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Note: The Human Trafficking Initiative (HTI) is funded by a grant from The Sherwood Foundation provided through the 
Women’s Fund of Omaha. The grant funds the research of HTI in the Heider College of Business at Creighton University.  
HTI uses data science to collect, analyze, and evaluate the scope of sex trafficking across the United States and to 
identify effective policy solutions. 
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Backpage & Sex Trafficking  
Sex trafficking is embedded in the commercial sex market, the great majority of which occurs online. This 
report is based on data leveraged from Backpage.com, a website similar to Craigslist, which accounts for 80% 
of online commercial sex advertising.1  
 

Not only is Backpage a market hub, but there is substantial evidence that trafficking victims 
have been advertised on the site, to include adults and minors.  
 

While it is meant to only advertise adult “escorts,” 71% of the child sex trafficking reports received by the 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children involve ads posted on Backpage.2 Moreover, the website 
itself turns in over 400 potential ads of minors each month.3 It is important to note that Backpage is a powerful 
tool for law enforcement and researchers alike to identify victims of sex trafficking and develop insights on the 
behavior of the market.  

A Note on Terminology 
Throughout this report, we refer to individuals involved in the commercial sex industry as sex workers. The 
use of the term is not intended to imply agency, nor does it exclude coercive or exploitative conditions. 
Rather, for our purposes, it encompasses the full continuum of work conditions to be found in the sex trade. 
Moreover, the use of the term does not seek to discount that pimps and traffickers often exercise significant 
control over the lives of sex workers, including posting their ads and transporting them.  

Following the Demand 
Sex workers advertising on Reno’s Backpage site often mention towns or locations in the state they are willing 
to work, reflecting where the demand is. These locations are depicted in the heat map on the next page, 
where the size of the circle represents the number of sex workers advertising the location from April to 
September 2016. The color of the circle indicates the intensity with which the location is being advertised, 
measured as the number of sex workers per capita.  
 

The commercial sex industry is not only deeply embedded in Reno, but it extends out 
from the downtown area to affect every locale from South Lake Tahoe to Fernley.  
Downtown Reno is singled out most often by sex workers, followed by Lake Tahoe, Sparks, Carson City, and 
Virginia City Highlands. Even when controlling for the number of inhabitants in each location, downtown Reno 
                                                   
1 AIM Group. 2013. Online Prostitution Ad-Revenue Crosses Craigslist Benchmark. 
2 Shesgreen, Deirdre. “Senators threaten sex ad website CEO with contempt.” Available: 
www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2015/11/19/senators-threaten-sex-ad-website-ceo-contempt/76066726/.  
 

3 Letter from NAAG to Samuel Fifer, Esq., Council for Backpage.com LLC (Sept. 16, 2011), available at 
http://www.kirk.senate.gov/pdfs/naagbackpage.pdf.  
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still stands out. However, while it is mentioned considerably less often than downtown Reno, the intensity of 
commercial sex advertising is even greater in Virginia City, which has nearly five times the number of sex 
workers per capita as the downtown area. Other towns, to include Verdi and Sun Valley are also mentioned by 
sex workers.   
 

Some sex workers advertise a highly specific location in the city.  
Roughly 15 to 17 sex workers per month mention the Reno-Tahoe International Airport, while around 2-3 per 
month reference the Circus Reno Hotel and 5-8 mention Casino Peppermill Resort Spa & Casino in their 
advertising. Atlantis Casino Resort Spa is also singled out by sex workers, although at a less frequent rate.  
 

Lake Tahoe is deserving of special attention.  
Given its relatively small population, it represents a very large commercial sex market. Indeed, Lake Tahoe has 
the highest intensity of Backpage sex workers on the heat map; the number of sex workers advertising to the 
area on a per capita basis exceeds that of Reno or any of the other surrounding areas. Incline Village and South 
Lake Tahoe also have a high rate relative to their population size.  
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Monthly # of Sex Workers 
 
Atlantis Casino Resort Spa………….…….0-1 
Carson City………………………………….…….95-100 
Circus Reno Hotel & Casino….…………..2-3 
Crystal Bay………………………………………..8-10 
Dayton……………………………………………….2-3 
Downtown………………………………………….400-450  
Emerald Bay……………………………………….0-1 
Fernley……………………………………………….3-5 
Gardnerville……………………………………….0-1 
Incline Village……………………………………,40-45 
Lake Tahoe………………………………………..200-225 
Minden……………………………………………….2-3 
Mound House……………………………………. 0-1 
North Lake Tahoe……………………………..2-3 
Peppermill Resort Spa & Casino……….,5-8 
Reno…………………………………………………..900-1000 
Reno-Tahoe International Airport…….15-17 
Silver………………………………………………….1-2 
South Lake Tahoe………………………………50-55 
Spanish Springs………………………………….0-1 
Sparks…………………………………………………175-200 
Sun Valley………………………………………….0-2 
Tahoe City………………………………………….0-2 
Truckee………………………………………………60-65 
VC Highlands………………………………………85-90 
Verdi……………………………………………………1-2 
Virginia City…………………………………………8-10 
 
 
 
 


