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Why Traditional Case Management Systems
Don’'t Work For Anti-Trafficking Programs

Many organizations supporting survivors
of human trafficking rely on case
management systems that were not built
for this work. In some cases, those
systems were designed for adjacent
fields. In others, they were adapted over
time to meet growing needs.

But even when they are functional, there
is often tension because the work doesn't
quite fit the system. Over time, that gap
becomes harder to ignore.

The Work Is More Complex Than
Traditional Systems Assume

Traditional case management systems are
often built around a linear structure:
intake — service delivery — case closure

That model works well in environments
where needs are more predictable and
timelines are defined. But trafficking work
rarely follows that pattern.

Survivor engagement may start, pause,
and resume. Needs evolve over time.
Services overlap, shift, or extend far
beyond an initial plan. There is no single
path forward. When systems are built
around assumptions, they struggle to
reflect what is actually happening.

One-Size-Fits-All Is Not Reality

Many systems are designed with a
generalized approach to service delivery.

Anti-trafficking programs, however, are
anything but uniform. Organizations may
be supporting:

e Sex trafficking, labor trafficking, or
both

e Adults, youth, or mixed
populations

e Individuals experiencing
immediate crisis and those
engaged in long-term healing

e Survivors with a wide range of
cultural, linguistic, and service
needs

The Trafficking Victim Protection Act
defines human trafficking as a severe
form of exploitation for labor or sex
through fraud, force or coercion.
Therefore, each program may also need
to document information that would not
appear in a generalized case
management system.

Organizations serving trafficking survivors
often need to collect unique data in order
to capture the survivor’s experience of
victimization. For example, an
organization may record the means used,
such as force, fraud, or coercion, and the
actions taken, such as recruiting,
harboring, inducing, obtaining, providing,
or transporting the survivor. Each
organization may also want to collect this
information in different ways (eg.,
checkboxes, written descriptions, or a
combination of both).
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https://www.justice.gov/humantrafficking/key-legislation

Programs need the ability to determine
which information is relevant to their
work and configure their system
accordingly. When leadership cannot add
or adapt fields as needs evolve, teams
may be left trying to fit critical details into
categories that were never designed to
hold them.

When programs cannot configure a
system around their services,
populations, and reporting needs, they
are forced to adapt their work to fit the
tool instead of allowing the tool to
support the work.

Critical Workflows Are Missing or
Fragmented

There are core parts of anti-trafficking
work that many traditional systems do
not fully support. Depending on the
program, teams may need to document:

e Housing coordination and housing
history

e Referral history, follow-up, and
outcomes
Long-term, evolving goal plans
Re-engagement after periods of
disengagement

e Legal matters connected to the
trafficking experience

e Locations where recruitment,
exploitation, recovery, and service
occurred

Trafficking may span multiple states or
jurisdictions, making it important for
organizations to separately record where
a survivor was recruited, exploited,
identified or recovered, and provided

services. A case may also involve multiple
levels of the legal system, from local law
enforcement agencies to federal
agencies. In addition, survivors may be
criminalized for conduct arising directly
from their trafficking experience,
including prostitution-related,
check-fraud, or drug-related offenses.

As a result, they may need criminal legal
advocacy, referrals, or support that differs
from the assistance provided when a
person is recognized solely as a crime
victim within the legal system. Simply put,
organizations serving human trafficking
survivors often have data and service
needs that differ from those of other
service providers (and from one another)
based on their location, scope of services,
organizational structure, and culture.

When a system offers only a single field
for legal needs or location, it may not
capture enough information to support
the program'’s work. Organizations are
then left relying on spreadsheets,
external notes, or informal processes.
These workarounds may fill immediate
gaps, but they also make it harder to
understand the survivor’s history, current
needs, and ongoing support.

Duplicate Documentation and
Workarounds Become a Burden

Documentation is essential for continuity
of care, funding, reporting, and
accountability. However, when systems
are not aligned with the work,
documentation becomes more
complicated than it needs to be. Staff may
find themselves:

/elaz.

Page 3



e Entering the same information in
multiple places

e Working around required fields
that don't apply

e Placing important details into
general notes because no
appropriate field exists

e Maintaining separate
spreadsheets for legal, location,
referral, or trafficking-specific
information

e Struggling to capture nuanced or
evolving situations

A system should allow authorized
leadership to add or adapt fields as these
needs emerge. Without that flexibility,
staff must repeatedly work around the
technology, adding unnecessary steps to
work that is already demanding.

Data Doesn’t Tell the Full Story

When systems can't fully capture the
work, the data they produce is
incomplete. That has real consequences.
Organizations may struggle to:

Accurately report on services
Demonstrate long-term outcomes
Show the full scope of their impact
Secure funding

Even though critical work is happening, it
isn't being fully reflected.

The Cost of Misalignment

When there’s a mismatch between the
work and the system, the burden doesn't
disappear. It shifts. It lands on advocates,
program managers, and teams who are

already carrying a great deal. It shows up
as extra steps, duplicated effort, and
constant workarounds. And over time,
that takes a toll, both operationally and
emotionally.

Rethinking System Capabilities

If trafficking work is complex, non-linear,
and evolving, the systems supporting it
need to reflect that. That means:

Supporting flexible case journeys
Allowing authorized administrators
to create program-specific fields

e Accommodating different program
models, populations, and service
types

e Capturing referral history and
follow-up without implying shared
agency access

e Documenting multiple locations,
legal matters, and evolving
circumstances

e Supporting long-term engagement
and outcomes

e Reducing duplicate entry and
documentation burden

It also means recognizing that systems
are not just administrative tools. Instead,
they shape how work is carried out, how
it is understood, and how it is sustained.
It means giving programs the ability to
document the information that is
necessary for their services, reporting
responsibilities, and continuity of support
while remaining intentional about privacy
and data minimization.
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Closing the Gap Between
Systems and Services

The challenge is that many of the systems
available to organizations were never
designed for this work in the first place.
Traditional systems do not provide the
flexibility programs need to document
trafficking-specific circumstances
involving service relationships, referral
histories, legal advocacy, or experiences
that span multiple jurisdictions. As the
field continues to grow, that gap becomes
more visible.

At Vela, we believe organizations should
be able to configure their systems around
the realities of their programs, rather
than forcing advocates to work within
rigid, generalized structures. That
includes giving authorized leaders the
ability to adapt fields and documentation
practices as services, reporting

requirements, and program needs evolve.

Connect With Us

We understand that every anti-trafficking
program has its own services, workflows,
reporting requirements, and
documentation needs. Your case
management system should be flexible
enough to support them without forcing
your team to rely on disconnected tools
or rigid processes.

If you are considering whether your
current system still fits the work, we
would be glad to learn more about your
program and explore how Vela could
support your team.

Explore Trusted Anti-Trafficking
Resources

For teams looking to deepen their
understanding of human trafficking and
comprehensive survivor support, trusted
resources are available through:

The Office for Victims of Crime
The Office on Trafficking in
Persons and NHTTAC

The Department of Justice

The National Human Trafficking
Hotline

Want to learn new ways to simplify your
work or explore features you may not be
using yet? Visit veladirect.com or reach out
to our team. We're always here to help.

Developed with input from advocates at every
stage, Vela by Element 74 is a trauma-informed
case management and reporting platform built
specifically for domestic violence, sexual assault,
and human trafficking organizations.

info@veladirect.com | (573) 332-7474
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