
Office for Victims of Crime – Human Trafficking Capacity Building Center 

ASK AN EXPERT SERIES  
HUMAN TRAFFICKING DATA: USING LOCAL DATA TO BETTER UNDERSTAND 

TRAFFICKING IN YOUR COMMUNITY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data can be a valuable tool in reaching potential victims of human trafficking, recognizing patterns and 

tactics of perpetrators, identifying vulnerabilities in industry, and informing an organization’s policies, 

protocols, and partnerships in serving victims. On March 31, 2021, three experts offered insight on this 

topic and answered participant questions during a live Ask an Expert webinar.  
 

The Ask an Expert Series is sponsored by the Office for Victims of Crime (OVC), Human Trafficking 

Capacity Building Center. Following are the questions and abbreviated answers provided by the panel 

of experts during the discussion. 
 

Data collection and analysis can feel overwhelming. What three tips would you offer an organization 

wanting to use more data in their decision-making? 

First, start with the basics. Some of the most useful data on human trafficking is also the most 

accessible. Find basic information about demographics in your area from census-taking agencies. 

Gather all the data you can on all human trafficking cases that have happened in your area in the last 

five years. Gather all the active guest worker visa orders in your zip codes. How do the data sets 

compare to each other? Can you recognize any trends?  
 

 Second, don’t reinvent the wheel. Some national agencies have taken the work to gather, clean, and 

repackage data. Start by consulting their resources (you may need to request access). If you need more 

detail, email the agencies a request for raw data. Local partners may also be able to share aggregated 

and/or anonymized versions of their case files; it never hurts to ask.  
 

Third, find your data lead and let them experiment. At smaller agencies, a data lead might be an intern 

or a pro-bono technical assistance program. Carve out a clear research question (e.g., where are the 

highest-risk workplaces in my service area) and delegate it. Ask your data lead to visualize the data 

using pin, choropleth, and heat maps. Data visualizations can be mounted on password-protected, 

interactive web-based dashboards.  

https://htcbc.ovc.ojp.gov/
https://htcbc.ovc.ojp.gov/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1c_SREJRB8Q
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045219
https://www.traffickinginstitute.org/human-trafficking-state-reports/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/employers/guest-workers
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How can national statistics be used to better understand a local perspective? 

National data can be used to identify trends that may help inform data collection in local communities. 

The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) child sex trafficking data shows─ 

1. Children who run away may be targeted by traffickers.  

2. Black children are overrepresented in NCMEC data, while Asian and Native American youth 

are often under-represented. What could this data point mean about reporting? Are the 

numbers because children from Indigenous communities are less likely to be trafficked or 

less likely to be reported missing?  

3. Children in the care of social services are at risk; however, these numbers have been 

impacted by the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act reporting 

requirements. 

 

When reviewing national (or any data) it is important to note what the data does and does not represent. 

For instance, NCMEC data only represents reports made to NCMEC, particularly in the context of missing 

children who are also trafficking victims. This lends itself to provide data and trends that are consistent 

and also only paints a narrow focus on a broader issue of child sex trafficking. NCMEC child sex 

trafficking data does not represent youth who may have been kicked out of their homes because of lack 

of tolerance or abuse. This data doesn’t represent youth who are trafficked by their family or trafficked 

while living at home. Note: foster care agencies are now required to report children missing from care 

which means the data will need to be revaluated on how likely these children are to be trafficked.  

 

What are the considerations when interpreting human trafficking statistics?   

It is important to understand the data sources or ask the organization about how a source of 

information is collected, particularly when they are talking about secondary and third reporting. It is 

generally preferrable to draw data from as close to the primary source as possible. In addition to 

sharing national statistics, citing more recent and localized high-level statistics from your own agency 

can be highly valuable. In order to share this type of information, your agency will need to take the extra 

time to aggregate and anonymize information so as to protect individual identities. 

 

 

https://www.missingkids.org/theissues/trafficking
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/4980
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What is the first "step" to take to start using human trafficking data to inform our work? 

Convene a data summit around the following question: “What do we still need to know about human 

trafficking in our community?” During a summit, stakeholders from prevention, intervention, and 

recovery services and programs can meet together to review existing data from already developed data 

sets and review topics in three areas: (1) environmental, (2) individual, and (3) systems. Environmental 

factors include industries more vulnerable to human trafficking in the community or near the community. 

Exploring what you know and what you may not know about environmental vulnerabilities can assist with 

building awareness around human trafficking in those areas. Individual factors include exploring data on 

potentially vulnerable populations such as undocumented immigrants, runaway and homeless youth, 

and low-income individuals. Lastly, discuss how community response systems from nonprofits, faith-

based communities, schools, public safety, and criminal justice advocates compare to the risk identified. 

Are there areas where there seem to be few systems in place relative to the risk profile? 

 

In reference to black girls being overrepresented in NCMEC’s child sex trafficking data, is there any 

connection to services and service outcomes?  

