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“Labor Trafficking in Portugal: Victims Perceptions of 
Formal Support, Post-Victimization and Impact”
Ângela Fernandes PhD , Mariana Gonçalves PhD , and Marlene Matos PhD 

Research Centre of Investigation in Psychology School of Psychology, University of Minho, Braga, 
Portugal

ABSTRACT
This study aims to understand, through victims’ experiences, the 
impact and subsequent help-seeking and support process. The 
data was collected in institutional settings, through a semi- 
structured interview, from nine adult sheltered victims of labor 
exploitation of both sexes – 2 females and 7 males, aged 
between 42–67 years (M = 56.67; SD = 8.411). Thematic analysis 
was used, and three main themes emerged: formal support 
system, post-victimization and impact and traumas during for-
mal support. The support provided to the victim was portrayed 
as effective and adequate; being able to meet the most basic 
and immediate needs. The victims trusted the police and the 
governmental institutions and were able to collaborate with the 
courts. The implications regarding the help-seeking system and 
public policy are discussed.

KEYWORDS 
Human trafficking; post- 
victimization; help-seeking; 
support; qualitative

Human Trafficking (HT) has been widely considered one of the most severe 
forms of violence against any human being. Given that HT situations can have 
a combination of various types of violence, with high degrees of severity that 
tend to co-occur and repeat themselves over time, they can end up presenting 
a high potential for developing multiple physical, psychological and behavioral 
symptoms that severely affect daily functioning and the well-being of victims. 
Also, given the frequent presence of threats to survival and the precarious 
living conditions in which many victims live on, these effects tend to persist 
over time (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Ottisova, Hemmings, Howard, 
Zimmerman, & Oram, 2016; Turner-Moss, Zimmerman, Howard, & Oram, 
2014; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017).

Legal framework

To regulate HT, nationally and internationally, several instruments have been 
elaborated, approved and ratified, seeking to establish political commitments 
in the prevention and combat of this crime, bringing the legal systems of the 
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states closer together, fostering research, cooperation and monitoring, as well 
as the articulation of knowledge and strategies and the optimization of 
resources. For this work, only those developments that deserve greater inter-
national recognition will be addressed. The first international definition of 
THB in the United Nation (UN) was referred to in the Protocol to Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Woman and Children, often referred to as 
the Palermo Protocol, from 2000. Over the years, several directives have 
emerged from the European Commission to commit member States to imple-
ment legislation to combat and suppress HT. One of the most important was 
the Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and the Council of 
5 April 20,114 on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings 
and protecting victims: focusing on protecting human rights by implementing 
protection and assistance mechanisms crime prevention and repression. This 
community legal instrument was intended to approximate the Member States’ 
substantive criminal law and criminal procedural rules in the fight against HT. 
The changes in the conception of the victims and the awareness of the diversity 
of exploitation forms in the Palermo Protocol led to the recent normative 
development in the European context on different levels (social, political, 
legislative and legal). In that document, HT is defined as “ the recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harboring or receptions 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 purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall 
include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery or practices similar 
to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.” (p. 6).

This definition features a list of acts (such as recruitment, transportation, 
and others), followed by the methods used to enforce those acts such as threat, 
use of force, abuse of power or a position of vulnerability. The definition also 
mentions the victim’s vulnerable conditions, which means that s/he has no real 
or acceptable alternative but to submit to the abuse. Furthermore, even if the 
victim’s consent is referred, it is legally irrelevant where any of the means have 
been used for exploitation. In HT, the exploitation includes, at a minimum, the 
exploitation of prostitution or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor 
or services (including begging, slavery or practices like slavery, servitude) or 
the exploitation of criminal activities, or the removal of organs.

In Portugal, the changes on this subject started in 2007, when the crime was 
covered by article 160º of the Portuguese Penal Code, which is part of the 
chapter on Crimes Against Personal Freedom, given by Law no.59/2007, of 
September 4. The Council Directive 2004/81/CE, of April 29, was transposed 
into the national framework by Law 23/2007, and concerns the access to 
residence permit issued to third-country national who are victims of THB 
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and decide to cooperate with the competent authorities. This legislative instru-
ment also establishes that victims of HT are entitled to a reflection period with 
a duration between 30 to 60 days, notwithstanding whether they express or not 
cooperate with the competent authorities. This law has the objective of 
enabling the victims to recover physically and emotionally and to

make an informed decision about their options regarding possible colla-
boration in the criminal investigation. This period may have a minimum 
duration of 30 days and a maximum duration of 60 days. During this period, 
the victim is ensured that ifs/he does not have enough resources, subsistence 
and access to appropriate medical treatment, psychological and legal support, 
and language translation, those services are available. Also, under Directive 
2004/81/CE, as stated above, the victim has the right to remain in national 
territory, and no expulsion measures can be carried out during the reflection 
period. After this period, a residence permit may be granted to the victim, even 
if the victim is in a situation of migratory irregularity or does not fulfil the 
legally required conditions to access the residence permit. This concession is, 
in exceptional situations, depending on the need to guarantee or extend the 
victim’s stay in national territory for criminal investigation and/or to enable 
them to participate in legal proceedings. The residence permit is valid for 
one year and renewable for equal periods (Matos & Maia, 2015). Regarding the 
concept of “Human Trafficking Victim,” Portuguese legislation does not pro-
vide any specific definition, but according to law 368/2007, a victim of THB is 
someone to whom judicial authorities or the criminal police found evidence of 
the offense regarding trafficking in Persons. According to Portuguese 
Legislation, when applying a criminal penalty is absent in the principle of 
free will. With this idea in mind, HT victims can be exonerated from crimes 
committed under exploitation based that idea on the lack of free will and 
exempting the victim from criminal responsibility based on a state of necessity 
(Matos & Maia, 2015).

