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Within the United States, the illicit massage industry (IMI) operates as a largely unregulated, multi-billion -
dollar transnational criminal enterprise. Conservative estimates of the IMI’s total illegal revenue hover 
around $3.5 billion dollars, based on academic research and suspected revenue estimates for the 
approximately 10,000 IMI storefronts operating in the United States.1 Although structural differences exist 
between Chinese and Thai IMI business models, which together represent more than 85% of the total market 
share, we assess nearly all IMI actors engage in similar, yet uncoordinated money laundering and tax 
avoidance schemes.  Overall, we judge IMI financial networks remain vulnerable to wide-scale disruption at 
the federal, state, and local level; however, IMI actors have demonstrated a high-degree of operational 
flexibility in the face of increased regulatory and law enforcement pressure. While intelligence gaps exist in 
our knowledge about IMI financial networks, we assess some IMI actors are likely well-positioned to reduce 
their financial risk exposure in response to heightened enforcement, to include transitioning some financial 
payments to non-traditional systems, such as mobile payment applications and cryptocurrencies.  
 

GENERATING REVENUE & OFF-SETTING RECURRING OVERHEAD EXPENSES   
Illicit massage business (IMB) revenue is primarily generated from entrance fees (“house fees”) which are paid by sex 
buyers upon their arrival at a storefront location. These fees typically range between $40-60 dollars, according to 
commercial sex websites and information obtained during interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers. 
Depending on the locality, overall customer demand, and fee structure, we assess individual IMBs have the potential 
to generate between a quarter million to upwards of $1.5 million dollars annually, with IMB owners pocketing the 
lion’s share of the profits.    
 

• In the well-known South Florida sex trafficking investigation implicating billionaire and New England 
Patriots owner Robert Kraft, Indian River County officials estimated the three IMBs in their county each 
grossed more than a million dollars annually.2   
 

• Buyer demand studies in 2019 and 2020 conducted by the Northern Virginia Human Trafficking Initiative 
(NoVa HTI) and the Michigan-based counter-human trafficking organization Solutions to End Exploitation 
(SEE) revealed that individual IMB storefronts in Northern Virginia; Atlanta, Georgia; Grand Rapids, 
Michigan; 3 and, Dallas, Texas4 generated on average $277,000, $348,00, $375,000, and $1.62 million dollars, 
in annual gross revenue, respectively.   
 

• Some female IMB owners also reportedly prostitute themselves with their customers to generate additional 
storefront revenue.5   

 

In addition to collecting buyer entrance fees, some IMB owners require victim-workers to pay monthly room-and-
board costs, according to interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers. We assess these fees are largely 
used by IMB owners to off-set recurring overhead expenses, to include storefront rent and utility bills, as well as the 
cost of food, condoms, and sexual lubricant. In light of financial difficulties faced by many IMB owners as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the accompanying closure of non-essential businesses, we assess some IMB owners 
likely sought to collect additional funds from victim-workers during this period to offset losses stemming from 
reduced revenue.   

 
1 National Illicit Massage Business (IMB) revenue estimates are based on a study done by Vanessa Bouche & Sean M Crotty (2017): Estimating demand for illicit massage businesses in Houston, 
Texas, Journal of Human Trafficking, DOI: 10.1080/23322705.2017.1374080. 
2 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 5; 2019. 
3 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a6b6c17268b9645fba03e1f/t/5d519b01a8f8730001172fd2/1565629186583/Grand+Rapids+IMB+Report+20190214.pdf 
4 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a6b6c17268b9645fba03e1f/t/5e42b7f18185f139c711fc35/1581430796790/Updated+Feb+3+2020+-+Dallas+IMB+Report.pdf 
5 https://www.pantagraph.com/news/local/crime-and-courts/woman-gets-money-laundering-charge-along-with-prostitution-charge/article_200506f6-f6c3-11e0-975d-001cc4c002e0.htm 



 
 
