
Global Estimates of Modern Slavery 

Forced Labour  
and Forced Marriage

September 2022





September 2022

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery 

Forced Labour  
and Forced Marriage



Copyright © International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) 2022   

First published 2022 

       

This is an open access work distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0). Users can reuse, 
share, adapt and build upon the original work, as detailed in the License. The ILO, Walk 
Free and IOM must be clearly credited as the joint owners of the original work. The use of 
the emblem of the ILO, Walk Free and IOM is not permitted in connection with users’ work.

Translations – In case of a translation of this work, the following disclaimer must be 
added along with the attribution: This translation was not created by the ILO, Walk Free or 
IOM and should not be considered an official ILO, Walk Free or IOM translation. The ILO, Walk 
Free and IOM are not responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation.

Adaptations – In case of an adaptation of this work, the following disclaimer must be 
added along with the attribution: This is an adaptation of an original work by the ILO, Walk 
Free and IOM. Responsibility for the views and opinions expressed in the adaptation rests solely 
with the author or authors of the adaptation and are not endorsed by the ILO, Walk Free or IOM. 

All queries on rights and licensing should be addressed to ILO Publications (Rights and 
Licensing), CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland, or by email to rights@ilo.org.

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage

International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), Geneva, 2022

ISBN: 978-92-2-037483-2 (web PDF)

The designations employed in this publication, which are in conformity with United 
Nations practice, and the presentation of material therein do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the ILO, Walk Free or IOM concerning the legal 
status of any country, area or territory or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation 
of its frontiers.

The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed articles, studies and other 
contributions rests solely with their authors, and publication does not constitute an 
endorsement by the ILO, Walk Free, or IOM of the opinions expressed in them.

Reference to names of firms and commercial products and processes does not imply their 
endorsement by the ILO, Walk Free, or IOM and any failure to mention a particular firm, 
commercial product or process is not a sign of disapproval.

Information on ILO publications and digital products can be found at: www.ilo.org/publns.

This publication has been issued without IOM Publications Unit approval for adherence to 
IOM’s brand and style standards.

 

Cover image: International Organization for Migration

Design and layout by Candy Factory 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:rights%40ilo.org?subject=
mailto:www.ilo.org/publns?subject=
https://candyfactory.ch/


Ph
ot

o 
G

ra
ce

 F
or

re
st

.



Ph
ot

o:
 IL

O
 / 

M
ar

ce
l C

ro
ze

t.



Executive summary 1
Introduction 11
Part 1.  Scale and manifestations of modern slavery 17
1.1 Modern slavery 19
1.2 Forced labour 22

  1.2.1 Overview and trends 22
  1.2.2 Forced labour exploitation 30
  1.2.3 Forced commercial sexual exploitation 45
  1.2.4 Forced labour of children 46
  1.2.5 State-imposed forced labour 50

1.3 Forced marriage 59
  1.3.1  Overview and trends 59
  1.3.2 Circumstances surrounding forced marriages 69

Part 2. Ending modern slavery: the path to 2030 77
2.1. Forced labour 79
2.2 Forced marriage 99
Annex.   Methodology 109
Endnotes 119

Table
of contents

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Ph
ot

o:
 IL

O
 / 

M
ar

ce
l C

ro
ze

t.



Executive
summary



Modern slavery is the very antithesis of social justice and sustainable develop-
ment. The 2021 Global Estimates indicate there are 50 million people in situa-
tions of modern slavery on any given day, either forced to work against their 
will or in a marriage that they were forced into. This number translates to nearly 
one of every 150 people in the world. The estimates also indicate that situations 
of modern slavery are by no means transient – entrapment in forced labour can 
last years, while in most cases forced marriage is a life sentence. And sadly, the 
situation is not improving. The 2021 Global Estimates show that millions more 
men, women, and children have been forced to work or marry in the period since 
the previous estimates were released in 2017. 

Through the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the global 
community has committed to ending modern slavery among children by 2025, 
and universally by 2030 (Target 8.7). This report underscores the scale of the 
challenge facing the global community in the short period remaining to meet 
these ambitious targets. 

Compounding crises – the COVID-19 pandemic, armed conflicts, and climate 
change – in recent years have led to unprecedented disruption to employment 
and education, increases in extreme poverty and forced and unsafe migra-
tion, and an upsurge in reports of gender-based violence, together serving to 
heighten the risk of all forms of modern slavery. As is usually the case, it is those 
who are already in situations of greatest vulnerability – including the poor and 
socially excluded, workers in the informal economy, irregular or otherwise un-
protected migrant workers, and people subject to discrimination – who are most 
affected. 

It is urgent that the global community gathers the will and resources to over-
come these obstacles and get progress towards ending modern slavery back on 
track. Promises and statements of good intent are not enough. While the prin-
cipal responsibility for change lies with national governments, a whole of society 
approach is needed – the social partners, participants in the social and solidarity 
economy, businesses, investors, survivor groups, civil society, and an array of 
other actors have critical roles to play. Technical cooperation and assistance 
from UN agencies, other multilateral and bilateral organizations, international 
non-governmental organizations, and other groups will also be important to 
progress. Social dialogue provides an essential framework for building lasting, 
consensus-based solutions to the challenge of modern slavery.

The global and regional estimates presented in this report were developed by 
the International Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM). The estimates are based on a jointly devel-
oped methodology summarised in the Annex and described in detail in the 
methodology report produced along with this 2021 Global Estimates report. As 
was the case for the 2016 global estimates, the 2021 calculations are derived 
from multiple data sources, as no single source was sufficiently reliable. The 
principal sources are data from nationally representative household surveys – 
68 forced labour surveys and 75 forced marriage surveys – jointly conducted by 
ILO and Walk Free, as well as the Counter Trafficking Data Collaborative (CTDC) 
anonymised case dataset on victims of trafficking collected by IOM and its part-
ners in the process of providing protection and assistance services to trafficked 
persons. 

Executive summary

1

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Overview of key findings
Modern slavery, as defined for the purpose of the global estimates, is comprised 
of two principal components – forced labour and forced marriage. Both refer to 
situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or cannot leave because of 
threats, violence, deception, abuse of power or other forms of coercion. 

The scourge of modern slavery has by no means been relegated to his-
tory. The 2021 Global Estimates indicate that 49.6 million people are in modern 
slavery on any given day, either forced to work against their will or in a marriage 
that they were forced into. Forced labour accounts for 27.6 million of those in 
modern slavery and forced marriage for 22 million. 

Forced labour
Forced labour, as set out in the ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No.29),1 
refers to “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace 
of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily.”

There are 27.6 million people in situations of forced labour on any given 
day. This absolute number translates to 3.5 people in forced labour for every 
thousand people in the world. Women and girls make up 11.8 million of the total 
in forced labour. More than 3.3 million of all those in forced labour are children. 

Forced labour has grown in recent years. A simple comparison with the 2016 
global estimates indicates an increase of 2.7 million in the number people in 
forced labour between 2016 and 2021, which translates to a rise in the prevalence 
of forced labour from 3.4 to 3.5 per thousand people in the world. The increase 
in the number of people in forced labour was driven entirely by forced labour 
in the private economy, both in forced commercial sexual exploitation and in 
forced labour in other sectors.

The initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic were accompanied by wide-
spread reports of forced labour linked to the crisis. Disruptions to income 
because of the pandemic led to greater indebtedness among workers and with it 
reports of a rise in debt bondage among some workers lacking access to formal 
credit channels. The crisis also resulted in a deterioration of working conditions 
for many workers, in some cases leading to forced labour. Yet little is known 
about how forced labour risks have evolved since the initial months of the crisis, 
as strict economy-wide workplace shutdowns were phased out in most countries 
and the world economy began its fragile recovery. There are many reasons for 
concern in this regard. The World Bank indicates that extreme poverty – one im-
portant metric of forced labour risk – remains far higher than the pre-pandemic 
trajectory2 and the ILO reports that the jobs recovery has stalled in much of the 
world.3 
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No region of the world is spared from forced labour. Asia and the Pacific is 
host to more than half of the global total (15.1 million), followed by Europe and 
Central Asia (4.1 million), Africa (3.8 million), the Americas (3.6 million), and the 
Arab States (0.9 million). But this regional ranking changes considerably when 
forced labour is expressed as a proportion of the population. By this measure, 
forced labour is highest in the Arab States (5.3 per thousand people), followed 
by Europe and Central Asia (4.4 per thousand), the Americas and Asia and the 
Pacific (both at 3.5 per thousand), and Africa (2.9 per thousand).

Forced labour is a concern regardless of a country’s wealth. More than half 
of all forced labour occurs in either upper-middle income or high-income coun-
tries. When population is taken into account, forced labour is highest in low 
income countries (6.3 per thousand people) followed by high income countries 
(4.4 per thousand).

Most forced labour occurs in the private economy. Eighty-six per cent of 
forced labour cases are imposed by private actors – 63 per cent in the private 
economy in sectors other than commercial sexual exploitation and 23 per cent 
in forced commercial sexual exploitation. State-imposed forced labour accounts 
for the remaining 14 per cent of people in forced labour. 

Forced labour touches virtually all parts of the private economy. The five 
sectors accounting for the majority of total adult forced labour (87 per cent) are 
services (excluding domestic work), manufacturing, construction, agriculture 
(excluding fishing), and domestic work. Other sectors form smaller shares but 
nonetheless still account for hundreds of thousands of people. These include 
adult workers who are forced to dig for minerals or perform other mining and 
quarrying work, fishers who are trapped in forced labour aboard fishing vessels, 
people forced to beg on the street, and people forced into illicit activities.

The composition of forced labour differs from that of the broader labour 
force in a number of ways. The share of migrants in the group of people in 
forced labour is much higher than the share of migrants in the overall labour 
force. There are also relatively more men among workers in forced labour com-
pared to the labour force generally. People in forced labour are more likely to be 
in manufacturing, and much more likely to be in construction, than workers in 
the overall labour force. They are less likely to be in the services and agriculture 
sectors than workers in the overall labour force. 

People in forced labour exploitation are subjected to multiple forms of 
coercion to compel them to work against their will. The systematic and de-
liberate withholding of wages, used by abusive employers to compel workers to 
stay in a job out of fear of losing accrued earnings, is the most common form of 
coercion, experienced by 36 per cent of those in forced labour. This is followed 
by abuse of vulnerability through threat of dismissal, which was experienced by 
one in five of those in forced labour. More severe forms of coercion, including 
forced confinement, physical and sexual violence, and the deprivation of basic 
needs, are less common but by no means negligible.
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Forced labour in the private economy has an important gender dimension. 
Women in forced labour are much more likely than their male counterparts to 
be in domestic work, while men in forced labour are much more likely to be in 
the construction sector. Women are more likely to be coerced through wage 
non-payment and abuse of vulnerability, and men through threats of violence 
and financial penalties. Women are also more likely than men to be subjected to 
physical and sexual violence and threats against family members. 

Migrant workers face a higher risk of forced labour than other workers. 
The forced labour prevalence of adult migrant workers is more than three times 
higher than that of adult non-migrant workers. This figure makes clear that 
when migrant workers are not protected by law or are unable to exercise their 
rights, migration is irregular or poorly governed, or where recruitment practices 
are unfair or unethical, migration can lead to situations of vulnerability to forced 
labour. 

An estimated 6.3 million people are in situations of forced commercial 
sexual exploitation at any point in time. Gender is a key determining factor: 
nearly four out of every five people trapped in these situations are girls or 
women.

The tragedy of children subjected to forced labour demands special 
urgency. A total of 3.3 million children are in situations of forced labour, ac-
counting for about 12 per cent of all those in forced labour. And because of data 
constraints, these numbers, already alarming, may well be just the tip of the 
iceberg. The forced labour of children constitutes one component of child la-
bour,4 which the international community – through Target 8.7 of the Sustainable 
Development Goals – has committed to ending by 2025.

The forced labour of children occurs across wide array of economic sec-
tors and industries. Over half of all children in forced labour are in commercial 
sexual exploitation.5 Domestic work, agriculture, and manufacturing are among 
the many other sectors where children in forced labour are found. Qualitative 
reports indicate that children can be subjected to severe forms of coercion and 
abuse, including abduction, drugging, being held in captivity, deception, and 
manipulation of debt.  Some of the worst abuses occur in situations of armed 
conflict. 

The 2021 Global Estimates indicate that 3.9 million people are in state-im-
posed forced labour at any point in time. Males make up more than three of 
every four of those in forced labour imposed by state authorities, while 8 per 
cent of those in state-imposed forced labour are children. Over half (55 per cent) 
of all cases involve some form of abuse of compulsory prison labour, 27 per cent 
involve the abuse of conscription and 17 per cent involve forced labour for eco-
nomic development or for work beyond normal civic obligations.
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Forced marriage
Forced marriage is a complex and highly gendered practice. Although men and 
boys are also forced to marry, it predominantly affects women and girls. Forced 
marriages occur in every region of the world and cut across ethnic, cultural, 
and religious lines. The many drivers of forced marriage are closely linked to 
longstanding patriarchal attitudes and practices and are highly context specific.

The number of men, women, and children living in forced marriages has 
risen globally. An estimated 22 million people were living in situations of forced 
marriage on any given day in 2021. This is a 6.6 million increase in the number of 
people living in a forced marriage between 2016 and 2021, which translates to a 
rise in prevalence from 2.1 to 2.8 per thousand people.

Forced marriages take place in every region in the world. Nearly two-thirds 
of all forced marriages, an estimated 14.2 million people, are in Asia and the 
Pacific. This is followed by 14.5 per cent in Africa (3.2 million) and 10.4 per cent 
in Europe and Central Asia (2.3 million). When we account for the population 
in each region, prevalence of forced marriage is highest in the Arab States (4.8 
per thousand population), followed by Asia and the Pacific (3.3 per thousand 
population).

Over two-thirds of those forced to marry are female. This equates to an 
estimated 14.9 million women and girls. While women and girls account for the 
majority of people living in a forced marriage, men and boys are also subjected 
to forced marriage.

Three in every five people in a forced marriage are in lower-middle income 
countries; however, wealthier nations are not immune, with 26 per cent of 
forced marriages in high or upper-middle income countries.

Family members were responsible for the vast majority of forced mar-
riages. Most persons who reported on the circumstances of forced marriage 
were forced to marry by their parents (73 per cent) or other relatives (16 per 
cent).

Half of those living in forced marriages were coerced using emotional 
threats or verbal abuse. This includes the use of emotional blackmail – for ex-
ample, parents threatening self-harm or asserting that the family’s reputation 
will be ruined – and threats of estrangement from family members, among other 
things. Physical or sexual violence and threats of violence were the next most 
used form of coercion to force a marriage (19 per cent). 

Once forced to marry, there is greater risk of sexual exploitation, violence, 
and domestic servitude and other forms of forced labour both inside and 
outside the home. Females are more likely than males to report being forced 
to perform work by their spouse or the spouse’s family. 

COVID-19 has exacerbated the underlying drivers of all forms of modern 
slavery, including forced marriage, which often is linked to economic 
hardship. Widespread socio-economic instability due to the pandemic led to 
increased global unemployment, increased indebtedness, and an increase in 
extreme global poverty for the first time in two decades. As the data only par-
tially reflect the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the estimates presented in 
this report are likely to understate the full magnitude of the pandemic’s impact.  
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Ending modern slavery: the path to 2030
Nothing can justify the persistence of modern slavery in today’s world. We can 
and must do better. It is not a question of not knowing what to do. There is a sub-
stantial and growing body of policy and programming experience in addressing 
modern slavery, offering critical guidance for the future. The overall rise in 
modern slavery also masks numerous contexts that have registered significant 
reductions, offering additional key insights into the policy choices needed for 
progress. International legal instruments provide the normative framework for 
efforts against modern slavery.6 

Some of the key policy priorities for addressing forced labour and forced mar-
riage in the lead up to the 2030 target date for ending modern slavery are dis-
cussed below.

 Forced labour
▪	 Respect for the freedoms of workers to associate and to bargain col-

lectively is indispensable to a world free from forced labour. These funda-
mental labour rights enable workers to exert a collective voice to defend their 
shared interests and to bargain collectively for secure and decent work, thus 
creating workplaces that are inimical to forced labour and workers who are 
resilient to its risks. These rights are essential prerequisites for social dia-
logue, which in turn is critical to building lasting, consensus-based solutions 
to the challenge of forced labour. Currently, workers in much of the world, 
and the vast majority of workers in the informal economy – migrants as well 
as nationals – lack a representative and collective voice.

▪	 Extend social protection, including floors, to all workers and their fam-
ilies, to mitigate the socio-economic vulnerability that underpins much of 
forced labour, and to provide workers with the basic income security to be 
able to say no to jobs that are abusive and to quit jobs that have become so. 
Extending social protection coverage in the informal economy is a priority. 
It is important that social protection also provides inclusive, equitable  and 
non-discriminatory coverage to migrants.

▪	 Promote fair and ethical recruitment, to protect workers from abusive 
and fraudulent practices during the recruitment and placement process, in-
cluding the charging of extortionate fees and related costs by unscrupulous 
recruitment agencies and labour intermediaries. The global estimates indi-
cate that a large share of forced labour cases can be traced to abuses occur-
ring during the recruitment phase of their employment. 

▪	 Strengthen the reach and capacity of public labour inspectorates, so 
they are able to detect and act on labour violations before they deteriorate 
into forced labour, able to raise awareness of forced labour risks and the 
compliance obligations of employers, and able to promptly detect and refer 
actual forced labour cases. Extending the reach of labour inspectorates into 
the informal economy is a priority. 
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▪	 Ensure protection for people freed from forced labour, through imme-
diate assistance, rehabilitation, and long-term sustainable solutions, so they 
can successfully recover and avoid re-victimization. Special consideration 
should be given to children, migrants, and those trafficked for forced labour. 
Despite progress, still only a small fraction of those subjected to forced 
labour and trafficking for forced labour are identified and referred to com-
prehensive protection services. 

▪	 Ensure access to remedy for people freed from forced labour, to help rec-
ompense them for the consequences of their subjection to forced labour and 
to help in their recovery. Remedies include compensation for material dam-
ages (e.g., as medical costs, unpaid wages, legal fees, and loss of earnings 
and earning potential) or for moral damages (e.g., pain and emotional dis-
tress). Currently, only a very small share of those subjected to forced labour 
and human trafficking are provided with compensation or other forms of 
remedy.

▪	 Ensure adequate enforcement, to bring perpetrators to justice and deter 
would-be offenders from contemplating the crime of forced labour. Statistics 
indicate that the number of cases of forced labour and human trafficking 
reported for legal investigation remains low and, due to limited capacities 
for adequate investigation and prosecution of these crimes, the rate of con-
viction is minimal.

▪	 Address migrants’ vulnerability to forced labour and trafficking for 
forced labour. Although most migration is voluntary and has a largely pos-
itive impact on individuals and societies, the global estimates indicate that 
when migrants are not protected by law or are unable to exercise their rights 
they can be at increased risk of forced labour and human trafficking. National 
policy and legal frameworks that promote respect for the rights of all mi-
grants at all stages of the migration process, regardless of their migration 
status, are urgently needed.  

▪	 Address children trapped in forced labour. Far more investment is needed 
in identification and protection measures for children in forced labour, in-
cluding, but not limited to, those in commercial sexual exploitation and those 
in forced labour linked to armed conflict. Better information on the numbers 
of children involved, and on the nature and drivers of the forced labour they 
are trapped in, is urgently needed to inform responses. 

▪	 Mitigate the heightened risk of forced labour and trafficking for forced 
labour in situations of crisis. Much of forced labour and human trafficking 
occurs in situations of crisis linked to armed conflicts, disasters, and disease. 
There is a need to mainstream prevention and protection measures across 
all phases of crisis responses, from pre-crisis preparedness to humanitarian 
action following crisis outbreak and on to post-crisis reconstruction and 
recovery.  Measures to sustain livelihoods during crises are especially im-
portant in preventing workers from falling into forced labour and trafficking 
as they struggle to support themselves and their families. 
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▪	 Combat forced labour and trafficking for forced labour in business 
operations and supply chains. Attention should focus on identifying, 
prioritizing, and acting on “hotspots” where the risk of forced labour and 
other human rights abuses is highest in terms of both severity and scale. 
Particularly important in this context are the informal micro- and small en-
terprises operating at the lower links of supply chains in high-risk sectors and 
locations. 

▪	 End state-imposed forced labour, which accounts for one in seven of all 
forced labour cases. The fact that state-imposed forced labour is the direct 
product of deliberate laws and practices on the part of states makes abun-
dantly clear what is needed for change – namely, the political commitment 
and follow-up to reform these same laws and practices. 

▪	 Partnership and international cooperation. The challenge of forced 
labour is too big, and its myriad root causes too complex, for national gov-
ernments or other stakeholders to address on their own. Alliance 8.7 plays an 
important role in facilitating cooperation and experience exchange on forced 
labour and human trafficking across the array of governmental and non-gov-
ernmental organizations that make up its wide membership. International 
support to financing and resource mobilization is one of the key ingredients 
of broader cooperation and partnership against forced labour.

 Forced marriage
▪	 As women and girls are disproportionately affected, legislative and 

policy responses should have a gendered lens, including gender-sensitive 
laws, policies, programmes, and budgets, including gender-responsive social 
protection mechanisms. It is important that these initiatives are inclusive, 
equitable, and provide non-discriminatory access to migrants.

▪	 Ensure adequate civil and criminal protections in national legislation. 
This should include raising the legal age of marriage to 18 without exceptions 
in order to protect children, criminalizing the act of marrying someone who 
does not consent, regardless of age, and civil protections that protect the in-
dividual from marriage without having to penalise the perpetrators, who are 
often family members. Legislative action should be part of a broader holistic 
response that tackles underlying drivers of forced marriage, and includes 
prevention and support measures such as safe accommodation, emergency 
funds, and psychosocial support. 

▪	 Address underlying socio-cultural norms and structures that contribute 
to forced marriage. Legislation is not in itself sufficient to end forced mar-
riage and needs to be combined with wider preventative approaches ad-
dressing underlying discrimination and gender inequality, as well as related 
socio-cultural norms. Central to changing these attitudes is context-specific 
research on vulnerabilities and community-based education, training, and 
empowerment activities. 
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▪	 Invest in building the agency of women and girls. Ensuring that women 
and girls have the opportunity and ability to complete school, earn a liveli-
hood, and inherit assets plays a significant role in reducing vulnerability to 
forced marriage. To support this, institutions and employers should offer 
employment opportunities for women and girls while providing training 
for “soft-skills” beyond formal education, such as pre-employment and on-
the-job skills building and training programmes.

▪	 Protect the rights of those vulnerable to forced marriage and traf-
ficking for forced marriage during times of crisis. This requires coordi-
nation among humanitarian agencies to create pathways for people to safely 
leave conflict areas and to provide livelihood and education opportunities, 
ensure food security, establish free civil registration services (including births 
and marriages), and build the capacity of local service providers. 

▪	 Address the vulnerability of migrants, particularly children. This in-
cludes improving capacity to identify the most vulnerable, as well as ensuring 
equal access to safe, dignified return and sustainable reintegration such as 
social protection and services, justice, psychosocial assistance, education, 
vocational training, employment opportunities, and decent work, regardless 
of their migration status. Legal identity is a core enabler of sustainable devel-
opment and safe and regular migration; access to legal identity registration 
procedures is particularly important for migrants at risk of forced marriage.  

Reliable information and statistics on forced labour, forced marriage, and 
human trafficking are critical to promoting awareness and understanding of 
the problem, and to informing policy responses. It is hoped that the findings pre-
sented in the report will encourage further research and data collection efforts 
focused on the national and local dimensions of all forms of modern slavery. 
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Years of labour to repay a $20 debt. When he was only 16, Ran, now in his 
eighties, took a $20 loan from a landowner. To repay his debt, he ploughed the 
landowner’s field for years until his government freed him. For years, the fruit 
of his labour belonged to someone else. He couldn’t leave, he couldn’t rest, he 
couldn’t stop. He was in bonded labour. 

When she was also just 16, Bianca was taken from the village where she grew 
up. From there, she was trafficked and sold five times before arriving in a nearby 
country, where she was kept behind bars and made to work as a prostitute. 
When she became pregnant, she managed to escape to a shelter, where her 
baby, Anne-Marie, was born. 

Ida’s story starts less dramatically but ends just as sadly. After signing a contract 
with a recruitment agency in her home country, she travelled abroad where she 
was promised a job as a domestic worker.  When she got there, her employers 
confiscated her passport. She was made to work very long days, had to sleep 
on the floor and eat leftovers. For three years, she was kept a prisoner and only 
managed to escape by jumping out of a window. After weeks in hospital, she was 
finally sent home, limping, penniless, and scarred for life.

When she was just 12, Jasmine was married off to a man who offered to wed her 
in lieu of the debt her father owed him. Jasmine’s husband was an alcoholic and 
forced her into commercial sexual exploitation to pay for his addiction. In addi-
tion to forced marriage and sexual exploitation, she endured physical violence 
and abuse at the hands of her husband.

Lyn met her boyfriend on a social media platform. They talked for many months 
before arranging to meet near her hometown. Once they met in person, he 
asked her to come meet his “uncle” in another town. When they arrived at their 
destination, her boyfriend and his “uncle” sold her into marriage to another 
man. Lyn never saw her boyfriend again.

Stories of modern slavery like those of Ran, Bianca, Jasmine, Ida, and Lyn are 
unfortunately not rare. 

Today, 50 million people around the world are in some form of slavery – whether 
it is considered “contemporary” or is a centuries-old practice, and whether it 
occurs in the world of work, as in the case of forced labour, or outside, as in the 
case of forced marriage. And the challenge of modern slavery appears to be 
growing. Millions of additional people – women, men, girls and boys – have fallen 
victim to forced labour and forced marriage in recent years.  

This report, the 2021 Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced 
Marriage, assesses the situation of modern slavery in the world today and the 
key policy priorities for ending it among children by 2025 and universally by 
2030, in accordance with the target dates set by the international community in 
the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Introduction
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The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has heightened the risk of modern slavery and 
made the road to the 2025 and 2030 target dates an even more difficult one. For 
Ran, Ida, Bianca, Jasmine, Lyn, and many millions of others, the decisions that 
national governments and the international community make as the world seeks 
to build forward better in the wake of the pandemic and regain momentum in 
the fight against modern slavery will be fundamental. For them, what is at stake 
is no less than their ability to live out their lives in freedom.