Needs of the victims
As a result of the traumatizing and complex nature of HT, the mental health 
issues associated with this population are frequently complex, and there is 
a high degree of co-morbidity of mental health diagnostics (Couto & 
Fernandes, 2014). Adding to this, many of these mental health problems do 
not present themselves until after the more immediate needs have been met – 
such as safety and shelter (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Zimmerman, 2003). 
While the majority of research on impact has focused on the health needs of 
victims of sex exploitation, the victims of labor exploitation have a unique set 
of health risks due to the nature of their work and exploitative conditions 
(Arhin, 2016; Couto & Fernandes, 2014;). Those risks can be similar to the 
occupational hazards of type of work, but due to the dangerous and/or highly 
repetitive work, the health problems are often exacerbated by lack of security 

440 Â. FERNANDES ET AL.



measures (like protective gear, demanding work conditions), adding that to 
the living conditions they are forced to live in. Research carried out in this area 
(Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Hemmings et al., 2016; Reichert & Sylwestrak, 
2013; Stanley et al., 2016; Zimmerman, 2003; Zimmerman, Hossain, Watts, & 
Stolz, 2011) reveals that, due to the cumulative effect of multiple traumatic 
episodes, trafficking situations indulge the presence of high co-morbidity rates 
of physical, psychological and social damages that tend to persist over time. 
According to (Pocock et al., 2016), the most commonly reported injuries 
among all males, forced laborers in common low-skilled labor sectors includ-
ing fishing, agriculture and factory work, were deep cuts (61.8%) and skin 
injuries (36.7%), injuries for which fewer than one-quarter reported receiving 
medical care. Six fishermen lost body parts, none of whom received medical 
care. Most males (80.5%) had no or very few rest breaks. One-third (37.8%) 
experienced severe violence. Therefore, all these aspects are factors with 
implications for the therapeutic plan to delineate with these victims 
(Reichert & Sylwestrak, 2013; Reid, 2010).

Intervention
Considering that, intervention necessarily will have to cover different dimen-
sions and materialize in several measures (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; 
Hemmings et al., 2016; Reichert & Sylwestrak, 2013; Westwood et al., 2016; 
Zimmerman, 2003) like housing, hosting in specific structures and ensuring 
protection; subsistence (e. g. food, hygiene, clothing); medical care, e.g., 
evaluation and treatment of physical and psychiatric health problems; psycho-
logical support (evaluation and intervention in terms of emotional recovery 
and cognitive, behavioral and interpersonal functioning); legal support, e.g., 
counseling in the process of regularizing the migratory situation and/or in the 
context of the criminal process, in the face of their rights as a victim [a special 
residence permit, protection of witnesses]; social support, e.g., economic, 
education, possible (re)integration; cultural support, e.g., access to translation 
services and practice of religious services and assisted return, e.g., access to 
assisted return programs.

Intervention with victims of HT is likely to be developed under approaches 
already tested and adopted for intervention with victims of other violent 
crimes, such as domestic violence, rape, abduction, or torture, since, by their 
very nature, are sensitive cases to trauma-centered approaches (Abas et al., 
2013; Couto & Fernandes 2014; Ghafoori et al., 2019).

It should also be addressed that, although HT has deep historical roots, 
public attention to it is recent, which means that at this stage, there are no 
specific intervention models tested and validated within this population 
(Freemire, 2017; Ghafoori et al., 2019; Villacampa & Torres, 2019). 
Nevertheless, and given the diversity of the effects of this type of victimization, 
the understanding of the scientific community has been that the intervention 
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should be based on a combination of different approaches and therapeutic 
modalities depending on the intervention phase and the type of consequences 
and needs identified (Borschmann et al., 2017; Couto & Fernandes, 2014; 
Hornor, 2015).

Thus, the contacts made with the victim should be considered as an 
opportunity to improve their well-being and should prioritize safety, be 
focused on their rights as a human being and be efficient at referral, transfer 
and care, which implies the existence of a well-articulated network of services 
and professionals (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Dell et al., 2019; Salami et al., 
2018). It is often desirable to synchronize these approaches and modalities 
over time (e.g., to initially adopt a crisis intervention model that is individually 
worked and, subsequently, a therapeutic model of a constructivist nature and 
developed in a group format (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Freemire, 2017).

The strategies used in the context of intervention in crisis aim to restore the 
balance of the victim biopsychosocial functions, emotional stabilization and 
minimizing the potential of psychological trauma (Couto & Fernandes, 2014). 
In later stages of follow-up, strategies that address the work of deeper issues, 
such as medium and long-term emotional management capacity and personal 
identity, may be promoted (Banovic & Bjelajac, 2012; Reid, 2010). 
Consequently, trauma-informed care is essential for managing victims of 
human trafficking (Butler et al., 2011; Freemire, 2017; Hopper, 2017; 
Nguyen, Coverdale, & Gordon, 2017; Salami et al., 2018).

Providers at different levels of care and training stages may interact with 
victims and provide them with safe spaces to talk about and process their 
victimization details (Nguyen et al., 2017). It is essential that all service 
providers understand trauma and how trauma affects victims’ response to 
services and even criminal process, and the individual task force members’ 
response to victims (Hom & Woods, 2013; Pascual-Leone et al., 2017; Salami 
et al., 2018). Even if in an initial phase, cognitive-behavioral strategies are 
favored, aiming at restoring the balance of the biopsychosocial functions, 
emotional stabilization and minimizing the potential of psychological 
trauma (Freemire, 2017; Hemmings et al., 2016) in later stages of follow- 
up, strategies that address the work of more profound issues of trauma are 
essential (Banovic & Bjelajac, 2012; Freemire, 2017; Pascual-Leone et al., 
2017; Salami et al., 2018). The victim’s heritage and cultural background can 
also directly influence the feeling of shame and disgrace and can prevent the 
victim’s identification and possible treatment. Also, cultural factors can 
influence individuals’ beliefs about threats and response to danger and can 
play a vital role in how individuals respond to violent crimes (Fernandes 
et al., 2020). With this idea in mind, service providers should remember that 
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every culture has a different perspective and distinctive beliefs about the 
benefits of seeking help or different forms of assistance (Couto & Fernandes, 
2014).

There are central tasks to restoring normality and the victims’ sense of 
control over their lives and autonomy, such as: ensure the primary con-
ditions of subsistence and security/protection of the victim; assist the 
victim in the processing of the memories and emotions associated with 
the trauma, facilitating their affective expression and validating the emo-
tions, analyzing and reformulating their system of beliefs and personal 
meanings affected by the traumatic event, as well as in the execution / 
maintenance of behavioral changes that guarantee their survival and daily 
functioning, and; anticipate and prepare for the future, taking into 
account the need for victims in general to have control over what is 
about to happen, so that it is essential to be assisted in the construction 
of these scenarios and the resolution of concrete problems (e.g., concern-
ing the criminal process – Matos et al., 2019). The inclusion of the victim 
in the decision-making process will favor a perception of self-efficacy and 
empowerment, in which the victim assumes the role of protagonist in the 
recovery process and becomes confident in the definition and implemen-
tation of an alternative project for his/her life (Bonanno, 2004; Salami 
et al., 2018). Psychological intervention thus assumes a fundamental role; 
in fact, according to Couto and Fernandes (2014), psychological support 
seems to be central to most, if not all HT situations, since the impact of 
this experience tends to be particularly severe at this level.

