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Adult Services Websites (ASWs)


	· National Ugly Mugs (NUM) is the UK’s national sex worker safety charity, supporting more than 9,000 UK sex workers.
· Sex workers need to find clients to earn a living. Adult Services Websites (ASWs) are a vital tool, helping sex workers to work away from the streets, vet clients in advance of meeting them, and access support services.
· While there have been well-documented cases of traffickers seeking to advertise victims on ASWs, experts are clear that the vast majority of users are independent sex workers, and the National Crime Agency says mainstream social media platforms are “more significant” enablers of adult sexual exploitation than ASWs.
· ASWs are regulated by Ofcom under the Online Services Act, and face strict requirements to prevent their platforms being used for trafficking and exploitation.
· Banning ASWs would not end exploitation, it would simply drive advertising into less visible spaces (social media/private messaging) and into disguised formats (massage/escorting advertising), as well as forcing sex workers into more dangerous street working. That is why the National Crime Agency has warned that “shutting down sites just risks displacing the problem”.
· Sex workers do have concerns about ASWs. These are centred around data privacy and security, fair and transparent moderation rules, and arbitrary account closures (often on misplaced “trafficking” concerns) – which can have immediate knock-on impacts on sex workers’ financial wellbeing.



The facts: Working off-street is safer than on-street
The majority of independent sex workers in the UK work in off-street settings. This allows them to remain in control of the services they offer and the environment in which they work, and ensures they are able to take steps to screen clients in advance of meeting them – for example by taking ID information and/or pre-payment. As a result, ASWs are now central to how many sex workers maintain their independence and safety.
International public health and violence prevention research tells us that working on the street reduces the control that sex workers have over their environment. It forces them to make time-pressured choices about engaging with clients about whom they have no information, and then provide services in unfamiliar settings. This brings with it far higher risks of situational harm, and is why the overwhelming majority of sex workers choose to work off-street. 
Using ASWs to source clients also helps sex workers to work independently, without relying on third parties (“pimps”). This additional measure of control of their lives is particularly helpful for the many sex workers who balance this work with other employment, caring responsibilities, or challenges arising from disability or mental health problems.
The reliance of many sex workers on ASWs as a route to access and vet clients means that loss of advertising, or deletion of their account, can mean an immediate loss of income. For those in vulnerable or precarious situations, that has particularly damaging knock-on impacts, and is why any policy interventions in this space need to be carefully thought through.
The role of ASWs in the modern sex work ecology
It is a simple fact that those carrying out sex work need to source clients. Given the dangers associated with on-street working, most independent sex workers now primarily rely on online advertising to find their clients.
ASWs exist in a number of forms. Some involve sex workers registering and maintaining a single profile page, through which they can advertise services, take bookings, as well as – in some cases – sell additional services, such as photographs and webcamming. 
Others take the form of more traditional classified advertising websites, on which a sex worker can post an advert in a certain geographical area, with clients then contacting them directly, away from the platform. Sex workers may therefore maintain multiple adverts on this type of platform, in different geographical areas, with their telephone number and/or photographs appearing on numerous occasions across the site.
The publicly available nature of ASW advertising means that anti-sex work campaigners from time to time carry out their own analysis of sites, seeking to use spurious analysis of trafficking indicators to argue that the sex workers advertising on them are “all trafficked”. These arise from a number of misconceptions:
· “The same user has multiple adverts – it must be a trafficking group”. As set out above, some ASWs have a traditional classified advertising setup, with each different geographical area (often covering only a small subsection of a city) operating as a separate microsite. This means that if a sex worker wants to advertise to clients in different parts of the same city, they need to take out an advert in each different part of the city at the same time, and so will have multiple adverts across the platform. In addition to this, some sites sell adverts on a seven-day basis. This means that anyone monitoring the platform for, eg, a month, is likely to see the same sex worker advertising on multiple occasions over that period.
· “The same user is advertising in Glasgow and Southampton, they must be being trafficked around the country”. Many sex workers carry out what is known in the industry as “touring” – where they will book hotels in different cities for a future date, and then line up visits to each location. This helps them to grow their client base and increase their income.