The global estimates presented in this report were developed by the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), Walk Free, and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM). The estimates are based on a jointly developed methodology 
summarised in the Annex and described in detail in a separate report on the 
methodology underpinning the 2021 Global Estimates.7 As was the case for the 
2016 global estimates, the calculations are derived from multiple data sources as 
no single source was sufficiently comprehensive. The principal sources are data 
from nationally representative household surveys – 68 forced labour surveys 
and 75 forced marriage surveys – jointly conducted by ILO and Walk Free, as well 
as the Counter Trafficking Data Collaborative (CTDC) anonymised data on vic-
tims of trafficking collected by IOM and its partners in the process of providing 
protection and assistance services to victims of trafficking.8  

The methodology underlying the 2021 Global Estimates is the product of an 
ongoing process of refinement made possible by an improved understanding 
of forced labour and forced marriage and of how best to measure them.9 The 
methodological refinements in measurement, combined with a more balanced 
geographical coverage in data, mean that the 2021 Global Estimates are the 
most complete and comprehensive to date.  While the refinements to the meth-
odology do not affect the overall comparability of the 2016 and 2021 Global 
Estimates results, they do mean that caution should be exercised in comparing 
the disaggregated results yielded by the 2016 and 2021 Global Estimates ex-
ercises.10 The global estimates are based on cases of forced labour and forced 
marriage occurring during the five-year reference period from 2017 to 2021 
(hereafter referred to as “2021”).11

The report is structured in two parts. Part 1 provides the most complete possible 
profile of modern slavery in today’s world. It presents the key results of the 2021 
Global Estimates exercise for forced labour and forced marriage, including the 
defining features of each, and the number and characteristics of the people 
affected. Part 2 discusses key policy priorities for accelerated progress towards 
ending forced labour and forced mar riage.
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Panel 1.

Modern slavery covers a set of specific legal concepts 
including forced labour, concepts linked to forced 
labour (i.e., debt bondage, slavery and slavery like 
practices and human trafficking) and forced mar-
riage. Although modern slavery is not defined in law, 
it is used as an umbrella term that focuses atten-
tion on commonalities across these legal concepts. 

Essentially, it refers to situations of exploitation that 
a person cannot refuse or leave because of threats, 
violence, coercion, deception, and/or abuse of power. 

To make this set of complex legal concepts measur-
able, the global estimates focus on two key forms of 
modern slavery: forced labour and forced marriage.

Modern slavery

Forced labour

Privately-imposed 
forced labour

Forced labour  
exploitation

Forced commercial sexual 
exploitation of adults 

and commerical sexual 
exploitation of children

State-imposed  
forced labour

Forced marriage

A note on terminology 
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Panel 1.

Forced labour
Forced labour, as set out in the ILO Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No.29), refers to “all work or ser-
vice which is exacted from any person under the 
menace of any penalty and for which the said person 
has not offered himself voluntarily.” Forced labour 
does not depend on the type or sector of work, but 
only on whether the work was imposed on a person 
against their will through the use of coercion.

Forced labour is defined, for purposes of measure-
ment, as work that is undertaken both under the 
threat of any penalty and is involuntary. The threat 
of any penalty refers to the means of coercion used to 
impose work on someone against that person’s will. 
Workers can be directly subjected to coercion, or sub-
jected to verbal threats relating to specific elements 
of coercion, or can be witness to coercion imposed on 
other co-workers in relation to involuntary work. The 
coercion may take place during the worker’s recruit-
ment process to force him or her to accept the job 
or, once the person is working, to force him or her to 
do tasks that were not part of what was agreed to at 
the time of recruitment or to prevent him or her from 
leaving the job.  Involuntary work refers to any work 
taking place without the free and informed consent 
of the worker. There must be both a lack of free and 
informed consent and coercion for work to be statis-
tically regarded as forced labour.12 

Forced labour of children is defined, for purposes of 
measurement, as work performed by a child during 
a specified reference period falling under one of the 
following categories: (i) work performed for a third 
party, under threat or menace of any penalty applied 
by a third party (other than the child’ own parents) 
either on the child directly or the child’s parents; or 
(ii) work performed with or for  the child’s parents, 
under threat or menace of any penalty applied by a 
third party (other than the child’s parents) either on 
the child directly or the child’s parents; or (iii) work 
performed with or for the child’s parents where 
one or both parents are themselves in a situation of 
forced labour; or (iv) work performed in any one of 
the following worst forms of child labour: (a) all forms 
of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the 
sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage, and 
serfdom, [as well as forced or compulsory labour], in-
cluding forced or compulsory recruitment of children 
for use in armed conflict; (b) the use, procuring, or 
offering of a child for prostitution, for the production 
of pornography, or for pornographic performances; 
(c) the use, procuring, or offering of a child for illicit 
activities, in particular for the production and traf-
ficking of drugs as defined in relevant international 
treaties.13 

Typology of forced labour 

The typology depicted above, which was developed 
for the global estimates of forced labour, is based on 
three main categories of forced labour defined as 
follows:

Privately-imposed forced labour  refers to forced 
labour in the private economy imposed by private 
individuals, groups, or companies in any branch of 
economic of activity. It may include activities such as 
begging for a third party that go beyond the scope 
of the production of goods and services covered in 
the general production boundary of the System of 
National Accounts. For the purpose of the global es-
timates, privately-imposed forced labour is divided 
into two sub-types:

▪	 Forced labour exploitation refers to forced 
labour in the private economy imposed by private 
individuals, groups, or companies in any branch 
of economic of activity with the exception of com-
mercial sexual exploitation. 

▪	 Forced commercial sexual exploitation refers 
to forced labour imposed by private agents for 
commercial sexual exploitation and all forms of 
commercial sexual exploitation of children, 
including the use, procuring, or offering of chil-
dren for the production of child sexual abuse ma-
terials. 

State-imposed forced labour refers to forced 
labour imposed by State authorities, regardless of the 
branch of economic activity in which it takes place. It 
includes labour exacted by the State as a means of 
political coercion or education or as a punishment 
for expressing political views; as a punishment for 
participating in strikes; as a method of mobilizing 
labour for the purpose of economic development; as 
a means of labour discipline; and as a means of racial, 
social, national, or religious discrimination. While it 
is recognized that States have the power to impose 
compulsory work on citizens, the scope of these 
prerogatives is limited to specific circumstances, for 
example, compulsory military service for work of 
purely military character; normal civic obligations 
of citizens of a fully self-governing country and as-
similated minor communal services; work or service 
under supervision and control of public authorities as 
a consequence of a conviction in a court of law; work 
or service in cases of emergency such as war, fire, 
flood, famine, earthquake, etc.
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Forced marriage
Forced marriage refers to situations where a person 
has been forced to marry without giving their con-
sent. A forced marriage might occur under physical, 
emotional, or financial duress as a result of decep-
tion by family members, the spouse, or others, or by 
the use of force or threats or severe pressure. These 
marriages are prohibited by several international 
conventions,14 including those that prohibit slavery 
and slavery-like practices, including servile marriage. 
Other forms of exploitation can also occur within the 
context of a forced marriage, such as human traf-
ficking and forced labour.15 

Importantly, the practice of arranged marriage is 
present in many cultures and is distinguished from 
forced marriage by the presence of consent of both 
parties to the marriage. However, where consent is 
present, coercion can still manifest in various forms, 
including exchange or trade-off marriages, servile 
marriages, and levirate16 marriages. 

As set out in the joint general recommendation of the 
UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), child marriage – where at 
least one of the parties is under 18 years of age – is 
considered a form of forced marriage, given that one 
and/or both parties cannot express full, free, and in-
formed consent due to their age.17 However, in many 
countries 16 and 17-year-olds who wish to marry are 
legally able to do so following a judicial ruling or pa-
rental consent.

For the current estimates, the measurement of 
forced marriage is limited to marriages of both adults 
and children that respondents to the survey reported 
as having been forced and without consent. As a 
result, the estimates do not include every instance 
of child marriage, as child marriage is not currently 
measured adequately at the scale or specificity re-
quired for a global estimate.

Further, while an individual can experience forced 
labour and also be forced to marry, for the purpose 
of presenting a fuller picture of each of these human 
rights violations, forced labour and forced marriage 
are calculated and presented separately.

Other related concepts
The other main concepts of modern slavery are 
slavery, institutions and practices similar to slavery, 
and trafficking in persons (often referred to as 
human trafficking). These are not included explicitly 
in the global estimates but are closely linked to them. 

Slavery was first defined in a Convention adopted by 
the League of Nations in 1926 as “the status or condi-
tions of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised.” It 
thus refers to control of one person or persons over 
others and is also considered a serious criminal of-
fence. 

The concept of slavery-like practices was first ad-
dressed in international law in 1956 by means of a 
United Nations instrument, supplementing the ear-
lier Slavery Convention, covering a range of institu-
tions and practices similar to slavery, including debt 
bondage, serfdom, and forced marriage.18 While the 
instrument places some emphasis on criminalisa-
tion, it is also accepted that the eradication of these 
slavery-like practices can be achieved only over time 
through the necessary legislative and other program-
matic measures.

While the concept of trafficking in persons was ad-
dressed in a number of earlier instruments, the 
most recent and widely accepted definition is that 
contained in the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime Supplementary 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons Especially Women and Children (Palermo 
Protocol), adopted in 2000. The definition specifies 
that the crime of trafficking is a process constituted 
by three distinct elements:

1. An act involving recruitment, transportation, 
transfer, harbouring, or receipt of persons;  

2. By means of threat, deception, force, or other 
forms of coercion;

3. For the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation 
may take various forms, including sexual ex-
ploitation, forced labour, forced begging, organ 
removal, and slavery and slavery-like practices.

When an act is perpetrated by one of the means to 
get a victim into an exploitative situation, actual ex-
ploitation need not happen for a trafficking crime to 
have taken place (in other words, intent is sufficient). 
For children (below the age of 18 years), means are 
not needed at all for an event to qualify as trafficking 
in persons. 

Panel 1.
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Modern slavery: summary results

Table 1.

 
Privately- 
imposed  

forced labour  
excluding  

FCSE

 
Forced  

commercial  
sexual  

exploitation  
(FCSE)

TOTAL 
PRIVATELY-

IMPOSED 
FORCED 
LABOUR

 
State- 

imposed  
forced  
labour

TOTAL  
FORCED  

LABOUR(c)

 
FORCED  

MARRIAGE

TOTAL   
MODERN  

SLAVERY(d)

No.(a) ‰(b) No. ‰ No. ‰ No. ‰ No. ‰ No. ‰ No. ‰

World 17,325 2.2 6,332 0.8 23,657 3.0 3,920 0.5 27,577 3.5 21,993 2.8 49,570 6.4

Se
x Male 11,303 2.9 1,403 0.4 12,706 3.2 3,072 0.8 15,779 4 7,060 1.8 22,839 5.8

Female 6,022 1.6 4,929 1.3 10,951 2.8 848 0.2 11,798 3.1 14,933 3.9 26,731 6.9

Ag
e Adults 16,017 2.9 4,644 0.9 20,661 3.8 3,603 0.7 24,263 4.5 13,020 2.4 37,283 6.9

Children 13,08 0.6 1,688 0.7 2,997 1.3 317 0.1 3,314 1.4 8,973 3.8 12,287 5.2

In
co

m
e g

ro
up

in
g(e

)

High income 4,065 3.3 1,208 1 5,274 4.3 110 0.1 5,384 4.4 1,865 1.5 7,249 5.9

Upper-middle 
income 4,490 1.5 2,451 0.8 6,941 2.4 2,025 0.7 8,965 3.1 3,737 1.3 12,702 4.4

Lower-middle 
income 6,467 2.2 2,122 0.7 8,590 2.9 326 0.1 8,916 3 1,4131 4.8 23,047 7.8

Low income 2,301 3.4 551 0.8 2,852 4.2 1,459 2.1 4,311 6.3 2,261 3.3 6,572 9.6

Notes:  (a) Number is expressed in thousands; (b) “‰” denotes cases per 1,000 population; (c) “Total forced labour” com-
prises privately-imposed forced labour and State-imposed forced labour; (d) “Total modern slavery” comprises privately-im-
posed forced labour and State-imposed forced labour and forced marriage; and (e) “Income grouping” refers to the income 
grouping of the country where the forced labour occurs.

Number and prevalence of persons in modern slavery,  
by category, sex, age, and income grouping

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery

17

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Modern slavery: summary results

Table 2.

Number and prevalence of persons in modern slavery, by region

FORCED LABOUR(c) FORCED MARRIAGE MODERN SLAVERY(d)

No.(a) ‰(b) No. ‰ No. ‰

World 27,577 3.5 21,993 2.8 49,570 6.4

Africa 3,819 2.9 3,189 2.4 7,008 5.2

Americas 3,593 3.5 1,496 1.5 5,089 5

Arab States 886 5.3 814 4.8 1,700 10.1

Asia and the Pacific 15,142 3.5 14,207 3.3 29,349 6.8

Europe and Central Asia 4,137 4.4 2,287 2.5 6,424 6.9

Notes:  (a) Number is expressed in thousands; (b) “‰” denotes cases per 1,000 population; (c) “Total forced labour” com-
prises privately-imposed forced labour and State-imposed forced labour; and (d) “Total modern slavery” comprises all 
categories of forced labour and forced marriage.
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1.1
Modern slavery

Modern slavery, as defined for the purpose of the global estimates, comprises 
two principal components – forced labour and forced marriage (Panel 1). Both 
refer to situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or cannot leave 
because of threats, violence, coercion, deception, or abuse of power.

The scourge of modern slavery has by no means been relegated to history. 
The 2021 Global Estimates indicate that there are 50 million people in modern 
slavery on any given day, either forced to work against their will or in a mar-
riage that they are forced into. This translates into a prevalence of 6.4 people in 
modern slavery for every thousand people in the world. More than 12 million of 
the total in modern slavery are children.  Women and girls comprise over half 
(54 per cent) of those in modern slavery. The Asia and the Pacific region has the 
highest number of people in modern slavery and the Arab States the highest 
prevalence. But no region, rich or poor, is spared. 
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There are 49.6 million people in modern slavery  
on any given day

Number of people (millions)  
in modern slavery, by sex, age, region  
and income grouping, 2021

Prevalence (per thousand population)  
of modern slavery, by sex, age, region  
and income grouping, 2021

Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.

Figure 1. 
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World World
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49.6m

22.8m

37.3m

7.0m

5.1m

7.2m

1.7m

12.7m

29.3m

23.0m

6.4m

6.6m

26.7m

12.3m

6.4‰

5.8‰

6.9‰

6.9‰

5.2‰

5.2‰

5.0‰

5.9‰

10.1‰

4.4‰

6.8‰

7.8‰

6.9‰

9.6‰

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery

20

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



The number of people in modern slavery  
has risen in recent years

Number of people in modern slavery, by category, 2016 and 2021

Figure 2.

Forced labour

Forced marriage

Total24.9 
million

27.6 
million

15.4 
million

22.0 
million

2016 2021

The situation appears to be worsening, driven in part by the social and eco-
nomic shock waves emanating from the ongoing worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. 
A simple comparison with the previous global estimates indicates a 9.3 million 
rise in the number of people in modern slavery in the period between 2016 and 
2021. Both categories of modern slavery – forced labour and forced marriage – 
contributed to the overall rise in modern slavery over this period.

Much, of course, lies behind these aggregate figures. The estimates for forced 
labour and forced marriage are discussed in more detail in the subsequent sections 
of the report.

49.6 
million

40.3 
million
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1.2
Forced labour

Forced labour, as set out in the ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No.29),19 
refers to “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace 
of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself volun-
tarily.” Forced labour does not depend on the type or sector of work, but only on 
whether the work was imposed on a person against their will through the use of 
coercion. There must be both a lack of free and informed consent and coercion 
for a job to be considered forced labour.

1.2.1 Overview and trends
According to the 2021 Global Estimates, there are 27.6 million people in situa-
tions of forced labour on any given day, 3.5 people for every thousand people 
in the world.  Women and girls make up 11.8 million of this total. More than 3.3 
million of all those in forced labour are children. 

Forced labour has grown in recent years. There was a 2.7 million increase in 
the number people in forced labour between 2016 and 2021, which translates to 
a rise in the prevalence of forced labour from 3.4 to 3.5 per thousand people. It 
should be noted that part of the data collection for the 2021 estimates took place 
prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (see Annex),  and therefore the 
results only partially reflect the effects of pandemic. The estimates therefore 
likely understate the full magnitude of the increase in forced labour.

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery
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Forced labour increased since 2016  
in both absolute and relative terms

Figure 3.

2016

24.9 million

3.4‰
3.5‰

27.6 million

Number

Prevalence 

2021

Number and prevalence of people in forced labour, 2016 and 2021

Forced labour affects all regions. The detailed breakdown of results by region 
makes clear that no part of the world is spared from the presence of forced 
labour. Asia and the Pacific is host to by far the largest number of people in 
forced labour, 15.1 million, which is more than half of the global total and more 
than three times that of the region with the next highest number, Europe and 
Central Asia. But these numbers are driven by the size of the population in each 
region, and the regional rankings change considerably when forced labour is 
expressed as a proportion of the population. By this measure, forced labour 
is highest in the Arab States, at 5.3 per thousand people, compared to 4.4 per 
thousand in Europe and Central Asia, 3.5 per thousand in both the Americas and 
Asia and the Pacific regions, and 2.9 per thousand in Africa.

Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.
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The Asia and the Pacific region has  
the highest number of people in forced labour  
and the Arab States the highest prevalence

Forced labour by region: percentage distribution  

Forced labour by region: prevalence per thousand population  

Figure 4.

Arab States Europe and  
Central Asia

Americas Asia and the 
Pacific

Africa

Africa

Arab States

Europe and Central Asia

Americas

Asia and the Pacific

3.8 million
14%

3.6 million
13%

0.9 million
3%

15.1 million
55%

4.1 million
15%

5.3‰ 4.4‰ 3.5‰ 3.5‰ 2.9‰

Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.
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Eighty-six per cent of forced labour  
is imposed by private actors

Number and percentage distribution of people in forced labour, by category

Figure 5.

Forced labour  
exploitation

State-imposed  
forced labour

Forced commercial  
sexual exploitation

17.3 million 
63%

 6.3 million 
23%

3.9 million 
14%

Most forced labour occurs in the private economy. The 2021 Global Estimates 
draw a distinction between forced labour imposed by private agents and state-im-
posed forced labour. Additionally, within privately-imposed forced labour, they 
distinguish between forced labour in sectors other than commercial sexual exploita-
tion, referred to hereinafter as “forced labour exploitation,” and forced labour in 
commercial sexual exploitation. As reported in Figure 5, 86 per cent of all forced 
labour is imposed by private agents – 63 per cent in forced labour exploitation and 
23 per cent in forced commercial sexual exploitation.  State-imposed forced labour 
accounts for the remaining 14 per cent of people in forced labour.
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The rise in forced labour between 2016 and 2021  
was driven entirely by privately-imposed  
forced labour

Number and prevalence of people in forced labour, by sub-category, 2016 and 2021

Figure 6.
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sexual exploitation

Forced labour 
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forced labour

2016 20162021 2021
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3.4‰

2.2‰

0.7‰

0.5‰ 0.5‰

3.5‰

2.2‰
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The overall rise in forced labour between 2016 and 2021 was the result 
of a rise in the number of people in privately-imposed forced labour. The 
number in forced labour exploitation went up by 1.3 million and the number in 
forced commercial sexual exploitation rose by an even larger number – 1.5 million 
– over the 2016 to 2021 period. 

Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.
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Panel 2.

The COVID-19 pandemic, and the economic shock-
waves, job destruction, and rise in poverty accom-
panying it, have left millions of workers worldwide 
in situations of heightened vulnerability and their 
fundamental principles and rights at work at greater 
risk.20, 21 Hardest hit have been those already be-
longing to the most vulnerable and least protected 
segments of society when the pandemic struck. 

The initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic were 
accompanied by widespread reports of forced labour 
linked to the crisis. Disruptions to income due to 
the pandemic led to greater indebtedness among 
workers, and with it reports of a rise in debt bondage 
among some workers lacking access to formal credit 
channels.22 In worst cases, the effects extended to 
children, as desperate families resorted to negative 
coping mechanisms by providing their children’s 
labour to obtain loans or to service existing ones 
from predatory lenders.23 

Yet it is likely that not all immediate effects were uni-
directional, as the general collapse in labour demand 
in the initial weeks of the crisis may also have led to 
the release of workers who were in forced labour in 
some locations and sectors. The crisis also resulted 
in a deterioration of working conditions for many 
workers, in some cases leading to forced labour. 
There were reports in a number of sectors of workers 
being confined to their workplaces and forced to work 
excessive hours to compensate for labour shortfalls 
when the flow of migrant workers was interrupted,24 
and of workers forced to work unpaid overtime or 
forced to continue working despite the risk of conta-
gion in order to meet production targets.25, 26 Sharp 
spikes in demand for personal protective equipment, 
in particular, were linked to reports of forced labour 
in numerous countries.27  

Healthcare staff and social workers in some countries 
were required to work without effective PPE, thereby 
endangering their health and their lives. Some gov-
ernments, in classifying health workers as essential, 
criminalised those who went on strike to demand 
pay raises and adequate protective equipment to do 
their jobs.  Additionally, around 400,000 seafarers 
were trapped aboard vessels that became what 
many called their “floating prisons.” The restrictions 
adopted by many countries to contain the spread 
of COVID-19 meant that seafarers were unable to 

leave their ships for shore leave when they arrived 
at ports.28

Other reports indicate that the closing of migration 
pathways drove some prospective migrant workers 
to use irregular routes and, at times, to engage 
smugglers to circumvent restrictions and earn an 
income for their family abroad, increasing their vul-
nerability to trafficking.29 Other migrants, after losing 
their jobs, had to rely on irregular routes in order to 
return home, placing them at similar risk. 

There were also reports of domestic workers, the ma-
jority female, forced to work extra hours without the 
compensation of overtime.30 Human rights organi-
zations reported increased incidents of physical and 
sexual violence against domestic workers, as well as 
of homelessness and legal limbo among some who 
lost their live-in jobs but are unable to return to their 
home countries. More broadly, COVID-19 created a 
“shadow pandemic” of violence against women,31 
which some studies have linked to an increased risk 
of trafficking.32 

At the same time, the COVID-19 crisis constrained the 
ability of state and non-state actors to identify and 
follow up on forced labour cases, as resources and 
attention were diverted to the pandemic response 
and lockdowns and mobility restrictions impeded 
the ability of frontline actors to reach those in need. 
Referral pathways faced disruptions, leading to slow-
downs in case identification, referral, and protection 
processes for cases of forced labour and human traf-
ficking. Migrants in situations of vulnerability were 
among the groups particularly affected by protection 
gaps. 

Most of the above discussion is based on informa-
tion from the initial months of the crisis. Very little 
information – qualitative or quantitative – is available 
on the forced labour effects of the crisis as it has 
evolved since this time, as strict economy-wide work-
place shutdowns were phased out in most countries 
and the world economy began its fragile recovery. 
The critical unanswered question is whether these 
forced labour effects were a temporary response 
to the severe shock at the outset of the pandemic, 
or whether they have persisted into the subsequent 
phases of the crisis. 

Forced labour and the COVID-19 pandemic 
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Panel 2.

There are many reasons for concern. Levels of ex-
treme poverty – one important metric of forced 
labour risk – remain far higher than the pre-pandemic 
trajectory. The World Bank estimates an additional 75 
million to 95 million people living in extreme poverty 
in 2022, compared to pre-pandemic projections, due 
to the combined effects of the pandemic, rising infla-
tion, and the economic repercussions of the war in 
Ukraine.33 At the same time, the ILO indicates that the 
jobs recovery has stalled in much of the world. Hours 
worked in the first quarter of 2022 were 3.6 per cent 
and 5.7 per cent lower than pre-pandemic levels in 
low-income and lower-middle income countries, re-
spectively.34 In both income groupings, the jobs sit-
uation has worsened since the last quarter of 2021.

Yet the question of the long-term forced labour ef-
fects of the pandemic is not one whose answer is 
beyond the reach of governments or the interna-
tional community, even in the face of the continuing 
difficult economic and labour market headwinds. As 
always, policy choices will be critical. The final section 
of this report reviews some of the key policy priorities 
for ensuring that increases in forced labour do not 
become a lasting legacy of the crisis.

Forced labour is a concern in countries of all income levels, including the 
richest. The breakdown of forced labour by national income grouping (of the 
country where the forced labour occurs) makes clear that forced labour is as 
much of a problem in rich countries as it is in poor ones. Indeed, more than 
half of all forced labour occurs in either upper-middle income or high-income 
countries. 

The results showing a significant presence of forced labour in higher-income 
countries are supported by a range of other reports documenting the pres-
ence of forced labour in these countries35 in sectors including agriculture,36 do-
mestic work,37 construction,38 fishing,39 and the commercial sexual exploitation 
industry,40 with many cases involving migrants in situations of vulnerability.41 
Additionally, richer countries can be connected to forced labour through global 
supply chains, even if the actual forced labour occurs elsewhere. Reports sug-
gest that forced labour can occur in particular in raw materials production in 
the lower tiers of supply chains of consumer goods bound for markets in the 
Global North.42
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More than half of all forced labour occurs in either  
upper-middle income or high-income countries

Forced labour, by national income grouping in country of abuse:  
percentage distribution

Forced labour, by national income grouping in country of abuse:  
prevalence per thousand population  

Figure 7.

World Low income Lower-middle Upper-middle High income

Low income

Upper-middle

Lower-middle

High income

3.5‰ 6.3‰ 3.0‰ 3.1‰ 4.4‰

16%

32%

32%

20%

Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.
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1.2.2 Forced labour exploitation 
This sub-section reports the global estimates results for privately-imposed 
forced labour in sectors other than commercial sexual exploitation, referred 
to for the purposes of the report as “forced labour exploitation.” The forced 
commercial sexual exploitation of adults and the commercial sexual exploita-
tion of children are estimated separately using a different methodology and are 
discussed in Section 1.2.3. 

The 2021 Global Estimates indicate that 17.3 million people are in forced labour 
exploitation on any given day, of which children make up 1.3 million. Among 
adults, those trapped in this category of forced labour remained there for an 
extended period of time – 15.4 months on average. 