ON-SITE FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES AND AGGREGATE TRENDS 
Cash serves as the primary form of payment for nearly all IMBs and IMI actors rely heavily on U.S. financial institution 
services to manage their illegal proceeds. Approximately 45% of IMBs also reportedly accept some payments via 
credit and debit card, according to information contained on sex buyer websites. We assess, however, that 
credit/debit cards payments represent a small fraction of an IMB’s overall financial earnings, as we judge most 
commercial sex buyers and IMB owners prefer the anonymity afforded by cash payment.6 IMB owners and managers 
often conceal cash on-site and at their residences to avoid potential discovery during law enforcement raids, 
sometimes hiding money above ceiling tiles, in bags of rice, and inside the removable legs of massage stools.  In 
several documented cases, IMI actors used IMB proceeds to purchase luxury vehicles and domestic real estate, tactics 
which we assess are almost certainly intended to re-integrate illicitly obtained funds into the legitimate U.S. 
economy.  
 

• A review of 17 U.S. law enforcement actions against IMB actors between 2007 and 2019 revealed 
numerous instances of cash and vehicle seizures by law enforcement personnel ranging from $8,500 to 
several million dollars.7  
 

• In each documented instance, IMB owners and their facilitators maintained numerous U.S. bank 
accounts and credit cards which were used for both personal and business-related expenses.   

 

BUSINESS REGULATIONS & OWNERSHIP STRUCTURING  
The vast majority of IMB owners appear to register their storefronts on official commercial and government 
paperwork as massage establishments, although some operate under the guise of other businesses, such as herbal or 
retail shops, according to public records and interviews with IMB victim-workers. In some cases, IMBs abide by 
business licensing requirements at the state level but not the local level, or vice versa. Overall, the decision to either 
ignore or adhere to local or state business licensing requirements does not appear to be contingent on any common, 
overriding factor, as the individual needs of each IMB owner appear to take precedence.  
 

The decision to accurately document IMB ownership on official filings remains similarly haphazard and typically 
varies business to business. While some IMB owners elect to list their names on all IMB records, others list phantom 
addresses and fake names on official ownership documents.8  Furthermore, a review of public records indicates that 
IMBs also frequently change names and/or corporate ownership.  We assess such moves are designed to both limit 
an IMB owner’s potential legal liability and to make it difficult for investigators to identify an IMB’s actual owner.  In 
some instances, IMBs are associated with shell companies – businesses without actual assets that exist in name only.  
Analysis of public records associated with suspected IMBs also reveals that some IMB owners occasionally list 
probable victim-workers and/or other IMI network facilitators as owners or registered agents on official IMB 
incorporation documents.9  
 

• Analogous tactics have been documented in some Thai10 and Chinese residential brothel networks. For 
instance, brothel owners listed other individuals as nominal lessees for their residential brothel properties,11 
presumably in an effort to obfuscate the brothel owner’s role in overseeing the criminal enterprise. In several 
documented instances, these individuals received financial renumeration in exchange for their assistance.   

 

The same regulatory dissonance can be observed when evaluating an IMB owner’s calculus in requiring that victim-
workers obtain massage therapy licenses, regardless of whether these licenses are obtained via legitimate or  

 
6 Dale, Youngbee, Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence (https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss4/1/), “Money Laundering in the Commercial Sex Market in the United 
States.” 
7 Heyrick Research Internal Case Studies 2, 4, 5, 6, 14, and 17; 2019. 
8 https://www.dmagazine.com/publications/d-magazine/2010/january/how-two-women-wiped-out-dallas-brothels/ 
9 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 7, 2019.  
10 USA v. Michael Morris, et al. Case No. 17-cr-00107 (D. Minn. 2018); USA v. Sumalee Intarathong, et al.  Case No. 2016 - cr- 00257 (D. Minn. 2016) 
11 Dale, Youngbee, Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence- (https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss4/1/) “Money Laundering in the Commercial Sex Market in the United 
States” p. 10 



 
 
illegitimate means.  Limited anecdotal reporting suggests that a number of IMB owners have sought for victim-
workers to complete training at massage therapy schools.  Other owners will procure fake licenses from “diploma 
mills” presumably as a cost-saving measure in lieu of sending the victim-worker to formal massage training.   We 
assess licensing decisions are likely driven by an IMB owner’s purported desire to maintain the veneer of complying 
with local/state massage licensing requirements if/when they are raided by law enforcement.  
 

