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Decreasing the demand for commercial sex is often considered the most difficult effort to 
combat sex trafficking.1 While an increasing number of jurisdictions have laudably shifted their 
focus away from arresting potential victims and toward arresting buyers and traffickers,2345 the 
resource-intensive nature of stings means that even large cities can often only arrest a few 
hundred buyers a year—a fraction of the total buyer population. Former Seattle prosecutor Val 
Richey has noted that a single new online commercial sex ad can get a few hundred responses 
in an hour.6 Therefore, while arrest may be an effective deterrent for some buyers,78 arrests alone 
are not a sufficiently scalable approach to curb demand. In general, there has been an absence 
of rigor in evaluating the effectiveness of the various deterrence tactics that have been deployed. 
No one knows to what extent demand can be decreased, or which methods are most effective, 
because of the lack of quantified insights. Proven preventative measures are badly needed.  
 
Below is a review of deterrence tactics, and what is known—or not—about their impact. Given 
the numerous gaps, we have highlighted key questions for data collection needed to develop 
measurable, evidence-based demand reduction models.  

WHY EXISTING RESEARCH ON DETERRING BUYERS ISN’T ENOUGH 
Studies from the U.S. and Western Europe over the past 20 years have consistently shown that 
getting caught and exposed—publicly and/or to one’s family and community—is the principal 
fear of most sex buyers. These findings likely have provided rationale for jurisdictions that 
engage in shaming tactics. However, available research reveals a paradox: while many buyers’ 
biggest fear is being caught, most are also highly confident that they will not be caught—and 
they are usually correct. Therefore, it is insufficient to base the development of deterrence 
strategies on buyer reactions to situations they deem likely to remain hypothetical.  
● A 2019 study from the Journal of Criminal Justice estimated that 2-4% of men bought sex in 

the 3 years directly prior to the study.9 A 2016 study that placed fake ads in 15 U.S. cities 
estimated that on average, 3% of men bought sex online.10 However, only 6-7% of buyers 
report ever having been arrested, according to 3 separate studies.11  12 13 

● A 2019 study by Demand Abolition found a deterrent effect on some buyers who had been 
arrested, probably because it changed their perception that getting caught was unlikely. 
However, frequent buyers were much more likely to have been arrested; two-thirds of them 
had been arrested multiple times.14 

● Buyers in Scotland and London indicated to researchers that jail time, public exposure, and 
other deterrents would all have some effect on them if the buyers were convinced that the 
laws would be enforced.15 16 
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WHAT HAS BEEN TRIED: REVIEWING AVAILABLE EVIDENCE 
Multiple tactics have been used to try and deter buyers since at least the 1970s, including public 
shaming, educational programs such as “John Schools”, and escalating penalties for repeated 
offenses.17 However, in most areas where these tactics have been deployed, they have not been 
evaluated to assess impact. Proving effectiveness is challenging because sex buyer arrest—and 
therefore rearrest—rates are low, making it difficult to quantify drops in recidivism with high 
confidence. It becomes difficult to determine whether a tactic truly discourages recidivism, alters 
behavior/risk management, or simply reflects the slim odds of being arrested at all. 
● Public shaming: Multiple cities in nearly every state have publicized the identities of those 

arrested for buying sex, via police websites, in the local media, or on specially designated 
websites. In a seminal 2012 paper by Shively et al, researchers found that 59% of 826 
jurisdictions engaging in stings publicized the buyers’ identities in some fashion. The 
jurisdictions’ rationale is that if buyers most fear being publicly exposed, then raising the 
chances of exposure will have a significant deterrent effect.  While it is certainly possible that 
this is effective, the lack of data measuring potential impacts means we do not know if or to 
what extent shaming is effective.   

o A 2008 paper by the Chicago Alliance Against Sexual Exploitation (CAASE) looking at 
deterrent tactics included an appendix of efforts and evaluations of said efforts by 
state. In the case of public shaming,  
CAASE states that Denver claimed a 40% drop from its 2002 “John TV”, however, we 
could not independently confirm this. Raleigh, NC in the early 2000s claimed very low 
rearrest rates of buyers but did not report baseline data with which to compare the 
period in question.18 19  

o A Drake University professor found that public shaming for (not specifically sexual) 
crimes is impactful when offenders are invested in their reputation in the community.20 
As many sex buyers have above-average income and educational levels, they may 
have more community standing to lose from exposure.  

● “Dear John” letters: This is a tactic that some favor over public shaming, arguing that it 
speaks to buyers’ fears of being found out without collateral damage to their families. Law 
enforcement officers make direct contact with buyers via written letter or electronic 
communication, often in situations where there is probable cause to believe the individual is 
buying commercial sex but where there is not enough evidence for an arrest.21 

o In a different CAASE study, 87% of the men reported that public exposure, such as 
being named in the press, would deter them from buying sex, while 79% said that a 
letter to their family would deter them.22 

o Cities such as Minneapolis, Des Moines, and Oakland23 24 have experimented with 
sending letters to sex buyers’ homes; however, we could not find impact data for any 
jurisdiction known to try this tactic.  