Economic sectors 
Forced labour touches virtually all parts of the private economy. As illus-
trated in Figure 8, the global estimates identified significant numbers of adults 
in forced labour exploitation across a wide array of economic sectors. Among 
cases of adult forced labour exploitation where the type of work was known,43 
the five sectors accounting for the majority of total forced labour (87 per cent) 
are services (excluding domestic work),44 manufacturing,45 construction,46 agri-
culture (excluding fishing),47 and domestic work.48  

Services (excluding domestic work). The largest share of 
total adult forced labour exploitation – almost one-third of 
the total and 5.5 million people in absolute terms – is in the 
services sector. This figure excludes domestic work, which 
is looked at separately in the global estimates. The services 
sector comprises a wide range of economic activities, in-
cluding trade, transport, hospitality, and non-market social 
and other services. 

Manufacturing. The manufacturing sector accounts for 
nearly one-fifth of all forced labour exploitation of adults, 
about 3 million people. Manufacturing involves the transfor-
mation of raw materials from agriculture, forestry, fishing, 
and mining or quarrying, as well as the transformation of 
other manufacturing products into new products. Most 
forced labour cases occur in production in the lower tiers of 
domestic or global supply chains. 

I don’t have legal working 
permit, so they can tell  
the police.
— 26-year-old woman  

working in accommodation  
and food services

I was forced to do excessive 
work due to debt, had to do 
overtime to clear the debt.
—  50-year-old man  

in the textile industry 
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The services sector accounts for the largest share  
of forced labour exploitation

Number and percentage distribution of adults in forced labour exploitation,  
by branch of economic activity and sex(a)

Total

100% 100% 100%

Male Female

Figure 8.

Notes: (a) 2.8 per cent of respondents did not indicate a type of forced labour. (b) “Other” includes begging and involvement 
in illicit activities.

Construction

Domestic work

Other(b)

Manufacturing

Agriculture

Mining and  
quarrying

Services excluding  
domestic work

32.0%  
5.5m

18.7%  
3.2m

16.3% 
2.8m

12.3%  
2.1m
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11.1%  
1.9m

1.4%, 0.2m 4.0% 
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2.1%, 0.2m

32.6%  
3.7m

30.8%  
1.9m

18.7% 
2.1m

18.6% 
1.1m

21.6% 
2.4m

5.7% 
0.3m

12.8%  
1.4m

11.3%  
0.7m

16.6% 
1.0m

8.2% 
0.9m

16.7% 
1.0m
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Construction. Sixteen per cent of all adults in forced labour 
exploitation, 2.6 million people, are in the construction in-
dustry. Many cases involve migrant workers whose situa-
tions of forced labour stem from extortionate recruitment 
fees and other fraudulent recruitment practices of unscru-
pulous labour intermediaries. 

Agriculture. Thirteen per cent of all adult forced labour 
exploitation, involving 2.1 million people, occurs in agricul-
ture.  Cases of agricultural forced labour vary widely. Many 
involve the farming of agricultural commodities that form 
the lowest links of agri-food supply chains, or other forms 
of commercial agriculture such as the harvesting of fruit and 
vegetables bound for sale in domestic or export markets. 
Particularly at risk are seasonal migrant workers recruited 
through informal labour intermediaries. Other cases of ag-
ricultural forced labour involve people who were born into 
a life of slavery in animal herding or field work because of 
their social class or inherited debt. 

Domestic work. More than 1.4 million adults in forced 
labour exploitation, 8 per cent of the total, are in domestic 
work.  Domestic workers, the majority of whom are female, 
are especially vulnerable to forced labour because of their 
isolation, deep power imbalances with their employers, and 
their limited access to complaints mechanisms and oppor-
tunities to organize. In many contexts they are not covered 
by labour and social security laws, heightening their vulner-
ability.49 Restrictive visa arrangements that often tie migrant 
domestic workers to one employer can also increase their 
susceptibility to abuse, as can irregular immigration status, 
including lack of a visa.

Other sectors. Other sectors form smaller shares of total 
adult forced labour exploitation but nonetheless still ac-
count for hundreds of thousands of adults in forced labour. 
There are nearly a quarter-million adult workers who are 
forced to dig for minerals or perform other mining and quar-
rying work, and 128,000 fishers who are trapped in forced 
labour aboard fishing vessels, often at deep sea, a workplace characterised by 
extreme isolation, hazardousness, and gaps in regulatory oversight (see Panel 3). 
Other adults in forced labour include 208,000 who are forced to beg on the 
street and 32,000 forced into illicit activities. 

Forced to work on the farm 
until the work is finished so  
I can have a break. And forced 
to finish the work even after 
the time and without paying 
additional wages.
—  56-year-old male  

agricultural worker

Forced me to clean or else she 
will kill me.
—  25-year-old female migrant do-

mestic worker

We either work or [they] will 
prevent you from working 
anywhere else.
—  25-year-old male  

construction worker

I worked without pay, I worked 
alone from 5am to 11pm  
from Monday to Friday.
—  20-year-old female  

agricultural worker

His boss told him if he quits  
the job, he will blow alarm  
that he is illegal immigrant.
—  Male migrant domestic worker,  

age unknown
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Panel 3.

There is a strong and persistent minority of fishers 
for whom working conditions at sea continue to be 
far from decent work. Their working hours can be 
long, their pay very low, and their work hazardous 
and arduous. On board vessels in remote locations 
of the sea for months or even years at a time, they 
are extremely vulnerable to labour abuses. Poor 
connectivity at sea can make it all but impossible to 
raise complaints. Fishers themselves describe illness, 
physical injury, and psychological and sexual abuse 
as among the extreme violations they face. Not sur-
prisingly, capture fisheries have one of the highest 
occupational fatality rates of any industry.50

While there has been progress in some regions and 
countries, recent reports from a variety of sources 
confirm that forced labour and trafficking in per-
sons persist in the fishing industry globally.51 Forced 
labour risks are especially pronounced in, but by no 
means limited to, illegal, unreported, and unregu-
lated (IUU) fishing.

Migrant fishers in particular are vulnerable to being 
deceived and coerced by unscrupulous labour re-
cruiters and forced to work on board vessels under 
the threat or by means of debt bondage. Many are 
charged high recruitment fees and related costs, such 
as for document preparation (including obtaining 
fraudulent training certificates) and for lodging and 
travel during visa and document processing in their 
countries of origin. Some migrant workers are also 
required to pay a “runaway guarantee” or a deposit 
before their employment, a sum which they forfeit if 
they attempt to terminate the employment early. In 
some cases, migrant fishers are told that they are re-
quired to pay a lump sum before they can terminate 
their contract, and the fishers are often not aware of 
the exact amount.52 On board, the retention of wages 
is one of the common means through which they are 
coerced into remaining in their jobs. 

There are many underlying root causes of forced 
labour in the fishing industry. These include un-
equal power relations between crew and skipper, the 
remote nature of work at sea, the lack of oversight 
and accountability, and complicated legal jurisdic-
tions for the enforcement of labour and human rights 
among flag States, port States, coastal states, and 
the states of origin of fishers.53 The collapse of fish 
stocks is also a contributing factor. This has resulted 
in increased effort per unit of catch, rising input costs 
(such as fuel for longer periods at sea), and lower fi-
nancial returns, cost pressures that are often passed 
on to fishers through exploitative work conditions 
and reduced earnings.54

Jurisdictional issues stem in important part from 
the highly transnational nature of work in fishing. 
Migrant fishers are typically recruited from their 

country of origin and taken to a port in a transit 
country to embark onto a fishing vessel, which may 
be registered to a wholly different country and 
owned by an entity located elsewhere. The fishing 
vessels, particularly those engaged in distant water 
fishing, operate in the waters of one or more other 
coastal countries or on high seas and land their catch 
at ports that are often far from the fisher’s country of 
origin. In addition, while flag States have primary ju-
risdiction over a fishing vessel while it is at high seas, 
the use of flags of a country other than the country 
of ship ownership means that some flag States are 
unwilling to enforce laws and regulations in their ju-
risdictions. 

The 2021 Global Estimates indicate a total of 128,000 
fishers in forced labour worldwide. However, because 
measuring forced labour aboard fishing vessels poses 
several unique challenges, this figure likely signifi-
cantly understates the full extent of the problem. 
The isolation of the workplace makes it difficult to 
reach the fishers affected, while the extreme vul-
nerability that comes with work at sea, as well as the 
risk of repercussions, can lead to reluctance on the 
part of fishers to report and discuss abuses. At the 
same time, spouses and other relatives reached by 
survey enumerators may have only limited informa-
tion about the situation of their family member at sea. 

New, bespoke survey instruments are needed for 
generating reliable estimates of forced labour at sea. 
The ILO, IOM, and the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC) are collaborating in the Blue 
Fairness and Integrity Research Compact Project to 
develop survey tools that will be made available to 
the international community to estimate the preva-
lence of trafficking for forced labour in the fishing 
industry. The Blue Fairness Project forms part of the 
broader Blue Justice Initiative, a multi-partner effort 
supported by Norwegian Ministry of Trade, Industry 
and Fisheries to build global capacity to combat 
transnational organized crime in fisheries.

ILO is also working in collaboration with research 
partners to test the tools in various contexts. Under 
the umbrella of the 8.7 Accelerator Lab, an ILO initia-
tive to accelerate progress towards the eradication 
of forced labour and child labour, the ILO plans to 
conduct prevalence surveys on forced labour in the 
fishing industry. The 8.7 Accelerator Lab is a multi-
donor funded programme supported by the govern-
ments of Norway (Norwegian Development Agency), 
Germany (Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development), and Canada (Global Affairs de-
partment). These and other related research efforts 
will help in generating new, robust evidence on the 
prevalence and the characteristics of forced labour in 
the fishing industry and will inform the next round of 
the global estimates.

Forced labour and human trafficking in fishing 
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Women and men differ in terms of both the extent and nature of their 
involvement in forced labour exploitation. Overall, the number of men in 
forced labour exploitation (11.3 million) is nearly twice that of women (6.0 mil-
lion). Men and women also differ somewhat in terms of the sectors where they 
are found. Domestic work makes up 17 per cent of the forced labour exploita-
tion of women but only 4 per cent of the forced labour exploitation of men. 
At the same time, construction work accounts for 22 per cent of men’s forced 
labour exploitation compared to 6 per cent of women’s. Men in forced labour are 
also much more likely than women to be in mining and quarrying, although this 
sector accounts for a relatively small share of total forced labour for both sexes. 
The other sectors account for roughly similar shares of the total of women and 
men in forced labour. Not captured in these numbers, however, is the important 
gender segmentation that often occurs in the division of labour within sectors.55 

The composition of forced labour exploitation differs from that of the 
broader labour force in a number of ways. First, as discussed below, the 
share of migrants in the group of people in forced labour is much higher than 
the share of migrants in the overall labour force. There are also relatively more 
men among workers in forced labour compared to the labour force generally. 
There are additional differences in terms of how people in forced labour and the 
overall labour force are divided across sectors. People in forced labour are more 
likely to be in manufacturing, and much more likely to be in construction, than 
workers in the overall labour force. They are less likely to be in the services and 
agriculture sectors compared to workers in the overall labour force. The mining 
and quarrying sector accounts for equal shares of those in forced labour and of 
those making up the overall labour force.
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The composition of forced labour exploitation  
differs from that of the broader labour force  
in a number of ways

Percentage distribution of adults in the global labour force and adults  
in forced labour exploitation, by sector

Figure 9.

50.9%

40.2%

27.4%

12.3%

13.1%

18.7%

16.3%

1.4%

1.4%

7.2%

Services

Agriculture

Manufacturing

Construction 

Mining and quarrying 

Labour force(a)

Forced labour exploitation(b)

Notes: (a) Labour force refers to employed persons of working age. Data for employed persons of working age from 
International Labour Organization, “Employment by sex and economic activity — ILO modelled estimates,” ILOSTAT, 
Accessed 20-10-2021; (b) 11.1 per cent of adults in forced labour exploitation work in sectors other than those shown.
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Forced labour and migration
Migrant workers who are not protected by law or are unable to exercise 
their rights face a higher risk of forced labour than other workers. The 
2021 Global Estimates indicate that 15 per cent of all adults in forced labour ex-
ploitation are migrants (i.e., are subjected to forced labour in a country different 
from that of their birth). By comparison, in 2019 international migrant workers 
accounted for roughly 5 per cent of the total global labour force.56 Migrants 
are therefore disproportionately represented in the group of workers in forced 
labour. Other localised studies suggest that migrants account for a much larger 
share of total people in forced labour in specific sectors and locations.57

The prevalence of forced labour exploitation (expressed as a share of total workers) 
also makes clear that migrant workers are more likely to be in forced labour than 
non-migrant workers. Nearly 14 out of every thousand adult migrant workers are 
in forced labour in the private economy, a prevalence rate that is more than three 
times higher than that of non-migrant workers (4.1 out of every thousand).  

The prevalence of forced labour exploitation  
is much higher for migrant workers than  
for other workers

Prevalence (per thousand workers(a)) of adults in forced labour exploitation,  
by migrant status and sex

Figure 10.

4.1‰

13.8‰

4.5‰

16.0‰

3.6‰

10.6‰

Total

Male

Female

Non-migrant

Migrant

Notes: (a) “‰” denotes cases per thousand workers.  (b) As prevalence in this chart is expressed as a share of total workers 
rather than total population, it is not comparable with the prevalence figures reported elsewhere in this report.
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While 2021 Global Estimates did not aim to estimate the prevalence of trafficking 
for forced labour, it is likely that for many migrants subjected to forced labour 
there was criminal involvement of traffickers at earlier stages of their journey – 
such as at the time of recruitment and facilitation of travel – with intent to exploit 
them once they reached their destination.

While migration has a largely positive impact at individual, household, commu-
nity and societal levels, the global estimates make clear that under some circum-
stances – for example, when migration is irregular or poorly governed, or when 
recruitment practices are unfair or unethical, or when migrants are unprotected 
in law and practice – migration can create situations of vulnerability to forced 
labour, trafficking in persons, and other human rights abuses. 

When the need to move is sufficiently acute, or regular migration channels are 
limited, individuals or families may resort to dangerous migration routes and 
means of travel, including irregular border crossings.58 Many fall into the hands 
of smugglers who engage in abusive practices or unscrupulous recruitment in-
termediaries who exact from them recruitment fees and related costs, exacer-
bating the cycle of debt and risk of abuse.59

Once they reach their destination, migrants may remain vulnerable to forced 
labour and human trafficking due to language and cultural barriers, lack of re-
liable information and support networks, challenges of economic and social in-
tegration, lack of access to basic services and social security, or restrictions on 
their ability to change employer or organize and bargain collectively. 

In addition, migrant workers are often employed in sectors such as domestic 
work or agriculture, which may not be covered by the labour code and where 
there may be other restrictions, for example on the right to organize. High levels 
of informality in such sectors further limit their access to workplace protections 
or grievance mechanisms. Unscrupulous employers, landlords, and service pro-
viders may take advantage of their limited knowledge of local conditions and 
reduced bargaining power. This can be particularly challenging for women mi-
grant workers, for whom regular migration channels might be restricted by law 
or practice.

Several countries have introduced reforms aimed at closing gaps in the legal 
protections of migrant workers. Qatar,60 for example, has adopted a range of leg-
islative reforms and other measures aimed at ensuring the rights and freedoms 
of migrant workers (see separate text box).  In United Arab Emirates,61 a law has 
been passed to ensure the right of migrant domestic workers to, among other 
things, terminate their work contracts unilaterally.

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery

37

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Panel 4.

Over two million migrants work in Qatar, and they 
make up 95 per cent of the workforce in the private 
sector. Since 2010, when Qatar was awarded the right 
to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup, there have been 
widespread reports of severe labour rights violations 
against migrant workers, including forced labour. 

In 2014, international workers’ organizations lodged 
a formal complaint with the ILO Governing Body, 
where they alleged Qatar was not complying with 
core international labour standards. Central to the 
complaint was the fact that the kafala, or sponsorship 
system, was enabling an environment that could lead 
to exploitation and even forced labour. Moreover, 
concerns were raised about insufficient access to jus-
tice and complaint mechanisms for migrant workers, 
inadequate labour inspection system, and weak en-
forcement of labour legislation. 

An ad-hoc Committee of the ILO Committee on the 
Application of Standards (CAS) found the allega-
tions to be credible, and the ILO Governing Body 
sent a high-level tripartite mission to Qatar in 2016 
to assess the validity of these allegations. The out-
come of the mission prompted the Governing Body 
and the Committee of Experts on the Application of 
Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) to fur-
ther urge the Government to address these issues. 

After a period of negotiations and some legisla-
tive reforms, in 2017 the Governing Body decided 
to endorse a programme of work between the 
Government of Qatar and the ILO to enact major 
labour reforms, and to close the complaint proce-
dure. 

In April 2018, the ILO opened an office in Doha. Since 
then, there has been significant progress that has 
positively impacted the living and working condi-
tions for hundreds of thousands of migrant workers 

in Qatar. Notably, the most problematic elements 
of the sponsorship system have been dismantled. 
Workers can now leave the country and change jobs 
without their employer’s consent. This has helped to 
redress the power imbalance between workers and 
employers.  In addition, there have been significant 
legislative and policy developments in areas of min-
imum wage, occupational safety and health, and 
social dialogue at the enterprise level. 

Despite the milestones reached, there are gaps in 
implementation. Among the top remaining priori-
ties, there is the need to address the retaliation by 
some unscrupulous employers against workers who 
wish to change jobs. There continue to be many 
complaints related to non-payment of wages and 
benefits. And while new systems have been intro-
duced to facilitate access to justice, the process can 
be time-consuming and unpredictable. Lastly, a large 
number of domestic workers are not yet fully bene-
fiting from the labour reforms, particularly when it 
comes to their rights on working time and the right 
to a day off per week. 

The ILO’s cooperation with the Government of Qatar 
has demonstrated the effectiveness of the ILO’s su-
pervisory system, which helps to ensure that coun-
tries implement the international labour standards 
they ratify. It also showed that the combination of 
this unique system, the ILO’s technical cooperation 
expertise, and a country’s political commitment, can 
produce results quickly, and in full partnership with 
the Government, and workers’ and employers’ organ-
izations. 

There is a universal recognition that the work is not 
complete, and a commitment to continue the coop-
eration beyond the World Cup.

Source: Monitoring compliance with international labour standards: The key role of the ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 
and Recommendations, International Labour Office, Geneva, ILO, 2019, p. 51. Progress report on the technical cooperation programme between the 
Government of Qatar and the ILO, International Labour Office, 2021.

Reform of the sponsorship system: the case of Qatar
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Involuntariness and coercion
Forced labour involves work situations featuring two key, interrelated condi-
tions. The first is a lack of free and informed consent (i.e., involuntariness) in 
taking the job or accepting the working conditions. The second is the application 
of some form of coercion, such as a penalty or threat of a penalty, to prevent an 
individual from leaving a situation or to otherwise compel work. The absence 
of free and informed consent and presence of coercion can occur at any stage 
of the employment process – at the time of recruitment to compel a person to 
take a job against their will, during employment to compel a worker to work 
and/or live under conditions to which they do not agree, or to compel a person 
to remain in the job when they wish to leave. As discussed above, international 
labour standards stipulate that both involuntariness and coercion must be 
present in a work situation for it to constitute forced labour.

The 2021 Global Estimates provide insights into the most common manifesta-
tions of involuntariness and coercion faced by people in forced labour. 

Conditions leading to the absence of free and informed consent

The 2021 Global Estimates indicate that the absence of free and informed consent 
can arise from a number of overlapping factors. It is most commonly linked to 
workers being confronted with work circumstances different from and inferior 
to those agreed at the outset of employment. In 51 per cent of cases of adult 
forced labour exploitation, workers are working involuntarily because of longer 
hours or more overtime than agreed, and in 43 per cent of cases because they 
must perform different job tasks from those specified during recruitment. In 30 
per cent of cases, they are working involuntarily because the nature of their job 
is different from what they agreed to, and in 25 per cent of cases because they 
because they work for someone other than the agreed employer.

Other common factors giving rise to absence of free and informed consent 
relate to job conditions and living conditions associated with the job. Forty-seven 
per cent are working involuntarily because of very low or no wages, 27 per cent 
because of hazardous work conditions, and 23 per cent because of degrading 
living conditions at the work site imposed by the employer, recruiter, or other 
third party. 

Involuntary work also arises from restrictions in the ability to change employer 
(28 per cent) and because of debt owed to employers, recruiters, or related par-
ties (19 per cent). In a smaller share of cases, lack free and informed of consent 
stems from having to work alongside a family member who is in forced labour 
(14 per cent) or because the job is a condition for land and housing (10 per cent). 
The latter relates in particular to sharecropping agreements that require, for 
example, a wife and/or children to perform domestic work in order for the family 
to have land and housing. Finally, in 1 per cent of cases, the absence of free and 
informed consent is linked to situations of traditional slavery.
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Involuntariness in work can arise 
from an array work conditions

Percentage of adults in forced labour exploitation experiencing conditions  
leading to involuntariness(a) by sex

Figure 11.

Note: (a) Percentages add to more than 100 because people can be subject to more than one condition leading to invol-
untariness.
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Types of coercion

Coercion is what compels workers to work without free and informed consent. The 
global estimates indicate that coercion can take many forms. The systematic and 
deliberate withholding of wages is the most common, used by abusive employers 
to compel workers to stay in a job out of fear of losing accrued earnings. More 
than one-third (36 per cent) of adults in forced labour in the private economy are 
subjected to this form of coercion. 

Coercion through the abuse of vulnerability affects about one in five adults in 
forced labour. This form of coercion involves employers exploiting workers’ vul-
nerability – for example, their lack of alternative livelihood opportunities – to 
compel them under threat of dismissal to perform work they would otherwise 
refuse62 or to compel them to work excessive hours in order to secure a min-
imum wage.63

A similar share of adults in forced labour, about one-fifth, are coerced through 
threats levelled against them directly. On rarer occasions, threats also extend 
to family members. Around one in ten of those in forced labour are coerced into 
remaining in their job through the imposition of a financial penalty for leaving 
prior to an agreed or imposed departure date. 

Other forms of coercion affect smaller, but by no means negligible, numbers 
of adults in forced labour exploitation. About 5 per cent are coerced through 
the manipulation of debt – for example, by compelling people to perform work 
they would otherwise refuse under threat of increasing the debt they owe to the 
employer. A similar share is coerced through the use of isolation – for example, 
being kept in a remote location or being isolated from contact with families or 
sources of assistance by confiscating mobile phones and cutting off other means 
of communication. 

Migrant workers who are in irregular situations, unfairly recruited, or in contexts 
of poor migration governance can face coercion in the form of confiscation of their 
identity documents, which prevents them from leaving a job for fear of losing 
them. Migrants in irregular situations are also coerced through threats of being 
reported to authorities or deported. Other adults in forced labour are subjected 
to more extreme forms of coercion, including sexual and physical violence, forced 
confinement, and deprivation of food, drink, or sleep. 

These forms of coercion are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, most of those in 
forced labour are subjected to multiple forms simultaneously. 

The global estimates indicate some differences in types of coercion faced by 
women and men in forced labour exploitation. Looking at the four most common 
forms of coercion, women in forced labour are more likely to be coerced through 
wage non-payment and abuse of vulnerability through threat of dismissal, and 
men in forced labour through threats of violence and financial penalties. Among 
the other forms of coercion, women are more likely to be subjected to physical 
and sexual violence and threats against family members, and men to confisca-
tion of identity documents, threat of deportation, and forced confinement. 
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Non-payment of wages and threats of dismissal  
stand out as the most common forms of coercion  
faced by workers

Percentage of adults in forced labour exploitation, by forms of coercion(a) and sex

Figure 12.

Note: (a) Percentages add to more than 100 because people can be subject to more than one form coercion.

Abuse of vulnerability

Non-payment of wages

Some form of direct threat

Financial penalty

Debt manipulation

Isolation

Physical violence

Confiscation and retention  
of identify documents

Threat of deportation

Forced confinement

Deprivation of food,  
water or sleep

Some form of threat  
against a family member

Sexual violence

Total

Male

Female

36.3%

20.8%

19.3%

9.6%

5.1%

4.5%

3.7%

3.1%

2.5%

2.2%

1.9%

1.3%

0.5%
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Debt bondage 
Debt bondage results when people are coerced to work against their will to 
repay a debt with an employer or recruiter, or when debt is manipulated to 
compel people to perform work tasks or accept work conditions that they would 
otherwise refuse. Such debts can last years or even generations.64 They can be 
manipulated in ways that make their settlement impossible. 

The factors leading to debt bondage vary. Sudden shocks, such as job loss, can 
oblige workers without savings or access to formal credit markets to turn to preda-
tory lenders offering loans under conditions tantamount to debt bondage. Others, 
already indebted, can be forced to offer their labour or that of a family member 
to service their debts when they are unable to do so through other means. Still 
others fall into debt bondage through exorbitant fees, withheld wages, and other 
coercive practices of predatory recruiters or employers.65 Migrants in particular 
are susceptible to having to take on large debts to pay exorbitant costs related 
to recruitment and migration to secure work in countries of destination. Rarer 
but persistent traditional forms of debt bondage include people born into debt 
bondage through debts purportedly accumulated by their forebears.  

One-fifth of people in forced labour exploitation are in situations of debt 
bondage. While the global estimates point to the occurrence of debt bondage 
across all sectors, its relative importance varies considerably from one to an-
other. Debt bondage is most prominent in mining, agriculture, and construction, 
where 43 per cent, 31 per cent, and 27 per cent, respectively, of all forced labour 
cases involve debt bondage. Debt bondage is present in about one in five cases 
of forced labour in services and domestic work and in 14 per cent of forced 
labour cases in manufacturing. Other studies point to bonded labour in specific 
industries including brickmaking, tobacco, fishing, illegal logging and timber 
extraction, carpet weaving, and textile and garment manufacturing, among oth-
ers.66 Marginalised communities, ethnic and religious minorities, and indigenous 
peoples are among the groups at particular risk.67
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One-fifth of all people in forced labour exploitation  
is in situations of debt bondage

Percentage adults in forced labour exploitation who are in situations  
of debt bondage,(a) by sex and sector

Figure 13.

