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The Illicit Massage Industry (IMI) is one of the largest and most networked sex trafficking 
markets in the United States. The IMI consists primarily of in-plain-sight storefronts known as 
Illicit Massage Businesses (IMBs) that sell commercial sex while masquerading as legitimate 
massage, reflexology, or bodywork businesses. As of early 2022, there were over 11,000 IMBs in 
the U.S., according to data analysis of sex buyer review sites. Since we started measuring in 
2016, the overall national number has steadily increased, though there have been impressive 
drops in areas of targeted intervention.  

STOREFRONTS 
IMBs are successful in part because they operate in plain sight alongside other everyday 
businesses, with spa-like names that lend a veneer of legitimacy. This allows owners and sex 
buyers to maintain plausible deniability for their illegal activities. A closer look offers more 
insight: hours are often late, clientele is almost exclusively male, entrances are private, and 
windows are covered. IMBs contain internal cameras in each room; something not widely known 
among the sex buyers who patronize them.  Often a simple Google search of the phone number 
affiliated with the business reveals salacious online ads posted on adult “entertainment” 
websites. Business registration and on-paper ownership information may change frequently to 
avoid detection, despite the beneficial owners and contact information remaining unchanged.   

PROFITABILITY 
The IMI has a highly profitable business model. Demand studies in different cities in which daily 
IMB customers were counted, combined with data on the costs of commercial sex acts, have 
shown a range of annual revenue from $277,000 to $1.2 million per storefront. IMI networks go to 
great lengths to hide and disguise illegal profits: they launder money and evade taxes via 
multiple bank accounts, money remitters, and third-party businesses such as restaurants and 
casinos. Financial trails often lead back to key IMI hubs in Flushing, NY and San Gabriel and 
Monterey Park, CA. Traffickers also purchase real estate, cars, and luxury goods to further 
conceal illicit proceeds and/or create additional revenue, often under the names of multiple 
associates.  

WHO ARE THE VICTIM WORKERS?  

Most victim workers in the IMI are East Asian; the majority are Chinese. Regardless of ethnicity, 
most come from poverty. Many enter the U.S. seeking or expecting to begin legitimate jobs, then 
are coerced or tricked into performing commercial sex work. Others may arrive aware that their 
work will be sexualized, but do not anticipate factors such as debt bondage, dangerous working 
conditions, or controlled mobility. It is important to remember that the definition of trafficking 
includes “force, fraud, or coercion”, and that someone can be trafficked without the use of 
violence. Victim workers are rotated frequently between IMBs and cities in part to keep them 
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from developing relationships with sex buyers or other workers. Low English fluency keeps 
victim workers dependent on IMI employers for information and basic needs, and bosses 
capitalize on this dependence.   

WHO ARE THE TRAFFICKERS?  

Traffickers and victim workers within IMI networks usually share ethnic backgrounds; most are 
foreign-born, though some are U.S.-born, 2nd generation IMB owners. Traffickers manipulate 
culture and ties to a shared country of origin to exercise control over victim workers: threatening 
families back home or threatening to expose victims’ involvement in commercial sex so that they 
fear returning home. The ubiquitous cameras in IMBs are probably leveraged in these threats. 
IMI bosses commit a wide variety of prosecutable crimes in addition to trafficking, such as the 
aforementioned financial crimes. Traffickers are also known to dose victim workers with drugs 
like ketamine, which can increase energy and feelings of disassociation from one’s body. 

WHO ARE THE SEX BUYERS? 
Buyers who purchase sex at IMBs cover a full range of age and ethnicity but tend to be wealthier 
and more highly educated than the general population. This means that they have the financial 
resources to engage in this type of exploitation, but also often have a great deal to lose if caught. 
Sex buyers most commonly visit IMBs during lunch breaks and right after work. A very small 
proportion of frequent buyers provide most of the IMI’s income, according to a 2019 study by 
Demand Abolition, though less-frequent buyers are likely easier to deter. 

DOs and DON’Ts  

Once they see and understand the IMI problem, people are motivated to remove IMBs from their 
communities and help victims of trafficking leave the industry. We encourage citizen 
involvement, particularly in supporting victims, but uninformed action, however well-intentioned, 
can do more harm than good. Here are some best practices for being an involved citizen without 
endangering yourself or potentially causing further harm and trauma to victims: 

DO:  

• Report suspect businesses to law enforcement, code enforcement, and/or your city 
government. If you are not sure if a business is an IMB, Google the phone number using 
quotation marks “(123) 456-7890” to check the nature and venues of its 
advertising.  Some officials cannot initiate investigations or inspections without 
community complaints or tips, so do speak up after you’ve done careful due diligence. No 
one wants to harass legitimate small business owners.  

• Share this piece on best practices with your city government to implement or strengthen 
local ordinances. These key elements will make it harder for IMBs to open and operate 
without harming legitimate local businesses.  

• Encourage your city to engage landlords to evict these businesses. It’s a low-cost 
intervention with a high success rate.  

• Request your city officials to take action that focuses on traffickers and avoids 
prostitution busts that punish potential trafficking victims without addressing the 
underlying issues. Unsanctioned owners quickly open new businesses to replace the 
closed ones, sometimes at a greater than 1-1 ratio that expands the scope of the problem.  
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• Be patient with law enforcement as they investigate to make sure they are targeting the 
beneficial owners’ activities and assets; building a solid case that will remove traffickers 
from society takes time and work.  

• Advocate for resources to be allocated toward language-capable, culturally competent 
service providers.  

• Ask law enforcement to clearly articulate to the public the illegal nature and 
consequences of buying sex at an IMB. 

DON’T:  

• Publicly shame sex buyers because their families can become collateral damage. 
Damage to innocents should be minimized when holding sex buyers accountable.  

• Confront IMB managers or owners as this may be dangerous; these businesses are 
usually part of organized criminal networks and not standalone “small business owners”.  

• Unilaterally try to “rescue” potential victims. IMBs contain internal cameras that are 
monitored by members of the organization as a means of control, and your attempts to 
engage workers may cause them trouble or even physical harm.  In addition, these 
women may have been subjected to coercive tactics like threats to their families or debt 
bondage that private citizens are not equipped to recognize or handle without official help 
and resources.  

• Assume that you can tell whether someone is being trafficked based on observation. 
Many means of coercion and control, as in the above examples, are invisible.  

 


