrepancies were discussed to reach consensus on 

the final dataset, with the aim of then addressing the RQs. 

 

Findings  

     Following the systematic review procedure, 16 studies that included examination of anti-human 

trafficking social marketing campaigns were identified. A summary of the main characteristics of 

the campaigns identified in the 16 studies is shown in Table 1.  
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 [Insert Table 1 About Here] 

 

Characteristics of the studies 

     Fourteen studies indicated a specific geographical focus for the analysed campaigns, while two 

focused on campaigns conducted online (Steele & Shores, 2014, 2015). The identified studies 

included campaigns targeting both the destination and origin countries. Eight studies discussed 

campaigns conducted in European countries (e.g., Western European countries such as Austria, 

Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, and South-Eastern and former Soviet Union 

countries such as Albania, Moldova, Romania, Serbia and Ukraine). Campaigns in Australia, 

Canada, South Africa and the United States were discussed in one study each (Schloenhardt, Astill-

Torchia, & Jolly, 2012; Matheson & Finkel, 2013; Gould, 2010; and Lange, 2011, respectively). 

Two studies discussed the Body Shop’s campaign in Singapore (Yea, 2013, 2015). Fifteen studies 

identified campaigns regarding anti-trafficking efforts relating to sexual exploitation of women 

(11 studies) and children (four studies), which mirrors the priorities and the main focus of 

governments’ efforts in fighting trafficking of women and children (see UNODC, 2009) and 

exploitation within the sex industry (e.g., Gulati, 2012). Only one study described a campaign in 

Australia focusing broadly on trafficking in persons (Schloenhardt et al., 2012).  

 

     In terms of audience, six studies did not identify which specific audiences were being targeted 

by the campaigns discussed, and seven identified very broad, general audiences as their targets. 

Only three studies indicated that the campaigns they discussed were aimed at specific audiences: 

16–24 year olds (Arthurs, 2009), Swedish football lovers traveling to the 2006 World Cup 

(Bucken-Knapp, Schaffer, & Strömbäck, 2012), and young female Central and Eastern Europeans 
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(Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). Identifying specific target audiences allows the campaigns to 

employ communication tools, products and services that reflect their audience’s preferences and 

address their needs.  

 

     One of the main aims of social marketing campaigns is to change behaviour (Andreasen, 2002); 

however, as stated earlier, none of the identified studies measured whether there has been any 

actual or perceived change in the behaviour of the target audience as a result of exposure to anti-

human trafficking campaigns. Ten studies explicitly stated the aims of the campaigns they 

discussed, and nine focused on raising awareness of human trafficking and various issues related 

thereto. Only two of the campaigns aiming to raise awareness included behavioural goals: the 

‘Real Men Don’t Buy Girls’ campaign described by Steele and Shores (2015) attempted to change 

gender behaviours that create the problem of child prostitution, and the ‘I Am Elena’ campaign 

(Stiles, 2012) aimed to ‘discourage potential customers from buying sexual services from any 

prostitute they may suspect is trafficked’ (p. 188).  

       

     All of the studies identified the tools used in the campaigns. Although the social marketing 

toolkit provides a wide range of tools and techniques, which can be broadly categorised as product, 

place, price and promotion (Evers et al., 2013; for a detailed review and application in other social 

contexts see Kubacki et al., 2015; Xia et al., 2016), the majority of campaigns were reported using 

promotional activities and communication tools often referred to by social marketers as SPLAT 

(Some Posters, Leaflets, Ads and Things) (French & Gordon, 2015). Films and video clips were 

used in nine studies, and public service announcements and TV and radio advertising were reported 

in eight. The use of leaflets, flyers, postcards and booklets was reported five times, and other 
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promotional items, such as shopping bags, pocket calendars and official t-shirts were used three 

times. Campaign websites were reported twice, and the use of events three times. While 

communication-based tools provide information to raise awareness, tangible products and services 

offer much stronger incentives for behaviour change (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014). Gould 

(2010) pointed out the problem of using awareness-raising campaigns, as it is unclear how they 

‘could have reduced the incidence of trafficking – rather one would have expected an increase in 

reporting of cases resulting from awareness raising’ (p. 40) or making unfounded assumptions that 

‘potential migrants cannot correctly assess their situation because of a lack of accurate knowledge’ 

(Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007, p. 1683). The use of services such as providing phone numbers 

for victims of human trafficking and members of the public reporting human trafficking were 

reported only in four campaigns, and training sessions and advice centres were reported in three. 

