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Modern Slavery & Human Trafficking – Bulletin for NHS 

All sorts of people and professions may encounter Modern Slavery, recognise and report it.

Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking is 

happening every day across the UK, affecting 

people of all ages, genders, and nationalities. 

Some estimates suggest that as many as 

136,000 people in the UK are trapped in modern 

slavery. 10,627 potential victims of modern 

slavery were submitted to the UK’s National 

Referral Mechanism (NRM) in 2019, 55% were 

adults, 43% children and 27% UK nationals. 

Health organisations have a significant role in 

identifying and supporting victims of modern 

slavery and human trafficking who come to them 

for care or treatment. Areas across health, such 

as GP surgeries, emergency departments, 

sexual health clinics, community nursing, 

midwifery, health visiting, may unknowingly 

come into contact first with potential victims. 

NHS England reports 1 in 8 NHS staff think they 

have seen a victim of modern slavery in their 

clinical practice, and 1 in 5 victims report coming 

into contact with healthcare services. 

What is Modern Slavery? 

Modern slavery is a serious crime that violates 

human rights, encompassing slavery, servitude, 

forced or compulsory labour, and human 

trafficking for the purpose of exploitation. Victims 

are forced, threatened, coerced or deceived into 

situations of subjugation, degradation, abuse 

and exploitation, which undermine their personal 

identity and sense of self. They have little choice 

in what happens to them and often suffer 

violence or threats towards their families. Human 

trafficking victims include those transported 

around the UK into exploitative situations. 

Modern slavery causes extreme health 

inequalities and disproportionately affects 

people in more vulnerable circumstances. 

Forced labour 

Victims are promised work and a chance for a 

better life. They may work for their exploiters or 

often are found legitimate work (agriculture, food 

processing, manufacturing, construction, 

takeaways, hospitality, care sector, etc.) and 

forced to forfeit most or all of their wages as 

payment for finding work/expenses (often 

creating a debt bondage) which may include 

travel and sub-standard accommodation. 

Sexual exploitation 

Victims are forced or coerced into sex work or 

sexual abuse and may be frequently moved 

around. Whilst women and children make up the 

majority of victims, men can also be affected. 

Criminal exploitation 

Victims are coerced, controlled or deceived into 

committing crimes for someone else’s gain, such 

as shoplifting, drug cultivation, county lines, drug 

dealing, begging, benefit or other fraud, etc. 

Domestic servitude 

Victims are forced to carry out housework, 

domestic chores, childcare, etc., in private 

households with little or no pay, restricted 

movement and free time, often fed poorly, with 

minimal privacy, often sleeping where they work. 

Spotting the Signs 

Trafficked and exploited persons often live at the 

margins of society, hidden and unable to ask for 

help. Given the high-risk jobs they do, victims 

often require healthcare services to treat 

problems related to their exploitation. 

The NHS is a key setting where potential victims 

can be detected, asked questions in a safe  

place (if safe to do so), and provided with 

compassionate care, autonomy, dignity and 

support, to make a difference to their lives. 

Physical Appearance & Health 

• May look malnourished, unkempt, neglected 

and withdrawn. May avoid eye contact, 

appear anxious, agitated, or distressed. 

• Physical health: untreated injuries which may 

have unclear explanations, or injuries from 

inadequate H&S/PPE at work; neurological 

symptoms (headaches, dizziness, poor 

memory); fatigue, chronic pain (exacerbated 

by lack of sleep and stress); malnutrition and 

vitamin deficiencies/anaemia; dental pain 

(from abuse, or neglect of dental hygiene), 

respiratory or cardiovascular symptoms; 

chest and skin infections; musculoskeletal 

and abdominal pains (incl. from sexual 
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abuse); sexual trauma; STIs; gastrointestinal 

symptoms (could be related to internally 

concealed packets of illegal substances), 

deterioration of pre-existing chronic medical 

condition, post-operative pain (infection/ 

scarring from organ harvesting). 

• Mental health: symptoms of psychiatric and 

psychological distress and abuse; anxiety; 

depression; PTSD; attachment and identity 

issues; inability to regulate emotions; loss of 

autonomy; substance misuse and addictions; 

deliberate self-harm; eating disorders; 

children behaving untypically for their age. 

• Late pregnancy bookings. 

Isolation and Relationships 

• Relationships that don't seem right. 

• Appearing under the control or influence of 

others; presence of others who speak for them. 

• May have limited English (may only have 

vocabulary related to their exploitation). 

• Unsure of their home or work address. 

• Children not in education (isolated migrant 

children showing signs of malnutrition/neglect 

could also indicate parents are victims). 

Living / Working Conditions 

• Being found out of area/travelling out of 

county to visit emergency departments/GPs. 

• Receive little/no payment. Believe they are in 

debt to their exploiters/overpay for rent, etc. 

• Work excessive hours. 

• Live in poor or overcrowded accommodation, 

and/or live and work at the same address. 

Restricted Freedom of Movement 

• Not registered with a GP, poor access to 

medical care and a vague medical history. 

• May have suspicious looking or no identity 

documents and few personal possessions. 

• May feel that they cannot leave. May have 

had their travel documents retained. 

• Regularly dropped off/collected for work, 

individually or in groups. May travel at 

unusual times, or in overcrowded vehicles. 

Reluctant/Fearful to Seek Help 

• Distrustful/fearful of authorities, may try to 

hide their situation or change their account, 

due to not knowing who to trust or where to 

get help, fear of deportation (even when they 

have a right to reside/work), fear of 

retribution or violence to them or their family. 