Male

World

Female

Mining and quarrying

Agriculture

Construction

Services excluding domestic work

Domestic work

Other

Manufacturing

20.9%

19.7%

22.0%

43.1%

31.0%

27.4%

19.4%

19.3%

14.5%

14.0%

Notes: (a) Debt bondage for the purpose of the global estimates refers to two specific situations: (1) when a person is 
coerced work against their will to repay a debt with employer or recruiter (e.g., “you must take this job to repay the money 
you owe me, or else I will hurt your family”); or (2) when debt is manipulated to compel a person to perform work tasks or 
accept work conditions that he or she would otherwise refuse (e.g., “if you do not work all night to finish the order, I will 
double the amount of money that you owe me”).
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1.2.3 Forced commercial sexual exploitation  
This sub-section refers to persons in forced labour imposed by private actors for 
commercial sexual exploitation. This category of forced labour includes adults’ 
forced involvement in commercial sexual exploitation, in production of sexual 
abuse materials, and in new forms of Internet-based commercial sexual exploita-
tion. It also includes all forms of commercial sexual exploitation involving chil-
dren.68 

The 2021 Global Estimates indicate a total of 6.3 million people are in sit-
uations of forced commercial sexual exploitation on any given day. This 
number includes 1.7 million children in commercial sexual exploitation, about a 
quarter of the total. Gender is a critical determining factor – nearly four out of 
every five of those trapped in forced commercial exploitation are girls or women. 

Information from other sources underscores the close link between forced com-
mercial sexual exploitation and trafficking. According to UNODC, half of all iden-
tified trafficking cases reported to the organization in 2018 involved trafficking 
for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation.69 The CTDC also reports large 
shares of identified cases involving trafficking for sexual exploitation, with some 
geographic variation.70 

The trafficking mechanisms can be complex. UNODC, for example, reports mul-
tiple cases of collaboration between criminal groups specializing in recruitment 
and brokering women for commercial sexual exploitation in a source country 
and other criminal networks specializing in their “reselling” and abuse in destina-
tion countries.71 Traffickers commonly use false promises of other job opportuni-
ties abroad – for example, in domestic service – as a ploy to recruit women into 
situations of forced commercial sexual exploitation.72 Increasingly, social media 
and websites are used to recruit people via fake job advertisements.73 

According to CTDC, victims trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation 
report psychological abuse as the most frequent means by which traffickers con-
trol them, followed by restrictions on their freedom of movement and threats 
being made against them or their loved ones.74

The numerous large-scale crises currently unfolding worldwide, and the pop-
ulation displacements and heightened vulnerability associated with them, are 
creating fertile ground for human traffickers. In Ukraine, for example, interna-
tional organizations are raising the alarm about the risk of human trafficking 
and commercial sexual exploitation among the millions of women and children 
fleeing the conflict there.75 Similar concerns have been raised in a number of 
other conflict-related crises, including in Central African Republic, Colombia, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Libya, Mali, Myanmar, Somalia, South 
Sudan, Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic, and Yemen.76
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1.2.4 Forced labour of children 
The 2021 estimates indicate that a total of 3.3 million children are in situations of 
forced labour on any given day, accounting for about 12 per cent of all those in 
forced labour. And owing to data constraints, these numbers, already alarming, 
may well be just the tip of the iceberg. The forced labour of children constitutes one 
component of child labour,77 which the international community – through Target 
8.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals – has committed to ending by 2025.

There are concerns that the risk of forced labour among children has been made 
worse by the COVID-19 pandemic. An estimated 10.4 million children, for ex-
ample, have lost at least one parent to the pandemic, out of which 7 million have 
become orphans, leaving them vulnerable to abuse in contexts in which child 
support systems are inadequate.78

A total of 1.7 million children are in commercial sexual exploitation, constituting 
over half of all children in forced labour. A further 1.3 million, accounting for 39 
per cent of the total, are in forced labour exploitation. The remaining 0.32 million 
children in forced labour, 10 per cent of the total, are subjected to state-imposed 
forced labour. 

One half of all children in forced labour  
are in commercial sexual exploitation

Percentage distribution and number of children in forced labour, by category

Figure 14.

Forced labour  
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State-imposed  
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The forced labour of children occurs across  
a wide range of economic sectors and industries

Word cloud of commonly occurring words(a)

Figure 15.

Note: (a) This word cloud was generated using data collected by the ILO through a series of regional mappings of informa-
tion on  the forced labour of children in Asia, Africa, and Latin America and the Caribbean. The mappings relied on a variety 
of secondary sources and indicated (where available) the economic sector or activity in which children were engaged.
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A review undertaken for this report of information from a wide range of supple-
mentary sources79 makes clear that the forced labour of children occurs across 
a wide array of economic sectors and industries (Figure 15). Some of the forms 
of forced labour of children are discussed briefly below.

Commercial sexual exploitation of children. There are tragic accounts from 
many parts of the world of children in situations of commercial sexual exploita-
tion, including in travel and tourism and the production of child sexual abuse 
materials. Some of the severe forms of coercion and abuse these children are 
subjected to include abduction, drugging, being held in captivity, deception, ma-
nipulation of debt, and the confiscation of identity documents.  

Many are trafficked into such situations, ending up far from their homes and 
families. The commercial sexual exploitation of children appears to be most 
prevalent against marginalised children struck by poverty, social exclusion, and 
discrimination, children on the move (particularly unaccompanied or separated 
children), children with disabilities, children living in residential care, and chil-
dren left behind by their parents.80 Situations of conflict and humanitarian crisis 
can leave children especially vulnerable to commercial sexual exploitation.81  

The online commercial sexual exploitation of children, involving the dissemi-
nation of acts of sexual abuse over the Internet, is also a growing concern 
worldwide.82 The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Sale and Sexual 
Exploitation of Children has indicated that COVID-19 has greatly amplified the 
risk of online child commercial sexual exploitation.83 The Internet is also creating 
new channels for the trafficking of children and for connecting trafficking vic-
tims with their abusers.84

Forced labour of children in domestic work. The number of child domestic 
workers subjected to forced labour is difficult to estimate as this work occurs 
behind closed doors in private homes. What begins as a case of child labour may 
evolve into forced labour when children are required to work long hours, or are 
subjected to physical, psychological, or sexual abuse, with no means of escaping 
their employer. 

In parts of Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and South Asia, there are en-
trenched systems of domestic bondage involving children, such as the criadazgo 
in Paraguay,85 padrinazgo in Peru,86 vidomegon in Benin,87 confiage in Togo,88 and 
kamlari in Nepal.89 Girls or members of minority ethnic groups are often particu-
larly affected. There is an important two-way link between the forced domestic 
work of children and child trafficking. Forced domestic work can be the result 
of trafficking while, at the same time, children who escape this form of forced 
labour also become more vulnerable to trafficking.90

Children in situations of debt bondage. Debt bondage of children persists 
in many parts of the world. It can be linked to traditional practices, such as the 
wahaya practice in Niger involving domestic work and sexual exploitation,91 and 
the Haliya and Kamaiya practices in Nepal involving agricultural bonded labour.92 
In countries such as Mali and Mauritania,93 despite some progress, hereditary 
slavery practices affecting entire families persist in some areas. These practices 
see children starting lives in slavery in activities such as cattle herding, field work 
and domestic work.  
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Children are also found in debt bondage in many contexts because their parents 
are in such situations. In South Asia, where endemic levels of debt bondage 
persist among brick kiln workers,94 children work alongside their indentured 
parents.95 Irregular migration also poses a risk of debt bondage for children. 
There are reports of child migrants in an irregular situation migrating from Asia 
or Africa to Europe and falling into debt bondage to repay their travel costs to 
smugglers.96

Child trafficking for forced labour. UNODC statistics indicate that children 
account for one in every three detected victims of trafficking worldwide, rising 
to one in two in low-income countries. Most, but not all, of these children are 
trafficked for the purpose of forced labour.97 Identified cases of child trafficking 
for forced labour reported by the Counter Trafficking Data Collaborative (CTDC) 
indicate a lower but still very large share of one in five worldwide.98 

The CTDC data indicate that children are most commonly trafficked into domestic 
work (21 per cent), followed by begging (10 per cent), the hospitality sector (7 
per cent), street and small scale informal retail (6 per cent), illicit activities (6 per 
cent), and agriculture (5 per cent). 99 Other reports point to child trafficking for 
forced labour in agriculture100 and mining and quarrying,101 among others. 

Children affected include girls in rural and remote parts of Africa who are traf-
ficked to urban areas for forced labour in domestic work,102 scheduled caste 
and tribal children in South Asia who are trafficked to distant cities to work in 
manufacturing, and indigenous and migrant children in Latin America who are 
trafficked to work as domestic servants, to work for organized criminal groups, 
or to be used as soldiers in armed conflicts.103 

Studies in West Africa, Latin America, and South Asia highlight how the practice 
of families sending children outside the home for employment can increase the 
risk of child trafficking.104 Crisis situations can also create opportunities for child 
traffickers. In Bangladesh, the IOM reports an organized network for trafficking 
Rohingya children out of refugee camps for domestic work.105 There are growing 
concerns of child traffickers preying on children attempting to flee the conflict 
in Ukraine.106

Forced begging and illicit activities. Nearly one in ten identified cases of child 
trafficking for forced labour reported by IOM’s CTDC are trafficked for begging 
and one in 20 for illicit activities.107 There are reports of children’s involvement in 
forced begging and forced engagement in illicit activities in many regions of the 
world. In parts of the Sahel in Africa, the UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking 
in Persons reports the continuing practice of children being required to beg 
by religious teachers with whom they are sent to live, ostensibly for spiritual 
guidance.108, 109 Other reports indicate other forms of forced begging involving 
children in Eastern Europe,110 Southeast Asia,111 and Latin America and the 
Caribbean.112

Other reported illicit activities involving children include the production and 
smuggling of narcotics in Southeast Asia,113 theft in Europe,114 and the sale and 
transport of stolen goods in North America.115 Children can be coerced into work 
in illicit activities through threats of violence,116 exploitation of economic vulner-
ability,117 and promises of status.118
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Children in armed conflict. The recruitment and use of child soldiers, mostly by 
armed groups but also sometimes by government forces, is a persistent problem 
in approximately 20 countries and several conflict zones. The UN Security 
Council reported around 10,000 children recruited and abducted each year in 
the past five years,119 some as young as 8 or 9-years-old.120 Affected countries 
include Afghanistan,121 Democratic Republic of the Congo,122 Mali,123 Myanmar,124 
Nigeria,125 Somalia,126 South Sudan,127 Sudan,128 Syrian Arab Republic,129 and 
Yemen.130  

In addition to taking direct part in fighting, children can also be forced into other 
roles in armed conflict situations that involve abhorrent abuses of their human 
rights. Reports from a variety of war contexts document children being used as 
human shields,131 in intelligence gathering,132 in mine clearance, as bodyguards, 
in planting improvised explosive devices, and as perpetrators of acts of terror.133 

Girls may be forced into sexual slavery or forced marriages. Many children are 
abducted.134 In addition, they may be forced to perform extremely hazardous 
child labour in the production of conflict minerals.135 

Direct exposure to extreme violence is a common thread across all children as-
sociated with armed conflict, whether they are witnesses, forced combatants, 
or forced participants in some other role. The psychosocial and physical conse-
quences can last a lifetime.136

1.2.5 State-imposed forced labour
State-imposed forced labour is used in the global estimates to describe various 
forms of forced labour that are imposed by state authorities, agents acting on 
behalf of state authorities, and organizations with authority similar to the state. 
It is prohibited by ILO Convention Nos. 29 and 105, subject to certain exceptions. 

State-imposed forced labour has a number of overarching characteristics: 1) 
there is a mobilisation of labour using state apparatuses including the army, the 
police, the judiciary, and the prison system; 2) these state apparatuses act either 
in accordance with national law that is in non-conformity with ILO Conventions 
or remain unchallenged in imposing forced labour in contravention of national 
and international law; 3) there is no path to remediation because the forced 
labour is imposed by the state itself. 

An estimated 3.9 million people were in state-imposed forced labour at 
any point in time in 2021. More than three of every four (78 per cent) of those 
in forced labour imposed by state authorities are male. Eight per cent of those 
in state-imposed forced labour are children. 

Underlying these aggregate figures are a number of different categories of 
state-imposed forced labour. Over half (56 per cent of all cases) involve some 
form of abuse of compulsory prison labour: the abuse of compulsory prison 
labour for private interests, either in work performed by prisoners in private-
ly-managed prisons or in work performed by prisoners inside or outside public 
prisons for private interests; forced labour imposed on people in pre-trial or 
administrative detention; or cases connected to the imposition of labour on 
persons imprisoned for non-violent political offences, for labour discipline, for 
non-violent participation in strikes, or as a means of discrimination.
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The abuse of conscription into military services accounts for 27 per cent of all 
cases. The remaining 17 per cent of cases involve either the obligation to work 
for the purpose of furthering national economic development, people being 
forced to work in excess of normal civic obligations, or people being forced to 
perform communal services exceeding the nature and scope of these activities 
as permitted by ILO standards.  

The comments from the ILO’s supervisory bodies’ regular system of supervision 
make clear state-imposed forced labour persists in all of the world’s regions.

Below, specific manifestations of the different categories of state-imposed 
forced labour are illustrated on the basis of information drawn from the ILO’s 
supervisory bodies’ regular system of supervision, including the Committee of 
Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) and 
the International Labour Conference’s Tripartite Committee on the Application 
of Standards (CAS), as well as from other UN human rights monitoring bodies.

State-imposed forced labour takes a variety  
of different forms

Percentage distribution and number of people in state-imposed forced labour, 
by category

Figure 16.

Abuse of compulsory  
prison labour

Forced labour for economic 
development, and abuse  
of the obligation to perform 
work beyond normal civic  
obligations or minor  
communal services

Abuse of conscription

1.1 million
26.9%

0.7 million
17.3%

2.2 million 
55.8%

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery

51

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Abuse of compulsory prison labour
Compulsory labour in prison can be imposed only on prisoners who meet certain 
conditions: they must be convicted of a crime in a court of law following due pro-
cess137 but must not have been convicted of a non-violent political offence,138 for 
breaches of labour discipline,139 for non-violent participation in strikes,140 or as a 
means of racial, social, national, or religious discrimination.141 Furthermore, the 
work itself must be supervised by public authorities and must not be for private 
individuals, companies, or associations unless a number of additional conditions 
are met (explained below).142 

Compulsory labour for people convicted of a non-violent political offence 

One of the most common violations of the rules on prison labour is the imposi-
tion of compulsory work on people detained for non-violent political offences. 
The CEACR has been regularly requesting ratifying states to take measures to 
review their legislation or the manner in which the legislation is applied in prac-
tice with a view to ensuring that the legislation does not allow for or is not used 
to impose penalties involving compulsory labour (including compulsory prison 
labour, public, or correctional work) on persons who express political views or 
peacefully oppose the established political, economic, or social system. 

Recent examples of such requests include Burundi,143 Algeria,144 Benin,145 
Kazakhstan,146 the Russian Federation,147 United Arab Emirates,148 and United 
Republic of Tanzania.149 The most recent individual case discussed by the ILO 
Committee on the Application of Standards (CAS) concern Azerbaijan (2022),150 
Fiji (2022),151 and Zimbabwe (2021).152

In the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has expressed grave concern 
about “credible accounts of forced labour under exceptionally harsh conditions 
within the ordinary prison system, which may amount to the crime against 
humanity of enslavement.”153 The forced labour included construction work, 
farming, logging, mining and similar forms of heavy manual labour. The ex-
ceptionally harsh work conditions included reports of “extremely long working 
hours, starvation rations, overall poor living conditions, denial of medical care 
and frequent beatings for minor infractions and failing to meet work quotas.”154  

The CEACR and other UN human rights monitoring bodies have also expressed 
concern over the use of anti-terrorism laws or the guise of national security 
concerns as means of imposing prison sentences for the expression of polit-
ical opinions or the exercise of independent civil society activity including trade 
unionists, business’ leaders and other human rights defenders such as law-
yers or journalists (e.g., Bangladesh,155 Algeria,156, the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela and Cameroon).157 

Imposition of forced labour as a means of racial or religious discrimination

With regard to China, delegates to the International Labour Conference of the 
ILO, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Special Rapporteur 
on contemporary forms of slavery have raised concerns about forced labour in 
some parts of China. In a context  where  employment schemes are used for 
poverty alleviation  and where such schemes are linked with the prevention of 
religious extremism, the report of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
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refers to allegations of practices of forced or compulsory labour with respect 
to Uyghur and other predominantly Muslim minorities, mainly with respect to 
placements in vocational education and training facilities and on leaving such 
facilities, and labour placements known as “surplus labour” and labour transfer” 
schemes. The report concluded that there were indications that such schemes 
were discriminatory in nature or effect and that they seemed to involve ele-
ments of coercion.

On 12 August 2022, China ratified the ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1930 
(No.29) and the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No.105).158 The 
latter requires ratifying Member states “ to suppress and not to make use of 
any form of forced or compulsory labour: (a) as a means of political coercion or 
education or as a punishment for holding or expressing political views or views 
ideologically opposed to the established political, social or economic system; 
(b) as a method of mobilising and using labour for purposes of economic de-
velopment; (c) as a means of labour discipline; (d) as a punishment for having 
participated in strikes; or, (e) as a means of racial, social, national or religious dis-
crimination”. This ratification creates renewed momentum for cooperation with 
the Government and social partners to pursue these issues, to combat forced 
labour and support human-centred development and decent work.

Pakistan is among the other countries where the CEACR has noted the impo-
sition of compulsory labour as a means of racial or religious discrimination.159 
In the United States, the CEACR has strongly encouraged the government to 
strengthen its efforts to ensure that racial discrimination at the sentencing and 
other stages of the criminal justice process do not result in the imposition of 
racially disproportionate prison sentences involving compulsory labour.160  

Forced labour for breaches of labour discipline

Forced labour imposed as a consequence of a breach of labour discipline has 
been found to occur in countries including Botswana,161 where national legisla-
tion provides for sanctions of imprisonment involving compulsory prison labour 
for any wilful breach of a contract of employment by an employee who is acting 
either alone or in combination with others, if such breach affects the opera-
tion of overly broadly defined essential services. It has also been found in the 
Republic of Moldova,162 where criminal legislation provides that the non-perfor-
mance or improper performance by an official in their duties as the result of a 
negligent attitude, causing substantial harm to legitimate rights and interests of 
persons or organizations, or to public interests, is punishable by imprisonment 
(which involves compulsory prison labour).  

Several countries have laws imposing sentences of imprisonment on seafarers, 
or fines or forceful return to their ships, for breaches of labour discipline such 
as refusal to obey orders or absence without authorisation. These laws amount 
to a compulsion to work under threat of penalties. The ILO allows the imposi-
tion of proportional sanctions for actions that would endanger the ship or the 
life or health of persons on board. Otherwise, all sanctions involving compul-
sory labour should be abolished under ILO Convention Nos. 29 and 105 and the 
Maritime Labour Convention. 

Cases involving seafarers dealt with by the CEACR include South Africa,163 where 
national legislation provides for prison sanctions (involving compulsory prison 
labour) for breaches of discipline by seafarers, including: wilfully disobeying any 
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lawful command or neglecting duty; combining with any of the crew to disobey 
lawful commands, neglect duty, impede the navigation of the ship or retard 
the progress of the voyage; preventing, hindering, or retarding the loading, un-
loading, or departure of the ship; desertion; and absence without leave. Other 
examples include Grenada164 and United Arab Emirates,165 although both coun-
tries have committed to reforms aimed at bringing their laws into conformity 
with the forced labour conventions. 

Imposition of forced labour for non-violent participation in strikes

Another frequent violation is the imposition of labour on prisoners incarcer-
ated for non-violent participation in strikes (e.g., Côte d’Ivoire,166 Kazakhstan,167 
Philippines168) or otherwise promoting workers’ rights. Strike action may be pro-
hibited, and penal sanctions involving forced labour imposed, for workers in 
essential services in both the public and the private sector as well as in limited 
other circumstances (such as those involving minimum operational require-
ments and minimum safety and health requirements). However, some countries 
define “essential services” much more broadly than the supervisory bodies have 
considered acceptable, and breaches of a strike ban in services that cannot be 
considered “essential” should then not be subject to forced labour under C105 
(e.g., Bangladesh169 and Guatemala170).

Abuse of prison labour for the benefit of private parties

Prison labour can be used for the benefit of private individuals, companies, or 
organizations only if several additional requirements are met. The prisoner must 
consent to the work and must not be threatened with a penalty (such as loss of 
privileges) for refusing. The conditions of work offered by the employer must be 
proximate to those that would be offered to other workers in the labour market. 
Prisoners must receive similar wages as other workers, daily working hours must 
conform with labour laws, health and safety measures must be in place in accor-
dance with legislation, and any standard safeguards available to other workers 
must be present. Workers must additionally be supervised by the public author-
ities. Examples of countries where prison labour for private entities meets with 
the requirements of the Convention include Canada,171 Chile,172 and Colombia.173 

Violations typically involve the assignment of prisoners to work for private in-
terests without asking for their consent and/or without remuneration. In sev-
eral countries, prisoners freely consenting to work for private enterprises are 
either not paid a wage at all or paid only nominal wages. Cases examined by UN 
human rights monitoring bodies include Mongolia.174 In other countries, cases 
dealt with by the CEACR involve prisoners assigned to work for private interests 
with remuneration but without consent (e.g., Australia,175 Austria,176 Germany,177 
the Russian Federation,178 and United Kingdom179).  

Compulsory labour for persons in administrative detention  

Compulsory labour cannot be imposed on people in administrative detention in 
any circumstances. A common violation is the imposition of compulsory labour 
on those detained by law enforcement authorities but never meant to be tried be-
cause they have committed “minor offences” – those that are not serious enough to 
be subject to criminal prosecution but errant enough to qualify for “re-education.” 
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Other cases involve the imposition of compulsory labour on detainees in admin-
istrative detention centres established for drug users, beggars, sex workers, 
vagrants, street children, and other marginalised groups, again ostensibly for 
re-educational or rehabilitative purposes. In Belarus, for example, persons suf-
fering from chronic alcoholism, drug addiction, or substance abuse may be sent 
to medical labour centres, where they have an obligation to work.180 Other ex-
amples include  Mozambique,181 where persons identified as “unproductive” or 
“anti-social” can be arrested and sent to re-education centres or assigned to pro-
ductive sectors; and Democratic Republic of the Congo,182 where persons may 
be arrested and judged by a court for vagrancy or begging and forced to work. 

In the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, OHCHR reports of people being 
subjected to hard labour in labour “training camps” (rodongdanryondae) by an 
administrative process without trial.183

Compulsory labour for persons in pre-trial detention

The imposition of labour on persons in pre-trial detention prior to their convic-
tion also occurs in a number of countries (e.g., Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea184). Many countries do not specify in law whether compulsory labour 
may be imposed during the pre-trial period, leaving a legal grey area enabling 
prison administrations to subject pre-trial detainees to labour. Other countries 
provide explicitly in law that compulsory labour may be imposed even before 
an independent judge has confirmed the detention (e.g., Democratic Republic 
of the Congo185). The effects of these legal shortcomings are compounded in 
contexts in which overburdened judicial systems result in prolonged periods of 
pre-trial detention.

Pre-trial detention laws in some countries are used to imprison activists and po-
litical dissidents indefinitely, mix them into the prison population at large, and 
subject them to compulsory labour as prisoners. Cases examined by the CEACR 
include Cambodia,186 where  compulsory prison labour may be imposed on NGO 
representatives, trade union members, and human rights defenders who are kept 
in pre-trial detention for long periods of time; Azerbaijan,187 where compulsory 
prison labour may be imposed on journalists, social media activists, and opposi-
tion political activists who express dissent or criticism; and the Bolivarian Republic 
of Venezuela,188 where there is continued criminalization of social movements and 
imposition of compulsory prison labour on political opponents and dissidents.

Abuse of conscription
This form of state-imposed forced labour occurs where states force conscripts sub-
ject to compulsory military service laws to perform work not of a “purely military 
character.”189 Abuse of conscription is often carried out under the pretext of contrib-
uting to social and economic well-being, reviving transport infrastructure, gener-
ating green energy, and other objectives requiring large-scale labour mobilisation. 
Abuse of conscription is therefore generally linked with the broader prohibition of 
the use of forced labour for the purposes of economic development (see below).190 

The ILO recommends that legislation should clearly reflect the principle that 
non-military tasks are to be restricted to emergencies or performed exclusively 
by volunteers.191 Comments from the CEACR indicate that some countries not 
only fail to specify the restriction but, on the contrary, provide explicitly in law 
that conscripts can be mobilised for civil and developmental purposes (e.g., 
Mongolia192 and Zambia193). 
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The use of labour exacted within the framework of compulsory military service 
to build infrastructure or produce certain resources for the state194 has been 
noted by the ILO supervisory bodies in Egypt,195 where national legislation pro-
vides that young persons who have completed their studies, and who are surplus 
to the requirements of the armed forces, may be directed to work in the develop-
ment of rural and urban societies, in agricultural and consumers’ cooperative as-
sociations, and in the production units of factories. It was also noted in Chad,196 
where within the framework of compulsory military service, conscripts who are 
fit for service are classified into two categories, one of which remains at the dis-
posal of the military authorities for two years and may be called upon to perform 
work in the general interest by order of the government, and in Myanmar,197 
where conscripts are required to perform a variety of non-military tasks. 

Other states exclude military personnel from the protection in constitutional 
or labour law from forced labour (e.g., Zimbabwe198) or bundle civic service with 
military service to make the former also compulsory for conscripts (e.g., Mali199). 

Some countries require military officers to obtain the approval of a tribunal or 
panel before they are allowed to resign, without at the same time specifying 
in law the criteria to be used to decide whether a resignation request will be 
accepted (Egypt).200 In other countries, career military officers are not allowed 
to leave their service, even in peacetime (e.g., Albania,201 Uganda,202 Malaysia203). 
The right of military officers to resign was addressed by the General Survey of 
2012 on the Fundamental Conventions, where it is recalled that under the ILO 
Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), career military personnel and other 
persons in the service of the State, who have voluntarily entered into an engage-
ment, should have the right to leave the service in peacetime within a reasonable 
period, either at specified intervals, or with previous notice.204 

Compulsory labour for the purpose of economic  
development, and abuse of the obligation to perform work  
as part of normal civic obligations or minor communal services

Compulsory labour for the purpose of economic development

This form of state-imposed forced labour occurs when a state uses compulsory 
labour to promote economic development, in contravention of ILO Convention 
No. 105.205 The prohibition applies even where recourse to forced or compulsory 
labour as a method of mobilizing and using labour for purposes of economic 
development is of a temporary or exceptional nature.