· “The same user has different pictures on different adverts – it must be a trafficking ring”. Sex workers commonly adopt different marketing personas to appeal to different client bases. They may maintain one advert with – for example – a dominatrix theme, to appeal to a particular group of potential clients, while operating another advert in a more “vanilla” format. This widens their potential client base and helps them increase their income.
· “The same phone number appears on multiple adverts – it must be a trafficking ring”. For all the reasons set out above, it is very common for sex workers to maintain multiple adverts, and therefore their phone number will appear on multiple occasions. Some sex workers – for example those with disabilities or who are less technologically literate – will ask others to post an advert for them, and triage calls for bookings, so this can also lead to the same phone number appearing on multiple adverts.
· “These adverts all have the same text – it must be a trafficking ring”. Many sex workers have English as a second language. Often they will just copy and paste the text from another advert and use it as their own. 
As set out above, the complex nature of the sector means that many indicators that non-experts claim as evidence of “trafficking” are often nothing of the sort. This is why the National Crime Agency has warned that: “The use of ‘red flags’ to determine exploitation is not always effective; this can lead to false positives or genuine victims being missed.”
How sex workers use ASWs to work more safely
Advertising via an ASW brings with it the safety benefits set out above – allowing sex workers to clearly communicate boundaries and services in advance, agree rates of pay, and carry out pre-screening of clients. A number of adult services websites work in partnership with services such as National Ugly Mugs (NUM) to strengthen user safety, including signposting to support services and integrating safety alerts or reporting routes. 
The fact that ASWs allow sex workers to work off street means that they are able to assess clients in advance, utilising services such as NUM Checker - the UK’s largest sex worker safety alert system. Our tool, developed in partnership with sex workers, and shaped by their ongoing input, reporting and expertise, allows sex workers to screen details such as phone numbers, addresses and car registrations for prior warnings about safety or timewasting, as well as to submit safety alerts of their own. The system was used to report 756 reports of violence against sex workers in 2024 (an increase of 29% on the previous year), and resulted in the circulation of  close to one million safety alerts. 
Sex workers consistently emphasise the importance of trusted, independent services that prioritise confidentiality, safeguarding and community accountability. Maintaining strong links between online working environments and specialist support organisations such as NUM is a critical component of harm reduction.
In addition to the sex worker-facing benefits of ASWs, the recently-enacted Online Safety Act means that sites are now regulated by Ofcom and have a legal duty to take steps to stop their platforms being used for illegal activity – such as trafficking and sexual exploitation. 
Building on the legal requirements under the Online Safety Act, some of the larger ASW platforms already have processes in place through which they proactively screen adverts for risk indicators – based on the information provided to them by advertisers (such as payment and ID information, as well as the advert contents) - and proactively pass on high-risk material to the police.
Adult Services Websites are not a perfect environment – sex workers do have concerns
ASWs do have downsides. Sex workers themselves have raised consistent concerns about inconsistent moderation, overly-intrusive ID validation processes, and data privacy risks. Acknowledging this as a daily reality for sex workers is essential to developing effective policy.
Verification requirements for sex workers to post adverts, and the moderation standards governing what content is allowed to feature within the adverts, vary significantly between sites – which can create uncertainty for workers as to whether their advert risks being removed.
The requirement for ASWs to moderate their platforms to eliminate potentially exploitative content leads to situations in which many sex workers report sudden account closures, or removal of advertising without clear explanation or right of appeal, which leads to loss of income and increased financial vulnerability.
Workers often have to provide extensive personal identification to platforms, raising concerns about data security, potential breaches, and the risk of information being accessed, misused, or unjustifiably shared with law enforcement. 
The Financial Conduct Authority has acknowledged that sex workers are particularly at risk of having banking services withdrawn by financial services firms acting overzealously on perceived risks of financial crime, and we have seen examples where our members’ bank accounts have been closed due to payments being made to ASWs. The FCA has warned that shutting sex workers’ bank accounts leads to additional financial instability and barriers to working safely.