FALSIFIED TAX DOCUMENTS AND ACCOUNTING ANAMOLIES 
Based on public records and information obtained during interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers, 
we understand that most, if not all, IMB owners misrepresent and significantly underreport their enterprises’ 
actual earnings on official tax forms and business filings. We assess the primary motivation behind such fraud is 
simple - to ensure that IMB owners pay as little, if any, in taxes as possible.  Of note, a 2019 peer-reviewed academic 
study illustrated that only 25 of 99 IMB/brothel cases investigated by law enforcement uncovered illicit assets, 
suggesting that some owners employed sophisticated methods to conceal illegal earnings from seizure.12     
 

• A review of public records for 22 implicated IMBs associated with a sex trafficking ring spanning Florida, 
Pennsylvania, and Virginia noted claimed or expected annual revenues ranging from approximately $20,000 
to $140,000, although investigators alleged the IMB owner made more than $1 million dollars in earnings.13   
 

• A review of public records stemming from a separate investigation in Texas revealed that while some IMB 
owners claimed a small personal salary from an IMB’s proceeds, in other cases no wages were claimed.  
Records obtained by the Texas Workforce Commission for one specific investigation indicated that a Korean-
American IMB owner reported no wages from 2013 to the first quarter of 2016 despite deposits of $450,000 in 
her bank account over the same period of time.14   

 

RETURN ON INVESTMENT 
The average initial start-up costs for an IMB likely range between $30,000 and $45,000, based on a review of 
commercial real estate advertisements for massage businesses and information obtained during interviews with 
current and former IMB victim-workers. In some cases, these costs involve the purchase of an existing massage 
business, while in others IMB owners incur additional expenses to retrofit a vacant commercial space and purchase 
massage equipment. Other start-up costs typically include marketing and business registration fees, as well as 
professional fees paid to accountants, lawyers, and other consultants to establish corporate entities and bank 
accounts, draft paperwork, and negotiate lease agreements.  We therefore judge that some IMB owners are well-
positioned to recoup their initial investment in an IMB storefront in approximately one-to-two months, assuming 
annual revenue of $500,000.  
 

Overall, IMB owners typically incur monthly overhead costs and other one-time or ad-hoc expenses associated 
with maintaining storefront operations.  Furthermore, and based on court documents, press reporting, and 
interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers, we understand that IMB owners typically rely on and pay a 
vast network of trusted facilitators to complete less specialized but no less important tasks directly related to the 
success of their businesses.  
 

Monthly overhead costs for IMBs include rent/utilities, storefront facility maintenance and repair fees, and 
advertising costs.  Depending on the location, the monthly overhead costs for a no-frills IMB storefront could range 
from $1500-$3000 a month; however, press reporting has revealed a small number of outliers, such as an IMB in 
Dallas, Texas, which reportedly paid upwards of $15,000 per month in rent. 15 In some instances, monthly IMB  
 

 
12 Dale, Youngbee, Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence- (https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss4/1/) “Money Laundering in the Commercial Sex Market in the United 
States,” p. 12 
13 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 7; 2019: https://www.pnj.com/story/news/2019/08/19/pensacola-human-trafficking-prostitution-asian-women-sex-florida/2055197001/  
14 https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2016/09/18/feds-say-plano-woman-kept-dallas-brothels-stocked-with-condoms-laundered-millions-at-winstar/ 
15 https://www.dmagazine.com/publications/d-magazine/2010/january/how-two-women-wiped-out-dallas-brothels/ 



 
 
expenses, to include the purchase of supplies and online sex ads,16 are paid for with prepaid debit cards, which serve 
as an effective form of anonymous payment.    
 