Finally, long-lasting changes require systematic adaptations to policy and legislative measures, 

and partnerships between different organisations aiming to combat human trafficking. However, 

only three studies reported policy changes, and two reported partnerships.     

 

Identified problems 

     This section reports on a thematic analysis of the studies, focusing on the problems identified 

in relation to the analysed campaigns. The emerging themes covered eight distinct problems: 

stereotyping; compounding human trafficking with migration; conflating prostitution with human 

trafficking; sexualisation/erotisation of women; victimisation; role of anti-human trafficking 

organisations; data shortcomings; and oversimplification of human trafficking.   

 

Stereotyping  
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     Most studies pointed to anti-human trafficking campaigns largely reinforcing existing 

stereotypes. The identified stereotyping related to portraying victims as passive and ‘acted upon’ 

(Schloenhardt et al., 2012), but also in presenting criminality and certain nations as more prone to 

criminal behaviour (Andrijasevic, 2007) or victimhood (Yea, 2013), which was viewed as 

bordering on xenophobic subtexts (Kimm & Sauer, 2010).   

 

     However, the majority of criticisms related to gender roles (Andrijasevic, 2007; Gould, 2010; 

Steele & Shores, 2014, 2015), in particular womanhood being presented as ‘passivity’ or women 

as passive objects of violence (Andrijasevic, 2007; Steele & Shores, 2015; Stile, 2012), or 

elsewhere women as ‘commodities’ (Arthurs, 2009). This is consistent with the prevalent view in 

human trafficking literature of the predominantly gendered nature of anti-human trafficking 

responses, and as such confirmed in the analysed campaigns being criticised for tapping into the 

dominant discourses of passivity and hopelessness of human trafficking victims, which was 

viewed as perpetuating human trafficking ‘myths’ (Schloenhardt et al., 2012; Yea, 2013). The ‘I 

am Elena’ campaign is an exception in that regard, as it gave ‘some depth and agency to trafficked 

individuals’ (Stiles, 2012, p. 201).   

 

     Many of the studies pointed to the campaigns often maintaining, and even exacerbating, the 

simplistic dichotomies of (young) women being naïve (Yea, 2015), in need of protection and 

rescue (Gould, 2010), weak and vulnerable (Arthurs, 2012; Gould, 2010; Small, 2012) or (helpless, 

sexualised or easily deceived) victims (Gould, 2010). The portrayal of certain women – i.e., 

prostitutes – as ‘fallen-women’ (Arthurs 2009, 2012), involving the good girl vs bad girl 

dichotomy (Stiles, 2012), or the First Nations Women in the context of human trafficking 
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(Matheson & Finkel, 2013), was viewed as compounding their stigmatisation and marginalisation. 

Men, on the other hand, were largely presented in these campaigns as perpetrators, wrongdoers 

(Steele & Shores, 2015) or sexual predators (Gould, 2010), and portrayed in ways that would 

reinstate hegemonic masculinities (Steele & Shores, 2015). Kimm and Sauer (2010) highlighted, 

in the context of a European Championship 2008 campaign, that young men are also victims of 

human trafficking for the benefit of the European football industry, and thus not exclusively 

perpetrators of human trafficking. There was a high degree of unanimity among the studies that by 

stereotyping victims and their perpetrators anti-human trafficking campaigns lead to stigmatising 

(vulnerable) groups, exacerbating moral and political ambiguities and polarising the issue even 

further, rather than offering any practical solutions to these very complex social issues.   

 

Compounding human trafficking with migration  

     Closely related to the issue of stereotyping was the criticism of the campaigns weaving human 

trafficking into the wider discourse on migration, and often linking any form of migration to it 

being a national security threat (Steele & Shores, 2014) or a threat to the ‘stability’ of the host 

countries (Kimm & Sauer, 2010). Anti-human trafficking campaigns were viewed as 

predominantly focusing on discouraging labour migration, in particular of women (Andrijasevic, 

2007), and conflating, confusing or ambiguously associating trafficking with other forms of 

migration (Arthurs, 2009; Kimm & Sauer, 2010; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). Thus, the studies 

suggested that the anti-human trafficking campaigns were often developed on an assumption that 

those choosing to migrate were ‘the ignorant, the stupid, the lazy, or the old-fashioned’ 

(Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007, p. 1684) and therefore as simply lacking information about the 

perils of migration. The alternative offered by these campaigns is to remain at ‘home’, which the 
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campaigns presented as a safe place. These campaigns, thus, did not focus on human trafficking 

as such, but rather on discouraging labour migration at large (Andrijasevic, 2007; Arthurs, 2009, 

2012; Kimm & Sauer, 2010; Yea, 2013). 