Portuguese context
Concerned with the support provided to the victims of HT, in 2013, 
Portugal created the National Trafficking Victims Support and 
Protection Network (NTVSPN). This network aggregates 22 governmen-
tal and non-governmental organizations dispersed through the conti-
nent. This network aims to prevent, protect, and reintegrate HT 
victims using multidisciplinary and specialized interventions (legal, psy-
chological and social support) and provide adequate referrals to other 
support services previously identified. Portugal has now four temporary 
shelters. The first shelter was created in 2008 for women victims and 
their minor children, the second created in 2013 for men victims and 
their children, and the third was created in 2014 for female victims and 
their children. The last one was created in the year 2018, specifically for 
minor victims.
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Notwithstanding, there are few cases reported annually compared to 
what could be the reality. The lack of solid, reliable official and compar-
able data is an issue that feeds the stereotypes generated by social media 
(Cunha et al., 2018). Portugal registered 1427 potential victims 
(nationals and foreign victims) between 2010–2017, but justice

authorities only confirmed 281 (Ministério da Administração Interna 
[MAI], Observatório do Tráfico de Seres, Humanos [OTSH], 2011, 2012, 
2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018).

In 2016 there were identified a total of 264 presumed victims in Portugal, 
which in comparison with the homologous period, there is an increase in the 
number of identified victims (variation of 36.8%). Most of the identified victims 
were male (n = 141) for labor exploitation, with only 14 female victims, for sexual 
exploitation. According to the OTSH (OTSH, 2018), when we compare the year 
2016 with 2017, we can see that were registered 175 suspected victims of HT in 
Portugal. These data corroborate Portugal’s tendency to be a country not only of 
destination but also of transit and origin of HT (OTSH, 2015) and regardless of 
nationality, the purpose is for labor exploitation, about 58% (OTSH, 2018), 
which is why the Portuguese nationals enter these networks and are eventually 
exploited mainly abroad. A conclusion that is drawn is that in cases of labor 
exploitation, there is internal mobility within Portugal, between municipalities, 
according to the seasonality of agricultural products (OTSH, 2018).

In the first evaluation report on Portugal, the Group of Experts on 
Action against Trafficking in Human Beings [GRETA] (2013) welcomed 
the setting up of the legal and institutional framework for combating 
HT, including the adoption of national action plans against HT and the 
setting up of the Observatory on Trafficking in Human Beings. However, 
GRETA (idem) considered that increased attention should be paid to HT 
for labor exploitation, who was previously overlooked and that led to 
more identification of this exploitation in Portugal (OTSH, 2019). They 
also noted the adoption of a national referral system for trafficked 
persons but urged the authorities to ensure that, in practice, the identi-
fication of victims is dissociated from their participation in the investi-
gation and court proceedings. From this directive, Matos et al. (2019) 
analyzed the criminal justice process in HT in Portugal, aiming to 
understand the factors associated with successful convictions. In this 
work, the victim took a central role in the judicial process, regarding 
the testimony (quality and detail), the collaboration with judicial autho-
rities and even the impact of the exploitation was regarded to 
a successful conviction. These characteristics together were considered 
indicative of accurate and credible reports. It is necessary to ensure that 
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the victim can participate within the judicial process without further 
victimization, and only an informed approach about the victim’s vulner-
ability and trauma can achieve that. They also underlined that front-line 
professionals should adopt a more proactive approach to detecting vic-
tims of HT and increasing their outreach work.

Concerned by the low number of convictions for HT in Portugal (GRETA, 
2013), the authorities were called out to identify gaps in the investigation 
procedure and the presentation of cases in court, with a view to ensuring that 
HT offenses are effectively investigated and prosecuted, leading to propor-
tionate and dissuasive sanctions. From this directive, Matos et al. (2017) 
studied human trafficking and criminal proceedings to access the discourses 
of professionals in the justice system. Another area of concern was the absence 
of compensation awarded to victims of HT, and GRETA (2013, 2017) urged 
the authorities to address this gap through improved access to legal aid and 
increased information to victims about their right to compensation and the 
procedures to follow. Correspondingly, the GRETA (2017) recognized 
Portugal’s efforts since the last report and the improvements made but advised 
to increase and document the use of victim services. Another advice was to be 
continuing to improve identification and assistance of trafficking, providing 
further training and guidance to police, NGO’s, social workers and the com-
munity for the identification of possible victims for different forms of exploi-
tation. To have access to an in-depth understanding of any human experience 
is vital direct contact with its main actors. Knowledge of the phenomena 
whose nature is more hidden only makes this need more pressing. However, 
and as would be expected, it is challenging to access these groups, even though 
for different reasons. Victims are not easily identifiable and often don’t mingle 
in the same contexts as the majority of the population, so that, as a rule, 
contact with these only occur after their institutional identification and sub-
sequent exit or liberation (Reichert & Sylwestrak, 2013, Tyldum, 2010; 
Villacampa & Torres, 2017). However, even at this stage, many ends up not 
wanting to establish any contact with institutional services or even talk about 
that experience, and when they do, it will only be in contexts that inspire them 
confidence. For this set of reasons, most studies on HT do not include, in their 
samples, those victims or, when this is possible, access is essentially through 
institutional channels. As a rule, the entities are also restrictive concerning 
access to spaces such as shelters (Couto, 2012; Reichert & Sylwestrak, 2013). In 
Portugal, this scenario becomes even more complicated, given that there are 
only four specific structures for the support of these victims at the time of the 
data collection.
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Purpose of the study

This exploratory study aims to understand, through victims’ experiences, 
the impact and subsequent help-seeking and support process. Specifically, 
we aim to expand knowledge about how trafficking victims of labor 
exploitation depict the support services, the security forces and the justice 
system.

Research questions

The research questions’ emphasis was to focus on the experience and identify 
the characteristics of the support provided to victims of HT in Portugal. 
Namely, the victim portrays the support services (being the social, educational, 
medical and legal services) and the post victimization experience. Therefore, 
the primary research question was, “What can be learned from the lived 
experiences of men and woman who successfully exited human labor traffick-
ing exploitation?” The secondary question included:

(1) How does the institution portrayed by the victim provide the services 
(social, educational, medical)?