The fact remains that, as long as there are sex workers wishing to sell sexual services, there will be a need for ASWs on which they can advertise. The question is how safety, oversight and accountability can be strengthened without pushing activity into more hidden and higher-risk environments.
While some platforms already have high quality systems and services in place, sex workers want to see the whole industry step up to provide:
· Fair and transparent moderation, with clear rules, warning systems and rights to appeal against the removal of adverts. 
· A more nuanced approach to identifying potential exploitation -  not blanket removal of independent workers’ adverts on spurious grounds. This should include partnerships with trusted specialist services like NUM.
· Data protection and privacy safeguards, including secure handling of ID, clarity on the scope of data sharing with police and external authorities, and protection from being “outed” as a sex worker.
· Collaboration with safety organisations, including signposts to support and the use of reporting pathways for potentially problematic content that don’t automatically trigger enforcement.
· Proportionate regulation that improves safety standards, while not removing the right to advertise, or driving the sector underground. 
Sex workers are not asking for a regulation-free sector. They are asking for proportionate, evidence-based regulation that improves safety and accountability without removing the tools that enable screening, visibility and access to support. Removing, or imposing an overly-restrictive criminal framework onto online advertising would not resolve concerns about exploitation or platform accountability. It would reduce visibility, fragment intelligence, and make it harder for both support services and law enforcement to identify and respond to harm
What would happen if ASWs were banned?
It is a simple fact that removing ASWs would not remove the sex workers that rely on them to source business. Instead it would result in a number of harmful impacts.
International evidence indicates that when online advertising platforms are removed or heavily restricted, activity does not disappear but shifts into more hidden or less regulated spaces such as private messaging groups, social media and off shore sites. Studies in the United States following major website shutdowns linked to anti-trafficking legislation found that many sex workers reported feeling less safe and experienced reduced ability to screen clients.
While there have been well-documented cases in which perpetrators have used ASWs to advertise victims of exploitation, the National Police Chiefs’ Council 2019 guidance on sex work policing is clear that “the vast majority of services advertised on ASWs are by independent sex workers and these should not be the focus of police activity”. Policing guidance also recognises that online environments can support screening, intelligence gathering and engagement with support services. and recognises that enforcement should focus on exploitation, not independent activity. 
Banning ASWs, which would have the effect of outlawing the means for sex workers to advertise, would not get rid of the sex workers themselves, who would instead be forced to adopt new approaches to sourcing clients. This would have four main effects:
1. As evidenced by outcomes in other countries, online advertising for sex work would still exist, but in a different form. Rather than sex workers advertising themselves openly as providing sexual services, they would advertise non-sexual companionship or massage services, in such a way as to give the website proprietor grounds to demonstrate that they do not know that sexual activities are being provided. Banning companionship or massage adverts would then lead to sex workers migrating to dating adverts. All of this would make it harder to identify and provide outreach and support to those who are in reality carrying out sex work, as well as for law enforcement to screen adverts and assess risks of criminality.
2. It would mean that advertising would be pushed to less visible areas of the internet – such as private messaging groups, social media, and the dark web – where it would be out of the sight of law enforcement and those seeking to provide support services to sex workers. UK national policing agencies have made clear that for this reason they do not support the outlawing of ASWs, with the National Crime Agency warning that “shutting down sites just risks displacing the problem”. The NCA has warned that social media platforms are already “more significant” enablers of sexual exploitation than ASWs.
3. Some ASWs would instead move offshore and carry on business out of reach of UK policing. They would also cease providing evidential materials to UK law enforcement, making it harder for police to investigate and prosecute genuine cases of exploitation and trafficking. 
4. It would increase the levels of danger facing sex workers by forcing them off the internet and onto the streets, or to informal off-street locations, to source business (as set out above, on-street work is universally acknowledged as being far more dangerous than online). In this scenario, sex buyers will hold all the power in negotiations, and those who seek to harm sex workers will have greater opportunities to do so, because sex workers will be forced to engage in in-person, in-cash exchanges (without the opportunity to screen clients), which carry with them a higher risk of situational violence.

For further information contact lynsey.walton@uglymugs.org
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