Ad-hoc expenses can vary widely, but sometimes include paying for professional services, to include occasional 
accounting and legal assistance.  Some IMB owners utilize a certified public accountant (CPA) to manage their 
books and generate payroll, although we assess nearly all of these documents are based on falsified business 
records. In several documented instances, seemingly unrelated IMB networks in the same geographic area relied on 
the same CPAs to prepare their official tax filings, although we lack definitive insight into whether any of these CPAs 
were witting of suspected illegal activity occurring at these storefronts. Furthermore, we assess that some IMBs likely 
maintain a form of legal counsel, whether it be to aid in falsifying immigration documents or establishing new 
corporate entities for the businesses as part of an intentional effort to obscure the true identity of the IMB owner.   
 

• Some brothel owners go as far as hiring brokers to identify potential business and legislative loopholes which 
can be exploited when establishing brothel locations, according to an academic study.17  

 

In terms of additional costs, IMB owners commonly rely on and pay money launderers, victim couriers and 
smugglers (sometimes referred to as “horse boys” within Chinese IMB circles), dispatchers, and individuals with 
clean criminal histories to sign IMB leases on their behalf.  
 

• Couriers are often utilized for a variety of different purposes, such as facilitating victim-worker recruitment, 
transporting women between IMBs, and moving large amounts of cash from storefronts and any associated 
businesses to be laundered, as well as other duties as assigned by the IMB owner. 
 

• IMB owners commonly seek out individuals who fit a particular “profile” – good credit, no criminal record, 
and legitimate U.S. immigration status - to sign leases for IMB and brothel locations in exchange for financial 
renumeration, according to information obtained during interviews with current and former victim-workers. 
The extent to which these individuals are knowledgeable about illegal activity occurring on the premises of 
these locations remains unclear.  
 

• Chinese IMI facilitators typically pay dispatchers $300-$500 per month to upload online advertising content, 
according to information obtained during interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers. 
Dispatchers were also sometimes used as the first line of defense to vet potential commercial sex buyers to 
ensure they were not posting as law enforcement.  Once vetted, the dispatcher would direct buyers to a 
specific IMB and/or brothel location.   

 

TRANSFERRING MONEY ABROAD  
IMB owners and various IMI facilitators regularly use international wire transfer services, such as MoneyGram and 
Western Union, and, in some cases, hawala-based money transferring practices, to send/receive money overseas, 
according to a wide body of press reporting, court documents, public records, and interviews with current and former 
IMB victim-workers.18  The eventual recipients of these transfers varies from IMB network to IMB network, although 
we judge that a portion of these funds are ultimately received by an IMB owner’s family members, as well as other 
individuals who may have a financial stake in an IMB owner’s U.S.-based operations.  In some instances, IMB owners 
have used the names of victim-workers to send illegal proceeds back to China and Thailand, whereas in other cases 
or in tandem, IMI network actors have utilized underground U.S.-based money transfer companies which do not 
require any form of identification to transfer money internationally. 
 

• In the case of a married Chinese couple indicted in 2019 on numerous felony counts for their role in 
overseeing a vast IMB-brothel network, the couple’s Chinese nanny was ordered to wire IMB-brothel funds to  

 
16 “On-ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking,” Polaris 2018, p.51 
17 Dale, Youngbee, Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence- (https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss4/1/) “Money Laundering in the Commercial Sex Market in the United 
States”, p. 14. 
18 Heyrick Research SNAPSHOT – Bangkok Dark Nights; 2020. Heyrick Research Internal Case Studies 16, 17; 2019.   



 
 
one of their relatives living in China, who would then transfer the illicit funds to one of the couple’s China-
based relatives.19   
 

• Los Angeles-based sex traffickers leveraged a Thai bakery which offered international wire transfer services 
to send illicit funds to Thailand-based IMI leaders, according to court records.20    
 

• In a separate case, IMB owners used the names of trafficking victims to send illicit funds back to China. These 
efforts included falsifying wire transfer documents and forcing trafficking victims to open bank accounts for 
subsequent use by other network actors. 21  

 
In addition to wire transfer and hawala-like services, there is also ample evidence to indicate that some victim-
workers and other IMI facilitators also hand-carry cash internationally for eventual delivery to IMI facilitators abroad, 
according to press reporting and interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers.  
 