(2) How does the victim portray the judicial forces?
(3) Is the victim included in the decision making of his/her intervention 

plan?
(4) What are the victims plans for the future?

Methods

Sampling and recruitment

For this study, a total of the 23 agencies, governmental and non-governmental and 
three shelters for HT victims’, dispersed throughout mainland Portugal that are 
part of the Network for Support and Protection of Victims of Trafficking, were 
contacted to publicize the study with the victims. It is a convenience sample since 
the study does not have the pretense of representation. The inclusion criteria were: 
being a victim or presumed victim of HT; to be at least 18 years old, with no 
maximum age limit; having undergone some type of exploitation (sexual, labor, 
extraction of organs, illegal adoption, begging, slavery and/or exploitation of other 
criminal activities); having received support by the network; being able to com-
municate in one of these languages: Portuguese, English, Spanish or French. As 
clearly stated above, the institution was a safe house only for victims of human 
trafficking, regarding their type of exploitation. So, we know that all the people 
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that participated had been exposed to at least one type of exploitation. This was 
based on a referral process, and the victim identification was, in most cases, not 
self-identification. The agency that provided the support was an agency only for 
victims of human trafficking with a wide range of services. It was incumbent upon 
the institution’s respective directors to inform the researcher in advance of any 
situation that it deems relevant, considering the inclusion criteria and participa-
tion procedures. There was no prior screening of participants by completing tests, 
interviews, and/or other means of diagnosis in the study.

Consent
During the face-to-face interview (in Portuguese), the primary researcher 
thoroughly explained the proposed research, its potential benefits, and any 
risks to the participant. The researcher took time to allow participants to ask 
any questions or clarify anything that might not have been understood. 
Written consent to participate in the study was obtained from all participants.

Procedure

Confidentiality

In the study, the biographical data requested in the sociodemographic ques-
tionnaire did not identify the participant (e. g., sex, age, country). A code was 
assigned (the code was the combination of the order in which the interview 
was performed, the sex and the age of the interviewee). The code was necessary 
to correspond to the same participant in the various phases of the data 
analysis.

Individuals that consented to be participants were interviewed individually 
face-to-face, in the Portuguese language. Interviews were semi-structured and 
were anticipated to last approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The researcher who 
selected the study participants did not have any prior contact or knowledge of 
the participants, safeguarding the possibility of coercion or undue influence 
for participation in the study. The data collection took place between May and 
November of 2017. The interviews took place in the shelters or other place 
provided by the shelter institution, at which point the researcher made sure to 
mobilize the necessary resources to stabilize possible emotional discomforts 
since the shelter has at their disposal service providers who are familiar with 
the medical and/or psychological assessment of the participant. The interviews 
were audio-recorded for later analysis. The recordings were used exclusively 
for this study.
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This study was approved by the Ethics Subcommittee for Social and Human 
Sciences under the code SECSH 038/2016. APA ethical standards were fol-
lowed in the conduct of this study alongside the fundamental principles of the 
intervention of WHO Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing 
Trafficked Woman, produced by the Health Policy Unit, London School of 
Hygiene & Tropical Medicine with the support from the Daphne Programme 
of the European Commission and the World Health Organization 
(Zimmerman & Watts, 2003).

Theoretical framework

We frame our investigation in the context of Applied Victimology (refers to 
the scientific study of victimization, including the relationships between 
victims and offenders, investigators, courts, correction, media, and social 
movements –)anchored in the Critical Victimology. We are trying to analyze 
the social context in which issues related to victimology interwoven with 
questions of policy response and service delivery to victims of crime from 
a human rights perspective (Walklate, 2011; Wilson, 2009). We used 
a constructivist grounded theory (Brink et al., 2019). After each interview, 
codes and categories were created during analysis and helped choose the 
next informant, and the guide was modified to explore related topics and 
elaborate categories. An analysis with constant comparisons, both within an 
interview and between interviews, was done. Subsequently, focused coding 
was used in which the most significant line-by-line codes were used.

Analysis

The interviews were transcribed by the first author (7 interviews) and two 
research collaborators (2 interviews each), educated and trained for the fact. 
The interviews’ transcription was done accordingly with the guidelines of 
Azevedo et al. (2017). The transition scheme was linear, and the type of 
transcription was naturalized to correspond to the thorough transcription of 
what was said and how it was said. This type of transcriptions advocates 
preserving the different elements of the interview other than the verbal content 
(such as non-verbal language, contextual aspects, and the interaction between 
interviewer and interviewee – or third parties involved).

Data were coded by the first author following thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2012), using the QSR International NVivo 10 Software. The interviews 
were analyzed based on the emerging themes, using an inclusive criterion (as 
each theme could be included in more than one category). An initial coding 
grid was used to guide the initial codings, which were later refined and added 
as inductive codes emerged (those inductive codes were in the theme impact: 
fear and control of movements (during support); in the theme formal support 

448 Â. FERNANDES ET AL.



system theme – before the complaint (in collaboration with police); (lack of) 
knowledge on criminal proceedings – in the theme formal support system – 
feelings associated – in psychosocial support. Moreover, the theme post victi-
mization- plans for the future and experiential experts were all inductive that 
derived from the data. The final coding grid includes core categories, sub-
divided by secondary and more ideographic categories. Themes are iteratively 
developed from the coding, and interpretative work was necessary to identify 
them. To ensure the validity and credibility of the results, different strategies 
were adopted, including a constant comparative analysis of the data and 
a dense description of the meanings found therein, further identified in the 
results section by a detailed presentation and illustration of each category 
excerpts of the participants’ speech. Theoretical saturation was reached after 
seven interviews; after that, we conducted another two interviews to ensure no 
novelty in the data.

Additionally, an independent coder (the second author) analyzed 40% of 
the interviews, randomly assigned, to ensure data reliability. After indepen-
dent review by a co-coder, the fidelity rate was calculated using Vala’s (1986) 
formula: F = 2(C1, 2)/C1 + C2. The number of agreements between the 
codifiers was divided by the total categorizations performed by each: 2(617)/ 
634 + 645 = 0.96. The result was a fidelity rate of 0.96, which represents an 
excellent agreement level (Martins & Machado, 2006), allowing confidence in 
the results obtained. Coding discrepancies were discussed and resolved by the 
coders by consensus. A senior researcher (third author) audited the coding 
process.

