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ABSTRACT

Background: Human trafficking is a major public health concern and a serious violation of
human rights, with profound socio-demographic and psychosocial consequences for
survivors. Understanding the characteristics and support systems of rescued victims is
essential for developing effective rehabilitation and reintegration strategies.

Objective: To evaluate the socio-demographic characteristics and psychosocial factors
among rescued victims of human trafficking residing in a government-run shelter home in
North Karnataka, India.

Methods: A descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted among 40 rescued victims of
human trafficking aged >18 years residing at a state-run shelter home in Hubballi, Karnataka,
between January 2023 and December 2024. Participants were recruited using convenience
sampling. Data on socio-demographic characteristics and psychosocial factors were collected
through a structured proforma and semi-structured questionnaire following informed consent.
Data were analyzed using IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.
Categorical variables were summarized as frequencies and percentages, and associations
were assessed using Fisher's exact test, with p<0.05 considered statistically significant.
Results: Most participants were aged 2635 years (45.0%), resided in rural areas (80.0%),
belonged to low socioeconomic status (60.0%), were unemployed (75.0%), and had
secondary education or below (82.5%). More than half were married (55.0%). Living
immediate family members were reported by 80.0% of participants, while 92.5% indicated
that their families were aware of their current circumstances. Family willingness to act as the
primary caregiver was reported by 54.1%, and 51.3% received regular family visits. No
statistically significant association was observed between family willingness to provide
primary caregiving and the presence of psychiatric illness (p=0.212).
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Conclusion: Rescued victims of human trafficking predominantly originated from
socioeconomically disadvantaged rural backgrounds and exhibited substantial psychosocial
vulnerabilities. Although family support was available for many survivors, important gaps in
caregiving and community reintegration remained. These findings highlight the need for
multidisciplinary rehabilitation services integrating mental health care, family-centered
interventions, vocational rehabilitation, and sustained community support to facilitate long-

term recovery and social reintegration.

Keywords: Human trafficking, Mental health, Socioeconomic factors, Psycho-social factors,

Rehabilitation, state run shelter home

INTRODUCTION

Human trafficking represents one of the
most severe violations of human rights and
continues to be recognized as a critical
global public health and social issue. It
encompasses the recruitment, transportation,
transfer, harboring, or receipt of individuals
through coercion, force, deception, abuse of
power, or exploitation of vulnerability for
exploitative purposes [1]. Survivors are
frequently exposed to multiple forms of
abuse, including physical violence, sexual
exploitation, forced labor, and psychological
maltreatment, all of which have profound
and enduring effects on their physical,
mental, and social well-being. Globally,
women and girls account for the majority of
identified trafficking victims, with their
vulnerability often linked to poverty, limited
educational opportunities, social
marginalization, and gender-based
discrimination [2].

The consequences of human trafficking
extend far beyond physical harm and
include substantial psychological and social
repercussions. Evidence consistently
indicates that survivors experience elevated
rates of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress disorder, substance use disorders, and
suicidal behaviors [3]. Recurrent exposure
to violence, prolonged victimization, social
isolation, and uncertainty about the future
collectively contribute to severe
psychological distress. Even after rescue,
many survivors encounter considerable
challenges during community reintegration
because of social stigma, disrupted family

psychosocial difficulties frequently persist
despite ongoing rehabilitation efforts [4].

Assessment of socio-demographic
characteristics is fundamental to
understanding both the vulnerability to
trafficking and the rehabilitation
requirements of survivors. Previous research
has demonstrated that trafficked individuals
often come from economically
disadvantaged families, possess limited
educational qualifications, have restricted
employment opportunities, and
predominantly reside in rural or socially
marginalized communities. In addition,
family dysfunction, marital disruption, and
insufficient social support have been
identified as significant factors influencing
adverse mental health outcomes among

trafficking  survivors [5,6]. Therefore,
comprehensive  evaluation of  socio-
demographic  attributes  together with

psychosocial conditions 1is essential for
planning effective rehabilitation strategies
and developing targeted interventions [7].

Despite the implementation of several
legislative and policy initiatives, human
trafficking continues to pose a major
challenge in India. Persistent socioeconomic
factors such as poverty, unemployment,
migration, gender inequality, and inadequate
awareness continue to increase individuals'
vulnerability to trafficking [7]. Moreover, in
Karnataka, the problem is particularly
complex, with deeply rooted social
determinants contributing to the state's role
as both a transit and destination region for
trafficked persons in South India [8].

relationships, financial instability, and  Government-supported  shelter =~ homes
inadequate social support. These established under rehabilitation programs
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have been instrumental in providing rescued
survivors with protection, psychological
counseling, healthcare  services, and
assistance ~ for  social  reintegration.
Nevertheless, evidence describing the socio-
demographic profile and psychosocial
characteristics of rescued victims residing in
these rehabilitation facilities remains limited
[9,10].

