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Abstract: Working alongside a police force in the United Kingdom, the study briefly presented in

this note, sought to create an analytical tool (the Sexual Trafficking Identification Matrix—STIM)

with which policing actors could distinguish between Adult Services Website (ASW) profiles posted

by independent sex workers and profiles created by traffickers. Distinguishing between these will

potentially allow law enforcement agencies to prioritise their investigatory efforts more efficiently.
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Advancements in information and communication technology in the past two decades
have presented organised crime actors with new opportunities for the exploitation of
victims and illegal profiteering. This is evident in the context of human trafficking for the
purposes of sexual exploitation, and one such example comes in the use of Adult Service
Websites (ASWs) by traffickers (see Antonopoulos et al. 2020). ASWs are online platforms
on which sex workers post profiles advertising their services, effectively creating a “virtual
red-light district” (Cauduro et al. 2009, p. 59) connecting sex workers and their clients
online. In recent years, however, traffickers have made increased use of ASWs, using this
platform to post profiles advertising their victims, falsely portraying them as consenting
sex workers. Distinguishing between profiles posted by independent sex workers and
those posted by traffickers presents a key challenge for law enforcement agencies. Working
alongside South Yorkshire Police, the study that we briefly present in this note, sought to
create an analytical tool (the Sexual Trafficking Identification Matrix—STIM) with which
policing actors could distinguish between ASW profiles posted by independent sex workers
and profiles created by traffickers. Distinguishing between these will potentially allow law

enforcement agencies to prioritise their investigatory efforts more efficiently1.
The project comprises four key phases. Firstly, a literature review of existing work

concerning the use of ASWs by human traffickers was conducted. This review collated the
findings of previous research on the indicators of suspect ASW profiles. Secondly, 27 inter-
views were conducted with a range of experts in human trafficking, sexual exploitation
and the use of ASWs. Interviewees included law enforcement officers and analysts, legal
representatives, NGO representatives and academic researchers. The interviews acted as a
consensus building exercise, contributing to the creation of the STIM alongside the findings
of the literature review. Thirdly, the STIM was used by South Yorkshire Police officers and
analysts as part of a live operation to analyse ASW profiles and identify profiles highly
indicative of trafficking activity. Finally, South Yorkshire Police officers took part in a focus
group to provide feedback to the project team on the STIM, its operational utility as well
as its limitations in practice. Based on this feedback, a second iteration of the STIM was
created and delivered to South Yorkshire Police.

Interviews with practitioners and other experts in this field yielded a broad consensus
that examining ASW profiles can offer a crucial entry point for the investigation of human

Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 319. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci11080319 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 319 2 of 3

trafficking and sexual exploitation. Although ASWs undoubtedly facilitate traffickers’
activities, the use of any online platform by an offender inevitably results in a digital
fingerprint which law enforcement agencies can investigate. Moreover, data potentially
available from ASWs may also provide a wealth of evidence to aid in the prosecution
of traffickers.

Interview participants were asked, based on their expert knowledge and professional
experience, to suggest the types of indicators one may expect to find on an ASW profile
posted by a trafficker, as opposed to one posted by an independent sex worker. Many of
their suggestions echoed the indicators identified in previous research (e.g., Ibanez and
Suthers 2014; Ibanez and Gazan 2016a, 2016b; Diba et al. 2017). Key indicators identified by
participants included:

• Particularly explicit photographs (e.g., more explicit than other ASW profiles);
• Use of third person language in the advert (e.g., ‘she’/‘they’);
• Poor use of language with spelling mistakes and broken English;
• A low price for sexual services, relative to the local marketplace;
• A wide range of sexual services offered with seemingly no limits;
• Being advertised as ‘in-calls only’—suggesting lack of independence/autonomy and

control of movement;
• References to spas and massage parlours;
• Indicators of recent arrival/movement e.g., ‘new in town’/‘just arrived’.

These and other potential indicators were synthesized into the Sexual Trafficking
Identification Matrix (STIM), a tool designed to enable users to analyse any given ASW
profile and determine how many of the indicators are evident in the profile. Having applied
the STIM to a series of ASW profiles in a live operation, officers and analysts at South
Yorkshire Police offered a number of reflections:

1. The STIM proved to be a user-friendly tool which enabled a relatively rapid sifting
of low-, medium- and high-risk ASW profiles. This allowed officers and analysts to
prioritise their resources more effectively towards higher risk profiles and ensured
some degree of consistency and rigour in their initial examination of ASW profiles.

2. A key benefit of the STIM is its ability to align to the local marketplace for sex work
and human trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation. Different geographical
areas tend to show variances in some aspects of the local sex work marketplace,
including differences around pricing of sexual services, the use of massage parlours
or the ethnic backgrounds of trafficked women. The STIM can be rapidly altered by
users to mould around these local variances, meaning that it could potentially be
adapted by other forces in different areas.

3. The danger of false positives remains. In one instance, the STIM identified an ASW
profile as highly indicative of trafficking but further investigation revealed the profile
to be used by an independent sex worker. The indicators flagged by the STIM in this
instance were false positives. This is a useful reminder of the limitations of analytical
tools such as the STIM, and it reinforces the importance of using such tools within a
broader suite of other risk assessment measures.

4. Although analytical tools such as the STIM can complement investigatory efforts,
police officers’ experience and knowledge remain a key component of these investi-
gations. Knowledge of the local marketplace, intelligence on known offenders and
existing contacts with sex workers were all deployed alongside the use of the STIM
by officers and analysts during the study. This key occupational expertise and ex-
perience was critical in mitigating the limitations of the STIM and maximising its
potential benefits.

This study revealed the positive contribution an analytical tool such as the STIM can
make to existing practices in tackling trafficking and sexual exploitation. As traffickers make
greater use of platforms such as ASWs to exploit their victims, so too can law enforcement
agencies use the same platforms to track and apprehend offenders. Alongside police officer
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expertise and experience, tools such as the STIM can help to more effectively identify
high-risk ASWs profiles, ensuring that police resources are more effectively targeted and
deployed. The study we briefly present in this research note was an exploratory one and
there is, of course, much scope for improvement. One of the changes we will adopt is
integrating sex workers’ collectives in the research design. This will be critical to mitigate
against the risk of ‘false positives’ being produced by the STIM. Moreover, engaging with
sex workers’ collectives will allow for a broader discussion of the policing of commercial
sexual exploitation, including how to mitigate the known risks of unnecessary police
intervention with non-trafficked sex workers. In addition, future research will involve
multiple police forces using the STIM, in order to secure (a) a wider geographical span
across the UK as well as areas in which there is known sexual exploitation activity, and (b)
a larger volume of sex trafficking cases online to allow us to make meaningful observations
about the phenomenon and its policing.
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Note

1 A detailed account of the research has been published as (L’Hoiry et al. 2021).
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