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Many communities—including local journalists—are surprised when they find out that illicit massage businesses 

(IMBs) are operating in their area. On the surface, human trafficking situations can be hard to distinguish from non-

trafficking cases, and press stories showing and identifying victims as prostitutes can add to victims’ trauma. 

In addition, stories focused on the arrests of women in IMBs often miss larger opportunities to 1. investigate and 

expose the criminal networks that are financially benefiting from trafficking, and 2. share information that can aid the 

public in speaking up about signs of trafficking close to home. Public education is vital: many law enforcement actions 

against IMBs are initiated because astute citizens tip the police off to activities that don’t seem legitimate. At Heyrick 

Research, we frequently field calls from reporters to give background and context about trafficking in the illicit 

massage industry (IMI), because it’s our mission to end trafficking in this industry. We would like to share some of this 

information with a broader media audience, so that you have it on hand when relevant news breaks near you. 

Question #1: If workers are not physically locked in IMBs, aren’t they free to leave? And therefore not 

being trafficked? 

There are multiple factors that keep women in the IMI without physical barricades or violence (though those are 

sometimes also present). Keep in mind that the legal definition of trafficking pinpoints the use of “force, fraud or 

coercion”. The law recognizes that there are non-physical ways to keep someone in an exploitive situation. Our 

analysis suggests more than 80% of women working in IMBs are Chinese, so we focus on those cultural factors here. 

● Many women working in the industry are in debt bondage. Costs to come to the USA via a professional service in
China can be tens of thousands of dollars; loan sharks charge as much as 20% interest, compounded monthly. Once
in the USA, women can be coerced into the IMI after realizing that “honest” jobs would never allow them to pay off
their “contract”.

● Traffickers in the IMI routinely encourage victims to fear police, so much so that a 2019 academic study found that
workers feared arrest more than being robbed or physically assaulted by clients, even though 40% of the study
participants reported having been raped within the year prior to the study.

● Traffickers threaten to tell workers’ families or communities that they have been engaged in commercial sex work.
The stigma of prostitution in China is such that a trafficker who follows through on this threat may prevent the
worker from ever being able to safely return home.

● Other cultural factors regarding the women’s values about “saving face” and the need to “return favors” are often at
play as well. Victim workers may feel that they “owe” it their traffickers to perform this work, even when coerced or
forced, because the trafficking networks’ role in “helping” them find employment and living quarters.

● Severe unemployment, low levels of literacy and access to education and the language barrier make them especially
reliant on the trafficking networks for basic needs, employment and information.”

Question #2: Don’t women know that they will be providing sexual services when they accept massage 

work?  

Some women do know what is expected of them, but others do not until after arriving at the businesses. A 2011 
academic paper found that U.S.-based IMB workers were often outliers among their interviewee pool—Chinese 
women performing commercial sex work abroad—and that this group was the least likely to know they would be 
engaged in prostitution prior to arrival overseas. Workers in the Chin study reported an array of threats and penalties 
by IMB managers if the workers tried to refuse to provide sexual services. These threats included financial penalties, 
being fired, shaming them on social media, and having the police called. 

https://www.heyrickresearch.org/
https://www.heyrickresearch.org/
http://johnchin.net/Article_Files/MP_Study_10.11.19_FINAL.pdf
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Question #3: If you shut down IMBs, won’t the market just shift to other locations? 

Some will. Sex buyers have vastly different tolerances for risk. Part of the success of the IMI is that it offers buyers 
plausible deniability at what appear to be legitimate businesses. Many data points, including this 2018 study by 
Demand Abolition, show that getting arrested/exposed is most buyers’ biggest fear. We assess that many of these 
buyers would be less willing to engage in other types of sex buying due to the perceived risk of arrest. In addition—
with apologies for being graphic—many IMBs are not “full-service”, allowing buyers to rationalize that acts short of 
intercourse are not infidelity and/or that they are not at risk of STDs. We are not naive that there will be some degree 
of displacement with widespread IMB closures; however, we assess, based on available demand research, that for 
multiple reasons many buyers and sellers would not make the transition to other venues. 

Question #4: Don’t these types of businesses mostly stick to major cities? How likely is it really that 

there are IMBs in or near my town? 

No, and pretty likely. Our organization uses data from popular sex buyer review sites to map out the IMI across the 
country. Based on this information, we estimate that as of May 2021, there were over 11,000 IMBs in the U.S.; a 
number that fluctuates due to the transient nature of massage storefronts, but has consistently increased over time. 

Question #5: What are some considerations to keep in mind when portraying a LE-targeted operation of 

an IMB/a raid? 

Avoid exposing victim workers’ pictures and personal information in news articles. Exposing victims’ pictures and 
information in the press is very detrimental to victims’ mental health and well-being as there is a lot of shame 
associated with being portrayed as “prostitutes”, “victims of human trafficking” or “sex workers”. Traffickers often 
use these articles to further manipulate and coerce victim workers.  

Question #6: How would I or members of the public know or even suspect that a massage business is an 

IMB?  

The NGO Polaris has published a very helpful list of signs. First, IMBs and their customers take measures to ensure 
discretion. Sex buyers often park far away from the storefront, then enter around a more discreet back or side 
entrance. Windows tend to stay covered. Clientele will be almost entirely male, and operating hours are likely to be 
later than legitimate establishments. Another tactic employed by traffickers is rotating victim workers frequently; if 
new workers arrive every 2-3 weeks, this is a red flag. In addition, trafficking victims often live on the premises, and 
neighboring businesses can help by reporting signs that this is the case. If workers live off-premises, sometimes they 
are escorted to and from the business each day in a group by a network associate — an activity mentioned to the 
press by a neighboring business owner to one of the targeted Atlanta IMBs in the tragic March 2021 shootings. He 
told reporters he had never thought to report that he never saw any of the workers leave on their own.  

Question #7: If I or other community members see these signs, what should they do about it? 

To report suspected human trafficking crimes, please do one or more of the following:  
1. Call your local police.  Many local enforcement actions are prompted by citizen calls.

2. If you are not comfortable calling the police or feel that they are not responsive to your concern, please call

the toll-free 24/7 National Human Trafficking Hotline/Resource center at 1-888-3737-888 or text 233733 (Text

“HELP" or “INFO”) or submit a tip online at https://humantraffickinghotline.org/chat.

3. Of course, if you witness an emergency or someone in immediate danger, please call 911.

If news of illicit massage business raids breaks in your area and you’d like more context about how the IMI 
operates, including cultural insights, please contact Heyrick Research at contact@heyrickresearch.org.  

https://www.demandabolition.org/who-buys-sex/
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