DOMESTIC MONEY LAUNDERING TECHNIQUES 
IMB owners in the United States operate, on average, one to four storefronts, and frequently engage in a variety of 
tactics to re-integrate illegally obtained funds into the licit economy, according to a wide body of press reporting, 
court documents, and academic research.22 Most IMB owners appear to maintain sizable cash reserves, although we 
posit that nearly all of their illegal proceeds eventually touch the U.S. financial system. IMB owners and their 
facilitators sometimes initiate bank transactions across business accounts, often times transferring money into and 
out of connected licit establishments in what we assess is a concerted effort to obfuscate the source and movement 
of funds.  Some IMB networks rely on couriers to physically retrieve funds from storefront locations, although in 
other cases IMB owners were directly responsible for collecting cash from storefronts, according to interviews with 
current and former victim workers.  In several documented instances, cash was deposited via ATM into designated 
personal and corporate bank accounts, some of which were controlled by individuals serving as money launderers. 
In these cases, the funds, which were generated from around the country, were then consolidated into other bank 
accounts for eventual transfer overseas.23  IMB owners also routinely purchase money orders to conceal the origin of 
funds, after which time they often deposit the funds into U.S. bank accounts.  
 

• In one instance, a husband-wife team who owned several IMBs transferred cash from their Kansas businesses 
to their California bank accounts by purchasing money orders in multiple Kansas cities and then depositing 
them into their California bank accounts.24 
 

• One indicted Korean IMB owner who oversaw at least a dozen brothels in Dallas, Texas used $520,000 in 
cashier’s checks, in combination with $20,000 in cash, to purchase a massage parlor.  All of these assets were 
allegedly derived from illicit earnings.25   

 

DIGITAL PAYMENT MECHANISMS   
The use of mobile messaging and payment service providers, to include WeChat and LINE, appear prolific 
throughout Chinese and Thai IMB networks, respectively. While we lack a complete understanding about the 
frequency and scale with which IMI actors use WeChat Pay, we judge IMB actors are likely drawn to the platform 
based on its relatively strong security and encryption protocols, which afford IMB actors a degree of anonymity when 
sending/receiving funds both domestically and overseas.26 WeChat Pay is also often regularly utilized by U.S.-based 
victim-workers to send funds back to their families, according to information obtained during interviews with  

 
19 https://oag.ca.gov/news/press-releases/attorney-general-becerra-files-sex-trafficking-charges-against-organized-crime 
20 USA v. Michael Morris, et al. Case No. 17-cr-00107 (D. Minn. 2018) 
21 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 4; 2019. 
22 Heyrick Research Internal Case Studies 4,5, 11, and 17; 2019. On-ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking,” 
Polaris 2018, p.48.  Heyrick Research SNAPSHOT – Bangkok Dark Nights; 2020.  
23 USA v. Michael Morris, et al. Case No. 17-cr-00107 (D. Minn. 2018). USA v. Sumalee Intarathong, et al.  Case No. 2016 - cr- 00257 (D. Minn. 2016). 
24 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 3; 2019. 
25 https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2016/09/18/feds-say-plano-woman-kept-dallas-brothels-stocked-with-condoms-laundered-millions-at-winstar/ 
26 https://www.webnots.com/how-to-do-money-transfer-in-wechat-accounts/ 



 
 
current and former IMB victim-workers. IMB victim-workers often cite the application’s easy-to-use, Chinese-
language interface as the primary reason for its popularity within the broader IMI, although some victim-workers 
also reported that they relied on the application because they were scared or otherwise unable to access traditional 
banking services in the United States, particularly given their illegal immigration status in the United States. 
 

• IMB network operators – to include IMB and brothel owners, dispatchers, couriers, and drivers – often create 
multiple invitation-only WeChat groups consisting of up to 500 group members, according to information 
obtained during interviews with current and former IMB victim-workers. We assess that such groups likely 
facilitate the seamless transfer of money between network actors.  