 

     Such a simplified approach to migration and mobility, and in relation to migrant women in 

particular, was perceived by the studies as strengthening ‘repressive positions towards … 

migration’ (Kimm & Sauer, 2010, p. 824). A number of studies also pointed out that the broader 

context was largely ignored by these (mostly prevention-focused) campaigns, as was the demand 

for cheap labour and services, living conditions in migrants’ countries of origin and the restrictive 

immigration policies and labour laws in the destination countries, all of which were viewed as 

contributing to and facilitating human trafficking and smuggling (Andrijasevic, 2007; 

Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). 

 

Conflating prostitution with human trafficking  

     As the majority of campaigns focused on combating sex-trafficking, the studies criticised the 

fact not only that trafficking was frequently equated with migration in general, but also that 

women’s migration was presented as necessarily resulting in prostitution (Andrijasevic, 2007). A 

number of studies argued that campaigns often conflated prostitution with human trafficking, 

which resulted in delegitimising sex-work in its entirety (Gould, 2010; Yea, 2013), or elsewhere 

would equate prostitution with violence against women and thus strengthen the hegemonic 

construction of prostitution as always being forced and coercive (Kimm & Sauer, 2010).  

 

     In this context, the campaigns were viewed as overly ‘sensationalist and unrepresentative’ 
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(Matheson & Finkel, 2013, p. 622), and often blurring the line between ‘fact and representation’; 

this was particularly acute in relation to a fictional film, Lilja 4-Ever, which has nevertheless been 

used as an educational tool in a number of countries (Steele, 2012). The overemphasis on 

trafficking for sexual exploitation was perceived as leading to a skewed representation of the 

subject matter (Schloenhardt et al., 2012), and it was further argued that anti-human trafficking 

efforts were often instigated by the anti-prostitution agendas of certain countries (Arthurs, 2009; 

Bucken-Knapp et al., 2012).   

 

Sexualisation/erotisation of women 

     Three studies in particular highlighted that campaigns aimed at combating trafficking for sexual 

exploitation often depicted women as ‘sexual(lized) objects’ (Andrijasevic, 2007). Such sexual 

objectification of women (Steele & Shores 2015) was viewed as serving the interests of 

marketability and often resulted in turning the complex issue into the ‘spectacle of sexual 

trafficking’ (Small, 2012, p. 418).  

 

Victimisation 

     Seven studies found that, along with portraying potential and actual migrants as naïve and 

lacking accurate information about the dangers of migration, campaigns would further victimise 

migrants, particularly women (Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007; Small, 2012), for example by using 

victimising images (Andrijasevic, 2007). Anti-human trafficking campaigns were viewed as 

‘disempower[ing] and trivializ[ing] victims and their experiences’ (Schloenhardt et al., 2012, p. 

424), negating trafficking victims’ agency (Arthurs, 2012; Stiles, 2012; Yea, 2015) and often 

falling short on empowering victims (Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). This was perceived as 
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exacerbating marginalisation and silencing the voices of victims (Schloenhardt et al., 2012), and 

as further juxtaposing victims (the helpless) and their rescuers (those in a privileged socioeconomic 

and geographical position) (Yea, 2015).     

 

Role of anti-trafficking organisations 

     A number of studies raised the issue of the role of organisations involved in developing and 

implementing anti-human trafficking campaigns as important to consider when assessing such 

campaigns. This was placed within the wider ‘market of human trafficking’ and perceived as 

potentially leading to representing the issue in an overlay sensationalist way (Arthurs, 2012) to 

raise the necessary funds (Arthurs 2009; Schloenhardt et al., 2012), or to fulfil the various aims of 

anti-human trafficking organisations (Kimm & Sauer, 2010), including certain moral agendas 

(Matheson & Finkel, 2013). The role of NGOs (or indeed governmental agencies) was perceived 

as critical in creating and narrating the discourses of anti-human trafficking, and thus requiring 

better understanding of their influences and control, and where, when and how they take place 

(Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007; Small, 2012; Yea, 2013, 2015).  