The CEACR and other UN human rights monitoring bodies have expressed deep 
concern about the forced participation in Turkmenistan206 of public servants, 
private sector workers, and students in cotton harvesting for the government, 
almost always for little or no compensation, under threat of substantial fines 
for refusal. Turkmenistan law also contains conditions under which a court may 
impose an administrative sanction in the form of community service, which in-
cludes cleaning the streets and pavements of the district or town and upkeep 
of public amenities, working in rural areas (crop, livestock, or poultry farming), 
and upkeep of grounds to mitigate damage from natural disasters (floods, land-
slides, earthquakes).207
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Exaction of work beyond normal civic obligations  
or beyond minor communal services

States cannot impose work on people beyond normal civic obligations208 and 
minor communal services. An exception to this prohibition applies if the work is 
extracted in cases of emergency, such as a war or disaster.209 Outside of emer-
gencies, only compulsory military service is excluded from the scope of ILO 
Convention No. 29 (subject to the condition that it is used “for work of a purely 
military character,” as discussed above).  

States or local authorities can mandate minor communal services if these are 
performed in the direct interest of a community and by members of the bene-
fiting community. The services must be “minor” – of small scale and short dura-
tion210 – and members of the community or their direct representatives have the 
right to be consulted about the need for the services. Any mandatory work that 
is considered a minor communal service but violates any of these conditions is 
forbidden by Convention No. 29.211 

Violations generally involve the assignment of work that is too long or onerous to 
be “minor,” or unilateral decisions on the work to be performed without proper 
consultation of the affected population. In Rwanda, where all adult citizens 
aged 18 to 65 years are required to perform unpaid community work including 
infrastructure construction on a monthly basis, the CEACR has requested the 
Government to take the necessary measures in order to ensure that this commu-
nity work is limited to “minor services”, which constitute an exception to forced 
labour as provided for in the Convention.212 Another example involves manda-
tory periods of civil service for doctors specializing in public health or newly 
graduated professional specialists (Algeria213). 

Migrant domestic workers are another category of workers who in some coun-
tries can fall into situations tantamount to forced labour because of state 
laws restricting their rights and freedoms. Such situations have been noted in 
Oman,214 where the existence of a sponsorship system enables a relationship 
in which migrant workers, including domestic workers, are dependent on their 
sponsors/employers, and links the work permit of this category of workers to 
their sponsors. The system prevents migrant workers from freely terminating 
their employment. In Saudi Arabia,215 where migrant domestic workers do not 
enjoy the same rights as other workers in the country, they can be subjected to 
economic and physical abuse and exploitation, the confiscation of passports by 
employers, and the de facto persistence of a sponsorship system. 
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Legal reforms towards ending state-imposed forced labour
Important reforms in law related to state-imposed forced labour have been 
noted by the CEACR in a wide range of countries in recent years. Of course, re-
forms to legislation constitute only a first step – real progress towards ending 
state-imposed forced labour depends on translating these reforms into practice.

In Uzbekistan,216 a number of measures have been taken towards ending the 
practice of state-imposed forced labour in the cotton harvest. The 2021 ILO 
Third-Party Monitoring Report of the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan found that 
Uzbekistan had eradicated systemic forced and child labour associated with the 
harvest.217 

In Viet Nam218 and Türkiye,219 new laws have eliminated provisions regarding 
the engagement  persons in compulsory military service in tasks or roles of a 
non-military nature. In Morocco,220 amended laws on imprisonment for press 
speech, defamation, and “attacking religion or the monarchical regime” mean 
these actions are no longer punishable by imprisonment with forced labour.  

In Benin,221 legal reforms mean that the offences of defamation, insult, and con-
tempt committed by the press, in printed matter, posters or any other modern 
means of mass communication are no longer sanctioned with prison sentences. 
In Guinea,222 the penal code has been amended with the effect that persons who 
have not disturbed public order may no longer be punished by imprisonment 
involving the obligation to work. In Seychelles,223 legal reforms in 2020 repealed 
prison as a disciplinary measure for seafarers. Kiribati224 is an example of prog-
ress in amending laws dealing with strike action.

The CEACR has noted several cases of progress concerning the application of 
Article 1(a) of Convention No. 105, which prohibits the use of any form of forced 
or compulsory labour as a means of political coercion or education, or as a pun-
ishment for holding or expressing political views or views ideologically opposed 
to the established political, social, or economic system. For example, in Burkina 
Faso,225 the CEACR noted with interest that a new law on print media had re-
moved prison penalties for the offences relating to attack on honour, insult, and 
defamation. In Sierra Leone,226 the CEACR noted with interest that persons who 
operate a media institution without a license were punished with fines only. In 
Serbia,227 the CEACR noted with satisfaction the adoption of Act No. 6 on public 
gatherings which only provided for fines in case of its violation but not penalties 
of imprisonment.
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1.3
Forced marriage

This section of the report presents the main findings relating to forced marriage. 
Forced marriage is a human rights violation228 and a harmful practice that leads 
to the infliction of physical, mental, or sexual harm or suffering. It has both 
short- and long-term consequences, and negatively impacts the capacity of in-
dividuals to realise their full rights.229 

Within the framework of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, all 
member states have committed to eliminate child, early, and forced marriages 
(Goal 5.3). Forced marriage refers to situations where a person has been forced 
to marry without their consent. As set out in the joint general recommenda-
tion of the UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) and the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), child marriage is 
considered a form of forced marriage, given that one and/or both parties cannot 
express full, free, and informed consent.230 However, in many countries 16 and 
17-year-olds who wish to marry are legally able to do so following a judicial ruling 
or with parental consent. 

For the purpose of the current estimates, the measurement of forced marriage is 
limited to marriages of both adults and children that respondents to the survey 
reported as having been forced and without consent. As a result, the estimates 
do not include every instance of child marriage, as child marriage is not currently 
measured adequately at the scale or specificity required for a global estimate. 

1.3.1  Overview and trends
An estimated 22 million231 people were living in forced marriage on any given day 
in 2021, nearly three in every thousand people in the world. These 22 million are 
people who were forced to marry at any time in their life, without their consent, 
and who are still alive and living with their partner. Women and girls make up 
14.9 million of this total.

The number of men, women, and children living in forced marriages has 
risen globally. There was a 6.6 million increase in the number of people living 
in a forced marriage between 2016 and 2021. During this time, the prevalence 
of forced marriage rose from 2.1 to 2.8 per thousand people. As noted earlier in 
this report, part of the data collection for the 2021 Global Estimates took place 
prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis, so the results only partially reflect 
the effects of the pandemic.

These estimates are considered conservative for several reasons, not least that 
forced marriage as presented here is based on a narrow definition and does not 
include all child marriages. UNICEF estimates about 650 million women and girls 
living today were married before the age of 18.232 
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The number of men, women, and children living  
in forced marriages has risen globally

Figure 17.
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Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.
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The increase in forced marriage is partially explained by compounding crises 
including the COVID-19 pandemic, conflicts,233 and climate change,234 which 
have increased the risk of forced and child marriage. These crises have led to 
unprecedented increases in extreme poverty,235 lower education rates,236 a rise 
in distress migration,237 and significant increases in reports of gender-based vi-
olence.238 All these factors are associated with increased vulnerability to forced 
marriage. 

In some countries beset by armed conflict, women and girls 
are abducted and trafficked by armed groups and forced to 
marry fighters, enduring all manner of sexual, physical, and 
emotional abuse. Traffickers capitalise on the widespread 
human, material, social, and economic losses and conse-
quent vulnerabilities caused by emergencies. In conflict 
and post-conflict settings, forced marriage is also used as 
survival mechanism. Families fleeing conflict who are faced 
with physical and economic insecurity may see marriage as 
a way of alleviating poverty and protecting female relatives 
from difficult living conditions.239 Similarly, they may fall prey 
to traffickers who claim to offer a safer place to live and job 
opportunities.240 Males in conflict settings may under-report 
experiences of forced marriage to avoid being accused of 
weakness or social deviance, including accusations of ho-
mosexuality in countries where it is illegal or widely disap-
proved of.241

In March 2022, the Global Protection Cluster, a network of NGOs and interna-
tional organizations engaged in crisis protection and response, reported a major 
increase of “child, early or forced marriage” in humanitarian crises compared 
to the situation six months prior. Fifty-two per cent of national cluster opera-
tions reported the situation as severe or extreme, compared to 42 per cent in 
September 2021.243 

Forced marriages take place in every region in the world. Nearly two-thirds 
of all forced marriages, an estimated 14.2 million people, are in Asia and the 
Pacific. This is followed by 14.5 per cent in Africa (3.2 million) and 10.4 per cent 
Europe and Central Asia (2.3 million). When regional population is accounted for, 
the Arab States is the region with the highest prevalence at 4.8 per thousand 
people, followed by Asia and the Pacific at 3.3 per thousand. The Americas has 
the lowest prevalence of forced marriage at 1.5 per thousand people.  

COVID-19 has led to increased risk of forced marriage in every region. The col-
lection of official statistics, including civil registration systems, was interrupted 
during the pandemic due to mobility restrictions, safety and ethical considera-
tions, delays in response services, or de-prioritisation.244 Where data is available, 
increases in child and forced marriages have been reported in Afghanistan,245 
Bangladesh,246 India,247 Indonesia,248 Sudan,249 Egypt,250 Yemen,251 Jordan,252 
Senegal253, Uganda,254 and Democratic Republic of the Congo.255 

When I got married I was 13 
years old. And I had a really 
big responsibility. I could not 
handle the cooking or the 
housework. It was a huge re-
sponsibility. I used to look at my 
friends and wish I could return 
to the days of childhood again.
—  Female refugee and survivor  

of child marriage242
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The prevalence of forced marriage 
is highest in the Arab States

Forced marriage by region: Percentage distribution  

Forced marriage by region: Prevalence per thousand population  

Figure 18.
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Elsewhere in the world, calls to hotlines about forced marriages increased. In 
the UK in 2020, calls to a forced marriage NGO helpline increased in the early 
days of the pandemic before returning to pre-pandemic rates in 2021.256 The 
same is true of child specific hotlines, which saw a doubling of reports in parts 
of Malawi257 and Mozambique.258 

Three in every five people in a forced marriage are in lower-middle income 
countries. However, wealthier nations are not immune with 25 per cent of forced 
marriages in high or upper-middle income countries. Prevalence of forced mar-
riage was highest in low- to middle-income countries (4.8 per thousand people), 
followed by low-income countries (3.3 per thousand), and high-income counties 
(1.5 per thousand). 

Vulnerability to forced marriage will be exacerbated by uneven recovery from 
the pandemic: low-income countries within the Arab States, Americas, Africa, 
and Asia and the Pacific regions are projected to have the slowest recovery,259 
which may result in longer-lasting risks of forced and child marriage in those 
countries. 

More than two-thirds of those forced to marry are 
female. This equates to an estimated 14.9 million women 
and girls. The prevalence of forced marriage is higher for 
females than males across all regions. While the global esti-
mates show that the vast majority of those forced to marry 
are women and girls, it is worth emphasizing that men and 
boys comprise 32 per cent of the total. More research is 
needed to better understand how men and boys experience 
forced marriage.  

Forced marriage is a complex and highly-gendered practice. Although men and 
boys are also forced to marry, it predominately affects women and girls and is 
often underpinned by patriarchal norms260 that emerge in early adolescence but 
play a role in the forced marriage of females at every stage of life. In many parts 
of the world, a girl’s value is seen to lie in her future role as a mother and wife 
and, as such, she is perceived to hold little economic value for her own family. 
This is reinforced by inheritance laws that often lead to men and boys inheriting 
family assets. For families with scarce resources, the future role of a son as head 
of the family and the perception of his greater earning potential leads to his 
education being prioritised over that of a daughter.

My mom forced me, she will 
help her to clean the house.
—  39 year-old man who was forced  

to marry at age 17
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Three in every five people in a forced marriage  
are in lower-middle income countries

Forced marriage by national income grouping: Percentage distribution  

Forced marriage by national income grouping:  
Prevalence per thousand population  

Figure 19.
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Note: “‰” denotes cases per thousand population.

The prevalence of forced marriage is higher 
for females than males across all regions

Figure 20.
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Two in five of those forced to marry were children when the marriage took 
place. Among these children, 41 per cent were forced to marry before the age 
of 16 years. Girls were more likely than boys to be forced to marry (87 per cent 
versus 13 per cent).

Although marriages under the age of 10 do occur, they are 
very rare. The lowest age at marriage reported in the sample 
was 9 years and the highest, 69 years. Girls were more likely 
than boys to be forced to marry (87 per cent versus 13 per 
cent).

I was afraid of him. I didn’t 
want to live or sleep with him  
in the same bed…  
[B]ut they told me that as  
a wife I was supposed to live 
with my husband. It was then 
that the reality dawned on me  
that I was married. 
—  Female who was forced  

to marry at age 11261
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Two in five of those forced to marry was a child  
when the marriage took place

Total Adult Child

Figure 21.
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Nearly one quarter of all females who were forced  
to marry, were married before 16 years of age

Figure 22.
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1.3.2  Circumstances surrounding 
forced marriages

Forced marriages occur in every region of the world and cut across ethnic, cul-
tural, and religious lines. The many drivers of forced marriage are closely linked 
to longstanding patriarchal attitudes and practices and are highly context-spe-
cific.262 Girls and women are forced to marry in exchange for payment to their 
families, the cancellation of debt, or to settle family disputes. 

Fundamentalist religious and social norms that stigmatise pre-marital sex and 
limit access to sexual and reproductive health rights also play a role in forced 
marriages. In North America, forced marriages have been reported among con-
servative religious sects263 and in some US states judges can issue marriage 
licenses for girls under the age of 15 if they are pregnant.264 In some societies, 
a rapist can escape criminal sanctions by marrying the victim, usually with the 
consent of her family.265   

Forced marriage intersects with migration and human trafficking. While many 
people voluntarily migrate for marriage, migration may create situations of vul-
nerability that can be exploited to subject a person to forced marriage. People 
may be intentionally deceived and trafficked into forced marriage or, once having 
migrated or while still on the journey, end up in situations where they cannot 
escape and are coerced into forced marriage.266,267 Girls and young women who 
are forced into marriages (early or child marriage) may migrate to escape their 
husbands or parents. In high-income countries, women and girls are forced to 
marry foreign men for cultural reasons or to secure another person’s entry into 
the country. 

The findings presented in this section offer further insights into the circum-
stances surrounding forced marriages reported by respondents. 

Family members are primarily responsible for forced 
marriages. Most persons were forced to marry by their 
parents (73 per cent) or other relatives (16 per cent). Four 
per cent of females in the sample were forced to marry by a 
marriage broker.

My father introduced me to 
husbands since I was twelve.
—  40 year-old female who  

was forced to marry at age 17 

The ways in which a person is coerced to marry range from overt actions, 
such as physical or sexual violence or being physically restrained, to emo-
tional pressure. Half of those living in forced marriages were coerced using 
emotional threats or verbal abuse. This includes the use of emotional blackmail, 
for example, parents threatening self-harm or asserting that the family’s repu-
tation will be ruined, and threats of estrangement from family members, among 
other things. This was the most common form of coercion used to force both 
males (75 per cent) and females (46 per cent) to marry. Physical or sexual vio-
lence and threats of violence were the next most used form of coercion to force 
a marriage (20 per cent). Among females, a further 11 per cent reported being 
kidnapped or forced to travel abroad for the purpose of marriage. 
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Family members are primarily responsible  
for forced marriages

Figure 23.
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The ways in which a person is coerced to marry  
range from overt actions, such as physical or  
sexual violence or being physically restrained,  
to emotional pressure

Forced marriage by forms of pressure or coercion (per cent) 

Figure 24.

Note: (a) Percentages may exceed 100 as multiple options were allowed.

Total

100% 100% 100%

Male Female

Kidnapped/forced  
to travel abroad/tricked

Threats of withdrawal  
of economic support  
or removal from education

Married without participation  
or knowledge

Physical/sexual violence  
and threats of violence

Physical isolation  
or restraint

Threats of legal action  
or deportation

Emotional threats  
or verbal abuse

52.9%

74.8%

46.0%

19.2%

10.4%

21.9%

9.5%

4.0%

11.1%

6.6%

4.7%

7.1%

5.8%

2.7%

6.8%

3.5%
3.4%

3.5%

2.6% 3.4%0.1%

Part 1. Scale and manifestations of modern slavery

71

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



I had to leave the situation  
or be killed. I know I can never 
return home because I am 
considered a dead person 
for breaking the culture and 
bringing shame to the families. 
According to my father,  
I am dead.
—  Female survivor  

of three forced marriages268

Females were more likely than males to report being 
forced to perform work by their spouse or the spouse’s 
family. Thirty-two per cent of respondents identified that 
they were forced to perform domestic labour, 25 per cent 
in their own home and 6.5 per cent in the homes of other 
family or community members. A further 8 per cent of fe-
males reported being forced to work in a business owned 
by their spouse or spouse’s family. Over half (57 per cent) 
of people living in forced marriage reported that they were 
not forced to perform work or tasks. This is likely to be an 
overestimate, as those who are in a forced marriage may 
be unlikely to view control or coercion to conduct certain 
activities within the marriage as being “forced.”
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Once forced to marry, there is greater risk of 
further exploitation, including sexual exploitation, 
domestic servitude and violence, and other forms 
of forced labour both inside and outside the home

Forced marriage by sex and types of work/tasks made to perform during  
the marriage (per cent)

Figure 25.

Other

Forced to engage in sexual  
intercourse with spouse 

Forced child-bearing 

Forced to engage in sexual  
intercourse with someone  
other than spouse 

Domestic labour in the home –  
over what is reasonably  
expected to maintain a home

Domestic labour outside  
the home for other  
family/community members 

Work in business 
(spouse/spouse’s family  
retain money that was earned)

None

Total Male Female

100% 100% 100%

57.0%

81.1%

48.7%

18.7%
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Panel 6.

COVID-19 has exacerbated the underlying drivers 
of all forms of modern slavery, including forced 
marriage. Widespread socio-economic instability 
due to the pandemic led to increased global unem-
ployment, job loss,269 increased indebtedness,270 and 
an increase in extreme global poverty for the first 
time in 20 years.271 COVID-19 interrupted education 
and service delivery, increased rates of pregnancy, 
and led to the death of parents or guardians.272 
Despite prior progress in reducing the rate of child 
marriage, post-pandemic estimates from UNICEF and 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) warn 
that an additional 10 to 13 million girls will be married 
because of pandemic-related restrictions, economic 
downturn, gender-based violence, and increasing so-
cio-economic insecurity.273

As with all forms of modern slavery, it is those who 
are already vulnerable who are most exposed to 
these economic shocks. Many low-income families, al-
ready less financially resilient and more vulnerable to 
job and wage loss,274 sought to reduce expenditures 
on education or to decrease their household size.275 
Often in these scenarios, daughters are viewed as fi-
nancial burdens rather than potential wage earners, 
forcing their families to see little alternative than to 
marry them off.276 Regular interruptions to children’s 
education, caused by school closures to stymy the 
spread of COVID-19, led parents to question the value 
of education against the alternative of early mar-
riage. Food insecurity caused by economic hardship 
also drives forced marriage.277 For example, in West 
and Central Africa, COVID-19 caused supply chain 
issues that exacerbated food shortages already im-
pacted by economic insecurity, recurring droughts, 
and conflict. This led to harmful coping mechanisms, 
including forced marriage, to obtain food and other 
goods.278 

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated gender-based 
violence. According to UNFPA, every three months of 
lockdown produced an additional 15 million cases of 
gender-based violence globally.279 Women and girls 
were exposed to sexual, physical, and psychological 
abuse from family members and intimate partners 
because of stay-at-home orders and quarantine re-
strictions.280 Forced marriage risk can also increase 
where women and girls experience other forms of 
gender-based violence, such as female genital muti-
lation/cutting (FGM/C).281 

Pandemic-related restrictions reduced access to 
support services and identification mechanisms for 
those at risk of forced marriage. A study in the UK 
identified a reduction in calls to national helplines 
and in the number of Forced Marriage Protection 
Orders that were issued,282 suggesting that people 

were less able to access these protection measures 
or that people who tended to report concerns found 
it harder to identify people at risk.283 Redirection of 
health workers to work on the pandemic, coupled 
with closures of sexual and reproductive health ser-
vices and stay-at-home orders,284 increased vulner-
ability to exploitation.285 This, in turn, increased the 
risk of adolescent pregnancies, which heightened 
pressure among unmarried females to marry.286 
Moreover, public health, safety, and financial consid-
erations impacted the work of grassroots and service 
delivery civil society organisations, where services 
had to be closed and budgets reduced, thereby de-
creasing support to those at risk and survivors.287 
In Niger and Kenya, for example, safe houses were 
closed, creating a gap in the protection of girls at risk 
of gender-based violence.288

The intersection between COVID-19, conflict, 
political instability, and climate change has fur-
ther exacerbated risks of forced marriage among 
communities already struggling with survival. 
Approximately 452 million children were living in con-
flict zones in 2020,289 with an increasing number of 
children requiring humanitarian assistance in these 
areas because of the pandemic.290 In Afghanistan, for 
example, the pandemic, an ongoing food crisis, and 
political insecurity of the Taliban government have 
worsened the economic situation for families, re-
sulting in an increase in child marriage, with reports 
of families offering daughters as young as 20 days old 
for future marriage in return for a dowry.291 COVID-19 
also intersects with climate change. Frontline organi-
zations in Kenya report that the pandemic has under-
mined their work to prevent child marriages, which 
had already increased due to the impacts of climate 
change.292 

Despite the increase in risk of forced marriage, there 
have been some reports that COVID-19 restric-
tions and the subsequent economic downturn may 
have delayed some child marriages. For example, 
in Jordan, girls reported delayed child marriages 
because wedding venues were closed, gatherings 
restricted, and wedding expenses were too prohibi-
tive. However, many girls reported that some in their 
communities still got engaged or married during the 
various lockdowns.293 On the other hand, COVID-19 
limitations prohibiting large gatherings in India294 
and Sudan295 unintentionally provided another in-
centive for child and forced marriages: the reduced 
cost of a smaller wedding. While in many ways we 
are still learning about the full extent of the impact 
of COVID-19 on forced marriage, vulnerability will be 
exacerbated in many regions of the world.

Forced marriage and the COVID-19 pandemic

Domestic labour outside  
the home for other  
family/community members 
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Part 2.
Ending  

modern slavery:
the path to 2030



Modern slavery is the very antithesis of social justice and sustainable develop-
ment. The 2021 Global Estimates indicate there are 50 million people in situa-
tions of modern slavery on any given day, either forced to work against their 
will or in a marriage that they were forced into. This number translates to nearly 
one of every 150 people in the world. The estimates also indicate that situations 
of modern slavery are by no means transient – entrapment in forced labour can 
last years, while in most cases forced marriage is a life sentence. And sadly, the 
situation is not improving. The 2021 Global Estimates show that millions more 
men, women, and children have been forced to work or marry in the period since 
the previous estimates were released in 2017.  

Nothing can justify the persistence of  
these human rights abuses in today’s world.  
We can and must do better.
Through the adoption of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the 
global community has committed to ending modern slavery among children by 
2025, and universally by 2030 (Target 8.7), and, relatedly, by 2030 to eliminating 
of all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private 
spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation (Target 
5.2), and ending abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence and 
torture against children (Target 16.2). 

As the 2025 and 2030 dates for achieving these ambitious SDG targets draw 
nearer, it is urgent that the global community gathers the will and resources 
to get progress towards ending modern slavery back on track. Promises and 
statements of good intent are not enough. While the principal responsibility for 
change lies with national governments, a whole of society approach is needed 
– the social partners, participants in the social and solidarity economy, civil so-
ciety, survivor organisations, the business community, investors, and an array 
of other groups have critical roles to play. 

It is not a question of not knowing what to do. There is a substantial and growing 
body of policy and programming experience in addressing modern slavery, of-
fering critical guidance for the future. The overall rise in modern slavery also 
masks numerous contexts that have registered significant reductions, offering 
additional key insights into the policy choices needed for progress. International 
legal instruments provide the normative framework for efforts against modern 
slavery.296 

The two elements of modern slavery – forced labour and forced marriage – both 
reflect a denial of people’s freedom and their economic and social agency. Both 
refer to situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or leave because 
of threats, violence, coercion, and deception. Both involve underlying imbal-
ances and abuses of power. Both are embedded in patterns of discrimination, 
deprivation, and poverty. Gaps in governance, in law and practice, create the 
space for both these abuses to occur.
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Yet in many ways these two human rights abuses are also unique. Forced labour 
occurs in the world of work and is interwoven with denial of the right to bar-
gain collectively and the right to freedom of association. Broader economic and 
labour market forces can play an important determining role. Forced marriage 
occurs outside the world of work but those living in a forced marriage may be 
subject to forced labour and domestic servitude. Forced marriage is driven 
by entrenched patriarchal norms, discriminatory legislation, and policies and 
systems that place lower value on women and girls and control their sexuality. 
Policy responses must necessarily reflect these important differences.

This section looks separately at key policy priorities for addressing forced 
labour297 and forced marriage in the lead up to the 2025 and 2030 target dates.
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2.1
Forced labour

Expanding workers’ voices 
The freedoms of workers to associate and to bargain collectively are indis-
pensable to a world free from forced labour. These fundamental labour rights 
enable workers to exert a collective voice to defend their shared interests: to 
bargain collectively for secure and decent work, including fair incomes, and to 
press public authorities to ensure that legal protections in the world of work 
are enforced, thus creating workplaces that are inimical to forced labour and 
workers who are resilient to its risks. 

Ensuring respect for workers’ fundamental rights of freedom of association and 
collective bargaining is a critical precondition for social dialogue, which is in turn 
vital to building lasting, consensus-based solutions to the challenge of forced 
labour. Without the respect of freedom of association and collective bargaining 
in all parts of the economy, there can be no negotiation for “a fair share of wealth 
they have helped to generate,”298 and without that there can be no decent work.   

Yet much more needs to be done to ensure these rights are realised, both in 
law and in practice, not least in the informal economy. More than 40 per cent 
of the world’s population lives in countries that have not ratified either the ILO 
Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 
1948 (No. 87) or the ILO Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 
1949 (No. 98), and restrictions on the universal rights to establish or join a trade 
union and to bargain collectively persist in law or in practice in most countries. 

The COVID-19 crisis is adding to the challenge of ensuring necessary legal pro-
tections and guarantees. The ILO Committee of Experts on the Application of 
Standards has noted that “in some countries exceptional measures have led 
to temporary restrictions including the setting aside of collective bargaining 
mechanisms and the resulting agreements.”299,300 Both the European Trade Union 
Confederation301 and the International Trade Union Confederation302 have raised 
similar concerns.

Redressing the lack of effective access to representation in the informal 
economy, where forced labour abuses are overwhelmingly concentrated, is es-
pecially important to progress against forced labour. It is also a central element 
in broader efforts towards the formalisation of informal workplaces. 