A thorough understanding of the socio-
demographic background and psychosocial
experiences of rescued trafficking survivors
is essential for identifying their mental
health needs and designing appropriate
rehabilitation  services. Evaluation of
educational attainment, socioeconomic
status, family support, and psychosocial
vulnerabilities offers valuable insight into
the barriers encountered during recovery
and community reintegration. Furthermore,
such evidence can strengthen the existing
body of literature  while  guiding
policymakers, mental health professionals,
and  rehabilitation  organizations  in
formulating evidence-based interventions
tailored to this highly vulnerable population.
Against this background, the present study
was undertaken to assess the socio-
demographic characteristics and
psychosocial factors among rescued victims
of human trafficking residing at a state-run
shelter home in the North Karnataka region.

MATERIALS & METHODS

Study design and Participants

This was a single-center, descriptive, cross-
sectional study conducted among rescued
victims of human trafficking residing at the
state-run shelter home, Hubballi, Karnataka,
India. The study was carried out over a
period of 24 months from January 2023 to
December 2024. A total of 40 participants
were included in the study.

Inclusion criteria

1. All rescued victims of human trafficking
residing at the shelter home, Hubballi

2. Age >18 years

3. Willingness to provide informed consent
for participation in the study

Exclusion criteria

Participants:

1. With organic brain disorder

2. Not willing to provide valid informed

consent
Sampling method
Convenience sampling was employed,

wherein all eligible participants available
during the study period and fulfilling the
inclusion criteria were recruited into the
study.

Data collection

Data were collected using a pre-structured
proforma, semi-structured questionnaire,
and standardized psychiatric assessment
instruments. After obtaining informed
consent, detailed information regarding
socio-demographic  characteristics, and
psychosocial factors was collected through
interviews. A comprehensive case history
including age, educational status, marital
status, occupation, socioeconomic
background, trafficking-related factors,
psychosocial stressors, and other relevant
clinical information was obtained and
recorded in the proforma.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical committee approval was obtained
from the Institutional Ethics Committee of
Karnataka Institute of Medical Sciences,
Hubballi (Ref. No.: KIMS: ETHICS
COMM:864:2022-23; Dated: 30.03.2023)
prior to the commencement of the study.
Also, permission to conduct the study was
obtained from the Project Director,
Department of Women and Child
Development, Karnataka, and the authorities
of the shelter home, Hubballi. Written
informed consent was obtained from all
participants before enrolment in the study.
Confidentiality of the participants was
maintained throughout the study, and
participants were informed of their right to
withdraw from the study at any stage
without any consequences.
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Statistical Analysis

Data were entered into Microsoft Excel
2021 and analyzed using IBM Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
Version 20. Categorical variables were
expressed as frequencies and percentages,
and compared using Fisher’s exact test.
p<0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

RESULT

The majority of the participants belonged to
the 26-35 years age group (45.0%),
followed by 18-25 years (30.0%), while
only 7.5% were aged 46 years and above.
Most participants were Hindus (65.0%),
followed by Muslims (25.0%), whereas
Christians and individuals belonging to
other religions each constituted 5.0% of the
study population. A large proportion of the

participants were from rural areas (80.0%),
while 20.0% were from urban areas.
Regarding socio-economic status (SES),
60.0% belonged to the low SES and 40.0%
belonged to the middle SES. Educational
status revealed that 32.5% had attained
secondary education, 30.0% had primary
education, 20.0% were illiterate, and 17.5%
were graduates or above. With respect to
occupation, the majority were unemployed
(75.0%), while 20.0% were engaged in
unskilled labour and 5.0% in skilled labour.
Half of the participants belonged to nuclear
families (50.0%), followed by joint families
(30.0%) and broken families (20.0%). More
than half of the participants were married
(55.0%), whereas 25.0% were separated or
divorced, 12.5% were widows, and 7.5%
were single (Table 1).

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of rescued victims of human trafficking

Variables Category N (%)
Age (years) 18-25 12 (30.0)
26-35 18 (45.0)
3645 7(17.5)
>46 3(7.5
Religion Hindu 26 (65.0)
Muslim 10 (25.0)
Christian 2 (5.0)
Others 2 (5.0)
Place of Residence Rural 32 (80.0)
Urban 8 (20.0)
Socio-economic Status | Low 24 (60.0)
Middle 16 (40.0)
High 0(0.0)
Education Illiterate 8 (20.0)
Primary 12 (30.0)
Secondary 13 (32.5)
Graduate and above | 7 (17.5)
Occupation Unemployed 30 (75.0)
Unskilled Labour 8 (20.0)
Skilled Labour 2(5.0)
Type of Family Nuclear 20 (50.0)
Joint 12 (30.0)
Broken 8 (20.0)
Marital Status Single 3(7.5)
Married 22 (55.0)
Separated/Divorced | 10 (25.0)
Widow 5(2.5)

The duration of stay in the state home varied
among participants, with half (50.0%)
having stayed for less than six months. A

further 37% had resided in the facility for 6—
12 months, while only 13% had stayed for
more than 12 months, indicating that the
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majority of participants were relatively

recent (Figure 1).