 

Data shortcomings 

     The lack of reliable and uncontested data on human trafficking has been of concern to scholars 

and practitioners alike. It is understandable, therefore, that the studies raised this as a significant 

issue regarding campaigns. The issue with data was viewed as often leading to exaggerated and 

unsubstantiated claims that were nevertheless presented as ‘facts’ in these campaigns (Bucken-

Knapp et al., 2012; Gould, 2010; Kimm & Sauer, 2010; Schloenhardt et al., 2012; Small, 2012; 

Yea, 2015), or the presented data being contradictory (Matheson & Finkel, 2013). One study also 
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highlighted the problem of transplanting international data into the domestic context as 

representative (Schloenhardt et al., 2012). 

 

     This, in turn, poses a significant problem as it stimulates misleading assumptions (Steele & 

Shores, 2014) and ultimately undermines anti-human trafficking efforts (Steele & Shores, 2015; 

Yea, 2013). The studies, therefore, emphasised the need for evidence-based research (Lange, 2011) 

and evaluation of anti-human trafficking campaigns (Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007); however, 

they did not offer much explanation regarding how such evaluations should be conducted. The 

study by Schloenhardt et al. (2012) highlighted that ‘the assessment methods for [the] campaign 

gauges effectiveness through a variety of means, such as measurement of website hits, quantity of 

disseminated material, and audience attendance’ (p. 435), but no further details of such evaluation 

were provided and, in fact, none of the methods mentioned attempts to measure awareness or 

behaviour change. 

 

 Oversimplification of human trafficking 

     Several studies also criticised the campaigns for failing to address the complexity of human 

trafficking due to overlooking its root causes (Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007), or indeed its diverse 

origins (Steele & Shores, 2014), and the fact that human trafficking functions within a 

‘complicated matrix of social, economic, and political forces’ (Stiles, 2012, p. 199). There were 

further criticisms of the campaigns ‘dumbing down’ human trafficking (Steele & Shores, 2015) or 

diminishing its complexity (Yea, 2015). Reducing complex social issues, such as human 

trafficking, into simple slogans was perceived as leading to ‘humanitarianism’ that is marked by 

‘charitable benevolence and consumerism’ (Small, 2012, p. 418), which was reported to be overly 
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present in the analysed campaigns.  

 

Discussion  

 

     Anti-human trafficking efforts worldwide are increasing, but sufficient evidence-based 

research that would support and provide direction to the various policies and interventions is still 

lacking (see also Hoff, 2014; Macy & Johns, 2011). Such initiatives often involve the use of social 

marketing campaigns (Berger, 2012; Fuhrel-Forbis et al., 2009; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007); 

however, a number of systematic reviews have shown that when social marketing tools are used 

to raise awareness or effect behaviour change, some form of process, outcome or impact evaluation 

is an integral part of the overall initiative (see, e.g., Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014; Fujihira, 

Kubacki, Ronto, Pang, & Rundle-Thiele, 2015; Kubacki et al., 2015; Xia et al, 2016). This 

systematic review did not identify any form of outcome, process or impact evaluation of anti-

human trafficking campaigns reported in peer-reviewed (English-language) journal articles. The 

lack, or insufficiency, of peer-reviewed evaluations of extant anti-human trafficking campaigns 

hinders understanding of the effect of these campaigns on the target groups and wider society, and 

the extent to which these campaigns are successful in achieving their aims – that is, to mitigate the 

spread and negative impact of human trafficking. There is very little evidence available to guide 

these efforts. Thus, there is an urgent need for rigorous, peer-reviewed and critical research 

focusing on campaign and programme evaluations to inform policies and practice in this area.   

 

     In our systematic review, we identified 16 studies that examined anti-human trafficking 

campaigns. There was a clear focus on the European context, as half of the studies discussed 



 
 

 20 

campaigns carried out in Europe. All but one study reflected on anti-human trafficking efforts 

related to sexual exploitation of women and children. The campaigns’ aims were identified in only 

10 studies, and in nine the focus was on raising awareness. Although the ultimate goal of any social 

marketing campaign should be behaviour change (Andreasen, 2002), since only by changing 

people’s behaviours can significant progress be achieved, the identified studies included 

campaigns that, in the overwhelming majority, relied on communication tools including public 

service announcements, TV and radio advertisements, brochures, leaflets and posters, thus 

classifying them as social marketing advertising rather than social marketing (Arthur & Quester, 