Reaching informal economy workers so they can organize in collective represent-
ative structures is difficult but far from impossible. Groups of informal workers, 
including domestic workers, home-workers, brick-kiln workers, tenant farmers, 
and artisanal fishers, are developing innovative forms of organization to rep-
resent and defend their interests, often with the support of established trade 
unions, demonstrating what can be done.303 
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Some of these organizing efforts involve the establishment of bespoke trade 
unions, while others involve bringing informal economy workers from a variety 
of sectors under the umbrella of an existing national trade union. Still others rely 
on alternative organizing frameworks, such as small producers’ cooperatives or 
hybrid structures containing elements from each. Some are cross-national in 
scope, involving cooperation between trade unions in source and destination 
countries, to help ensure the trade union representation of migrant workers. 
These experiences make clear that there is no one-size-fits-all solution – a wide 
array of approaches is relevant and necessary.

Migrant workers are among the groups particularly affected by restrictions on 
their rights to freedom of association and collective bargaining, in some con-
texts because law forbids them to join unions and in others because they are 
concentrated in sectors in which the freedoms to associate and bargain col-
lectively are not protected under law. This is particularly so for migrants with 
irregular status. However, most international commitments, as well as the 2030 
Agenda’s promise of leaving no one behind, means that it is critical that such 
barriers are removed, including in relevant policy and legislative frameworks.

Extending social protection,  
including social protection floors, to all 
Social protection is also central to broader progress against forced labour. Put 
simply, social protection is a primary means of mitigating the socio-economic 
vulnerability that underpins much of forced labour. When set at an adequate 
level, it has a critical “emancipatory value” providing workers with the basic 
income security to be able to say no to jobs that are abusive and to quit jobs 
that have become so. More generally, social protection can obviate the need for 
poor and credit-constrained people to resort to unscrupulous moneylenders 
to survive shocks such as sudden job loss or family illness, in turn limiting their 
risk of falling into situations of debt bondage. There is also evidence that social 
protection can facilitate savings, and thereby enable workers to take greater 
productive risks and engage in income generation activities. This, too, can pro-
mote income security and reduce the power and pull of informal moneylenders. 

With the huge increase in poverty and disruptions in the world of work in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, compounded by a cost-of-living crisis and acute 
food insecurity, at no other time have these arguments for social protection as 
a strategy against forced labour been more relevant. 

There is an urgent overarching need to extend at least basic social security guar-
antees to all workers and their families, without discrimination. Such guarantees 
are an important part of a nationally-defined social protection floor, which forms 
the “ground floor” of a universal social protection system.304 A particular pri-
ority in this regard are those struggling to eke out an existence in the informal 
economy, where most forced labour is found and where the COVID-19 crisis has 
hit especially hard. Despite important progress, the most recent ILO estimates 
indicate that 4 billion people are still without social protection,305 a large share of 
whom are found in the informal economy. There is a growing body of experience 
offering critical guidance in extending social protection to those in the informal 
economy as part of facilitating their transition to formality.306 
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Extending legal coverage by bringing previously excluded categories of informal 
workers under social security legislation is a critical first step to extend protec-
tion to commonly excluded categories, such as workers in agriculture, domestic 
workers and workers in casual employment, and, cutting across these catego-
ries, migrant workers. 

In terms of broad approaches for extending effective coverage, both contribu-
tory social insurance schemes and non-contributory, tax-financed programmes 
have a role. However, in view of the limited contributory capacities of workers in 
situations of extreme vulnerability who are most at risk of forced labour, tax-fi-
nanced programmes or subsidised social insurance mechanisms are particularly 
relevant. Cash transfer programmes are one tried and proven non-contributory 
instrument for addressing the contingencies faced by workers vulnerable to 
forced labour, and by their families, including during crises such as the COVID-19 
pandemic.307 Cash transfers are also being used to help those freed from forced 
labour to get back on their feet and prevent their re-victimization.308 

Yet there is no single answer to extending social security to workers in the in-
formal economy, in view of the scale of the challenge, the diversity of the informal 
economy, and the wide variety of work arrangements within it. Other relevant 
programmes include child benefits, disability benefits, support for those without 
jobs, and old-age pensions, as well as effective access to health care. All have a 
role to play in the social protection response to forced labour, guided by interna-
tional labour standards.309 Provisions for the portability of social security related 
benefits can also be important. There are numerous examples of approaches 
using all of these mechanisms to extend at least basic social security guarantees 
to hitherto uncovered groups susceptible to forced labour, including domestic 
workers,310 agricultural workers,311 workers in micro- and small enterprises,312 
and self-employed workers.313 Concerted efforts are also needed to ensure that 
vulnerable workers are aware of and able to access social security.314

Migrants and, above all, migrants in irregular situations,315 unaccompanied and 
separated migrant children, asylum seekers, the forcibly displaced (both inter-
nally and across international borders), and refugees – are especially vulnerable 
to forced labour and trafficking for forced labour. Addressing the array of obsta-
cles, legal and practical, to social protection for these groups therefore consti-
tutes a particular priority. They should have equitable and non-discriminatory 
access to main social protection schemes, as partial provision of social protec-
tion through limited parallel schemes is not enough. Again, country experiences 
in this area offer valuable guidance.316 

The challenge of strengthening and extending social protection systems, in-
cluding floors, clearly cannot be met in the absence of adequate financing. This 
is by no means an impossible task. The estimated US$77.9 billion per year re-
quired to ensure a social protection floor in low-income countries pales in com-
parison to the approximately US$19 trillion mobilised in the global fiscal stimulus 
response to the pandemic.317 Countries need to reinforce existing sources of 
financing and also develop new and innovative ones.318 International experience 
points to a range of options available to countries.319 
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Promoting fair and ethical recruitment
Unscrupulous recruitment practices directly contribute to forced labour and 
other human rights abuses in the world of work. The global estimates, for ex-
ample, indicate that 20 per cent of all forced labour cases involve debt bondage. 
While some relate to feudal forms of debt bondage, many are linked to extor-
tionate fees and related costs paid by workers – particularly migrant workers 
– during recruitment by unscrupulous recruitment agencies and labour interme-
diaries. Several other common forms of coercion associated with forced labour, 
including deception about the nature and conditions of work and the identity 
of the employer, contract substitution, retention of passports, withheld wages, 
and illegal wage deductions, can also be traced to abusive and fraudulent re-
cruitment practices. The COVID-19 crisis has served to exacerbate the risk of 
recruitment abuses facing workers in many contexts.320 

These facts underscore the critical importance of fair and ethical recruitment 
to broader efforts against forced labour and trafficking for forced labour. The 
adoption of laws and regulations to help ensure that workers and jobseekers, in-
cluding migrants, are not subjected to various recruitment-related abuses, such 
as deception, document retention, or high recruitment or related costs – in line 
with international labour standards321 and guidelines322 – is a necessary starting 
point.  

An ILO review of national regulations and measures in the labour recruitment 
sphere indicates that legislation in many countries is still not aligned with in-
ternational guidelines and standards. Examples of shortcomings include re-
cruitment fees and related costs not clearly defined or explicitly prohibited, 
legislation that does not cover both national and cross-border recruitment, 
and legislation that lacks explicit provisions for sanctions for recruitment vio-
lations.323 Other studies indicate that recruitment regulations commonly only 
cover recruiters operating at the upper end of the labour supply chain, leaving 
the various labour intermediaries and subcontractors acting on behalf of the 
recruiters outside the government’s regulatory authority.324

Stepped up efforts are also needed to ensure compliance with existing recruit-
ment laws and regulations. There is a growing compendium of good practices to 
help guide these efforts.325 Public labour inspectorates, discussed further below, 
and other relevant authorities at national and sub-national level have a critical 
role to play through monitoring of private recruitment and placement agencies, 
the detection of abusive recruitment practices, the processing of complaints and 
application of sanctions.326 In some countries, for example, bespoke inspection 
bodies with the authority to issue dissuasive sanctions have been set up to mon-
itor the recruitment industry.327 

Yet the proliferation of actors along the labour supply chain and jurisdictional 
limitations can challenge the inspection and enforcement capacity of many 
national regulatory bodies. Joint liability laws are one emerging strategy for 
lightening the enforcement burden of regulatory authorities. By also obliging 
employers to report on the recruitment due diligence steps they take and 
making them legally liable and subject to sanction for fraudulent or abusive 
recruitment or labour practices in their own operations and supply chains, and 
related recruitment corridors, these laws create incentives for employers to use 
their market power to influence better recruitment practices.328  
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In contexts of international recruitment, bilateral agreements between origin 
and destination countries can serve to formalize their shared responsibility 
in dealing with labour recruitment issues, so that recruitment abuses along a 
labour supply chain are not simply displaced from origin country to destination 
country, or vice versa. While there are a growing number of bilateral agreements 
dealing with labour migration generally, too few specifically address labour re-
cruitment issues.329 Another related concern is the phenomenon of some coun-
tries of destination avoiding their fair recruitment responsibilities by shifting 
their migrant recruitment focus to less-regulated countries of origin.330

Expanded collective efforts to engage with workers at the early stages of re-
cruitment and empower them with information about the risks of recruitment 
abuses is also critical to broader forced labour prevention efforts. Pre-departure 
preparedness programmes have had a proven effect in reducing the risk of re-
cruitment debt and other recruitment abuses along some migration corridors.331 
Post-arrival orientation programmes are also undertaken in some contexts to 
reach migrants with information about their rights and obligations, including in 
the recruitment process.332 Yet such pre-departure and post-arrival programmes 
still reach only a very small share of total cross-border migrants.333 

Much more can also be done to leverage the promise of information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) in promoting among workers awareness and in-
formation exchange relating to recruitment issues.334 Recruitment Advisor,335 a 
web platform launched by the International Trade Union Confederation with 
support from the ILO and other groups, is one promising ICT tool for providing 
workers with information on recruitment agencies and a peer-to-peer forum 
for exchanging experience. A recent review identifies a wide range of other ICT 
tools, including mobile phone apps, social media platforms, and peer-to-peer 
networks, for providing recruitment information to migrants, enabling com-
munication between migrant workers and frontline responders, and providing 
online recruitment platforms for direct hiring.336 In addition, relatively simple 
interventions, such as making sure workers have free access to the Internet, 
contribute to workers’ awareness and well-being and prevention of exploitation 
and abuse.

Accurate and informative media coverage of fair recruitment can be critical 
to raising awareness of recruitment abuses and, more broadly, to promoting 
a more informed and less politically-charged public debate on recruitment is-
sues.337 In this context, the ILO and its partners are supporting the creation and 
strengthening of networks of specialized journalists and have released a toolkit 
for journalists on reporting on forced labour and fair recruitment.338
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Strengthening the reach and capacity  
of public labour inspectorates 
Public labour inspectorates have a central role to play in the prevention, iden-
tification, and follow-up of forced labour. Labour inspectorates are uniquely 
equipped to detect and act on labour violations – for example, withholding of 
wages, unfair deductions, fraudulent contracts, or abusive recruitment prac-
tices – before they deteriorate into forced labour. Their privileged access to the 
workplace by virtue of their mandate means they are also uniquely positioned 
to identify cases of forced labour when they occur, and to refer perpetrators to 
criminal law authorities for prosecution and the workers concerned to protection 
actors for assistance and follow-up. Labour inspectorates can also have the im-
portant function of raising awareness of forced labour risks and the compliance 
obligations of employers in this regard.339 

Public labour inspectorates require the necessary resources, capacity, and man-
dates to effectively fulfil these important functions. Many, already chronically 
underfunded and understaffed, have come under further pressure as budg-
etary space for labour administrations has shrunk in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Effectively extending the reach of labour inspection into the informal 
economy constitutes a particular challenge in view of its expansiveness and the 
fact that much of it falls outside the typical pattern of labour relations – char-
acterised by clearly-defined employers, employees, contracts, and workplaces 
– upon which labour inspection is traditionally based.340 

Yet the informal economy is where forced labour is overwhelmingly concen-
trated, and expanding the reach of inspectors into the informal economy is 
therefore critical. Evidence also suggests that extending labour inspection to 
informal entities can also incentivise their formalisation.341 

New inspection approaches are needed that are adapted to the informal 
economy. A participatory approach based on the principle of stakeholder en-
gagement offers one a straightforward and cost-effective way forward in this 
regard.342 This approach, initially developed in West Africa, involves the engage-
ment of an array of informal economy stakeholders (e.g., representatives of 
trade associations, employers’ and workers’ organizations, cooperative associa-
tions, and local community representatives) and institutional partners (e.g., mu-
nicipal authorities, social security agencies, and public occupational and health 
services) in the planning and implementation of inspection activities. These 
actors do not replace public labour inspectors but rather complement and sup-
port them, providing critical “eyes and ears on the ground,” thereby helping to 
extend inspectors’ reach and effectiveness. 

The development and expansion of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) is an important, but hitherto underexploited, complementary 
strategy for extending the reach of labour inspectorates into the informal 
economy, and for preventing, detecting, and publicising human rights abuses 
occurring there.343 Such technology can be put to use to automate some rou-
tine inspection tasks, thus providing inspectors more time to cover a greater 
number of workplaces. Equally important, ICT solutions have a critical role to 
play in bringing together and analysing disparate administration data sources 
– e.g., social security, taxes, labour and criminal law, and occupational safety 
and health – to identify high-risk sectors and locations in the informal economy 
where inspectorates can strategically and proactively concentrate their efforts. 
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Assessments of one such application, Apprise, a multilingual tool being imple-
mented in a number of Southeast Asian nations, points to the broader relevance 
of these mobile digital applications in helping inspectors overcome challenges of 
communication, privacy, trust, language, and training during workplace inspec-
tions.344 In probing sensitive topics such as forced labour, these advantages can 
be especially relevant.  

Ensuring protection for those freed  
from situations of forced labour  
and trafficking for forced labour345

There are 27.6 million people in situations of forced labour and untold millions 
who more have escaped or been rescued from modern slavery, forced labour, 
and human trafficking, but continue to suffer from its cruel consequences – fi-
nancial ruin, legal jeopardy, and physical and psychosocial trauma, among other 
things. The rights of these people to protection and remedies as set forth in 
international standards346, should be upheld. 

An essential first step in ensuring that those subject to forced labour receive 
the protection and assistance they need is through their effective identifica-
tion. Despite progress, still only a small fraction of those subjected to forced 
labour are identified and referred to comprehensive protection services or pro-
vided with compensation or other forms of remedy.347 Effective identification 
requires adequate legal and protection frameworks based on international 
commitments,348 sufficiently trained and resourced labour inspectors, law en-
forcement and social protection entities, as well as non-state actors, to identify 
those in situations of forced labour or human trafficking. Experience also points 
to the potential of complaints mechanisms or hotlines, often leveraging ICT ap-
plications, in enabling people subjected to forced labour or human trafficking 
to self-identify and contact an agency or organization that can assist them.349

Beyond this, for their comprehensive protection needs to be met and rights 
to be realized, referral mechanisms setting out roles and responsibilities for 
competent protection actors and service providers, state and non-state, both 
within and across borders, are necessary.350 National and transnational referral 
mechanisms (NRM/ TRM) can play a critical role in coordinating the efforts of 
both state and non-state actors in identification and follow-up protection ef-
forts. Developed first in Europe, NRM models are now being introduced in other 
regions. Transnational referral mechanisms are also needed to ensure the com-
prehensive cross-border assistance and/or transfer of identified or potential 
trafficked persons and the continuum of care across various locations.351
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The obligation to protect revolves around measures for immediate assistance, 
rehabilitation and access to long-term sustainable solutions, so they can suc-
cessfully recover and avoid re-victimization. Special consideration should be 
given to children, migrants, and those trafficked for forced labour. Much also 
remains to be done in these areas. Most countries provide basic assistance, 
such as temporary shelter and health care and psychological counselling, but 
fewer provide services such as vocational and financial assistance designed to 
ensure the long-term and sustainable reintegration of people exposed to forced 
labour and to prevent their re-victimization. Countries offering a comprehensive 
package of interventions encompassing both the immediate and longer-term 
needs of those who were in forced labour are even rarer.352 

Special protection measures called for in international standards353 for migrants 
freed from forced labour and human trafficking – including residence permits, 
work permits, and reflection and recovery periods, as well as safe and volun-
tary return assistance – are lacking in many countries and substantial obsta-
cles (legal, administrative, linguistic, and informational) can impede access to 
such services even when ostensibly available.354 Similarly for children freed from 
forced labour, there remain important gaps in law and practice in terms of en-
suring their best interests and in providing protection services adapted to their 
special needs and circumstances. Providing appropriate protection measures 
for migrant children, and particularly for those who are unaccompanied and/or 
have irregular migration status, constitutes a particular priority. So, too, does 
ensuring the care and rehabilitation of demobilized child soldiers.355

International standards356 make clear that protection should not be conditional 
on cooperation with the authorities in legal proceedings. Again, important gaps 
in law and practice persist in this area. A review undertaken in 2018 indicated 
that nearly half of the countries with laws mandating protection services link it 
to cooperation in criminal proceedings.357

International standards also make clear that persons in forced labour or human 
trafficking should not be prosecuted or punished for offences committed as 
a direct consequence of their situation. While most countries have provisions 
ensuring freedom from prosecution and penalties, actual state practice in this 
area remains far from consistent. One of the biggest problems in terms of ef-
fective application is the common failure to identify persons in forced labour as 
such. Many continue to be prosecuted because of the absence of indicators and 
mechanisms for confirming that they are in situations of forced labour or human 
trafficking. Such instances are often used by traffickers as a means to control 
their victims, through threat of reporting to law enforcement.
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Ensuring access to remedy for those  
freed from forced labour358

Extending access to effective remedies for those freed from the crimes of forced 
labour and human trafficking is another key challenge. Evidence indicates, for 
instance, that only a very small fraction are reached with the remedy of compen-
sation from the perpetrator or the statem, whether for material damages (such 
as medical costs, unpaid wages, legal fees, and loss of earnings and earning 
potential) or for moral damages (such as pain and emotional distress). Remedies 
can in turn provide critical support to recovery and help prevent their re-victimi-
zation.359 Obliging perpetrators to pay compensation to those they have harmed 
can also serve a punitive function and act as a deterrent for would-be offenders.

A growing number of countries are adopting legislation specifically relating to 
the rights to remedies of people freed from forced labour, but major challenges 
remain in translating law into practice. Indeed, in most contexts in which judicial 
or other mechanisms for remedies are technically in place, practical and proce-
dural obstacles mean that people subjected to forced labour are not compen-
sated for the violations committed against them. A lack of awareness on the part 
of the aggrieved – both of their rights and of how they can be exercised – is one 
important obstacle in this regard. Migrants, who are living in an unfamiliar envi-
ronment and may face additional language and cultural challenges, are typically 
among the groups who are least aware of their rights. 

Experience points to the value of local assessments of factors impeding access 
as a starting point. The effective mobilisation of the actors who are normally 
the first point of contact for people freed from forced labour, including labour 
lawyers, trade unions, NGOs and humanitarian actors, can be critical in raising 
their awareness of the legal channels for remedy that are available to them. 
Promoting paralegal support is another important strategy for bridging the gap 
between people freed from forced labour and the system for remedies, and en-
abling them to overcome the cost barriers associated with pursuing remedy. In 
a number of countries, migrant resources centres provide vital paralegal assis-
tance to migrants and their families and help them seek redress for employment 
abuses. Operational guidelines produced by IOM and other groups provide more 
detailed guidance in providing remedy.360

Ensuring adequate enforcement361

Statistics indicate that the number of cases of forced labour and human traf-
ficking reported for legal investigation remains low and, due to limited capac-
ities for adequate investigation and prosecution of these crimes, the rate of 
conviction is minimal. 

Strengthening the legal architecture around forced labour and human traf-
ficking remains a critical priority in many countries as a starting point for ef-
fective enforcement. As many as one-third of countries lack laws that define, 
criminalize, and assign adequate penalties for either forced labour, human traf-
ficking, or both. Outdated laws present another common challenge. The laws in 
many countries have not kept pace with recent mutations of forced labour linked 
to trafficking, recruitment debts, and other developments. Another common 
weakness in national legislation is a lack of precision and clarity in terms of how 
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forced labour is defined. A number of countries have undertaken “gap analyses” 
of existing legislation as a first step in bringing laws and regulations into line 
international labour standards. 

Laws alone are insufficient if not accompanied by adequate capacity for enforce-
ment. National studies and comments from the ILO Committee of Experts on 
the Application of Conventions and Recommendations point to a range of ca-
pacity needs at all stages of the prosecution process. In some instances, capacity 
needs are conceptual in nature, relating to the understanding and awareness of 
forced labour and trafficking in persons, as well as their constituent elements 
and concrete manifestations. In others they are more technical, as with the ev-
identiary requirements needed to adjudicate claims or to secure convictions. 
In still others, the challenge relates more to overcoming cultural obstacles to 
enforcement.

Training in countries where new laws on forced labour and/or human trafficking 
have come into force is a particular priority in order that legal reforms do not 
outpace the institutional capacity needed to implement them. 

Addressing migrants’ vulnerability to forced 
labour and trafficking for forced labour
The global estimates indicate that the prevalence of forced labour among adults 
in the private economy is three times higher for migrants than for non-migrants. 
Although most migration is voluntary and has a largely positive impact on in-
dividuals and societies, this figure makes clear that migrants not protected in 
law and in practice can be at increased risk of forced labour and trafficking in 
persons.

Reducing the vulnerability of migrants to forced labour and human trafficking 
depends first and foremost on national policy and legal frameworks that are 
consistent with this goal - that protect their human and labour rights and do 
not instead contain gaps that leave them more exposed to violations of these 
rights. Laws and policies should protect the  rights of all migrants at all stages 
of the migration process, regardless of their migration status, consistent with 
the relevant international labour standards governing the rights of migrants in 
the world of work.362 There are only a few examples of countries of destination 
extending equality of treatment to migrant workers with respect to all aspects 
of employment.

“Gap analyses” that compare extant laws, regulations, and policies with interna-
tional human rights and labour standards can be a useful first step in identifying 
and taking action towards closing protection gaps concerning migrant workers. 
Policies and practices should be reviewed to ensure that they apply a human 
rights-based approach. It is also critical that the voices of migrants are heard 
in the design, implementation and evaluation of policies and practices. The ILO 
checklist of policy considerations for ensuring the human rights of migrants at 
work offers a valuable framework for this type of analysis.363 
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Policies that create and widen pathways for regular migration help reduce irreg-
ular migration flows, and the risks of trafficking in persons and forced labour as-
sociated with them. This implies migration management policy coherence across 
different areas of government to facilitate labour mobility and decent work in a 
manner which reflects demographic, gender, and labour market realities, and 
responds to the needs of migrants who are compelled to leave their country of 
origin by crisis or other precarious situations. It also means promoting effec-
tive labour migration governance systems, including through bilateral labour 
agreements, mechanisms for facilitating family reunification, and regularizing 
migrants who are in irregular situations, in line with national laws. Critical also 
are policies expanding resettlement and ensuring safe passage for refugees 
and proper implementation of the relevant international protection frameworks.

While protection and remedy for migrants who have fallen victim to forced 
labour and human trafficking are essential, they are not sufficient. Protection 
systems should also have sufficient capacity and resources to provide the neces-
sary services to migrants in situations of vulnerability and at heightened risk of 
forced labour and human trafficking – including those who are stranded or des-
titute – with the support and participation of a range of local and international 
partners. Specific policies and measures addressing the special vulnerabilities of 
women migrant workers throughout the migration cycle are also critical. 

Ancillary support measures for migrant workers can play a central role in re-
ducing their vulnerability to human rights abuses. Measures to ensure adequate 
preparedness are especially important in this regard. In countries of departure, 
bespoke skills training programmes can expand the labour market opportunities 
of would-be migrants and help facilitate job matches with decent work condi-
tions upon migration. Predeparture and post-arrival orientation and information 
sessions, discussed above, are also critical to ensuring migrant workers under-
stand their contracts and are able to identify support services and access justice 
in case of abuse. 

Migrant resources centres in countries of origin and destination, often run by 
trade unions, civil society organizations, government employment services, and 
other groups, can be another critical vehicle for providing migrant workers and 
prospective migrants with information and support, and for offering them the 
protection of trade union membership.

The issue of forced labour and human trafficking among migrants cannot be 
separated from the broader political discourse around migration and asylum. 
Political rhetoric that reinforces discriminatory and xenophobic attitudes to-
wards migrants and those seeking asylum only adds to the climate of risk they 
face both inside and outside the workplace. Discourse that deliberately con-
flates human trafficking for criminal gain with migration driven by the legitimate 
desire of people in search of decent work or safe refuge from crisis is damaging 
to the understanding of forced labour, migration, and the rights of refugees, 
and to the development of appropriate, rights-based policy approaches to them.
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Addressing children trapped in forced labour
The tragedy of children trapped in forced labour demands special urgency. 
These are children suffering some of the worst abuses imaginable in the world 
of work. They include children trafficked by criminal networks for forced beg-
ging, drug dealing, or commercial sexual exploitation. In war zones, they in-
clude children recruited as combatants, used as human shields and slaves, and 
forced to commit acts of extreme violence. Elsewhere, they include children born 
into a life of slavery toiling in the fields because of debts ostensibly incurred by 
their forebears or because they must work alongside their indentured parents. 
Through Target 8.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals, the international 
community has committed to ending the forced labour of children, alongside all 
other forms of child labour, by 2025, just three years from now. 

The global estimates indicate a total of 3.3 million children in forced labour. But 
this is an imputed estimate based on adult forced labour and it may well be just 
the tip of the iceberg. Better information on the numbers of children involved, 
the types of forced labour they are trapped in, the locations and economic 
sectors where they are found, and on the criminal actors involved is urgently 
needed to inform responses. Information already available also needs to be put 
to better use. Administrative data sources, such as health system records, social 
welfare and support services information, community-level child labour moni-
toring systems, and public labour inspectorate reporting systems can potentially 
provide valuable real-time data on the forced labour of children and related risk 
factors of relevance for policy makers and frontline actors – yet they are rarely 
exploited for this purpose.

Far more investment is needed in identification and protection measures for 
children who have fallen victim to forced labour. These should include measures 
for both immediate assistance and long-term recovery and rehabilitation. Access 
to education and family reunification or, when in the best interest of the child, al-
ternative family-based care, are especially important. Special efforts are needed 
to ensure that migrant children who have been subjected to, or are at risk of, 
forced labour, including those who are unaccompanied and/or have irregular mi-
gration status, do not fall through the cracks and are identified at an early stage 
and reached with protection measures. National referral mechanisms, discussed 
above, need to prioritise the special protection needs of child victims to ensure 
they are reached with needed services and care.