 

CASINOS  
Some IMI actors have also used casinos to launder funds and re-integrate illegal proceeds into the licit economy, 
according to press reporting and court documents. 27 These efforts have included casinos operated by federally 
recognized Indian nations,28 which are exempt from state jurisdiction, including taxation.  We assess that IMI 
facilitators are likely drawn to casinos because they are an effective and efficient means of laundering money, 
particularly as casinos often serve as a venue to conduct simple banking services with a decent level of anonymity. 
 

• In one documented case, IMI facilitators took illegal cash proceeds to casinos and ran them through slot 
machines without playing, but still collected vouchers to cash in.29  
 

• In a separate investigation, a Dallas, Texas-based Korean IMB owner and her associates laundered more than 
$3.3 million dollars through out-of-state casinos over the course of a few months, according to press 
reporting,30 complicating local law enforcement efforts to track the movement of money outside of formal 
jurisdictional boundaries.    

 

• In another instance, police in Texas determined that over the course of four years two married IMI facilitators 
exchanged more than $5 million dollars at two casinos in nearby Oklahoma, later depositing the funds into 
various bank accounts totaling $6.5 million dollars.31 

 

VIRTUAL CURRENCIES  
We assess the IMI, to some extent, is leveraging cryptocurrencies, such as Bitcoin and Ethereum, and other peer-to-
peer financing alternatives to conduct illicit business operations, in particular the purchase of online ads for 
commercial sex.  To date, there is limited information regarding the extent to which IMI networks rely on virtual 
currencies, although some Bitcoin experts believe it would be naïve to assume cryptocurrencies are not being used in 
other capacities within the global human trafficking marketplace and on the dark web.32 Court documents associated 
with one of the largest Thai trafficking investigations in the United States, sometimes referred to as Bangkok Dark 
Nights, further revealed that the tax returns of one Thai brothel manager included bitcoin purchases.33 
 

We judge some IMB actors, in the face of increased financial scrutiny, are likely to re-think their overall comfort level 
with cryptocurrencies, as they do provide some level of enhanced anonymity when compared to traditional banking 
methods.  That said, these virtual payments can often be tracked from the time they are minted to the moment they 
are eventually received by the recipient. This institutional weakness provides financial investigators with the means 
to monitor the use of virtual currencies across IMB networks, particularly as licensed virtual currency exchanges are 
subject to Bank Secrecy Act requirements enforced by the U.S. Treasury Department’s Financial Crimes Enforcement 
Network (FinCEN), which mandate the filing of Suspicious Activity Reports (SAR). 

 
27 https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2016/09/18/feds-say-plano-woman-kept-dallas-brothels-stocked-with-condoms-laundered-millions-at-winstar/ 
28 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 3; 2019; U.S. v. Carter; U.S. v. Owens; U.S. vs Orlando; U.S. Vs RoLEX Watch (Sun im Mount); U.S. Vs. Huang et al.  
29 Heyrick Research Internal Case Study 3; 2019; Sealed Indictment, ¶3, U.S. v. Nielsen, No. 5:18-cr-40054-HLT (D. Kan. 2018). 
30 https://www.dallasnews.com/news/crime/2016/09/18/feds-say-plano-woman-kept-dallas-brothels-stocked-with-condoms-laundered-millions-at-winstar/ 
31 https://www.wfaa.com/article/news/sex-trafficking-ring-suspects-may-have-made-millions-and-tried-to-hide-it-at-casinos/287-2c78c282-ed6d-441c-8c99-057159aa019b 
32  On-ramps, Intersections, and Exit Routes: A Roadmap for Systems and Industries to Prevent and Disrupt Human Trafficking”, Polaris 2018, p.50 
33 USA v. Michael Morris, et al. Case No. 17-cr-00107 (D. Minn. 2018); USA v. Sumalee Intarathong, et al.  Case No. 2016 - cr- 00257 (D. Minn. 2016). 
 