2003). A previous systematic review of social marketing campaigns showed that behaviour change 

is more likely to be achieved when more than just communication is used to influence the target 

audience (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014). Further, Snyder and colleagues’ (2004) meta-analysis 

showed that mediated health campaigns have only a small effect on behaviour change, with only 

about 8% of the population changing their behaviour, and prevention campaigns even less effect, 

with the number dropping to 3%. As the campaign topic has the biggest impact on its effect (Snyder 

et al., 2004), we argue that the impact of anti-human trafficking campaigns on behaviour change 

may be expected to be miniscule, at best. Although awareness campaigns influence knowledge, 

social marketing campaigns create opportunities and motivation for behaviour change to be 

enacted (Rothschild, 1999). In our review, only four studies reported the use of services facilitating 

behaviour change, such as phone numbers for victims of human trafficking and members of the 

public reporting human trafficking. This indicates a clear need for future anti-human trafficking 

campaigns to reach beyond communications and try to effect behaviour change by making use of 

the full social marketing campaign toolkit.  
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     In addition to our research highlighting shortcomings in the use of social marketing campaigns, 

a thematic analysis of the studies identified problems in eight areas relating to these campaigns. 

Stereotyping was not only identified as a major problem in relation to anti-human trafficking 

campaigns, but is also a reoccurring criticism in relation to the use of social marketing campaigns 

in other areas; for example, health promotion (see, e.g., Gurrieri, Previte, & Brace-Govan, 2013). 

To that end, the majority of studies identified anti-human trafficking campaigns as reinforcing and 

often exacerbating existing stereotypes, in particular through the use of simplistic dichotomies of 

(female) victims and (male) perpetrators. Although the current data indicate that 51% of victims 

of human trafficking are women and the majority of human traffickers are male, the proportion of 

women who are convicted of trafficking (37%), and men who are victims of human trafficking 

(21%), warrants a shift in the common understanding of human trafficking (UNODC, 2016). 

Furthermore, the available data must be read with caution; since countries’ anti-human trafficking 

legislation and policies often focus exclusively or predominantly on trafficking of women (and 

children) (particularly in relation to sexual exploitation), the trafficking of men (or women 

regarding forced labour) goes less frequently detected and reported (see also Szablewska & 

Bradley, 2015). This calls for the full spectrum of human trafficking to be presented and addressed 

by anti-human trafficking campaigns (Andrijasevic, 2007; Schloenhardt et al., 2012; Steele, 2015), 

while refraining from fetishisation, erotisation or sexual objectification of women (approaches that 

are habitually used in campaigns aimed at combating trafficking for sexual exploitation) (Stiles, 

2012). As further highlighted by the studies, anti-human trafficking responses often turn into anti-

immigration efforts and perpetuate gendered representations of migration, which has been 

identified as a concern in the wider literature (see, e.g., Carling, 2005). Further, the conflation of 

prostitution with human trafficking has been indicated as problematic in developing effective and 



 
 

 22 

non-discriminatory policies and legislative responses to human trafficking (see, e.g., Bradley & 

Szablewska, 2016; Jahic & Finckenauer, 2005), yet they are equally present in the dominant 

discourses and conventional narratives of anti-human trafficking campaigns. The use of ‘idealized 

images of innocence and home’ (Arthurs, 2012, p. 155), often alongside victimising images, was 

also described as impeding the effectiveness of anti-human trafficking campaigns. Existing 

research into the linkages between government and public funding, the role of NGOs and 

‘trafficking myths’ (see, e.g., De Shalit, Heynen, & van der Meulen, 2014; Dottridge, 2014) concur 

with the studies’ recommendations that these interrelations should be better understood and 

explored when developing and assessing anti-human trafficking campaigns. The lack of reliable 

or otherwise accurate empirical evidence has been part of the wider public and scholarly debate 

for some time, and was likewise argued in the studies to be a significant obstacle in developing 

effective anti-human trafficking campaigns. Several studies encouraged the avoidance of over-

simplifying the phenomenon of human trafficking in campaigns and, instead, to place it in the 

wider socioeconomic, political and cultural contexts that would lead to more nuanced and 

representative accounts of human trafficking, or migration in general. 