Results

Demographics

The study sample is a clinical-forensic one; it follows that the victims come 
from clinical (medical support) and forensic settings (involvement with the 
judicial process) and are HT victims of labor exploitation. We did not aim to 
constitute a representative sample of the Portuguese victims (meaning that we 
do not want a study of representativeness of victims of Human trafficking in 
Portugal). We aimed to access their speeches (the way they spoke), because it 
allowed us to understand and access their experience as a victim and enrich 
HT’s understanding from their idiosyncrasies more significantly. Hence, nine 
volunteered adult (victims of labor exploitation), all Portuguese speaker vic-
tims, sheltered victims of both sexes – (2 females and 7 males), ages between 
42–67 years (M = 56.67; SD = 8.411), participated in this study. For more 
information regarding the participants, please see the study of Fernandes, 
Gonçalves and Matos (2021).
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Theme’s considerations
We need to report that the theme and respective sub-themes should not 
be interpreted independently. Instead, they are related and mutually 
dependent. To facilitate data reading, the results are presented according 
to the questions that guided the analysis. The themes that materialized 
were “Formal support system,” “Post-Victimization,” and “Impact and 
Traumas During Formal Support,” by the degree of references made by 
the participants.

Formal support system

All the participants reported a range of perceptions about the formal 
support system. We defined Formal social support from professionals/ 
public services (e.g., family physicians, nurses, and social workers). 
Social support is defined as a fundamental form of human interaction 
central to the human experience. At various times in peoples’ lives, 
individuals either seek or provide support. Social support includes inter-
personal communication and interaction, love and understanding, caring 
and concern, affection and companionship, financial assistance, and 
respect and acceptance. Social support impacts mental and physical health 
throughout the life span and may be especially important later in life (). 
We have all nine sources, with 545 references in this theme. From this 
theme emerged the following sub-themes: (a) Judicial system; (b) psycho-
social support system; (c) Referral pathway.

Table 2. Formal support system: theme and sub-themes.

Theme Sub-theme Participants a Referencesb

Judicial system 9 255
Collaboration with the police 9 130
● Before the complaint 7 46
● During the complain 6 45
● After the complaint 6 25

Feelings associated 8 82

(Lack of knowledge) on criminal proceedings 8 43
Psychosocial support 9 229

Perception and effectiveness 9 149
● Type of support 9 139

Feelings Associated 8 64

Duration of support 8 13
Referral Pathways 9 61

a
Number of participants who mentioned the theme and sub-theme 

bTotal number of references that integrated that theme and sub-theme
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Judicial system

Collaboration with police and court
All the participants mentioned the judicial system as part of the formal 
support they received; 7 of them even mentioned collaborating with the 
police before, during and after the complaint be filled. The main reason 
for the victim’s contact with the judicial system before the complaint 
was the victim’s police approach. Most times, the contact with the police 
took place even before the participant could leave the exploitation: “They 
had gone there many times, already.” (ID1). The police returned to 
gather evidence on exploitation, and the participant was able to report 
to the police what was happening: “I told him [police officer] everything, 
everything that went, from beginning to end . . . and he [the police officer] 
says: ‘all right. You wait. “And so, it was (ID4). After the authorities” 
initial contact, some participants remained in the exploitation until they 
were aided in exiting their labor trafficking situation by law enforcement. 
Sometimes it took almost nine months: “They [the police] one day, they 
went there to be with me. They met me up in the hills, where I was with 
the sheep and had questions and one asked: “Do you want to get out of 
here?” I said: I could leave today, I’m sick of it! [the police] Okay, so 
you’re going to wait a while and we’ll come later . . . we’ll come and get 
you . . . “(ID7).

Another way to collaborate with the police was during the criminal charge, 
when the victim was taken into protective custody and presented before 
a prosecutor to gather the testimony. Most of the participants (n = 6) men-
tioned that they were able to answer the questions from the prosecutor, even if 
they were demanding: “It was there, the GNR [national guard] with me. The 
GNR took me to the police office, so I said to them: ‘I don’t want to go there 
anymore, if I go, they will beat and kill me.” (ID3). The participants felt the 
need to tell their story and were not afraid to speak to the police: “That’s when 
I confessed everything! I had to tell the truth, how it was and how it was 
not!” (ID3).

Six participants reported being in court after the criminal charge, but they 
did not know how, or even in what stage, was their judicial case: “Look, when 
I went to the court. I was speaking and the other one was writing. I signed the 
first and last name on one sheet and then I signed the name on another one, 
three sheets, which she [the prosecutor] then said: ‘These 3 sheets are now going 
to be delivered to the judge.’ But I do not know what’s going on.” (ID4). Only 
one participant had his judicial case concluded, with the conviction of the 
trafficker.
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Feelings associated
There were feelings associated with the collaboration with the police and the 
court. The participants felt safe and secure, telling their story, sharing their 
victimization experience, and answering the questions made by the prosecu-
tor. Even if they were scared and afraid of retaliations on an initial level, the 
police were able to ensure them that they would obtain support and protec-
tion, and, through it, the participants could collaborate. Feelings of hope 
replaced the initial apprehension and insecurity. Those feelings of hope were 
associated with the possible future: “To see if it [the criminal charges] goes on. 
They [the traffickers] will see the evil they have done . . . I am not afraid I will go 
forward . . . I went [to the police],I already knew for what it was! I had to 
respond, I had to say . . . I had to answer what was the truth and . . . nervous, 
nervous . . . as if I were to say something different but when I started, I told 
everything, and I no longer felt like this . . . ” (ID1). The participant revealed 
that fear was suppressed by the police forces’ protective action, which ensured 
the victim safety. “I was afraid of going out. That the gipsies were out, and I was 
afraid to leave . . . I was only afraid to leave, but Mr. [social worker] and other 
people from the police were there. They accompanied us, and I felt more at ease. 
Of course! And I felt more comfortable because two agents were with us.” (ID1).

Lack of knowledge
This suitable level of collaboration with the judicial system does not mean that 
the victim knew the situation of the criminal proceedings or was even aware of 
the stage in which their process was: “I do not know . . . I’ve been waiting, I do 
not know how it is . . . ” (ID1); “At this moment, I know nothing.” (ID8). Only 
one participant knew that the judicial process ended with a conviction: “Five 
years of a suspended sentence. I do not agree! I do not agree! I agreed if they were 
inside the jail.” (ID2).