This data point is very specific to child sex trafficking reports on missing children made to NCMEC and is 

not specifically connected to services or service outcomes. However, one connection between the data 

point and the service provider community is the importance of cultural competency and representation 

in supporting survivors throughout their journey. Additionally, from a researcher and social science 

perspective, understanding data may skew based on over or under representation in the data collected 

by those systems. What that means is not jumping to the conclusion that human trafficking is more or 

less likely to happen to one group or one gender.  

 

Being very mindful of any inadvertent or unintentional bias in how the questions are being asked and 

what point individuals are coming into contact with systems like schools, courts, and police. These 

factors can lead to over and under representation in the data. In regard to labor trafficking and farm 

workers, for example, the undocumented workers would not show up on guest worker visa datasets. A 

common pitfall for this type of labor trafficking risk data is to fixate on the guest worker program, which 

is a very data rich source of information. The guest work program, however, is only about one eighth of 

the U.S. farm worker workforce population. Looking for those potential blind spots in data sources and 

layering other data sources can provide new insights on potential human trafficking vulnerabilities.  

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/employers/guest-workers
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How can we use data to better help Indigenous communities?  

Start within the Indigenous community. Community-level data sources are extremely useful in building a 

response to human trafficking. Most larger cities and state governments have an appointed tribal 

liaison or state committees and commissions on Indian Affairs. Engage with tribal taskforces and tribal 

coalitions, and most larger cities and state governments have an appointed tribal liaison or state 

committees and commissions on Indian Affairs. The Shattered Hearts report discusses the commercial 

sexual exploitation of American Indian women and girls in Minnesota. At the national level, Operation 

Lady Justice, the National Task Force on Missing and Murdered American Indians and Alaska Natives, 

offers webinars, fact sheets, and publications.  

 

Are there any recommended tools for data collection/data sharing that are adaptable to build/change, 

and that can be easily used by multiple agencies (both private and public)? Taking into account 

confidentiality and duplication concerns. 

Privacy considerations relating to human trafficking means each agency must make its own assessment 

about the boundaries of how they can use and analyze their data. Understanding how the data will be 

collected, shared, and protected is pivotal when starting a project. That said, there are more data 

collection and analysis tools available today than ever before, so there is almost certainly a software 

solution for any level of privacy and analysis needs. This could include, for example, geospatial analysis 

tools. These tools visualize information on addresses field team members may visit in the community. 

Lots of details about where an organization is interacting with people can be gathered and put on a 

map. There are also ways to store the information for relatively low cost. Nonprofits can ask data 

collection and analysis software companies about their pro-bono or low-cost options. 

 

What does the data tell us about prevention? Especially if there are patterns indicating there are 

particularly vulnerable communities.  

Data can help shape where, how, and to whom victim identification efforts are targeted. For 

instance, risk factors NCMEC has observed can be connected to deeper societal challenges such 

as racism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, inequity, etc. This provides the opportunity to bring 

a trafficking informed lens as part of these larger initiatives. Similarly, NCMEC data shows children 

in the care of social services and black girls are disproportionately represented in NCMEC’s  

 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/state-tribal-institute/state-tribal-relations-committees-and-commissions.aspx
https://www.niwrc.org/tribal-coalitions
https://www.niwrc.org/tribal-coalitions
https://www.ncsl.org/research/state-tribal-institute/state-tribal-relations-committees-and-commissions.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/state-tribal-institute/state-tribal-relations-committees-and-commissions.aspx
https://www.miwrc.org/publications/shattered-hearts
https://operationladyjustice.usdoj.gov/
https://operationladyjustice.usdoj.gov/
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missing child reports related to child sex trafficking. Using this data, efforts can provide specific 

focus to identified higher risk populations.  

  

There is often limited data on human trafficking. What data sources can help a local organization better 

understand the issue and the need?  

Think of human trafficking data sources in these three categories─ 

1. Confirmed past trafficking incidents - Data on past and current federal criminal trafficking cases 

can be obtained via the Human Trafficking Institute, Human Trafficking Data, or directly from 

PACER. The Attorney General's Trafficking in Persons Report provides data from federally funded 

projects to combat sex and labor trafficking. The Human Trafficking Legal Center collects data on 

federal civil human trafficking cases. Data on state and county-level prosecutions vary by region. 

Clerk´s offices are often a good local recourse to consult as to options of obtaining that 

information. Lastly, structured internet searches can yield information about trafficking cases 

that have been confirmed via news reports. The latter method is usually labor intensive.  

2. Data on risk of trafficking - Certain factors increase the risk profile of geographical regions, 

sectors of the economy, and parts of extended supply chains. Information about potential risk 

factors can be gleaned from data sources such as guestworker program data, wage and hour 

enforcement data, and health and safety enforcement data. State-level enforcement and 

oversight agencies also often provide data via web portals or on a case-by-case request basis. 