 

     This study has a number of limitations that should be considered when interpreting its findings, 

and these also represent avenues for future research. First, the search criteria used (including 

‘campaign’) might have different meanings across different disciplines, and even within the same 

discipline. This might have meant that a number of relevant studies were inadvertently omitted 

from the initial search, and hence not included in this review. Other studies should extend the 

search to include ‘efforts’, ‘responses’, ‘programmes’, ‘policies’, ‘strategies’ and ‘initiatives’. 

Second, this review focused on English-language sources, and thus excluded evaluations of 
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campaigns in other languages published in peer-reviewed journals. Therefore, future studies could 

include relevant literature in other languages to offer guidance on anti-human trafficking policies 

and practice, and provide an evidence base for anti-human trafficking campaigns. Finally, as in all 

systematic reviews, this study was limited by the information provided in the analysed sources, 

which might not constitute a complete picture of the aims, outcomes and effects of the identified 

campaigns.  

 

Conclusions  

 

     Despite the increasing public awareness and multiple efforts at the national, regional and 

domestic levels, the problem of human trafficking is expanding in its numerical scope and 

geographical reach. The difficulty in collecting reliable and comparable data is one of the major 

obstacles in developing effective responses, along with a lack of monitoring and evaluation studies 

that could help in identifying ‘effective policies and “best practice” approaches as well as assess 

the success of different programmes’ (Laczko & Goździak, 2005, p. 122; see also Laczko & 

Gramegna, 2003); many of these gaps remain. This study was therefore guided by two overarching 

aims. First, to systematically identify and review studies of anti-human trafficking campaigns 

published in peer-reviewed journals so as to determine the extent to which these campaigns have 

been critically and rigorously evaluated to guide future policies and practice in this area. Second, 

to identify the main characteristics, problems and challenges associated with the campaigns in the 

identified studies.   
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     We identified 16 studies meeting the predetermined search criteria; however, after the initial 

analysis it was determined that none of these studies included outcome, process or impact 

evaluations, which are considered standard practice in social marketing (see, e.g., Kubacki et al., 

2015; Sweat et al., 2012). This in itself is a significant finding as it calls for more peer-reviewed 

evaluations of anti-human trafficking campaigns. Despite the shortcomings of literature in 

evaluating anti-human trafficking campaigns – and thus accounting for raising awareness and/or 

behaviour change – further systematic analysis of the available literature was conducted to identify 

the knowledge gaps and problems arising in relation to these campaigns to stimulate and guide 

further research and practice in this area.   

 

     The review concludes that there is a need for evaluations of anti-human trafficking campaigns 

to determine what works and what does not, rather than expanding the number of opinion-based 

studies, which are of limited guidance to practice in this area. Further, problems identified in the 

reviewed literature on anti-human trafficking campaigns (pertaining to stereotyping; compounding 

human trafficking with migration; conflating prostitution with human trafficking; 

sexualisation/erotisation of women; victimisation; role of anti-human trafficking organisations; 

data shortcomings; and oversimplification of human trafficking) should be taken into account 

when planning and developing anti-human trafficking campaigns so as to avoid repeating past 

mistakes and duplicating efforts without sufficient and clear understanding of the impact, both 

positive and negative, of anti-human trafficking campaigns.   
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Figure 1: Flowchart of the literature search process 
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Table 1: Overview of the studies 
 

Study Campaign(s) 
Form(s) of 

trafficking 
Target Audience(s) 

Geographical 

focus 
Aim(s) Campaign tools 

Identified 

Problems 

Andrijasevic 
(2007) 

Campaigns run 
by the 
International 
Organization for 
Migration 

Trafficking in 
women (for 
the sex 
industry) 

General audience as 
well as selected target 
groups such as 
potential victims of 
trafficking, policy 
makers, law 
enforcement officers 
and relevant public 
officials 

Czech 
Republic, 
Ukraine, 
Moldova, 
Lithuania, 
Latvia and 
Estonia 

Warning young women 
about the risks of 
(independent female) 
labour migration and 
empowering them to 
make an informed choice 
by accessing the 
appropriate information 

Indoor and outdoor posters 
(on buses and billboards), 
leaflets, flyers, postcards, 
stickers, shopping bags 
and pocket-calendars, 
radio and TV 
advertisements or 
documentary films 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Migration; 
Prostitution; 
Sexualisation/erotis
ation; Victimisation  
  

Arthurs 
(2009) 

MTV’s EXIT 
campaign 

Trafficking of 
women and 
girls for sexual 
exploitation 
and forced 
prostitution 