W <6 months
M 6-12 months

H > 12 months

Figure 1. Duration of stay at the shelter home, Hubballi

Most participants had living immediate
family members (80.0%), and their families
were aware of their current status (92.5%).
Among those whose families were aware
(n=37), 54.1% reported that their families

were willing to act as primary caregivers,
while 51.3% received regular family visits.
A family history of psychiatric illness was
reported by 12.5% of the participants (Table
2).

Table 2. Psycho-social factors among rescued victims of human trafficking

Variable Category | N (%)
Living status of immediate family member Alive 32 (80.0)
Deceased | 8 (20.0)
Family aware of current status Yes 37(92.5)
No 3(7.5)
Family willing to be primary caregiver (n=37) | Yes 20 (54.1)
No 17 (45.9)
Regular family visits (n=37) Yes 19 (51.3)
No 18 (48.7)
Family history of psychiatric illness Yes 5(2.5)
No 35 (87.5)

The results on association between family
willingness to be primary caregiver and
presence of psychiatric illness. Results
depicted that among participants whose
families were willing to act as primary
caregivers, 90.0% had psychiatric illness
and 10.0% did not. Among those whose
families were not willing to act as primary
caregivers, 70.6% had psychiatric illness

and 29.4% did not. Although psychiatric
illness was more common among
participants whose families were willing to
be primary caregivers, the association
between family willingness to be a primary
caregiver and the presence of psychiatric

illness was not statistically significant (p =
0.212).
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Table 3. Association between family willingness to be primary caregiver and presence of psychiatric

illness

Family willing to be primary caregiver | Psychiatric Illness | p-value

Present | Absent

Yes 18 (90.0) | 2(10.0) | 0.212

No 12 (70.6) | 5(29.4)

Total 30(81.1) | 7(18.9)

Values were N (%) unless otherwise stated

DISCUSSION followed by those aged 18-25 years (30%),

Human trafficking remains a major human
rights violation and an important public

health  concern, producing extensive
physical,  psychological, and  social
consequences for survivors. Individuals
rescued from trafficking  frequently
experience multiple forms of vulnerability
resulting from poverty, social
marginalization, fractured family

relationships, and prolonged exposure to
traumatic events [7]. Human trafficking in
Karnataka remains a significant and
multifaceted problem driven by deeply
embedded social inequalities, positioning
the state as an important transit as well as
destination region for trafficked individuals
in South India. Women and children
constitute the most vulnerable groups,
frequently being exploited for commercial
sexual exploitation and forced labor. From a
sociological perspective, human trafficking
extends beyond a criminal offense and
represents a grave violation of human rights,
rooted in structural determinants such as
poverty, gender inequality, social exclusion,
and entrenched patriarchal systems [8]. A
comprehensive understanding of the socio-
demographic profile and psychosocial
circumstances of trafficking survivors is
essential for planning effective
rehabilitation and facilitating successful
social reintegration [7]. Hence, the present
single-center, descriptive, cross-sectional
study was conducted to assess the socio-
demographic characteristics and
psychosocial factors among rescued victims
of human trafficking residing in a state-run
shelter home in the North Karnataka region.
The age distribution of participants
demonstrated that most survivors were
between 26 and 35 years of age (45%),

whereas only a small proportion (7.5%)
were 46 years or older. These findings are
consistent with previous investigations
involving trafficking survivors and other
vulnerable female populations, which have
similarly reported that young adults
constitute the largest proportion of victims
[9,10]. Women in early adulthood are
particularly  susceptible to trafficking
because of socioeconomic deprivation,
unemployment, limited educational
opportunities, and  persistent  gender
inequalities. Studies by Zimmerman et al.
and Knight et al., reported that young adult
women most frequently affected by
trafficking and related exploitation [2,11].
The predominance of economically
productive young adults in the present study
underscores the substantial social and
economic impact of human trafficking.

The religious distribution showed that
Hindus constituted the largest proportion of
participants (65%), followed by Muslims
(25%), while Christians and individuals
from other religions each represented 5% of
the study population. This pattern is likely
reflective of the demographic characteristics
of the study region rather than indicating
religion-specific susceptibility to trafficking.
Notably, 80% of participants originated
from rural areas, suggesting that rural
communities continue to experience a
disproportionate ~ burden = of  human
trafficking. Similar findings have been
reported in Indian studies, where rural
residence, poverty, inadequate educational
access, and limited employment
opportunities were identified as key
contributors to trafficking vulnerability
[12,13]. These findings emphasize the
importance of implementing focused
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awareness campaigns and preventive
interventions within rural populations.

