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Abstract

Human trafficking is a complex global problem maintained by a web of interacting individ-
ual, community, national and international factors. Its complexity is not always robustly
addressed in policy, practice and research, with issues commonly approached in silos. This
commentary creates the case for more intentional application of systems thinking in the
counter-trafficking field. We do this by describing some of the origins of a more systemic
focus in counter-trafficking work including the emergence of public health approaches,
survivor- or lived-experience leadership and developments in the research domain. We
then provide three case examples of how a systems lens has been applied in research, in
policy and in practice across three countries, the UK, Canada and the US. We conclude with
reflections on the promise of and challenges for systems thinking and a call to action for
more systems-informed counter-trafficking work.

Keywords: human trafficking; child sexual exploitation; systems thinking; whole systems;
public health

1. Introduction
Human trafficking (Allen et al. 2025) is a complex and systemic global issue with pro-

found social and health consequences (Ottisova et al. 2016). It is generated and maintained
by interacting phenomena at multiple levels, including international, national, institu-
tional, regional, local, community, family, peer group, and individual. Its estimated global
ubiquity and growth indicate its systemic complexity has been hard to address. In 2021,
global estimates indicated that approximately 50 million people were living in conditions
of modern slavery, an umbrella term that includes various forms of human trafficking
(International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free and International Organization for
Migration (2022)). The 2024 Global Report on Trafficking in Persons noted a 25 percent
increase in identified cases of human trafficking and a 31 percent increase in identified
cases of child trafficking between 2019 and 2022 (United Nations Office on Drugs and
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Crime 2024). As a complex systems issue, human trafficking is also referred to as a ‘wicked
problem’ (Stephens and Thomas 2025). Often fraught socially and politically, its ill-defined
and evolving nature, context specificity, and complex interdependencies between and
within systems and sub-systems (Stephens and Thomas 2025), render solutions elusive,
leading some stakeholders to advocate for ‘systems change’ (Shipman et al. 2025) or a
‘whole systems response’ (McCoig et al. 2022; Cockbain and Tompson 2024) as a necessary
alternative to individual programs or siloed policies (Shipman et al. 2025). This requires
potentially different approaches to anti-trafficking work and a clearer articulation of our
thinking framed within systems.

There is considerable literature on the complexity of human trafficking in its myriad forms
(e.g., sex, labor, organ, adult, child), contexts (e.g., domestic, international) and the systems
(e.g., policy, practice, legal) within which it generates, operates, is maintained, and disrupted.
We know some of the observed behaviors, interests, intentions, and powers of a range of
actors in trafficking and anti-trafficking, for example, in policing (Farrell and Pfeffer 2014;
Farrell et al. 2019; Allen et al. 2025), NGOs (Limoncelli 2016; Noyori-Corbett and Moxley 2018)
and support services (Richie-Zavaleta et al. 2021; Macy and Graham 2012; Recknor et al. 2023).
We know less, however, about how these elements of systems interrelate or interact and their
implications for policy, practice, and research.

This paper provides an evidence- and practice-based demonstration of how systems
thinking can be applied to human trafficking and exploitation, particularly in meeting
prevention goals. Systems thinking is a perspective, a language and a set of tools used to
address problems as a whole (holistically), recognizing that events or patterns derive from
deep social structures (Monat and Gannon 2015). Its emergence can be seen as an extension
of several ‘turns’ in the counter-slavery field including towards complexity, survivor
empowerment and emergent perspectives such as a public or population health approaches.
These trends in the human trafficking field (e.g., Todres 2011; Zimmerman et al. 2011;
Clarke et al. 2013; Greenbaum et al. 2018; Such et al. 2020, 2024; Recknor et al. 2022;
Weston and Mythen 2023) embrace the concept of interconnected policy systems and
practice functioning together to prevent harm, particularly through addressing root causes.
The purpose of the application of systems thinking is to achieve systems change or the
‘intentional process designed to alter the status quo by shifting the function or structure of
an identified system’.

First, we articulate the origin of our concern for systems thinking in these emergent
trends. Second, we illustrate three different examples of our work in local policy, healthcare
settings and research where we have, in different ways, applied a systems lens. Finally,
we discuss our cautious optimism, highlighting the potential of emerging applications,
areas for further development and challenges yet to overcome. We conclude with a call to
systems thinking and action to advance counter-trafficking work.