16-24 years old Europe To raise awareness of 
and to help prevent 
human trafficking 

Live events and on-air 
documentaries, public 
service announcements, 
and short fictional films 
available online 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); Migration; 
Prostitution; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations 

Arthurs 
(2012) 

Two films: 
Lilya 4-ever and 
Sex Traffic 

Trafficking in 
women (for 
the sex 
industry) 

European audiences United 
Kingdom and 
Sweden 

Policy objectives for 
gender equality which 
included an aim to 
reduce the harmful 
effects of the sex 
industry 

Two anti-trafficking films: 
Lilya 4-ever (Luke 
Moodysson, 
Sweden/Denmark 2002) 
and Sex Traffic (David 
Yates, UK/Canada 2004); 
media publicity, funding 
appeals and government 
lobbying; lottery funded 
programme of events 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); Migration; 
Victimisation; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations  

Bucken-
Knapp et al 
(2012) 

Football— Yes, 
Prostitution—
No! 

Trafficking of 
women and 
girls for sexual 
exploitation 
and forced 
prostitution 

Swedish football 
lovers traveling to the 
2006 World  Cup 

Sweden No reported Prostitution policy change, 
article in newspaper, 
official t-shirt for Swedish 
fans in the national colors 
and text on the t-shirt: 
“Football—Yes, 
Prostitution—No!”, 
lobbying by politicians 

Prostitution; Data 



Study Campaign(s) 
Form(s) of 

trafficking 
Target Audience(s) 

Geographical 

focus 
Aim(s) Campaign tools 

Identified 

Problems 

Gould 
(2010) 

Not for Sale; 
Red Card; Stop 
2010 Human 
Traffick; 
Embrace 
Dignity 

Trafficking for 
sexual 
exploitation 

international 
audiences, including 
a wide range of 
activists and 
organisations 

South Africa To raise awareness about 
human trafficking 

Advertisements 
disseminated through the 
internet, through print 
media and through the 
radio; internet-based video 
clip 

of Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Prostitution; Data  

Kimm 
&Sauer 
(2010) 

Final whistle – 
end forced 
prostitution; Act 
against forced 
prostitution; 
stop forced 
prostitution; red 
card for sexual 
exploitation and 
forced 
prostitution; 
freiersein; 
prostitution 
without force 
and violence; 
Keen on 
emotions? Keen 
on rights! 

(forced) 
prostitutes and 
trafficking in 
women 

Not reported Germany and 
Austria 

Not reported Question and answer 
booklets for activists at the 
information booths of the 
football event; information 
distributed via the Internet, 
campaigns websites; 
emergency phone number; 
brochure distributed at 
football matches; media 
debate, posters 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Migration; 
Prostitution; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data 

Lange 
(2011) 

1-800 call center 
(the U.S. 
National Human 
Trafficking 
Resource 
Center) 

Trafficking in 
women (for 
sexual 
exploitation) 

Not reported United States Not reported National 1-800 service 
(24x7), multiple language 
print and electronic 
information; federal 
financial support to local 
victim service provider 
organizations 

Data 

Matheson & 
Finkel 
(2013) 

The Truth Isn’t 
Sexy; Buying 
Sex is Not a 
Sport 

Domestic 
trafficking (for 
sexual 
exploitation) 

Not reported Vancouver, 
Canada 

Not reported Law enforcement training, 
hotlines for VHT, border 
controls, tackling root 
causes especially among 
First Nations groups, 
education and awareness 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); 
Prostitution; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data 



Study Campaign(s) 
Form(s) of 

trafficking 
Target Audience(s) 

Geographical 

focus 
Aim(s) Campaign tools 

Identified 

Problems 

campaigns, training 
sessions among 
stakeholders to raise 
awareness, prosecution of 
traffickers, victim 
assistance and detection, 
temporary resident 
permits, partnership 
building and legislative 
measures 

Nieuwenhuy
s & Pécoud 
(2007) 

Campaigns run 
by the 
International 
Organization for 
Migration 

Trafficking in 
women (for 
sexual 
exploitation) 

Young and female 
Central and Eastern 
Europeans 

Albania, 
Armenia, 
Georgia, 
Kazakhstan, 
Moldavia, 
Romania, 
Serbia and 
Montenegro, 
and Ukraine 

Raising awareness 
among potential victims 
regarding the risks of 
being caught in criminal 
networks and thus reduce 
their vulnerability 