● Direct messaging: Direct messaging allows law enforcement to meet buyers where they are 
seeking commercial sex: on their computers and cell phones. We assess that using 
technology to identify and directly engage buyers is a promising avenue for deterrence, as it 
removes buyers’ sense of anonymity while allowing law enforcement to interact with far more 
buyers than in traditional stings.  

o In 2018, the NYPD complemented stings based on fake ads by texting men who had 
responded to the ads but not appeared in person, letting them know that NYPD was 
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aware they had responded, and that showing up in person to buy a sex act was likely 
to result in arrest.25 Between 2018 and 2021, the NYPD had sent messages to 19,000 
potential buyers, vs. arresting 246 in 2020.26 It reported that only 2% of buyers who 
received texts were caught engaging with NYPD-placed ads again,27 though it is 
difficult to determine whether they stopped buying sex or simply changed methods.  

o Freedom Signal, a project of Seattle Against Slavery, has engaged buyers with similar 
technology, claiming that internal tests showed that buyers who received deterrent 
messages were 50-80% less likely to respond to placed ads again.28 A chatbot 
deployed from 2016 to 2018 showed a 30% reduction in potential buyers clicking on 
one of the fake ads a second time.29 

o This mode of direct engagement with buyers has become a key part of the National 
John Suppression Initiative, an effort spearheaded by Cook County, IL in which 
jurisdictions nationwide participate in simultaneous operations against sex buyers. In 
2020, Cook County reported reaching 10,000 arrests since the program’s 2011 
inception, but it did not publish data on the success of its deterrence efforts.30  

● Progressive fines/penalties: Some jurisdictions have implemented systems of progressive 
penalties, under which each repeat offense generates larger fines and/or more potential jail 
time. However, given that sex buyers are often wealthier than the average population, and 
that the regular purchase of sex acts is an expensive habit, impact assessments of fines are 
badly needed to assess what amounts represent a genuine financial pain point.  

o According to the 2019 Demand Abolition study, sex buyers are more likely than 
average to make over $100,000 a year. 31 The average IMB visit costs over $200, 
according to the same study, with frequent buyers going multiple times per week.  

o Locations such as Seattle, WA and Montgomery County, MD have a system of 
progressive fines: in Montgomery County, fines increase to $500 for a first offense to 
$750 for subsequent offenses.32 Seattle is an outlier, with a first offense levies a fine of 
more than $2,500.33 In most jurisdictions, fines are much lower, suggesting that they 
are not large enough to disincentivize most sex buyers, particularly the small core of 
frequent buyers who may be spending thousands of dollars a month on their “hobby”. 

ESSENTIAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS FOR MEASURING IMPACT 
In view of the numerous data gaps on the effectiveness of sex buyer deterrence initiatives, The 
Network proposes the following lines of inquiry for more rigorous quantitative research into the 
drivers of demand and the effects of deterrent tactics:   
● How stable is demand for commercial sex in the face of economic, social, or other pressure? 

In other words, to what degree will any deterrent tactic be able to reduce the pool of buyers? 
A 2021 University of Michigan dissertation that examined the drop in ads on RubRatings in 
response to COVID-1934 may be a useful proxy measure, but more research is needed.  

● How do high-frequency buyers differ from other buyers? Studies indicate that a small group 
of frequent buyers drives the bulk of demand, and thus represent a disproportionate amount 
of traffickers’ revenue.35 Therefore, it is essential to understand high-frequency buyers’ 
responsiveness to deterrence initiatives, especially regarding how they differ from other 
buyers. For example, the 2019 Demand Abolition study found that the high-frequency group 
scored much lower than others on measures of impulse control. Focused efforts on 
identifying, understanding, and addressing this demographic will be key to designing 
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interventions that have an outsized impact on reducing total demand, and therefore on the 
profitability of exploitation.  

● How might advances in technology be used to identify and reach large numbers of sex 
buyers? What method of communication would best deter buyers? As previously mentioned, 
the resource intensiveness of traditional stings keeps them from being sufficiently scalable to 
significantly decrease demand. However, given now-available technological capabilities to 
identify phone numbers, IP addresses, etc., how might law enforcement directly reach larger 
proportions of buyers to effectively remove buyers’ feelings of safety and anonymity?  

● What form of the removal of anonymity is most effective with the least collateral damage: 
direct engagement by law enforcement, informing buyers’ families, or more public forms of 
shaming? While there is research on what buyers believe would work, there is none that 
proves that a real situation equates to a hypothetical one.   

● Does the tactic in question genuinely reduce recidivism rates among those subjected to it, or 
encourage them to take greater care to not get caught? While quite hard to measure, data on 
this question would help answer to what extent the demand for commercial sex is able to be 
influenced. Care should also be taken to look for differences between interventions that are 
strictly punitive and those with a rehabilitation/treatment aspect. 

● Does the tactic in question influence the entire sex buyer population in the location in which 
it was applied, or only the affected individual? This would help distinguish the effects of 
seeing a deterrent tactic applied to others vs. when the tactic is personally experienced.  

● In cases where the punishments escalate with repeated offenses, is there a particular “pain 
point” at which the escalation begins to change sex buyer behavior? This will be particularly 
important for escalating fine structures, as the so-called “hobbyists” active on buyer review 
sites tend to be more affluent than the general population.36 

 

Demand reduction is by no means an easy task, and we acknowledge the inherent difficulties 
involved in collecting data with which to evaluate different efforts, given high impunity rates for 
sex buyers and the degree to which all involved take pains to hide the activity. However, we also 
believe it is premature, perhaps even defeatist, to assume that demand cannot be significantly 
reduced. Most demand reduction efforts simply have not been subject to robust impact analysis 
that would allow for the most successful interventions to be broadly implemented.  
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