2. The Emergence of Systems Thinking in Counter-Trafficking
Systems-oriented approaches to counter-trafficking in policy, practice and research

have several starting points. While a full examination of these is out of the scope of this
commentary, we see at least three evolutions in human trafficking theory, method and prac-
tice as key contributors: (i) the development and application of public health approaches to
human trafficking, (ii) the growth of survivor-oriented and -directed innovation, (iii) the
maturation of scientific studies using systems theory and method in the field.

First, public health approaches to human trafficking have begun to take root in re-
search, policy and some areas of practice. Its connection to systems thinking lies in its
explicit recognition of human trafficking and exploitation as a complex or ‘wicked prob-
lem’, one that is persistent with multiple risk and protective factors interacting across
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different levels of society. Greenbaum notes consistency around the world in the complex
social determinants and drivers of exploitation across individual, relationship, commu-
nity and societal levels (see Greenbaum 2020 for a fuller outline of these multi-factorial
elements of risk). Typically, a public health perspective to human trafficking offers an
approach that addresses such issues across ‘whole systems’ locally, nationally and globally
(Greenbaum 2020; Such et al. 2020, 2024; Recknor et al. 2022).

The alignment of public health approaches and systems perspectives emerge from
its orientation towards populations (rather than individuals), its emphasis on data
and evidence, prevention and partnership (Greenbaum 2020; Recknor et al. 2022;
Such et al. 2020, 2024). Research on a public health framework to address human trafficking
articulates these fundamental elements and their interconnection (Such et al. 2020, 2024).

The framework highlights several systems-level issues. For example, at a national
level (and potentially global level, cf. Such et al. 2020), policy and law must be coherent,
consistent, coordinated and cooperative across government. The absence of several of the 6
‘Cs’ of policy (coherent, consistent, coordinated, comprehensive, compliant with the law,
cooperative) has been highlighted as one of the barriers to effective prevention (Dean 2020;
Murphy et al. 2022; Such et al. 2024). In addition, the engagement of statutory agencies,
civil society, businesses, and citizens working together to achieve desired outcomes—a
collaborative or partnership orientation—underscores a localized public health approach.
Critically, no single agency, service or program can address trafficking alone. Partnerships
are needed to offer coordination at and across every level.

Beyond conceptual development, public health approaches to human trafficking have
begun to frame policy. The Scottish Government, for example, has structured its human
trafficking strategy around a public health approach (Scottish Government 2025) and
the 2024 US National Human Trafficking Framework used a public health approach to
prevention (US Department of Health and Human Services 2024).

Second, the turn towards systems and complexity-oriented work in counter-trafficking
and -exploitation has emerged from the evident leadership of and direction provided
by survivors or people with lived experience of trafficking. The past decade has seen a
transformative shift in survivor involvement in the creation of policies, research programs
and practices in the field. This empowerment, trauma-informed and survivor-centered
movement (Azzopardi et al. 2024; Human Trafficking Foundation 2025) has manifested
in networks, councils and leaders integrated in many decision-making structures and in
service design and delivery. This has moved beyond advocacy towards normalized best
practice, albeit with uneven application across geographies and contexts. Importantly,
survivor inclusion has leveraged unique knowledge and experience of the complexities of
trafficking, vital for the development of effective, systems-focused responses and outcome
measurement (Jannesari et al. 2024). In addition, survivor-centered approaches have
challenged traditional power hierarchies, embedding in it a systems-critical orientation
that surfaces the need for power structures and dynamics to change to deliver successful
counter-trafficking action (Shipman et al. 2025).

The final contributing factor to the emergence of systems thinking in counter-
trafficking has been the application of systems theory and methods in research in the
past decade. To answer the question, ‘How has systems theory and method been applied
to human trafficking research?,’ we conducted an abbreviated review of the literature. Five
databases were searched (APA PsycInfo, Embase, OVID Medline, ProQuest, and Web of
Science), with terms that included systems integration/theory/science/change//model/
dynamic/strategy/OR complex system AND human/sex/labor trafficking, domestic servi-
tude/debt bondage/modern slavery/anti-trafficking/enslavement/or sex trade. The
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search yielded 233 results. Sifts yielded 13 research articles with an explicit focus on
systems-oriented research in the human trafficking field.

