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IMBs are storefronts or other 
stationary locations where various 
crime and victimizations cluster. 
Particular concerns exist about 

sex trafficking and labor 
trafficking.

Neighborhood Problem
Online classifieds and 

reviewboards foster demand for 
commercial sex, but also leave a 
digital footprint that can be used 

to inform prevention and 
interventions. 

Online-Promoted Problem
IMBs are networked, through 
shared ownership, rotation of 

women between venues, clientele 
frequenting multiple IMBs across 

different neighborhoods, and 
criminal operations.

Networked Problem

• While IMBs are moving toward higher-income 
areas, they are often located in transitioning areas 
with residential turnover, and where socio-
economic problems such as financial vulnerability 
and income inequality persist, especially among a 
more marginalized community. 

• IMBs are also more likely in neighborhoods that 
attract clientele demand, such as areas close to a 
highway (easily accessible) or retail centers, 
despite potential proximity to a police station.

Locations of IMBs

Limitations of Law Enforcement Responses Against IMBs

• Figure: Census tracts that had IMBs in 2017 (red), in the most popular counties 
in Massachusetts (Worcester, Middlesex, Suffolk, and Norfolk).

• Figure: Number of new IMBs in census tracts after police enforcement 
actions (red line) versus the control group (blue line).

More IMBs after Police Enforcement Actions 

• This finding resulted from a robust methodology that 
compared 96 neighborhoods where police interventions 
occurred since 2013 (red line) with 96 similar neighborhoods 
without police interventions (blue line).  

• The analyses covered interventions such as sting operations, 
clientele arrests, or any other interventions that resulted in 
shutdowns of IMBs in Massachusetts, Texas, and Washington 
State.  

• These limitations of traditional law enforcement responses 
call for more proactive strategies, and collaborations within 
and outside the criminal justice system.

Using data and technology to predict new IMB locations:

More than 50% of new locations can be predicted by a 
machine learning model that uses information about 
neighborhoods, clientele networks, and proximity to 

police interventions. Preventive efforts should be 
directed to such areas at risk of new IMBs.

Data about past 
IMB locations

Machine learning 
model

Prediction of future 
IMB locations

• Figure: The process of machine learning

Implications:
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Police: 
Proactive Place-
Based Approaches

1 Municipalities: 
Ordinance Updates and 
Zoning Regulations

2 Private Sector: 
Role Retail Business 
Owners and Landlords
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Key predictors: 
• High-demand areas 
• Spatially proximate 

to police 
interventions 

• Retail areas 
• Advantaged areas 
• Residentially 

unstable areas
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