Evaluation  of  socioeconomic and
educational characteristics revealed
considerable disadvantage among the
participants. Most survivors belonged to the
low socioeconomic status category (60%),
and none were classified within the high
socioeconomic group. Additionally, one-
fifth of the participants were illiterate,
whereas only 17.5% had completed
graduate-level education or higher. Existing
literature consistently recognizes economic
deprivation and limited educational
attainment as major determinants of
vulnerability to human trafficking [14,15].
Restricted educational opportunities often
reduce  employability and  increase
dependence on exploitative networks.
Similar conclusions have been reported by
James and Ranghanathan, who observed
that trafficking survivors predominantly
originate from socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds [13]. The
present findings further reinforce the close

relationship between socioeconomic
deprivation and the risk of human
trafficking.

The occupational characteristics of the study
participants  further  reflected  their
disadvantaged socioeconomic
circumstances. Three-fourths of the women
were unemployed, whereas only 5% were
engaged n skilled occupations.
Unemployment and financial insecurity
have long been recognized as important
factors promoting migration and increasing
vulnerability to trafficking. Economic
dependence frequently exposes women to
exploitative circumstances and coercive
environments. Comparable occupational
profiles have been described among rescued
trafficking survivors in previous studies,
where unemployment and engagement in
unskilled work predominated [16,17]. These
findings highlight the critical need to
integrate vocational training and skill-
development initiatives into post-rescue
rehabilitation programs.

Family composition and marital status
constitute important psychosocial
determinants that may influence

rehabilitation outcomes. In the present
study, half of the participants belonged to
nuclear families, while one-fifth came from
broken families. More than half of the
women were married, whereas one-quarter
were separated or divorced. Family
instability and marital disruption have
previously been identified as important
contributors to psychological distress among
trafficking survivors. Altun et al., similarly
reported that disrupted family relationships
and social isolation substantially influence
survivors' mental health and recovery [18].
The relatively high proportion of separated
or divorced participants observed in this
study may represent one of the long-term
social consequences associated  with
trafficking and exploitation.

Assessment of psychosocial characteristics
indicated that most participants had
surviving immediate family —members
(80%), and the majority reported that their
families were aware of their current
circumstances (92.5%). Among those whose
families were informed, 54.1% indicated
that family members were willing to assume
the role of primary caregiver, while 51.3%
received regular family visits. These
observations suggest that meaningful family
support was available for a substantial
proportion of survivors. Concurrently,
previous  studies  have  consistently
emphasized that family support is a key
determinant of successful psychological
recovery and community reintegration
following rescue [19,20]. Nevertheless, the
absence of regular caregiver involvement or
family wvisits for nearly half of the
participants indicates persistent barriers to
reintegration  and  underscores  the
importance of strengthening family-centered
and community-based rehabilitation
services.

Only 12.5% of participants reported a
family history of psychiatric illness.
Regarding rehabilitation, half of the
participants had remained in the shelter
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home for less than six months, whereas only
a small proportion (12.5%) had stayed for
more than one year. This pattern may
indicate active rehabilitation and
reintegration efforts within the shelter home.
The association between family willingness
to act as the primary caregiver and the
presence of psychiatric illness was also
explored in the present study. Psychiatric
illness was identified in 90% of participants
whose families expressed willingness to
provide primary care, compared with 70.6%
among participants whose families were
unwilling. Although this difference was not
statistically significant (p = 0.212), the
observed trend may have practical
relevance. The absence of statistical
significance is likely attributable to the
limited sample size. Nevertheless, these
findings may suggest that recognition of
psychiatric illness encourages greater family

involvement in caregiving, reflecting
increased  awareness of  survivors'
psychological support needs. Further

investigations involving larger samples are
warranted to clarify this relationship.

This study had several strengths. The
present  study contributes  important
evidence regarding the socio-demographic
and psychosocial characteristics of rescued
victims of human trafficking, a population
that remains inadequately represented in the
existing literature. The comprehensive
assessment of family support and
psychosocial factors enhances both the
clinical relevance and practical applicability
of the findings. However, certain limitations
of this study should also be acknowledged.
The relatively small sample size, single-
center cross-sectional design, and use of
convenience sampling limit the
generalizability of the findings and preclude
causal interpretation. Furthermore, the
reliance on self-reported information may
have introduced both recall bias and
reporting bias.

CONCLUSION
The present study found that rescued
victims of human trafficking predominantly

belonged to rural, socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds and experienced
multiple  psychosocial  vulnerabilities.

Family support was available for most
participants; however, gaps in caregiving
and social reintegration persisted. These
findings  highlight the need  for
comprehensive mental health, rehabilitation,
and community-based support services for
human trafficking survivors.
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