Briefly reviewed, these emergent studies applied systems-informed theory, method
and tools. In terms of theoretical development, Barlow et al. developed a complexity-
informed analytical framing for child criminal exploitation, showing interactions between
potential victims, a conductive environment and a motivated exploiter (Barlow et al. 2021).
Van der Watt and van der Westhuizen considered how complex systems theory could
be considered and integrated into the criminal justice response to human trafficking in
South Africa, noting how both the criminal justice system nor human trafficking can be
compressed or simplified (Van der Watt and van der Westhuizen 2017).

Methodologically, advances have been made in the application of ‘systems science’
methodology, a body of methods designed to generate models, or simplified versions, of
reality (Mabry et al. 2010). Examples of methods in this domain include system dynamics
modeling, network analysis and agent-based modeling (ABM) (Luke and Stamatakis 2012).
McAlpine and colleagues noted both the promise and underutilization of ABM in migration
and human trafficking research (McAlpine et al. 2021). Applications of ABM have been
used to explore the dynamics of labor exploitation, with guidance developed for researchers
on how to apply the tools and techniques of the method (Chesney 2021). Cockbain et al.,
use social network analysis (SNA) to explore victim and offender networks of internal
child sex trafficking in the UK (Cockbain et al. 2011). They identify how SNA can be
advanced in the context of situational policing practice, arguing for its greater and more
sophisticated use. In addition, Causal Loop Diagramming (a form of systems mapping) has
been used as a tool to understanding how systems of harm were generated and reinforced
for UK survivors of human trafficking during the COVID-19 pandemic (Such et al. 2026).
Kiss et al. used Bayesian network analysis to evaluate an anti-trafficking program for
migrant workers in South Asia, producing findings that challenged usual understanding of
pathways into trafficking (Kiss et al. 2021). They found that risks of trafficking were mostly
determined by migrants’ destination country, how they were recruited and their sector of
work rather than their vulnerabilities as individuals. In other words, the approach revealed
that the structures and dynamics of migration systems generated opportunities for harm,
not just the ‘risk factors’ embodied in the individual (e.g., poor, fe/male, low educated).

Despite these advances, systems thinking in human trafficking research offers only a
small number of applications. These are often highly technical, using methods drawn from
the more positivist traditions of systems science. Systems thinking, however, offers a long
history and range of traditions (Hammond 2005; Systems Thinking Alliance 2024), from
ontological positivism to critical methodological pluralism aligned with goals of emanci-
pation. The field of human trafficking research does not, to date, offer this philosophical,
theoretical, methodological and applied range.

3. Illustrating the Potential of Systems Thinking Through Examples in
Research, Policy and Practice

There are few research, policy and practice illustrations of how systems thinking can
be applied to human trafficking and exploitation. To fill this gap, the following examples
demonstrate how different systems-informed approaches have been used and how it can
deliver additional insight and value to the anti-trafficking domain. We intentionally present
our findings in an illustrative rather than comprehensive manner, offering possible new
lines of inquiry, methods and practical applications. Our examples are from research in the
UK, policy in Canada and practice in the US.
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3.1. Understanding Systems of Prevention in Developing Research Agendas: Mapping Experiences
of Survivors of Trafficking (Led by ES and HA)
3.1.1. The Project Problem

This project sought to explore the experience of pregnancy, or ‘what happens’ during
trafficking and exploitation, as a means of identifying possible opportunities for research on
harm prevention and mitigation. We undertook this work as we know that globally, women
and girls are disproportionately affected by trafficking and exploitation (Walk Free 2023).
Although data are difficult to obtain, one study of trafficking survivors in the UK found
that 28 (29%) of 98 women who took part reported one or more pregnancies while traf-
ficked (Bick et al. 2017). There is limited documentation or research analysis on ‘what
happens’ when victims become pregnant, although some survivor accounts are available
(Prakash et al. 2023a; Collins and Skarparis 2024) as well as some insight on how maternity
and reproductive services provide appropriate care (Bick et al. 2017; Borrelli et al. 2023;
Prakash et al. 2023b). This project addressed this challenge, applying concepts and tools of
critical systems thinking.

3.1.2. Our Approach

We worked with people with lived experience of exploitation to help surface what
could or does happen when women living in trafficked and exploited situations become
pregnant. We explored hypothetical processes and outcomes through vignettes to protect
participants’ right to non-disclosure and psychological safety. Together, survivors articu-
lated the possible processes and outcomes of pregnancy and then uncovered the places
within these systems where circumstances and dynamics could be shifted to protect women
from further exploitation and harm.