Psychosocial support

Perception and effectiveness
All the participants mentioned that they were provided with some type of 
support. The support was diverse and not very detailed. Nonetheless, we could 
assess that there was psychosocial support: housing, subsistence (access to 
primary living conditions (e.g., food, hygiene, clothing – “I help with chores at 
home. Everyone helps, those who are there all help. (. . .) [financial help] It must 
be the income.” (ID1).

Access to health services (medical care, psychiatric health problems; psy-
chological support – “I have to have surgery again.” (ID3).

Legal support (counseling in the process of regularizing the migratory 
situation and/or in the context of the criminal process, in the face of their 
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rights as a victim: e.g., request for granting the reflection period, a special 
residence permit, protection of witnesses).

Social support (economic support and/or access to other essential goods), 
support for educational (re)integration, training and/or labor – “Now I’m 
waiting to get a job. I’m waiting for a job. I also took a class [educa-
tional].” (ID6).

Assisted return (access to assisted return programs, with support in 
the (re) integration process in the community of origin or in another 
that the victim intends to integrate) – “They were now seeing, because 
I already said to go to my homeland . . . but they want to see if I can find 
a home here!” (ID3). However, there was a lack of description of the 
conditions of the support provided. The participants only named them, 
whether they existed or not, but did not formulate opinions about them 
(e.g., whether it was appropriate to their needs, whether their will were 
considered).

Feeling associated
The participants’ predominant feelings were based on the fact that they had 
someone to talk to when they needed it and the care and affection from the 
social worker. The feeling of safety was most important, as ID2 mentioned, 
“It’s not a matter of food. I’ll tell you what, it’s not a question of . . . food, it’s 
not a matter of clothing . . . it’s not a matter of washing clothes. That’s all, it’s 
all a help. (. . .) If a person needs anything; talk to the boss; talk to the person 
who is in the house, because when we talk . . . is by talking that we understand 
each other, it is not?.” ID4 also mentioned that being in the shelter changed 
his life for the better “Changed . . . yes, because I talk . . . I have the freedom to 
talk to my colleagues who are there at home . . . talk to our boss . . . To free 
oneself . . . is . . . because, a person, a person will . . . will open gradually . . . 
!” (ID4).

Duration of support
Almost all the participants reported their perception about the support dura-
tion, which varied from two months until more than a year. It is just the 
perception of the participant’s time, not corroborated by the institutional’ 
data. Due to the secrecy of justice (the process was still in courts, in most cases) 
and the victim’s confidentiality, we could not compare the duration they spoke 
about the support time with the accurate support time provided. So, there is 
a possibility of a trauma-response and lack of concept of time.

Referral pathway
The participants refer to several referral pathways, each with a different 
identification process and exiting from the exploitation. Either by hetero- 
identification (by someone unknown) or by self-identification, the process of 
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victim recognition was in all cases an outcome from the coordination of 
various organizations: judicial authorities (“To their [police] office. Then we 
went to the court . . . afterward here[shelter] . . . ” (ID4), social and/or medical 
service providers (“They [nurses and doctors] started calling the social worker, 
they started calling . . . and I did not leave the health center anymore.” (ID5).

Post-victimization

All the nine participants referred to the post-victimization period with 77 
references, including plans for the future and some learnings as experiential 
experts (e.g., Advise others depending on their experience).

All of the participants reported having plans for their future. Nevertheless, 
those plans were more explicit in the participants that have been supported for 
more time: “Now I’m waiting to get a job.” (ID6); “Can improve, because I have 
the strength yet to improve my situation.” (ID1).

The participants that have the support only until two months have plans, 
but they are not defined. The feelings of hopelessness and embarrassment for 
being exploited are still very present and creates ambiguous feelings, prevent-
ing those participants from seeing the future more clearly and optimistically: 
“[. . .] because if I go this way . . . if I arrive this way . . . without a little money, if 
I come with empty hands, it’s a shame . . . so . . . at the end of it . . . I can . . . get 
a job here.” (ID4).      

Impact and traumas during formal support

Half the participants (n = 4) reported symptoms that indicated a degree of 
impact during exploitation, and almost all of them (n = 8) reported symptoms 
during support.

This theme reflects the discourse on the impact that participants verbalized 
throughout the interview. It was split into impact during exploitation and 
during support (when participants reported impact before identification and 
after identification as a victim when they were already with support). During 
the exploitation, the participants described a sense of helplessness that was still 
vivid in the discourse “I lowered my morals and stayed in my quiet cor-
ner.” (ID4).

During the support, almost the majority of the participants reported symp-
toms of PTSD: “I often have nightmares . . ., ” “I even avoid thinking about 

Table 3. Post-victimization: theme and sub-themes.
Theme Sub-theme Participants a Referencesb

Plans for the future and experiential experts 9 77
Hope in the future 9 5
Hopelessness 5 8

aNumber of participants who mentioned the theme and sub-theme 
bTotal number of references that integrated that theme and sub-theme
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things!” (ID2). They also reported fear of reprisals of the trafficker, even when 
they are in the shelter: “No, they know where I am, that’s why . . . [the 
traffickers] they know my family . . . ” (ID1) and even sadness: “A person 
becomes . . . sadder, emptier . . . always thinking the same thing. I think a lot 
about the subject and then . . . I’m sadder . . . ” (ID6).

Discussion

This exploratory study aims to understand, through victims’ experiences, the 
impact and subsequent help and support process. Specifically, we aim to 
expand knowledge about how trafficking victims of labor exploitation depict 
the support services, the security forces and the justice system.

The support provided to the victim was portrayed as effective and adequate. 
As we will see in the discussion below, the participants are somehow unaware 
of their ability to make informed decisions into their care, leaving that to their 
caregivers. So, we suppose that the participants perceived that the care was 
effective and adequate, without knowing their ability to choose services or be 
provided with different choices. Future research topic needs to address this 
limitation concerning the perception of “adequate and effective support. If 
there is a lack of awareness into the option of care or if there is an assumption 
that adequate is minimal care (having a house, meals on time, clothes, and 
access to physical and mental health). We need to consider that the participant 
could felt obliged to appreciate any service provided and evaluate it as ade-
quate and effective, and this issue need further studies to better understand if 
this is mentioned, only with national’ victims or foreign, neither or both.