Children account for more than one in four of all persons subjected to forced 
commercial sexual exploitation, and this is a specific area requiring urgent 
action. While many countries have taken steps to criminalise and act on child 
commercial sexual exploitation, there are still significant gaps to be addressed. 
In a 60-country benchmarking index of legislation dealing with child sexual abuse 
and exploitation produced by the Economist Intelligence Unit, for example, the 
average score was 60 for legislative framework364 and only 40 for government 
commitment and capacity,365 both out of a maximum possible score of 100.366 
Priorities include greater investment in integrated care models that support and 
promote the recovery of children who are dealing with the severe psychosocial 
effects of having been through commercial sexual exploitation. Expanded aware-
ness-raising on the risks of commercial sexual exploitation, including its growing 
online mutations, is also needed for children and their caregivers.
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The forced labour of children poses a particular risk in situations of armed con-
flict. Several countries have special programmes for the care and rehabilitation 
of demobilized child soldiers, but this is another area where much more needs 
to be done. Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery has called for 
measures to restore the rights of children of people freed from slavery, including 
birth registrations that include their national identity, reuniting children with 
their families, and ensuring access to schooling.367

Mitigating the heightened risk of forced labour  
and trafficking for forced labour in situations  
of crisis
Situations of crisis linked to armed conflicts, disasters, disease, and other pre-
cipitating events are affecting growing numbers of people around the world. 
These crises, and the conditions characterising them – including the collapse of 
the rule of law, loss of livelihoods, population displacement within and across 
national boundaries, failure of basic services, disruption of social protection 
programmes, and breakdown in extended family support systems – create situ-
ations of extreme vulnerability and fertile ground for criminal elements seeking 
to exploit this vulnerability. Indeed, worrying reports of severe human rights 
violations, including human trafficking, forced commercial sexual exploitation, 
and forced labour, accompany many of the major crises unfolding in the world 
today. 

This discussion points to the critical importance of mainstreaming forced labour 
and trafficking in persons prevention and protection measures across all phases 
of crisis response, from pre-crisis preparedness to humanitarian action following 
crisis outbreak and finally to post-crisis reconstruction and recovery. While no 
two crises are the same, it is nonetheless possible to identify some key overar-
ching priorities for dealing with the threat of forced labour, human trafficking 
and other human rights abuses in crisis situations.368

Crisis preparedness starts with building societal resilience to crises.369 Crises pro-
vide ample opportunities for hiring abuses to occur, and a consolidated regime 
of fair recruitment laws and practices can help crisis-affected workers avoid the 
reach of unscrupulous recruiters. A consolidated set of basic social security guar-
antees helps protect groups in situations of vulnerability from falling victim to 
forced labour when crises strike. Established collaboration between employers’ 
and workers’ organizations has been shown in recent crises to help mitigate 
some of the worst consequences, and speed up recovery.370

Consolidated national referral mechanisms, bringing together governmental au-
thorities, civil society organizations, and international organizations, can help 
ensure the effective identification and follow-up of those in forced labour and 
trafficking in crises.371 Pre-established mechanisms of collaboration between 
anti-trafficking experts and humanitarian practitioners working in crisis zones 
can also play an important role in ensuring forced labour risks are addressed 
during crises.372 
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Early warning systems are also critical as part of broader preparedness efforts. 
Many such systems are in place, especially relating to the risk of crises stem-
ming from political violence and armed conflict,373 but few of these contain early 
warning indicators of forced labour and human trafficking and of the circum-
stances that could lead to these abuses. The risks and types of forced labour 
differ considerably between women and men, and between adults and children, 
and indicators should be responsive to these gender- and age-based differences. 
Existing early warning indicators of related phenomena, including conflict-re-
lated sexual violence,374 offer a starting point for these efforts. 

During the acute phase of a crisis, rapid assessment tools and risk monitoring 
systems help to quickly identify forced labour cases and guide follow-up action. 
Measures to sustain livelihoods during crises are especially important in pro-
tecting workers from forced labour and trafficking as they struggle to support 
themselves and their families. Emergency cash transfer programmes can be a 
rapid means of getting money into the hands of affected populations, reducing 
their susceptibility to human traffickers, unscrupulous moneylenders, and other 
criminal elements seeking to exploit their situations of extreme vulnerability. 
Awareness-raising and sensitisation sessions can also play a role in helping af-
fected populations recognise and avoid forced labour traps. For children, (re)
opening classrooms and other safe spaces is especially important to preventing 
them from falling into forced labour or other forms of child labour.375 Special 
procedures are needed to ensure the safety of the growing numbers of unac-
companied children seeking to escape crisis situations and obtain asylum.

The immigration and refugee policies of countries outside the immediate crisis 
zone can also have important implications for the risks of forced labour, human 
trafficking, and other rights abuses during crises. Closed-border policies, all too 
common in today’s world, limit the options of crisis-affected people, making it 
more difficult for them to escape crisis zones or pushing them onto high-risk 
informal routes in order to do so.376    

Similarly, policies in destination countries that deny displaced people access 
to assistance and protection, for reasons relating to their legal status or other 
grounds, can force them into survival strategies that raise their risk of forced 
labour. Conversely, measures such as the adoption of temporary residency and 
employment permits that allow displaced persons to seek out job opportunities 
legally and transparently can play an important role in reducing the socio-eco-
nomic vulnerability that underpins forced labour. 

Post-crisis reconstruction and recovery efforts must ensure that forced labour 
is not a lasting crisis legacy. Inclusive measures to promote decent work and 
income generation, including through employment-intensive investment strat-
egies such as public employment programmes, are essential to re-establishing 
livelihoods and reducing socio-economic vulnerability. Restarting tripartite di-
alogue, and the government institutions and employers’ and workers’ organi-
zations that underlie it, is of particular importance to ensuring workers’ rights 
are not eroded during the post-crisis rebuilding and recovery phase.377 In the 
context of forced labour and, more broadly, linking humanitarian efforts with 
longer-term development considerations in crisis responses from the outset can 
help promote and speed up post-crisis reconstruction and recovery.
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Combating forced labour and trafficking  
for forced labour in business operations  
and supply chains 
A total of 17.3 million adults and children are in forced labour imposed by pri-
vate actors in sectors other than commercial sexual exploitation, accounting 
for nearly two-thirds of all people in forced labour. Some from this group are 
found in subsistence production linked to situations of hereditary slavery and 
traditional forms of debt bondage, others are in domestic work and in forced 
begging and illicit activities. These forms of privately-imposed forced labour, and 
the people entrapped in them, clearly cannot be forgotten or ignored. Yet the 
largest share of privately-imposed forced occurs in business enterprises of all 
sizes linked to the broader market economy, in sectors including services, man-
ufacturing, construction, agriculture, and mining and quarrying. This basic fact 
underscores the need for attention to business operations and supply chains 
– domestic and transnational – in broader efforts against forced labour and 
trafficking for forced labour in the corners of the market economy where these 
abuses occur.378

The principal responsibility for addressing the causes of forced labour and traf-
ficking for forced labour – in business operations and supply chains and more 
broadly – lies with governments, and the principal means of addressing them 
lies in a strong legal framework, accompanying enforcement mechanisms and 
in sound public policies, as discussed in the preceding sections of this chapter. 

Laws governing business respect for human rights throughout business oper-
ations and supply chains are a critical element of the broader legal framework 
on forced labour and trafficking for forced labour. The United Nations Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights in this context calls on states to “set out 
clearly the expectation that all business enterprises domiciled in their territory and/
or jurisdiction respect human rights throughout their operations.”379 States are also 
expected to take steps to prevent abuse abroad by business enterprises operating 
within or from their jurisdiction; this is especially important as businesses operate 
increasingly across countries with different regulatory environments.380 

A number of states have adopted voluntary provisions on human rights due 
diligence in businesses operations and supply chains. More recently, countries, 
principally but not exclusively those in the Global North, have begun introducing 
laws mandating enterprises to carry out human rights due diligence. While the 
debate on the optimal design features of these laws remains open, among the 
lessons from first wave of mandatory due diligence legislation are the impor-
tance of clarity in terms of the specific obligations and expectations placed 
on business, coherency across national jurisdictions to ensure a level playing 
field, and active government outreach to business to explain the laws and pro-
vide compliance guidance.381 The coverage of human rights due diligence laws 
is also critical. Most have hitherto been limited to suppliers operating at the 
upper links of supply chains, meaning the laws have had limited impact on ad-
vancing due diligence among enterprises further down the supply chain in the 
informal economy where risks are typically greater.382 Too few such laws have 
been passed by countries in the Global South.
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States also need to make greater use of other dimensions of their regulatory au-
thority and economic power to ensure businesses respect human rights in their 
operations and supply chains. This includes the integration of human rights due 
diligence as a part of eligibility criteria for businesses applying for officially-sup-
ported export credits and direct lending, 383,384 as well as the inclusion of human 
rights conditionality in the loan agreements with business of development finance 
institutions.385 Labour provisions in trade policies and trade arrangements are an-
other important means of leveraging responsible business practices. While more 
and more trade agreements contain such provisions, only about a third of the 
trade agreements entering into force over the last ten years contained provisions 
relating specifically to freedom from forced labour and the other fundamental 
rights at work.386 Governments themselves can do more to set a good example and 
promote broader change by ensuring robust due diligence against human rights 
abuses by business enterprises that are owned or controlled by the state. They can 
also leverage the economic importance of public procurement to encourage due 
diligence practices on the part of government suppliers.387

Progress also requires that businesses – transnational and domestic – step up 
efforts to prevent, identify, mitigate, and remediate forced labour, trafficking 
for forced labour, and other human rights abuses in their operations and supply 
chains, in accordance with the due diligence obligations of business spelled out 
in the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights,388  the 
ILO MNE Declaration,389 and other government-backed due diligence guidance.390 

While much of the attention has focused on large public-facing transnational 
firms based in the Global North, business responsibility to respect human rights 
of course extends well beyond this group, encompassing, among others, mi-
cro-enterprises, small and medium enterprises (SMEs), and other large firms 
– public-facing and business-to-business, domestic and transnational, based in 
both the Global North and in the Global South. Progress demands that all of 
these groups act to address human rights impacts in their business operations 
and supply chains.

At its core, human rights due diligence involves assessing actual and potential 
risks of human rights abuses within a company’s operations and supply chain, 
integrating and acting upon the findings, tracking progress, and communicating 
on these efforts. Throughout, effective due diligence requires the meaningful en-
gagement of stakeholders, including workers, their representative organizations, 
and community members, as they are best positioned to identify local risks and 
help formulate the most appropriate mitigation strategies. 

Human rights due diligence is risk-driven, meaning that attention should focus 
on identifying, prioritizing, and acting on “hotspots” where the risk of human 
rights abuses is highest in terms of both severity and scale. Particularly impor-
tant in this context are the informal micro- and small enterprises operating at 
the lower links of supply chains, often in raw materials extraction and produc-
tion, where forced labour and other human rights abuses are often most pro-
nounced.391 Too often, due diligence efforts concentrate on the higher links of 
supply chains, where leverage and visibility are greatest, rather than on these 
higher-risk informal actors operating at the lower links.392 This needs to change.
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Human rights due diligence requires that firms critically assess their own op-
erations and business models, and how these can influence the incentive 
structures, business decisions, and labour practices of suppliers along supply 
chains. A recent self-assessment tool developed by the ILO, together with the 
International Organisation of Employers (IOE), offers valuable guidance.393 There 
is no one-size-fits-all means of addressing business-related or “demand-side” 
contributing factors to human rights abuses in business operations and supply 
chains, but well-established, responsible business, purchasing, and fair recruit-
ment practices can go a long way towards this goal. The prices paid to suppliers 
for the inputs they provide are also critical to ensuring living incomes and a fair 
value distribution along supply chains.  

Businesses can also contribute to addressing some of the more structural root 
causes of forced labour in high-risk locations linked to their business opera-
tions and supply chains. While their leverage on root causes may be limited, 
businesses can play a critical role in advocating for government action, in con-
tributing to the design and implementation of efforts and in fostering synergies 
between public and private sector initiatives. Again, business action should be 
dictated by assessments of risk and of opportunities for constructive partner-
ship and community engagement. Experience has shown that go-it-alone ap-
proaches are rarely successful in achieving lasting change.

Tools such as a recent interactive mapping of organisations partnering with 
the private sector to combat human rights abuses394 can help businesses in 
identifying entry points for collaboration. A growing body of experience395 and 
guidance396 can also help business in identifying intervention options and ap-
proaches. Examples of ongoing business efforts targeting root causes include 
measures to advance the fair recruitment of migrant workers, and measures to 
help tackle poverty of workers in their supply chains through the adoption of 
living income programmes.397 

Ending state-imposed forced labour
State-imposed forced labour refers to a wide range of abuses with one common 
thread – they are exacted by states on their own citizens, the very people whose 
rights it is their prime responsibility to protect and promote. The global esti-
mates indicate that state-imposed forced labour accounts for one in seven of all 
cases of forced labour.

The fact that these abuses are the direct product of deliberate laws and practices 
on the part of states lends them an added layer of unacceptability. Yet it also 
makes abundantly clear what is needed for change – namely, the political com-
mitment and follow-up to reform these same laws and practices. The experience 
of Uzbekistan – where state-imposed forced labour in the cotton harvest was 
all but eliminated just a few years after an announced changed in state policy – 
illustrates how rapidly change can happen when this vital ingredient of political 
commitment is in place.  

The ILO Conventions and related deliberations of the ILO supervisory bodies 
clearly outline the reforms in law and practice that are necessary in the countries 
where state-imposed forced labour persists. 
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International cooperation and partnership
International cooperation and partnership are indispensable to an effective 
response to forced labour, modern slavery, and trafficking in persons. The 
challenge is too big, and the myriad root causes too complex, for national gov-
ernments or other actors to meet on their own.

Much has been done in terms of raising the profile of forced labour and building 
cooperative and partnership mechanisms for addressing it. Alliance 8.7 is playing 
a particularly important role in this context. Founded in 2016, this global part-
nership facilitates cooperation on stopping forced labour, human trafficking, 
and child labour. It groups more than 240 partners from governments, multilat-
eral organizations, workers’ and employers’ organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, academic institutions, and think tanks to define effective ways 
of accelerating progress towards SDG target 8.7 on ending child labour, forced 
labour, and human trafficking. The Alliance focuses on increasing collaborative 
action, promoting innovation, and scaling up effective solutions. 

The cross-border nature of forced labour and trafficking in persons underscores 
the particular need for close cooperation and policy coherence across countries 
in policy areas with a bearing on these abuses. These areas include the rights-
based governance of migration, fair recruitment, and criminal law enforcement. 
A number of mechanisms are in place with an aim to facilitate cross-country 
collaboration on these and related issues.398 Cooperation between governments 
and the social partners, grounded in social dialogue, is also vital to building 
lasting, consensus-based solutions to the challenge of forced labour. Ensuring 
respect for workers’ fundamental rights of freedom of association and collective 
bargaining, discussed above, is a critical precondition for social dialogue. 

While other actors cannot replace the roles of employers’ and workers’ organiza-
tions in conducting labour relations, nor the obligations of states with regard to 
enforcement of the rule of law, national and international civil society organiza-
tions, including survivors’ groups, can also contribute their strong local experi-
ence in addressing drivers of forced labour and building the resilience of groups 
vulnerable to it. Multi-stakeholder initiatives involving cooperation among gov-
ernment, the social partners, members of the social and solidarity economy, civil 
society, businesses, and other groups are an increasingly common model for 
addressing the root causes of forced labour and child labour at the local level in 
places where the risk of these abuses is high.

International support to financing and resource mobilisation is another key 
ingredient of broader cooperation and partnership. Policies and plans against 
forced labour mean little in the absence of the resource commitments needed 
for their implementation. While governments can and should adopt resource 
mobilization strategies to expand their fiscal space,399 the international commu-
nity has a key role to play in helping to fill national financing gaps for combating 
forced labour where they persist. This role is all the more important in view of 
the budgetary pressures and increased debt that many governments are facing 
in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis. Meeting the broader longstanding commit-
ments made by industrialised countries to official development assistance and 
to financing sustainable development is critical.400 Concessional international 
financial assistance through debt relief and very low interest-rate loans to coun-
tries are two of the other areas in which international support can help fill the 
financing gap.401

Part 2. Ending modern slavery: the path to 2030

96

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



The ILO Forced Labour Recommendation R203 also stresses the importance 
of mobilising resources for international technical cooperation and assistance 
in national efforts against forced labour. UN agencies, other multilateral and 
bilateral organizations, international non-governmental organizations, private 
foundations, and a variety of other groups involved can play an important role 
in this context.

Accelerated progress against forced labour requires building on the foundation 
of extant experience rather than “reinventing the wheel.” Partnerships aimed 
at sharing experiences and lessons learned can help highlight and advance a 
growing body of instructive practices in addressing forced labour at all levels. 
Alliance 8.7 is one key platform for sharing experience across the wide array 
of governmental and non-governmental organizations that make up its mem-
bership. The Pathfinder Country Initiative, one component of Alliance 8.7, in-
cludes more than 20 member countries from the Global North and Global South 
that have committed to accelerating progress towards achieving Target 8.7 of 
the Sustainable Development Goals and to documenting and sharing lessons 
learned for the benefit of other countries.

Business platforms, including the Global Business Network for Forced Labour402 
and the Child Labour Platform,403 are important forums for experience exchange 
and guidance in business efforts towards ending forced labour, human traf-
ficking, and child labour. The International Organisation of Employers (IOE), 
within its broader role as the permanent liaison body for the exchange of in-
formation, views, and experience among employers throughout the world, is 
also critical in facilitating peer-to-peer exchange of experience and guidance 
for businesses on combating forced labour. The International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) plays a similar role as a platform for sharing experience 
and guidance for trade unions in efforts to combat forced labour. 

Research and data collection 
Reliable information and statistics on forced labour and human trafficking is 
critical to promoting awareness and understanding of the problem, and to in-
forming policy responses. 

Building the tools necessary for collecting data on forced labour and human 
trafficking is an important first step. Towards this end, the ILO is working in 
partnership with national statistical offices and other UN agencies in developing 
a standardised household survey instrument for forced labour data collection. 
The ILO, IOM, and UNODC are also partnering in the development of a bespoke 
survey instrument for the measurement of trafficking for forced labour, starting 
in the fishing sector. IOM and UNODC are also developing the first International 
Classification Standard for Administrative Data on Trafficking in Persons404 as 
well as accompanying guidance for the production and safe management and 
use of such data. 

National data collection on forced labour remains in its infancy, and these tools 
will be critical helping countries in generating robust statistics on forced labour 
and human trafficking, and in monitoring progress in addressing these human 
rights abuses. The first-ever international guidelines on forced labour measure-
ment, endorsed in October 2018 at the 20th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians, provide countries with a standardised framework of data collection 
efforts.

Part 2. Ending modern slavery: the path to 2030

97

Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage



Yet the need for evidence extends well beyond data and statistics. Informed 
policy responses also require more detailed information on the drivers – so-
cio-cultural, economic, legal, and political – of the different typologies of forced 
labour. Relatedly, much more information is needed about the concrete impact 
of policy initiatives and legal measures enacted against forced labour and 
human trafficking, to permit the identification of good practices with greatest 
potential for broad scale replication. Cooperation among research institutions, 
universities and other members of the broader research community will be crit-
ical to filling these key evidence gaps. 

Data and knowledge sharing is an important related challenge. For information 
to be acted upon, it must first reach those in a position to act. With this goal 
in mind, ILO and IOM are partnering in the development of a comprehensive 
annotated bibliography and an interactive map of evidence and evidence gaps 
relating to forced labour to facilitate access to and sharing of forced labour re-
search. In another effort, the IOM and other partners have created a global open 
data portal on human trafficking – the Counter Trafficking Data Collaborative 
(CTDC) – for researchers, lawmakers, advocates, funding partners, and other 
groups.405
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2.2
Forced marriage

Responses to forced marriage should necessarily be highly contextualised 
and geographically specific. Fundamental to the drivers of forced marriage 
are patriarchal norms and social structures that drive control over girls’ sexual-
ity.406 These include perceptions that a girl’s sexuality and sexual activity reflects 
negatively on her and her family and therefore her parents are responsible for 
protecting her; it follows that the girl should comply with their directives on 
whom to marry. Underpinning this is the assumption that all girls want to marry, 
and that marriage and motherhood are a girl’s only life choices.407 Interventions 
must tackle these contextualised norms and social structures if they are to be 
successful in ending forced marriage. The following global recommendations 
should therefore be considered as a broad starting point and should be tailored 
to specific populations, countries, and regions.

Put those vulnerable to forced marriage,  
especially women and girls, at the centre
Any response to modern slavery should have survivors, and those vulnerable to 
exploitation, at its centre. Tackling forced marriage is no different. As women 
and girls are disproportionately affected, legislative and policy responses 
should have a gendered lens, including gender-sensitive laws, policies, pro-
grammes, and budgets, including gender-responsive social protection mech-
anisms.408 It is important that migrants also have fair and equitable access to 
these mechanisms, and that their voices are represented.409, 410 Women and girls 
should be involved in the design of these interventions, and governments should 
provide meaningful avenues for their participation and active consultation, in-
cluding the creation of safe spaces (including online), forums, and support net-
works.411 For example, involving girls in legislative changes and empowering 
them as transformative agents to challenge harmful laws has brought positive 
outcomes in Kenya, Jordan, Malawi, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.412 The same prin-
ciples hold during time of crisis, while any intervention should always prioritise 
the enhancing of girls’ voice and agency.413
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Ensure adequate protection in national legislation
Any legislation to tackle forced marriage should be part of a suite of protective 
and preventative measures that put women and girls and those vulnerable to 
forced marriage at the centre. 

Forced marriage violates several international human rights conventions, in-
cluding the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948,414 the Supplementary 
Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and 
Practices Similar to Slavery 1956,415 the Convention on the Elimination of all 
forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 1981,416 the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child 1989 (CRC),417 and the UN Convention Against Transnational 
Organized Crime Supplementary Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol).418 
These instruments oblige states to prevent forced marriage and trafficking for 
forced marriage, and to protect citizens, including by prohibiting or criminalising 
certain acts associated with it. Ending child, early, and forced marriage is also 
included under the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Target 5.3. Despite 
these frameworks, there is no internationally agreed definition of forced mar-
riage and what constitutes it; this would be critical to the ending the practice. 

Despite nearly universal ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which prohibits child mar-
riage, many countries permit children to marry with parental or judicial consent. 
In fact, only 35 countries follow the recommendation of the joint Committees 
of CEDAW and the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) to establish 18 
years as the minimum age of marriage.419, 420 Raising the legal age of marriage 
to 18 without exceptions would protect vulnerable children who may otherwise 
be coerced into a marriage at age 16 or 17. Doing so would provide an objective 
standard of maturity that prevents discrimination and safeguards a child from 
marriage before they are ready.421 Marriage before 18 has also been shown to 
have negative economic impact.422 Child marriage and early child-bearing is es-
timated to cost the global economy hundreds of billions of dollars, while raising 
the age of marriage to 18 could support global gains of US$98 billion related to 
under-five child mortality and stunting costs, as well as saving US$17 billion per 
year related to universal secondary education.423

Making it a criminal offence to force someone to marry can be part of the re-
sponse, but not the sole solution. It has a symbolic effect in communicating 
that the practice will not be tolerated,424 can deter perpetrators, and empower 
victims to come forward and report incidents. This can include criminalising the 
act of marrying a child or someone who does not consent to marriage, as well 
as adults who facilitate the marriage, including the person conducting the cere-
mony. For example, in Australia, forced marriage legislation applies to registered 
marriages and unregistered ceremonial events that take place in Australia or 
where a person is taken overseas to marry.425 However, criminalisation can lead 
to driving these practices underground and can distract from wider responses 
that prevent forced marriage and protect those vulnerable. Respondents to con-
sultations with experts in the UK ahead of the introduction of forced marriage 
provisions under the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act of 2014 ex-
pressed concern that criminalisation could make victims more fearful to come 
forward, especially if it could lead to their family members being imprisoned.426 
This is real concern, given that family members are primarily responsible for 
forced marriages. Unlike civil proceedings, there is concern that a victim may 
lose control over the criminal case, as prosecution services could continue to 
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pursue it, potentially against their wishes.427 While in many ways it is too early 
to understand its full impact due to the limited amount of case law, criminal-
ising forced marriage should be part of a broader holistic response to forced 
marriage, including other prevention and support measures428 such as safe ac-
commodation, emergency funds, and psychosocial support for those in formally 
registered marriages and informal unions.429 

Gender-responsive and child-sensitive national referral mechanisms for the pro-
tection of trafficked persons should be strengthened to improve screening meas-
ures and individual assessments among those forced to marry and trafficked for 
forced marriage. This includes developing and applying standardised operating 
procedures and raising awareness and developing capacity among actors dealing 
with survivors to support identification and safe referral, as well as providing spe-
cialised protection services and culturally-sensitive counselling. Access to legal 
counselling and legal representation must also be ensured, including for migrants 
who may be in an irregular situation and/or are without legal identity documents. 

Legislative measures aimed at forced marriage should include civil protection 
orders that are independent of other legal proceedings.430 In Australia, the 
Federal Court can issue orders that prevent a passport being issued for a child, 
require a person to deliver a child’s or accompanying adult’s passport to the 
court, and restrain the removal of a child from Australia.431 In the UK, Forced 
Marriage Protection Orders (FMPO) create legally binding conditions that change 
the behaviour of a person trying to force someone into marriage, with the ul-
timate aim of protecting the person at risk.432 This can include a restraining 
order or a ban on taking the individual out of the country. Violating an FMPO 
is a criminal offence and can be dealt with at family court or criminal court.433 
Central to providing criminal or civil remedies to protect victims and those at-
risk is a trauma-informed, victim-centred approach that empowers survivors 
to make informed choices as to the best solution for their individual situation. 
Not everyone wants to prosecute, particularly where family members are per-
petrators; therefore, a suite of remedies should be made available, including 
alternatives to criminal prosecution. 