3.1.3. Methods of Exploring Pregnancy During Trafficking

We adopted and adapted Group Model Building (GMB) (Siokou et al. 2014) techniques
with survivors of trafficking (n = 7) in a face-to-face setting. This was a facilitated process
supported by a survivor research leader, one lead university researcher, and two other
university staff members, who engaged in activities and took notes.

The question of ‘what happens’ was asked in two workshops (3 h in total) where
system elements and dynamics were explored, recorded and synthesized in discussion
and documentation. Workshop 2 included a validation process and new iterations and
reiterations of the model. This led to the creation of a systems-level Causal Loop Diagram
(Figure 1) and a more person-centered mapping of what can happen to women who become
pregnant during exploitation. This used conditional statements (e.g., IF, THEN statements)
to demonstrate how situations could deteriorate or improve for victims (Figure 2).

3.1.4. What This Process Revealed

GMB exercises and analysis provided insight into pregnancy as an event within a
system of exploitation. While the process of GMB discussion was lengthy, it was not
intended to be exhaustive, surfacing as many of the system elements and dynamics that
could inform a future research agenda. In sum it revealed:

• There were few pathways and predictable windows of opportunity for trafficked
women to avoid further harm once pregnancy occurred. Survivors referred to the
likely ‘choicelessness’ of the situation or their perception that pregnancy and the harm
that followed was ‘done to’ them. The systems diagrams demonstrate this finding,
showing how many onward scenarios from pregnancy led to further pathways to harm.
Healthcare systems could reduce harms but there were many dynamical elements that
pushed against autonomous access to high quality care.
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• Potential points of intervention existed both within and outside the maternal health
system. Although access to maternal healthcare was a potentially pivotal intervention
point in secondary/tertiary prevention, other systems were as well (e.g., systems
that avoided destitution, including social welfare services, social/peer networks and
voluntary sector support).

• Oppressive systems of stigma and shame operated as a central mechanism across
levels (individual, family, community, social). Multiple stigmas worked within the
pregnancy/exploitation system, including abortion stigma, mental health stigma,
pregnancy stigma, and trafficking stigma. These were used as tools of oppression by
exploiters and reinforced by structural oppression (e.g., racism, poverty, gender bias).

Critically, this exercise pointed the research team and the survivor consultation group
towards a research agenda that addressed multiple forms of stigma in the context of
accessing critical maternity care for people living in trafficked situations.

3.2. Using a Systems-Informed Approach to Develop a Strategy and Action Plan to Prevent
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC) in Nova Scotia, Canada (Led by LP and JH)
3.2.1. The Project Problem

Nova Scotia (NS) has the highest provincial rate of human trafficking in Canada,
(Ibrahim 2021) including high rates for 12–17 year olds (Statistics Canada 2021). The
current project on preventing the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC)
arose from the observation that the needs of children and youth in Nova Scotia were
not being met at a systems level. The evidence base showed us that unsupportive living
conditions were preventing children and youth from having their mental, physical, social,
and developmental needs met (Gagnon 2020). Evidence from Nova Scotia and elsewhere
identify a strong relationship between unmet basic needs and CSEC (Pavey et al. 2022;
Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al. 2018). Exploitation often arises from the need to fulfill survival re-
quirements, such as access to food, housing, and income, as well as the quest for safety,
security, support, emotional connection, attachment, or a sense of belonging within fam-
ily, community, and society (Gagnon 2020). This strategic project sought to develop an
approach that would begin to address these unmet needs by adopting a provincial system-
wide approach.

Figure 1. An initial Causal Loop Diagram of what can happen when a person becomes pregnant
during trafficking. Explanation/key: Blue arrow with + polarity = Increase in factor A leads to
increase in B—that is, change in the same direction. Red arrow with—polarity = Increase in variable
A leads to decrease in B—that is, change in the opposite direction. R loop—Reinforcing feedback loop
(increase in A leads to increase in B leads to increase in A, etc.).
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Figure 2. What can happen at pregnancy using conditional statements, showing the centrality
of stigmas.