If I Suspect a Person is a Victim of 

Modern Slavery? 

Victims of modern slavery have been through 

trauma and should be treated with the same 

sensitivity as other vulnerable groups, such as 

victims of domestic violence and child abuse. 

The key role of healthcare professionals is 

identifying potential victims and making timely 

referrals. Trust and act on your professional 

instinct that something is not quite right. A 

potential victim may not return to your healthcare 

setting, so addressing immediate clinical needs 

is paramount. Primary and emergency care is 

free to all, regardless of residency or registration.  

Safeguarding issues like modern slavery should 

be dealt with after immediate clinical needs: 

• Where safe to do so, speak to the potential 

victim away from anyone accompanying 

them. Don’t raise concerns in the presence 

of an accompanying person. Always use an 

independent interpreter. 

• If you think someone is at risk of immediate 

harm or if there is a threat to staff or patient 

safety, try to encourage the patient to stay, 

remain calm, and call the Police on 999. 

• Follow safeguarding procedures / refer to the 

NHS Safeguarding app. Share your concerns 

with your line manager / named doctor, or talk 

to a designated nurse / doctor in your CCG. 

• Refer children to Children’s Social Services. 

• If safe to do so, give adult potential victims a 

language-specific information sheet about 

support available, or a card with the Modern 

Slavery Helpline number. 

• If you believe the person may be an Adult at 

Risk, refer to Adult Social Services who will 

assess whether a safeguarding enquiry is 

required. Consider capacity. 

• The NRM is the UK’s framework for 

identifying victims of modern slavery so they 

receive appropriate support. Frontline NHS 

staff who encounter a potential victim will 

need to work with a First Responder agency 

to make a referral (with consent for adults). 

First Responder agencies include the Modern 

Slavery Helpline, The Salvation Army, Social 

Care, the Police. 

• If there is not an immediate risk of harm, 

report crimes to the police on 101 or via the 

Modern Slavery Helpline on 08000 121 700. 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/safeguarding/nhs-england-safeguarding-app/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/support-for-victims-of-human-trafficking
https://www.modernslaveryhelpline.org/media/appeals
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/human-trafficking-victims-referral-and-assessment-forms/guidance-on-the-national-referral-mechanism-for-potential-adult-victims-of-modern-slavery-england-and-wales#first-responder-organisations
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As well as being First Responders and providing advice and support for victims, professionals seeking 

further advice on reporting concerns, making referrals, or safety planning, can contact either: 

→ Modern Slavery Helpline 24/7 on 08000 121 700 

→ The Salvation Army helpline 24/7 on 0300 303 8151 or 0800 808 3733
 

Further Information, CPD and Resources 

Educational & Training Videos 

NHS Modern 
Slavery 
awareness video. 

Home Office video on 
Understanding Modern 
Slavery and Human 
Trafficking. 

Short CPD videos from 
the Gangmasters & 
Labour Abuse Authority. 

Free the 
Unseen – 
Know the 
Signs video. 

13 minute 
TED Talk by 
charity 
Unseen. 

Spot the Signs – Modern Slavery Victim Indicators 

For a comprehensive list of 
indicators, including health 
and maternity indicators see 
the Home Office Modern 
Slavery Statutory Guidance, 
pages 32-36 & 71-76. 

Department 
of Health 
NHS leaflet 
for staff 
areas. 

Royal College of 
Nursing – Modern 
Slavery pocket 
guide for nurses 
& midwives and 
infographic flyer. 

GLAA – Spot the 
Signs of Labour 
Exploitation booklet 
and the Dos and 
Don’ts when 
assisting victims. 

Unseen – 
Summary of 
indicators 
relating to 
different types 
of slavery.  

The Unseen app makes reporting to the Modern Slavery 
Helpline even easier and provides a guide to recognising the 
signs of modern slavery and reporting concerns. 

United Nations 
human trafficking 
indicators. 

Domestic 
servitude flyers 
and info. 

Further Reading 

30 minute e-Learning for Healthcare programme on 
Identifying & Supporting Victims of Modern Slavery 
(accessible via ESR). 

Statutory guidance & principles for the NHS – 
Home Office Modern Slavery Statutory Guidance, 
pages 89-93. 

Home Office Modern Slavery awareness & victim 
identification guidance booklet for public sector staff. 

PHE Migrant Health guide collection for 
healthcare practitioners on health needs and 
entitlements of migrant patients. 

Public facing resources for potential victims / vulnerable groups 

Government produced 
Information leaflets for 
victims in various languages. 

Modern Slavery Helpline 
business cards and posters 
in various languages. 

GLAA Workers Rights leaflets and 
Workers' Checklist (your rights as a worker 
in the UK) in various languages. 

Just Good Work is a free, interactive app in various languages to help all 
jobseekers and workers understand their UK employment rights, recognise 
poor treatment at work and access remedy. 

GLAA Helpline posters 
in various languages. 

Sharing Intelligence 

Report suspicions and intelligence to the Police using 
the Partner Agency Information Sharing Portal (not for 
crime reporting). For further information about reporting 
intelligence, visit the Preventing Exploitation Toolkit. 

If you have any information about mistreatment 
of workers, labour providers operating without 
a licence, or a business using an unlicensed 
gangmaster – GLAA: intelligence@gla.gov.uk  
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