Beyond punitive approaches, laws should tackle the underlying drivers of forced 
marriage, including gender inequality and provide protective measures for girls 
who are vulnerable to forced marriage. For example, legislation should strengthen 
health systems and access to them,434 including health information systems, as 
well as mandate comprehensive sexuality education that includes recognition of 
capacity to consent to sexual activity before marriage. Laws should also provide 
for equality of access to education.435 Forced genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) 
and other harmful traditional practices should be criminalised, along with all 
sexual and gender-based violence.436 This includes any provisions that enable, 
justify, or lead to a forced marriage, such as those which allow perpetrators of 
rape or sexual abuse to escape prosecution by marrying their victims.437 Marital 
rape should also be recognised as a crime, while provisions should allow child 
marriages to be voided, annulled, or dissolved without undue burden placed on 
the survivor.438 Laws that increase vulnerability to forced marriage should be dis-
mantled, including those that prevent women’s full, equal, and meaningful polit-
ical participation, those that render women or their children stateless, and those 
that do not allow women to inherit land and property.439 Laws should provide for 
equal access to social protections and safety nets, including birth and marriage 
registration, equality in employment rights, and the prevention of discrimination 
on grounds of marriage or maternity, such as dismissal on grounds of pregnancy. 
All states should introduce and protect paid parental leave.440
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Strong legislative frameworks require access to justice and accountability mech-
anisms.441 This includes strengthening available legal frameworks such as laws 
on counter-trafficking, child protection, witness protection, and free legal ser-
vices, and providing training for justice officials such as police, prosecutors, de-
fence attorneys, and the judiciary.442 National coordinators or national human 
rights institutions can play a role in monitoring the legislative response and 
holding governments to account.443 

Address underlying socio-cultural norms and 
structures that perpetuate forced marriage 
Legislation is not in itself sufficient to end forced marriage and should be com-
bined with wider preventative approaches addressing underlying discrimination 
and gender inequality, as well as related socio-cultural norms.444 These preven-
tive approaches must be grounded in the relevant context, determined through 
research on the specific vulnerabilities to forced marriage that includes collecting 
and publishing relevant anonymised data to inform targeted approaches.445

Central to changing these attitudes are community-based education, training, 
and empowerment activities that have been shown to encourage an increase 
in the age of marriage. For example, the Tostan programme focuses on em-
powering communities to abandon FGM/C by increasing awareness of gender 
equality and encouraging economic empowerment. Although not directly tar-
geting forced or child marriage, one of the outcomes of the programme has 
been changes in community attitudes on not only FGM/C but on forced mar-
riage, as well. The programme has been replicated in Somalia, Senegal, Djibouti, 
Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, and Mauritania.446 Critical to all community 
empowerment programmes is tailoring them to the recipient community and 
culture and being inclusive of all in the community, including men.447 

Patriarchal norms also affect access to sexual and reproductive health services, 
which are critical to prevent adolescent pregnancy and the subsequent risk 
of child marriage. This goes beyond removing legal barriers to accessing ser-
vices and should involve working with health providers to remove “extra-legal 
barriers” such as requiring excess information from girls who seek support or 
leaving them with the perception that providers will breach their confidential-
ity.448 It is critical that healthcare providers receive education and training to 
critically engage with the underlying paternalistic norms that drive these addi-
tional barriers. 

Religion can have a profound effect on tackling the attitudes and social norms 
that drive forced marriage. In many countries, faith-based organizations provide 
services to those affected by forced marriage, including identifying cases and 
supporting individuals to rebuild their lives.449 Faith leaders are also hugely influ-
ential and can play a specific role in ending forced marriage. This includes raising 
awareness of how to identify potential cases, refusing to perform any marriage 
they suspect may be forced, and tackling social norms by collaborating with de-
velopment actors, making public commitments, and participating in campaigns 
and training to develop their own role in ending the practice, including through 
the delivery of sermons.450 
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Invest in building economic agency of those 
at risk of, and living in, a forced marriage
Providing economic alternatives to forced marriage acts as a preventative 
measure as well as a pathway out. Primary and secondary education for all, 
especially girls, plays a significant role in diverting children away from child 
labour in the household and towards the classroom and has delivered pivotal 
results in the reduction of both prevalence and vulnerability of child marriage.451 
Accordingly, the focus needs to extend beyond the provision of educational 
systems and include measures such as increasing access for children to attend 
school, such as by reducing school fees and costs associated with the purchase 
of textbooks and uniforms.452 The quality of education should also be considered 
as it also influences the retention of at-risk children.453 Familial and community 
barriers to providing education for girls, where they are seen to hold less value 
than their brothers, increase the risk that girls will not complete their education. 
Important to increasing retention of girls where secondary schools are not lo-
cally available is to create community-based education programmes for them,454 
as well as campaigns to raise awareness of child marriage and the importance 
of sexual and reproductive health. 

Economic incentives for families, such as conditional and unconditional cash or 
in-kind transfers, when implemented as part of a broader programme tackling 
harmful patriarchal attitudes and behaviours, have been shown to encourage an 
increase in the age of marriage.455 For example, the Berhane Hewan programme 
in rural Ethiopia included activities such as forming support groups for girls 
aged 10 to 19, offering vocational and livelihood skills training, providing goats 
upon graduation to unmarried girls who participated in the programme, and 
facilitating community conversations on child marriage and reproductive health 
for girls.456 An evaluation of the programme found that not one child who went 
through the Berhane Hewan had married by project end.457 

Women and girls vulnerable to forced marriage must have equal access to eco-
nomic opportunities, including full productive employment and decent work.458 
Forced marriage has substantial impacts on women’s potential earnings and 
productivity, with some estimates that countries forego on average 1 per cent 
of their national earnings base due to child marriage.459 Ending the practice 
also means providing avenues for women and girls who may have otherwise 
been vulnerable to contribute to the economy. To support this, institutions and 
employers should offer employment opportunities for women and girls while 
providing training for “soft-skills” beyond formal education, such as pre-em-
ployment and on-the-job skills building and training programmes that promote 
self-awareness, self-esteem, and life planning.460
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Protect the rights of those vulnerable  
to forced marriage and trafficking  
for forced marriage during times of crisis
Those living in conflict settings, or those forced to migrate because of conflict 
or in the contexts of disasters and the adverse effects of climate change, are at 
higher risk of forced marriage and trafficking for forced marriage. Some forms 
of forced marriage occur as a direct result of crisis; for example, where women 
and girls are abducted or trafficked by armed groups and forced to marry 
fighters.461 The risk also increases as an indirect result, as when those fleeing 
conflict areas may also be preyed upon while they are on the move or residing 
in refugee camps.462 Any humanitarian response must therefore include a re-
sponse to forced marriage, including prioritising adequate funding and human 
resources.463 This should be tailored to an understanding of the specific vulner-
ability of the affected population as well as the specific risk factors at play. It 
requires holistic, integrated, and coordinated action between all stakeholders 
from the outset of the crisis through to transition and recovery.464 Coordination 
is critical; essential to this is developing standard operating procedures that 
would help strengthen protection pathways for the identification of those vul-
nerable to forced marriage and assistance to them, as well as ensuring that all 
actors involved are adequately trained.465

The Global Protection Cluster guidelines on anti-trafficking action in internal 
displaced contexts recommend that humanitarian actors “create pathways for 
people to safely leave conflict areas, provide livelihood and education oppor-
tunities for at risk persons, ensure food security, establish free of charge civil 
registration services (including births and marriages), enable the community 
to identify and use local resilience mechanisms, and build the capacity of local 
service providers.”466 They further recommend raising awareness of the signs 
of trafficking, including for forced marriage, as well as providing protection and 
assistance for those affected.467 One example of a promising initiative focused 
on raising awareness in the Levant. An awareness tool aimed at raising the voice 
of the affected population468 was developed and a campaign launched across 
the subregion engaging different members of the family as actors of change 
to prevent trafficking in persons including for forced marriage. The crisis-af-
fected population themselves facilitated community dialogue sessions to pre-
vent trafficking, including for forced marriage. Such initiatives will need to be 
complemented with access to basic needs and livelihood opportunities for those 
identified as at-risk of trafficking for forced marriage.

Providing assistance to those in conflict settings includes developing protective 
systems such as hotlines, safe houses and shelters, and legal support – together 
with awareness-raising efforts on how to claim their rights469 – in order to iden-
tify and assist at-risk populations during conflict and in protracted and post-con-
flict settings, including in neighbouring countries and areas of return.470 Early 
warning and monitoring frameworks for potential or imminent risk of forced 
marriage or trafficking for forced marriage, especially in managed camps, 
should be established. Regular assessments of the protection risks faced by 
different groups of crisis-affected people should also be conducted by humani-
tarian actors who manage camps. Such assessments should include forced mar-
riage and the collection of data on risks and vulnerabilities to forced marriage, 
including through proxy indicators.471 
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While embedding efforts to address forced marriage and trafficking for forced 
marriage into humanitarian responses is necessary during an emergency, part 
of any crisis response should include strengthening existing institutions and 
structures to better respond to future crises. The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare 
the inequities and social injustices inherent throughout the world. It led to more 
families and communities facing extreme poverty and, as with many crisis sit-
uations, it was lower-income families, and women and girls,472 who were par-
ticularly vulnerable to these shocks. It is essential that “build back better” after 
COVID translates into a more sustainable and resilient recovery that reduces the 
likelihood of future shocks and increases society’s resilience to them when they 
do occur.473 This includes continuously investing in social services and welfare,474 
including sexual and reproductive health services,475 so that they are resilient 
in the face of the next crisis, strengthening legislation that provides for gender 
equality, and tackling patriarchal norms so women and girls are not dispropor-
tionately affected. 

More specifically, COVID-19 has set back education outcomes for children, es-
pecially girls, in many countries.476 There is a risk that school closures led some 
students to ”go off the grid,” especially girls and those from lower socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds. This may prevent them from re-engaging in education, thus 
putting these individuals at higher risk of falling further behind and curbing 
their education aspirations.477 This, in turn, increases the risk of child and forced 
marriage. It is essential that countries provide catch-up education opportunities 
and schooling through teacher training and tutoring.478 Children affected need 
additional educational opportunities to graduate from school with full diplomas 
and become ready to access the job market rather than being forced into early 
marriage as the only viable alternative. 

Address the vulnerability of migrants,  
particularly children
Migration may create situations of vulnerability that can be exploited to subject a 
person to forced marriage. While many people voluntarily migrate for marriage, 
some are intentionally deceived and trafficked into forced marriage or, once 
having migrated or while still on the journey, end up in situations where they 
cannot escape and are coerced into forced marriage. Some individuals – both 
children and adults – find themselves being pressured or instructed by their 
family to undertake migration for marriage. While in some cases the family may 
not have criminal intent, they may be resorting to negative coping strategies by 
deciding that the marriage is the best way to support their family and not fully 
considering the individual’s best interests or respecting their agency. In other 
cases, migrants who have ended up in vulnerable situations – such as unaccom-
panied or separated children or stranded or destitute migrants – may be more 
easily preyed upon and forced into marriages.

Establishing comprehensive policies and developing partnerships that provide 
migrants in situations of vulnerability, regardless of their migration status – 
with necessary support at all stages of migration – is therefore an important 
means of addressing and reducing the risk of forced marriage and trafficking for 
forced marriage. This includes improving capacity to identify those most vulner-
able to forced marriage and trafficking for forced marriage and to protect and 
help them exercise their human rights. Migrants who have experienced forced 
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marriage and trafficking for forced marriage must be provided with the tools 
to determine their next steps, including providing them with a safe, dignified 
return with equal access to social protection and services, justice, psychoso-
cial assistance, education, vocational training, employment opportunities, and 
decent work. All migrants should be provided with information about the re-
quirements and benefits of getting access to legal identity. Consular capacities 
should be strengthened in identifying, protecting, and assisting their nationals 
abroad who have experienced forced marriage, including by training consular 
officers on human rights-based, gender-responsive, and child-sensitive actions. 

Those returning home who have experienced forced marriage may struggle to 
readapt and rebuild their lives because they still face many of the same eco-
nomic, social, and psychosocial factors that prompted them to migrate in the 
first place. Therefore, an integrated and sustainable approach to reintegration 
should take into consideration economic, social, and psychosocial dimensions 
as well as the needs of individual returnees and the communities to which they 
return. Reintegration can be considered sustainable when returnees who have 
experienced forced marriage have reached levels of economic self-sufficiency, 
social stability within their communities, and psychosocial well-being that allow 
them to cope with (re)migration drivers. Having achieved sustainable reintegra-
tion, returnees are then able to make further migration decisions a matter of 
choice rather than necessity.479 

States should enter into bilateral, regional, and multilateral cooperation frame-
works and agreements, ensuring that return and readmission of survivors of 
forced marriage to their own country is safe, dignified, and in full compliance 
with international human rights law, including the rights of the child, and by 
ensuring that they also include provisions that facilitate sustainable reintegra-
tion.480

Child migrants require special focus. Unaccompanied and separated children 
must be protected at all stages of migration481 through the establishment of 
specialised procedures for their identification, referral, care, and family reunifi-
cation. This includes providing access to healthcare, mental health, education, 
and legal assistance, as well as the right to be heard in administrative and judicial 
proceedings. Swiftly appointing a competent and impartial legal guardian is an 
essential means to address the child’s vulnerabilities, to protect them from all 
forms of violence, and to provide access to sustainable solutions that are in their 
best interests. 

Legal identity is a core enabler of sustainable development and of safe and reg-
ular migration,482 in line with the 2030 Agenda and the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration. Access to legal identity registration procedures is 
important to protecting children from forced marriage, to protecting those who 
were forced to marry while abroad, and particularly to preventing traffickers 
from posing as their guardians. A legal identity facilitates the establishment 
of a nationality for children, thereby contributing to preventing statelessness 
and enabling children to seek protection from violence, exploitation, and abuse 
such as forced marriage. This includes removing barriers to birth registration for 
migrants in irregular situations, whether by law or in practice, to reduce their 
exposure to forced marriage. Progress in this area also requires strengthening 
identification procedures and documentation systems through digitalization ef-
forts, as well as consular capacities and cooperation, including through technical 
assistance and bilateral or regional agreements.483    
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Annex.
Methodology



The Global Estimates of modern slavery cover two principal components, forced 
labour and forced marriage. This annex summarises the methods used to cal-
culate the estimates of modern slavery in the present edition. A more compre-
hensive technical description of the methodology is also available in a separate 
publication.484

Stock and flow  
In principle, all forms of modern slavery may be measured as both a stock and a 
flow. A stock measurement refers to the average number of persons in modern 
slavery at a given point in time during the 2017-2021 reference period. A flow 
measurement refers to the total number of persons who were subjected to 
modern slavery during any period of time between 2017 and 2021. The estimates 
calculate both the stock and total flow of the different components of modern 
slavery. The flow measurement does not take into account the length of time 
that the individual was subjected to modern slavery in the reference period, 
while the stock measurement does.  

The duration of forced labour (meaning the amount of time in which people were 
trapped in forced labour) is the key factor in determining the average stock by 
reference to the total flow. The stock estimate is calculated by multiplying the 
total flow by the average duration of a spell of forced labour, expressed in frac-
tion of the overall time period. 

The estimate of forced marriage is presented as a stock figure, representing all 
people living in a forced marriage in the reference period. 

Forced labour  
The estimate of forced labour comprises forced labour exploitation (forms of 
forced labour imposed by private individuals, groups, or companies, in all sec-
tors except the commercial sex industry), forced commercial sexual exploita-
tion of adults, commercial sexual exploitation of children, and state-imposed 
forced labour. These estimates have been derived from various sources, as no 
one source is considered sufficiently suitable. Overall, the methodology used 
in the present edition of the Global Estimates is essentially the same as that 
of the previous edition from 2017, with some improvements on the scope and 
the statistical treatment of the underlying data. The changes particularly af-
fected the estimation of forced labour at regional level and in the male-female 
distribution of global forced labour. Therefore, the comparison of the present 
estimates with the results of the previous edition should be avoided at disag-
gregated level. However, comparison of estimations in the two editions at global 
level is possible. Another feature that makes comparison extremely difficult is 
the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected not only the situation 
of workers worldwide but also the modalities of data collection in the surveys.
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Forced labour in the private economy  
The same methodology was employed for estimating forced labour in the pri-
vate economy and forced marriage. 

The estimates of forced labour in the private economy are derived from na-
tionally representative household surveys in 68 countries conducted during the 
2017-2021 period, using a common set of questions on forced labour (see Table 
5). Only cases of modern slavery that occurred between 2017 and 2021 are in-
cluded in these estimates.  

The target sample for the national surveys was the entire civilian, non-institu-
tional population, aged 15 years and older. Except for areas that were scarcely 
populated or presented a threat to the safety of interviewers, samples were 
probability-based and nationally representative. Typically, 1,000 to 1,200 inter-
views were conducted in each survey country, except for Bangladesh (n=2,072), 
Cambodia (n=2,600), Indonesia (n=2,192), Myanmar (n=1,600), Nepal (n=2,095), 
the Russian Federation (n=2,168), and Thailand (n=2,000). Two of the surveys 
were conducted in 2017, 43 in 2019, and 24 in 2020. In one case (Cambodia), 
part of the survey was conducted in 2017 (n=1,000) and the other part in 2019 
(n=1,600). Surveys conducted in 2017 and 2019 used face-to-face interviewing, 
but those conducted in 2020, after the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
were carried out by telephone interviewing. 

A total of 77,914 respondents were interviewed across the 68 survey countries. 
The survey respondents were asked questions about their own experiences of 
forced labour and those of their immediate family network. The family network 
included the respondent’s living immediate family (spouse or partner and bio-
logical parents, children, and siblings). The combined size of the family network 
of the 77,914 sample respondents included 628,598 persons altogether, corre-
sponding to an average family network size of 8.07. The family network included 
children below 15 years of age as well as individuals 15 years old and over. 

As the estimate of forced labour exploitation of adults is based on house-
hold surveys, respondents were interviewed in their country of residence. 
Nevertheless, all situations of forced labour were counted in the country where 
the exploitation took place, regardless of the worker’s citizenship, country of 
birth, or country of current residence. For example, if a woman interviewed in 
Indonesia reported that she was forced into domestic work in Oman during the 
reference period, that case would be attributed to Oman.  
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Outline of questionnaire on forced labour  
in the ILO-Walk Free Surveys conducted  
as part of Gallup World Poll surveys, 2017-2021

Table 3.

In the 2020 surveys, the following six additional questions were included in the 
survey questionnaire for collecting data on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic

Questions Description 

P1-P4, wp1223 Identification of immediate family network 

P6-P7 Inquiry on involuntary work experience by anyone among immediate family (e.g., work against 
will in particular circumstances; overtime, hazardous conditions; work against will to repay 
debt, work to help other family member who was made to work against will by employer, work 
against will for employer so another person receives job, land, money or other resources) 

P8-P10 Who in the immediate family, sex and age

P11 When last happened

P11i Total duration during last 5 years

P12 Country in which last spell happened

P13 Type of activity (e.g., agriculture and forestry; fishing; mining and quarrying; manufacturing; 
construction; domestic work …) 

P14 Coercion (Physical violence; threats of violence; threats of deportation or legal action; withheld 
valuable documents (e.g., passport, residence permit, …); non-payment of wages or other 
promised benefits; isolated and dependent on employer to leave work or living place; …)

WP5 Country of current residence

WP4657, WP9048 Native or foreign born; country of birth

Questions Description 

covidp14_1 Currently being forced to work by employer or recruiter

covidp14_2 Forced work was stopped before or after coronavirus restrictions started

covidp14_3 Situation that kept you/family member from quitting work stayed the same

covidp14_4 Main reason situation that kept you/family member from quitting work improved

covidp14_5 Main reason situation that kept you/family member from quitting work got worse

covidp14_6 Main reason situation involving force work was stopped
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Outline of questionnaire on forced marriage  
in the household surveys

Table 4.

Questions Description 

P1-P4, Identification of immediate family network 

WP5 Country of current residence

WP4657, WP9048 Native or foreign born; country of birth

WP1223 Marital status

WP1220 Current age

P15 Inquiry on forced marriage experience by anyone among immediate family

P17-P20 Who in the immediate family, sex and age at time of forced marriage

P21 Whether consented to the marriage

Forced marriage  
The estimates of forced marriage are derived from nationally representative 
household surveys in 75 countries conducted during the 2017-2021 period, using 
a common set of questions on forced marriage (see Table 6). 

A total of 109,798 respondents were interviewed across the 75 survey countries. 
The survey respondents were asked questions about their own experiences of 
forced marriage and those of their immediate family network. The combined 
size of the family network of the 109,798 sample respondents included 931,394 
persons altogether, corresponding to an average family network size of 8.48. 
The family network included children below 15 years of age as well as individuals 
15 years old and over. 

The global estimates of forced marriage are based on those who reported having 
been forced to marry in the last five years, without their consent, and those who 
were forced to marry before that time but remain in the marriage. Respondents 
were asked if they had ever been forced to marry, and later in the survey they 
were also asked if they consented to the marriage in order to limit overcounting.
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From national survey estimates  
to global estimates  
The expansion to national estimates is carried out by applying extrapolation 
weights to the survey data, which take account of the probabilistic nature of the 
national sample and the extent of non-response of the sample units. The extrap-
olation weights are then calibrated to ensure consistency of the survey popula-
tion estimates with known population totals from reliable external sources. The 
resulting weights are finally adjusted to take account of the response bias that 
occurs due to the tendency for people reporting on their own experiences to 
be more accurate than when talking about experiences of family members, by 
giving more importance to self-responses relative to proxy responses for family 
members.

Estimates for countries in which national surveys were not conducted were ob-
tained through an imputation model. This is a change from the methodology 
used in the previous edition of the global estimates, where the sample countries 
were considered to mimic a random sample of the universe of countries in the 
world. In the present edition, the sample of countries are treated as a non-prob-
ability sample, which they are, and appropriate techniques for inference from 
non-probability samples are applied.485 It essentially consists in using a model 
with covariates to impute values for the missing countries. After some experi-
mentation with alternative models and a range of covariates, a weighted linear 
model on the prevalence rate of forced labour was adopted with the covariates 
consisting of geographic variables and an additional variable on the number of 
international migrant workers in the country. For forced marriage, the weighted 
linear model consisted of geographic variables only. Because no national surveys 
were available for the North America region, that region was assimilated with the 
Northern, Southern and Western Europe region.  
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Sample scheme for the 2021 Global Estimates  
of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour 
and Forced Marriage

Figure 26.

World
189 countries and territories covering about 99.7 per cent of world population in 2020

Sample country
68 forced labour sample countries | 75 forced marriage sample countries

Household sample
77,914 FL sample households | 109’204 sample households for forced marriage

Family network
628,598 FL family members | 931,394 FM family members

Region
11 ILO Broad regions

Area sample within country
About 8500 clusters (primary sampling units - PSUs)

Sample of individuals 15 years old and over
71,914 FL respondents | 109,798 FM respondents among household members 15 years and over

Imputation for missing countries (non-sample countries)
Weighted linear model with covariates
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Aggregating national survey estimates  
to regional estimates  
The country-level estimates obtained from the national surveys and the impu-
tation model described above refer to the number of adults subjected to forced 
labour exploitation in the country of residence at the time of the survey. At the 
global level, there is, of course, no difference between place of residence and 
place of exploitation. The difference comes at the regional level. Accordingly, 
to obtain regional estimates of adult forced labour exploitation at country of 
exploitation, a matrix was constructed relating the country of residence and 
the country of exploitation using the information provided by the national sur-
veys. The resulting matrix estimates the proportion of adults subjected to forced 
labour in a country of region X who were exploited in a country of region Y. The 
matrix is then used to derive the regional estimates at country of exploitation 
from the data on the country of residence. 

Forced commercial sexual exploitation  
Estimation of forced commercial sexual exploitation and commercial sexual 
exploitation of children required a different methodological approach, as too 
few cases were reported across the 68 countries surveyed. The estimates, cov-
ering both children and adults, were calculated using two datasets. The first is 
the national survey data on forced labour of adults. The second is the Counter 
Trafficking Data Collaborative (CTDC) dataset.486 The CTDC dataset consists of 
case data collected by IOM and its partners in the process of providing pro-
tection and assistance services to victims of human trafficking.487 It comprises 
cases of trafficking for both sexual and forced labour exploitation and includes 
information on the profile of the victims of human trafficking (e.g.  age, gender, 
citizenship, country of birth) and on the trafficking situation (e.g., country of 
exploitation, type of exploitation, industry of exploitation, means of control). 
The estimates were calculated in two steps. First, statistical models were used 
to estimate the odds ratios of forced commercial sexual exploitation relative to 
forced labour exploitation separately for adults and children by gender using 
the CTDC database.  

A range of alternative logistic regression commercial models488 were tested, ex-
amining the odds of being subjected to forced commercial sexual exploitation 
relative to being subjected to forced labour exploitation. The most appropriate 
model in line with the model of the previous edition of the global estimates was 
used to derive the estimates for this edition. Second, these odds ratios were 
applied to the corresponding global estimates of forced labour exploitation of 
adults and children derived from the national surveys to derive the estimate of 
cases of forced commercial sexual exploitation of adults and commercial sexual 
exploitation of children. For example, the estimate of the number of adult fe-
males subjected to forced commercial sexual exploitation in a given region is 
obtained by multiplying the odds ratio derived from CTDC data with the estimate 
of the number of female adults subjected to forced labour exploitation in this 
same region derived from the national surveys.   
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Forced labour imposed by the state  
For the estimate,  state-imposed forced labour has been classified into three 
main categories:   

1.  Abuse of compulsory prison labour
▪	 Compulsory prison labour of prisoners in remand or in administrative deten-

tion.  
▪	 Compulsory prison labour exacted for the benefit of private individuals, com-

panies, or associations outside the exceptions allowed by the ILO supervisory 
bodies.  

▪	 Compulsory prison labour exacted from persons under certain circum-
stances, such as punishment for expressing political views, labour discipline, 
or punishment for peaceful participation in strikes.  

2.  Abuse of conscription, when conscripts are forced to work for tasks 
which are not of purely military character.  

3.  Compulsory labour for the purpose of economic development, and 
abuse of the obligation to perform work as part of normal civic obliga-
tions or minor communal services

▪	 Obligation to perform work beyond normal civic obligations.  
▪	 Abuse of the obligation to participate in minor communal services, when 

these services are not in the direct interest of the community and have not 
benefited from prior consultation of the members of the said community.  

▪	 Compulsory labour for the purpose of economic development.  
To build estimates for each of these three main categories of state-imposed 
forced labour, cases of forced labour were identified through a systematic 
review of the comments of the ILO supervisory bodies followed by a review of 
secondary sources.  

The forced recruitment of children by armed groups and armed forces was ex-
cluded from the estimate due to a lack of reliable estimates.
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