3.2.2. Our Approach and Methods

A population health approach offered a framework for a system-wide strategy. Built
from the recommendations of prior consultations with people with lived experience of the
sex industry and an analysis of risk factors for CSEC in the province (Pavey et al. 2022),
our approach was inclusive and comprehensive in outlook. Eighty-five key partners and
collaborators across the province and beyond contributed to the strategy; this was a system-
wide exercise in itself. We were responsive to the recognized on-going systemic harms
experienced by Indigenous people and racial minorities generated through historic pro-
cesses of colonization. Our methods included a desktop literature review and jurisdictional
scan, along with four partner engagement sessions and one-on-one conversations with
key informants between September 2023–January 2024. We included action planning in
our processes, producing a ‘compendium of actions’ across the institutional system of
government and civil society (IWK Health 2024). See Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Our process of developing a population health approach to commercial sexual exploitation
of children and youth.

3.2.3. What This Process Revealed

Our whole-system orientation resulted in a proposed menu of actions across nine
domains: poverty, housing, violence, online harms, racism and discrimination, substance
use, sense of belonging, mental health and education. Each domain contained actions for
federal, provincial and First Nations governments, community services, specific federal
government departments, municipalities, transportation agencies, academic institutions,
healthcare services, non-profit organizations, business associations, private sector actors,
law enforcement and the criminal justice sector. We set these out in tabular format for
discoverability, disseminating across a wide provincial and national network. We framed it
as a ‘collective starting point’ for a system-wide population health approach to addressing
CESC in Nova Scotia. We intentionally emphasized the strategy did not target one orga-
nization. Rather, the output, like the process, was centered on strengthening community
partnerships to build trusting relationships and coordinated action to address the root
causes of harm. Our inclusive approach was designed to build a sense of shared ownership
of the strategy, an important motivating factor in its mobilization.

One of the challenges of creating a system-wide strategy and action plans was un-
doubtedly building in mechanisms for feedback to enable us to keep track of systems
change. We took on the role of system convenors and invited collaborators to work with us
and feedback to us on progress. This, however, proved challenging in the context of limited
resources for evaluation and monitoring. Nevertheless, a reconvention of over 50 partners
in summer 2025 offered an opportunity for provincial colleagues and community partners
to report on progress and to continue to endorse the system-wide, collaborative commit-
ments made. Qualitative feedback from the session included how the approach shifted
thinking to understand the importance of the prevention continuum and how through this
framework it becomes clear that everyone has a role to play in the prevention of Commer-
cial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Youth. Our experience reinforced the feasibility
of co-creating a systems-level consensus about the nature of CSEC and the solutions to it
across a large and complex social and geographic landscape. Our documented processes
provide a blueprint for others to follow in determining a compendium of actions across
a matrix of systems levels (see IWK Health 2024). Learnings from the partners conven-
ing identified that to further strengthen the approach to action would include defining a
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monitoring and evaluation plan with an established agreement for shared governing and
accountability. Potential models for monitoring, evaluation and learning would be Ripple
Effects Mapping (Nobles et al. 2022) or contribution analysis (Buetti et al. 2025).

3.3. Applying Systems Thinking to the Medical, Psychiatric, and Social Service Needs of Human
Trafficking Survivors in Houston, Texas, US (Led by MG and PTN)
3.3.1. The Project Problem

Victims and survivors of human trafficking often describe multiple systemic failures
that contribute to their exploitation (Such and Aminu 2024). These include the failure of
public support systems to coordinate effectively to meet need. This can result in missed
opportunities to prevent harm and in some cases may exacerbate it. The following narrative
case illustration is used to highlight what we mean by complex individual cases and how
recording patient life histories and structural positioning can inform systems-oriented
service design and coordination. The case is used for illustration and is a composite patient
experience created by experienced practitioners at Baylor College of Medicine, Houston, TX,
USA. After presenting the vignette, we map patient experience and history to a high-level
Framework of Patient Complexity (Table 1) (Schaink et al. 2012). This takes into account five
core dimensions of complexity: health and social experiences, mental health, demographics,
social capital and medical/physical health. We then outline the Baylor College of Medicine
Anti-Human Trafficking Program (BCM A-HTP), highlighting how complexities in the
vignette are addressed by BCM program intervention. In presenting the vignette, we are
alert to the risks of essentializing or stereotyping trafficking victims and survivors. This is
not our intention. Rather, the vignette is designed to illustrate how complex circumstances,
characteristics and histories present in trafficking patients and how services need to account
for a range of intersecting structural and individual factors in treatment and prevention.