3. General demographic information - It is crucial to weigh all the above data against migration and 

population trends. More populated areas will often report a higher total number of cases. It is 

important to consider how confirmed incidents or indicators of trafficking compare across 

regions or a per capita basis. In order to make those calculations, consult the U.S. Census or for 

farmworkers the U.S. Census of Agriculture. 

 

Do you have any insights with regard to getting statutes or policies that mandate and support 

(fiscal/personnel) data collection and management for improving the anti-trafficking response? 

Your state Attorney General’s office is a great resource. Each state often has human trafficking 

objectives/strategies and parameters that address data collection processes and intentions. If 

they do not, the state representative for the human trafficking initiative would be a point of contact  

https://www.traffickinginstitute.org/
http://www.humantraffickingdata.org/
https://pacer.uscourts.gov/
https://www.justice.gov/humantrafficking/attorney-generals-trafficking-persons-report
https://www.htlegalcenter.org/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/foreign-labor/performance
https://enforcedata.dol.gov/views/data_catalogs.php
https://enforcedata.dol.gov/views/data_catalogs.php
https://enforcedata.dol.gov/views/data_catalogs.php
https://www.census.gov/data.html
https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov/
https://www.usa.gov/state-attorney-general
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to engage to determine data resources. Other policies related to information collection, management 

and sharing are governed by individual agencies and/or programs (e.g., social services will have different 

policies/legislature protections than schools). This direction would depend on if you are sharing at a 

local-level verses state-level reporting. State-level department of justice organizations, other state 

statistical centers, or universities managing human trafficking initiatives like Arizona State University and 

Florida State University may already be managing similar data sets.  

 

When crafting data collection mandates, it is important to avoid inadvertent harm. For example, the 

priority for hotlines is getting information to the caller. Make sure “required” questions are never a 

barrier to providing support to the individual. Similarly, if an agency requires screening for trafficking, 

make sure the screening would not render an individual ineligible for certain services; focus on a “screen 

in” and not a “screen out” process. 

 

Is anyone aware of anything being developed, or used, or potentially funded across the country, that 

could mimic the HMIS (Homelessness MIS funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development) model and usability for multiple stakeholders within a community: real time pipeline 

numbers; the path of a victim through services: foster care, the justice system, healthcare, availability of 

resources from service providers? I’ve heard that some federal grantees use TIMS, but it’s really for 

tracking grant performance. 

OVC’s Trafficking Information Management System (TIMS) mostly serves non-public purposes of case 

and grant management. However, data from TIMS is also presented in the State Department Trafficking 

in Persons Report and the Attorney General's Trafficking in Persons Report. There is no equivalent to the 

HMIS system in the U.S. for human trafficking data. Trafficking cases across the U.S. currently transit 

through a variety of paths among which there are no standardized data-sharing avenues available. For 

example, a case that has touchpoints to a private healthcare system, a county-level social services 

agency, and a federal criminal prosecution does not leave data records in each of those systems that 

can currently be reconciled into a single database. This structural challenge has some dimensions more 

workable than others as federal agencies work together to standardize data reporting across trafficking-

specific programs and funding.  

 

 

https://tims.ovcttac.gov/Default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f
https://www.state.gov/trafficking-in-persons-report/
https://www.state.gov/trafficking-in-persons-report/
https://www.justice.gov/humantrafficking/attorney-generals-trafficking-persons-report
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Is there any data around the effectiveness of state human trafficking legislation and the policy’s 

effects on better supporting victims/survivors, decreasing demand, leading to more prosecutions, 

etc. once enacted?  

There are not any studies focused on comparison of state human trafficking legislation and policy 

and practice outcomes. A 2016 study on Identifying Effective Counter-Trafficking Programs and 

Practices in the U.S. examined legislative, legal, and policy strategies and evaluated, among other 

things, how state statutes impacted arrests and prosecutions of traffickers.  

 

Have you worked with any courts throughout the country and if so in what capacity?  

OVC awarded funds to American University to support the Maximizing OVC’s Survivor Assistance in Court 

Settings (MOSAICS) training and technical assistance project. MOSAICS assists courts in implementing 

trauma-responsive policies to identify survivors of human trafficking who are facing criminal charges; 

respond to the needs of survivors facing charges with a range of outcomes in their cases and a 

continuum of social service referrals; and reduce the infliction of harm on survivors facing criminal 

charges in court proceedings. MOSAICS offers webinars and remote and on-site tailored training and 

technical assistance to courts and jurisdictions across the country. 

 

Additional Information  
Contact the Human Trafficking Capacity Building Center at contact@ovc-htcbc.org or 1-844-682-0411. 

https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/249670.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/249670.pdf
https://www.american.edu/spa/jpo/mosaics/
https://www.american.edu/spa/jpo/mosaics/
mailto:contact@ovc-htcbc.org