Printed materials, 
multimedia projects 
(movies, music, the 
Internet), partnerships with 
government and civil 
actors; posters (on 
billboards and on city 
buses), leaflets, flyers, 
postcards, stickers, fact 
sheets, or pocket calendars, 
toll-free hotline number, 
T-shirts, photo story 
booklet, Lilya 4-ever 
shown on national 
television and through a 
special screening in cities 
and small towns, NGO 
members trained to 
provide advice and answer 
questions after the 
performance; movie (Prey 
of Silence); TV 
advertisements; MTV 
EXIT Programme (Web 
site (available in 14 
languages), radio and TV 
advertisements, video 
clips, documentary films, 

Migration; 
Victimisation; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data; 
Oversimplification 



Study Campaign(s) 
Form(s) of 

trafficking 
Target Audience(s) 

Geographical 

focus 
Aim(s) Campaign tools 

Identified 

Problems 

and short dramatic films, 
music festivals); advice 
centers 

Schloenhard
t et al. 
(2012) 

Be Careful 
What You Pay 
For 

Trafficking in 
persons 

General audiences 
aged 15 years and 
over in Australia with 
no prior special 
knowledge relating to 
the topic of trafficking 
in persons 

Australia To convey the message 
that consumer decisions 
are the principal factor 
determining the extent of 
trafficking in persons in 
Australia 

Short film, posters, 
postcards 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); 
Prostitution; 
Victimisation; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data 

Small 
(2012) 

Three films: 
Lilja 4-Ever 
(2002), Born 
into Brothels: 
Calcutta's Red 
Light Kids 
(2004), and 
Human 
Trafficking 
(2005) 

Sexual 
trafficking 

Not reported South-Eastern 
Europe and 
former Soviet 
Union 

To raise local awareness 
of the problem [sex 
trafficking] 

Three films: Lilja 4-Ever 
(2002), Born into Brothels: 
Calcutta's Red Light Kids 
(2004), and Human 
Trafficking (2005) 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Prostitution; 
Sexualisation/erotis
ation; 
Victimisation; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data; 
Oversimplification  

Steele & 
Shores 
(2014) 

Real Men Don’t 
Buy Girls 

Child sex 
trafficking 

General public Online Not reported A series of short public 
service announcements 
(PSAs) posted online via 
YouTube and Facebook 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Migration; Data; 
Oversimplification 

Steele & 
Shores 
(2015) 

Real Men Don’t 
Buy Girls 

Child sex 
trafficking 

General public Online To create awareness, but 
more broadly to change 
the gender behaviours 
that create such a 
problem [child 
prostitution] in the first 
place 

A series of short public 
service announcements 
(PSAs) posted online via 
YouTube and Facebook 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Sexualisation/erotis
ation; Data; 
Oversimplification 

Stiles 
(2012) 

I Am Elena Sex trafficking People around the 
world 

United 
Kingdom 

To increase awareness of 
the issue [human 
trafficking] for a general 
audience but also to 
discourage potential 

Public service 
announcement distributed 
online, a short film about 
sex trafficking and an art 
installation 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); 
Victimisation; 
Oversimplification 



Study Campaign(s) 
Form(s) of 

trafficking 
Target Audience(s) 

Geographical 

focus 
Aim(s) Campaign tools 

Identified 

Problems 

customers from buying 
sexual services from any 
prostitute they may 
suspect is trafficked 

Yea (2013) The Body 
Shop’s 2009–12 
global campaign 
against child sex 
trafficking 

Child sex 
trafficking 

Not reported Singapore Not reported Wallet‑size information 
booklet containing ‘facts’ 
on child sex trafficking 
and ‘real’ stories of 
victims; the screening of 
fictional films and 
docudramas dealing with 
sex trafficking of women 
and, where possible, 
children; a dedicated 
campaign website 

Stereotyping (of 
victims); Migration; 
Prostitution; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data  

Yea (2015) The Body 
Shop’s 2010–12 
global campaign 
against child sex 
trafficking 

Child sex 
trafficking 

Not reported Singapore To raise awareness of the 
global child trafficking 
epidemic 

Flms shown as part of 
TBS's and Emancipasia's 
campaigns in Singapore 

Stereotyping (of 
victims and 
perpetrators); 
Victimisation; Anti-
trafficking 
organisations; Data; 
Oversimplification 

 