Table 1. Mapping events to a complexity model of patient experience (see Schaink et al. 2012).

Dimension of
Complexity Presenting Patient Life History Component Family History Complexity

Demographic
19-year-old minoritized female.

Child protective services and foster care
experience from birth.

Minoritized, racialized
family history

Medical/physical health
Forced drug use during exploitation. Mother used alcohol and cocaine during pregnancy.

Physical injury caused by domestic violence
during pregnancy.

Physical injury caused by trafficker(s)
and exploiter(s).

Social capital
Limited access to transport (limiting access to

healthcare services).
Homeless as a teen.

Homelessness experienced.

Mental health

Learning difficulties.
Threats of violence during exploitation causing

mental injury.
Suicidal ideation and attempt.

Health and social
experiences

Food insecurity during foster care.
Physically and sexually abused in foster care

by other teens.
‘Runaway’ from foster care.

Exploited as a homeless teen (‘survival sex’
and other forms of forced sexual exploitation)

Mother unhoused during pregnancy.
No access to prenatal care.

Experience of DV during pregnancy (unscreened).
Drug rehabilitation program post-natal.

3.3.2. A Complex Patient Vignette

The patient is a 19-year-old minoritized woman who presented to an Emergency
Center after making a suicide attempt. The patient was born to a mother who was unhoused,
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abusing substances, and experienced domestic violence during pregnancy. At the time of
the delivery, the patient was taken by child protective services due to mother’s inability
to care for the patient. Mother was sent to a residential drug rehabilitation program after
delivery and the patient was brought into the foster care system where she was constantly
moved around to different foster families which were often overcrowded and lacked
resources. At the age of 10, the patient became a victim of physical and sexual abuse,
perpetrated by an adolescent living in the home with her. After reporting the abuse to her
teacher at school, an investigation was not able to confirm the abuse and she remained in
the home for several years. The patient struggled psychologically and academically and
was not able to see a mental health professional because of transportation limitations and
limited access to care in her community. The patient ran away from home as a teenager and
was approached by a young man on the street who offered her a place to stay in exchange
for sex. After engaging in sex for money on several occasions, she was forced to use drugs
and to have sex with other people for money by this young man, with threats of violence
toward her if she refused. She engaged in this work until she separated from him at 18. She
presented to the Emergency Center about a year later after a suicide attempt.

3.3.3. Building a Whole System Response to Complex Clinical Cases: The Baylor College of
Medicine Anti-Human Trafficking Program (BCM A-HTP)

This case highlights the complex challenges facing local health agencies who may
only experience clinical encounters at a patient crisis point such as a hospital emergency
room. The directors of the BCM A-HTP are senior inpatient hospital psychiatrists and
psychologists who treat high-risk and vulnerable patients transferred from their Emergency
Center. The BCM A-HTP is intentionally designed as an integrated public healthcare
response to human trafficking in a large metropolitan city. It is designed to draw from
both community-based and hospital-based services by creating a multidisciplinary medical
home for patients through its integrated healthcare system and through established relation-
ships with local social service organizations. Through the program, patients can also access
inpatient and outpatient psychiatric services, trauma-informed psychotherapy, group psy-
chotherapy, and substance abuse treatment services. Additionally, acute crisis management
is available through the Emergency Center which provides medical, psychiatric, surgical
care, and forensic examinations. With such coordinated services in place across the local
system, BCM A-HTP is better able to carve out opportunities for the prevention of cases
described in the vignette. Importantly, BCM A-HTP trains healthcare professionals, support
staff, and community providers on the identification and treatment of survivors of human
trafficking, highlighting the complex personal, structural and situational contexts within
which patients require support. Overall, the program has increased awareness and victim
identification and addressed the medical, psychiatric, and social service needs of hundreds
of patients since its creation in 2016 (Chen et al. 2021).

4. Discussion and a Call to Action
Few would oppose the notion that human trafficking is a complex phenomenon that

spans social, economic, political and geographic boundaries and systems. Our paper is
a contribution to further develop systems thinking in the field by offering examples of
how a systems lens has been applied to research, policy and practice problems in three
geographies: the UK, Canada and the US.