The participants reported the justice system as essential in the release. They 
were confident in the judicial system’s effectiveness in solving their problems, 
and the judicial system was identified as a source of help. This may be 
facilitated by the fact that these victims were Portuguese, exploited domesti-
cally, when comparing to international victims who, according to other 
researchers, see the law enforcement with distrust (Farrell et al., 2014; 
Verhoeven & van Gestel, 2011). The participants were able to collaborate 
with the judicial system (e.g., providing testimony), and the judicial system 

Table 4. Impact and traumas during formal support: Theme and sub-themes.
Theme Sub-theme Participants a Referencesb

During exploitation 4 8
During support 8 75

PTSD 7 37
Fear 4 16
Control of movements 3 16
Sadness 3 6

aNumber of participants who mentioned the theme and sub-theme 
bTotal number of references that integrated that theme and sub-theme
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was able to provide security and trust to these victims, preventing the second-
ary victimization that the literature has been calling attention to. Force policies 
should develop protocols to avoid the victim’s re-traumatization, increase the 
safety of all, and increase the effectiveness and efficiency of interaction with 
victims. This is fundamental l when the victim express that s/he is willing to 
testify in court. By using trauma-informed care, the provider can access the 
time of the day and the company to testify (whether the victim would prefer 
a female or male agent) (Helfferich et al., 2011; Honeyman et al., 2016; Matos 
et al., 2019). This may be a small change but can affect the victim’s feelings of 
increased control and decreased vulnerability, which can have a massive 
difference in the efficiency and effectiveness of interaction between the victims 
and the judicial system.

It can be very challenging building a rapport with a victim of HT. The law 
enforcement must understand the factors that may influence the victim in 
their interactions (Helfferich et al., 2011; Honeyman et al., 2016) respond in 
a supportive and soothing manner. The crime of HT is challenging for the 
investigators, prosecutors, and victims service providers alike. To reach 
a successful criminal investigation, there is a necessity for a suitable collabora-
tion between investigators, prosecutors, and many service providers (being 
them dependent on the victim’s needs) (Matos et al., 2019). Successful HT 
investigations depend on overcoming such barriers to create practical and 
functional cooperation. The task members need to be mindful that HT 
investigations are purposely victim-centered because the victim supplies the 
most critical evidence (their testimony) (Matos et al., 2017, 2019). The 
approach must be related to the needs, phase and consequences of the victim. 
However, for victims to participate and give their testimony, they need to be 
stabilized (mentally and physically) and must feel secure and safe (Barnert 
et al., 2016; French & Liou, 2016). It is crucial to consider that the victim 
participation as a witness is a very complex aspect and can add additional 
pressure and result in (re)traumatization (Butler et al., 2011). The law enforce-
ment and the judicial system need to understand that the victims of HT may 
have extensive exposure to violence and psychological trauma, that they 
suffered under challenging conditions that left them with a sense of hope-
lessness (which is aggravated by the guilty feeling of being responsible for their 
suffering – Freemire, 2017; Hopper, 2017; Salami et al., 2018). In this case, the 
professionals who accompany the victim and made her feel safe acted and gave 
evidence that these competencies may be present, and if so, they should be 
disseminated. By providing education to law enforcement on trauma- 
informed approaches and improving the victims’ understanding of the crim-
inal justice process, we can enhance their cooperation with law enforcement to 
suppress better this crime (Matos et al., 2019). The results show the efficiency 
generated by a suitable articulation between police authorities and the orga-
nizations (the network of psychosocial support).
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However, there are difficulties with implementing laws. For example, there 
are no compensation records. We asked, and we did not get an answer from 
the victims, both because the process was still running in the court or because 
the participant did not know if there was compensation.

Another difficulty that we could access was that despite the police care for 
the victim, the help or aid them in exiting their labor trafficking situation may 
take much time. This is due to the need for criminal police bodies to gather 
evidence to build a court case leading to a conviction. This issue raises a lot of 
ethical questions, as Tyldum (2010) states, perhaps because it would be 
challenging to defend ethically an investigation where we were to identify 
victims of trafficking, interview them and then leave them to continue a life 
exploited by traffickers, which happened to several participants. To collect 
information about ongoing abuse, exploitation, and coercion (if the victims 
are aware that this information is obtained- which was the case because the 
police identified themselves as such), and then not act to improve their 
situation is likely to ruin any belief the victim had in humanity or any hope 
of being identified as a victim. This did not happen because the participants 
were hopeful that someday the police would come again to take them from 
that exploitation, but that may not be the case with all the victims.

European Commission data on confidence in the police in the Portuguese 
population reveal that in the year 2019, 71,49% trusted the police forces.1 

These data can influence the level of confidence that the victims had and 
demonstrated in their speech regarding the police’s trust to be able to help 
them. However, we need to consider that most likely, this assurance seems 
perhaps only on a feeling or rather, lack of understanding of the justice system 
process. The same may not happen with international victims, which is what 
the literature suggests (Nichols & Heil, 2015). This area could potentially be 
expanded further in additional studies to clarify a lack of understanding and 
autonomy in the process, the blind faith in the systems and if the correlation is 
specific to citizens of the nation as apposed to foreign nationals experience 
Human trafficking victimization within the region.

Moreover, if the investigation’s main task is to identify victims to help or aid 
them in exiting their labor trafficking situation from traffickers, it will be hard 
to legitimize putting cooperation with the police forces as a prerequisite for 
being assisted. We understand the difficulties of gathering evidence to achieve 
a conviction in HT crime (Farrell et al., 2014; Matos et al., 2019; Munger, 2015; 
Spohn, 2014), but the lives of those who are being exploited are at risk, for 
each second that passes without being able to exit their trafficking situation. 
This lack of follow-up on case status, case process, and conversation with 
persons involved within the law enforcement systems of prosecution-based 

1https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Chart/getChart/chartType/gridChart/themeKy/18/ 
groupKy/88/savFile/850
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interventions is problematic and this lack of understanding of the cases may be 
a curious follow-up study.

Concerning the support provided, we could initially identify the adoption of 
a crisis intervention model (meeting the most basic and immediate needs – 
food, clothes, shelter) and was mentioned as effective and adequate to the 
participants’ needs. There seem to exist a network of well-articulated services 
and professionals on this level.