While the three case studies presented here are in well-resourced Euro-American
contexts, systems science and systems change is achievable in resource-constrained con-
texts as well. For example, a recent systems change review within the anti-slavery sector
describes systems change initiatives in Ethiopia focused on strengthening coordination
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between community groups, local government and survivor-led organizations to address
the drivers of domestic servitude, alongside work in Nepal using community-based sys-
tems approaches to challenge bonded labor practices and improve local protection systems
(Shipman et al. 2025). The feasibility of systems-change research, policy and practice is not
dependent on a threshold of resources, but whether the systems-approach or methods have
been grounded in local knowledge and priorities and shaped by local resources, institu-
tional capacity, data availability, and community infrastructure. Where the underlying
research or intervention challenge is fundamentally systemic in nature, we suggest it is
critical to apply a systems-oriented approach, even if the specific methods, scale, or pace of
implementation may need to differ across contexts.

We offer this presentation of case studies in the context of a limited number and range
of applied examples in human trafficking work. We hope that by surfacing these and our
learning from it, we are calling others to action systems thinking. The well-documented
need for systems change lies behind our logic for adoption (Shipman et al. 2025).

We anticipate several benefits and challenges ahead for the application of systems
thinking in the human trafficking arena. Benefits could include:

1. The promotion of collaboration. Systems thinking at policy and practice levels
necessitate coordinated, cooperative and collaborative action. The examples from
Nova Scotia and Houston, TX, demonstrate operationalization of this truism.

2. Surfacing the unsurfaced. Applied systems thinking can surface otherwise hidden
yet critical system blockers and enablers. The example of the central role of multiple
stigmas in the research development example provided new insight and potential
avenues for intervention.

3. Moving upstream. Systems thinking encourages those engaged in the human traf-
ficking field to dig deep and explore the foundational structures that encourage
exploitation. This focus on the wider determinants of human trafficking creates an
environment for foundational action.

4. Widening the net. Human trafficking affects the whole of society; a systems lens may
encourage the further broadening of traditional anti-trafficking boundaries to make
the work ‘everyone’s business’ (UK Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner 2024).

5. Building from other fields. There are existing models of systems-level research,
practice and policy from which we can build and grow. The World Health Organisa-
tion’s INSPIRE framework on preventing violence against children (WHO 2018), for
example, offers helpful, replicable blueprints.

6. Methods and practice. Systems thinking opens up new opportunities for develop-
ing, exploring and applying new methods and practice, for example using Group
Model Building or Agent-Based Modeling for intervention theory development
(McAlpine and Birks 2025). This will enrich the field.

While this list is non-exhaustive, it helps make the case of systems thinking in human
trafficking research, policy and practice. The challenges are also, however, numerous. Sys-
tems thinking requires us to step back and embrace complexity; this can be overwhelming,
difficult to communicate and time-consuming to operationalize. It requires transforma-
tion of ways of thinking and doing that are deeply engrained into the silos of disciplines,
professions, government structures and cultures. Lessons from other systems-level trans-
formation efforts in fields such as public health and healthcare demonstrate both some
signs of success (Greenhalgh et al. 2009; Breslin et al. 2024) and failure (Bayat et al. 2023).
Systems thinking and application also raise new challenges for evaluation as intervention
becomes coordinated and multi-layered. This may promote systems evaluation methods
such as realist-informed Ripple Effects Mapping; (Harris et al. 2024) although these are
emergent, technical and may not yet be privileged by scientific confidence. Finally, having
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the orientation towards a more systemic focus for action on human trafficking does not
mean we have yet the tools, skills and technologies to optimize its potential, and we should
forever be alert to the risk of well-intentioned change causing heightened risks of harm.

5. Conclusions
In conclusion, we call on human trafficking scholars, activists, practitioners and policy

makers to embrace systems thinking in their work and be explicit in the way systems
theory and methods are used in their work to address the complexity of human trafficking.
Through an increased systemic focus on counter-trafficking work including the emergence
of public health approaches, survivor- or lived-experience leadership and developments in
the research domain, there are opportunities to address a global problem sustained by a
web of interacting individual, community, national and international factors. The strengths
of a systems-thinking approach to the human trafficking and the prevention of it are in the
process of unpacking the dynamic and complex factors contributing to the problem rather
than a prescriptive framework or one-size fits all approach. The examples presented here
are emergent and contribute to the gradual development of a movement to bring a systems
lens closer to the field. This paper is an explicit invitation to continue a conversation about
how we can bring better methods, approaches, practices and policies to bear on, what is, a
truly complex systems problem.
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