The victim service provider’s primary concern must be the safety and well- 
being of the victim, which was achieved (Greenbaum, 2016; Hemmings et al., 
2016). However, the victim needs to be informed about the services that s/he 
wishes to obtain, if s/he is willing to work with law enforcement and immigra-
tion (if necessary) and other options (Couto & Fernandes, 2014; Reichert & 
Sylwestrak, 2013). The participants gave no indication those aspects when they 
mentioned the support provided. They did not mention being informed of 
their legal rights or being asked about their support choices. Although there 
was room for training courses and professional (re)integration, it was not clear 
from the participants’ speeches whether they played an active role in this 
decision-making or whether they did what the service providers advised 
them to do. It is important to voice the speech of those who experienced 
human trafficking. That empowerment can lead and be useful in awareness 
campaigns as Countryman-Roswurm and Brackin (2017) stated, but the 
collection of the speech of the victims needs to be accounted for in an ethical 
an empowering way. Rather than being recognized or compensated as experts 
and leaders in the anti-trafficking movement victims are taken advantage of in 
the pursuit of a story that has emotional pull. In response to the increasing 
rates of re-exploitation, those who already experienced human trafficking 
victimization are asked to share their stories with little thought to the context 
or effects of doing so. The victim needs to have autonomy to choose their 
decisions, actions, and programs and this needs to be clear to the victims 
themselves, social service agencies, community, media personnel and law 
enforcement. This happens probably because the victim is still feeling shame-
ful and fearful of the future, which means that the formal assistance has yet to 
improve. More detail is needed to know precisely what this formal help looks 
like (duration, components, and the gaps in this help that need to be 
addressed).

Victim-centered approaches are essential, in this sense, because they focus 
on empowerment rather than coercion or even dependency of the victim in 
the institution (Hopper, 2017). The fact that participants are not aware of their 
supportive process leads us to think that they are not involved in the decisions 
that affect their lives. This victim’s lack of participation in her/his life project 
hinders adequate and practical support to the victim’s needs. The empower-
ment of the victim in making her/his own choices about her/his own life can 
lead to an establishment of a trusting relationship that can enable the victim to 
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overcome the trauma and be reintegrated social, educational and profession-
ally (Butler et al., 2011; Hopper, 2017; Okech et al., 2018).

The participants reported behaviors of avoidance and fear of reprisals by the 
trafficker. The impact was described but in a lesser way than we had expected. 
This can be explained by the complexity of traumatic experiences and the fact that 
mental health is a complex issue and is still wrapped in stigma. The feeling of guilt 
can play a significant role in preventing the verbalization and awareness of the 
impact that HT had on the participant (Contreras et al., 2017; Hopper, 2017). On 
the other hand, the fact that participants do not verbalize the impact can make it 
very difficult for supportive approaches to meet their real needs. Empowerment is 
needed for victims to self-identify and recognize the consequences of HT and 
their own needs (emphasizing on needs) (Bonanno, 2004; Steiner et al., 2018). 
Further research needs to address if this lack of verbalization is shame or perhaps 
a lack of understanding of the process of support and judicial.

The participants’ verbalization about the duration of/and the support pro-
vided does not allow us to characterize to the full extent the quality and 
effectiveness of support provided. It was also impossible to understand if the 
victim support network has culturally sensitive services and whether they are 
being applied or not, as the participants were Portuguese victims and there was 
no need for translation and/or religious services. Further research needs to 
focus on the perception of time versus the actual time in records of these 
programs to determine if the perception is indeed equated to reality or if 
trauma-triggers exacerbate the perception of time passing.

Practical implications and potential to stimulate further research

This study opens new avenues for studying the support provided to HT, 
national, and international victims. Specifically, it can influence future policies 
and even practices with all those who contact victims of HT (service providers, 
police, and even courts) to serve the victims and repress this crime. This study 
addresses the need for more studies to analyze the network’s cultural compe-
tence that we were not able to do. We need to develop more about how these 
experiences of trauma, fear and hope change and construct the victim’s future 
and plans. There is a need to study in more detail what formal help looks like, 
duration, components, and the major gaps in achieving them.

It would be equally interesting to understand, investigate, and evaluate 
trauma-informed care interventions in the various service providers (doctors, 
social workers, judges, lawyers, police, among others). At the same time, it 
would be interesting to study if the trauma-informed approach impacts the 
repression of crime in Portugal (if it enhances the involvement of the victim in 
criminal prosecution and if it helps different criminal police bodies gather 
evidence leading to a conviction). Another point that would be interesting to 
study is the type of psychological support that is provided in the network (the 
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(in)existence of protocols or guidelines and the (in)existence of technical 
supervision). It would also be interesting to understand the effectiveness of 
interventions that are in practice. We also want to see the nuances between 
a foreign and a national victim regarding these issues to see if the services are 
culturally appropriated.

Another aspect that needs to the accounted is the fact that the interviews 
were conducted in a shelter environment and that context could make the 
participants responses conditioned by concerns of negatively reflecting on 
services and being ungrateful. Even if the context of shelter is the one who 
has more access to the human trafficking victims, we need to start to address 
this issue to ensure that the context of the data collection do not influence the 
data gathering and the data itself. Future research should try to collect data 
with human trafficking victims in a neutral third-party location to promote 
a more comprehensive, robust and evidence-based research in the future.

Conclusion and limitations

This study’s main objective was to access national and international HT 
victims’ experiences in Portugal. Nevertheless, the participants were volun-
tarily Portuguese nationals, that suffered from labor exploitation and were 
living in a shelter. Although it was not intended to achieve a representative 
sample of the victims identified or confirmed in the national territory, these 
results prevent any generalizable conclusion. There were limitations in the 
realization of this study; more precisely, the difficult access to the institutions 
that are part of the network (even with the support of the national rappor-
teur on trafficking in persons regarding the authorization and dissemination) 
and the lack of participation in the study, which resulted in a small number 
of participants. Some institutions remained closed within themselves and did 
not aim to contribute to this investigation. Because of the above, this also 
means that we cannot make an extrapolated generalization of the data 
regarding the service provided to the victims of human trafficking in 
Portugal as a whole.

We also need to address the possibility that, in selecting the participants, 
there has been some bias; that is, the victims selected could be the ones with 
a more positive response to treatment and, therefore, more likely to express 
their experience. Another limitation may be that Portuguese victims rely on 
the police, while international victims may not have that confidence and 
hinder the identification process. Another limitation is the length of support 
time the victim has been subjected to, which is just the victim’s perception and 
does not correspond to an exact verification of the time s/he was supported. As 
we see in the literature, labor trafficking happens especially with foreign 
victims (Oram et al., 2012; Rothman et al., 2017; Villacampa & Torres, 
2017). However, we can emphasize that our participants had structural and 
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individual vulnerabilities that could increase this type of trafficking, such as 
unemployed, homeless and uneducated (Zimmerman (2003).
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