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Abstract 
 
The sex-sector has become increasingly transnational. A rising number of female migrants 
from developing countries end up as sex-workers in the western world. In several European 
cities migrant sex-workers significantly outnumber the local ones.  
 
This paper explores the migration patterns and living conditions among Thai sex-workers in 
Denmark. It reveals a unique and extremely gender-selective migration pattern and an increase 
of tenfold of Thai migrant sex-workers, in less than ten years. Based on months of qualitative 
research in the Thai prostitution community of Copenhagen, the paper illuminates the 
complexity of issues surrounding prostitution-related migration and provides a glimpse of 
some of the nuances and realties of the experience of the women involved.  
 
It is illustrated how the migrant sex-workers have migrated under various circumstances, and 
how their differences in living conditions often is related to the migration method used. While 
some women are victims of trafficking and work in slavery-like conditions, many of the 
prostitution-related migrants typically are quite goal-oriented women who understand the 
potential implications of their decisions, and still are willing to run the risk and voluntarily
migrate in order to work as sex-workers abroad.  
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Introduction 
 
For more than two decades, sex tourism has been a well known and tremendously expanding 
phenomenon. However, today, interaction between local sex workers from the developing world, 
and relatively wealthier foreigners is far from limited to sex-tourism. The inflow of tourists in 
countries such as Thailand has to an increasing degree been followed by an outflow of local 
women. Sex tourist receiving countries, as part of the ongoing process of globalization, have 
become out-migration countries for  women who migrate and work in prostitution abroad.   
 
This International prostitution-related migration has, in recent years, been increasing in scope, 
expanding in geographical dimensions and intensifying in the types of organization. However, in 
spite of a considerable press interest in the phenomenon, only very few empirical field studies have 
been conducted on this type of transnational prostitution in the receiving countries.  
 
This paper aims specifically to explore the migration patterns and living conditions among Thai sex 
workers in Denmark. Based on months of qualitative research in the Thai prostitution community 
of Copenhagen, the paper illuminates the complexity of issues surrounding prostitution-related 
migration and provides a glimpse of some of the varieties and realities of the experience of the 
women involved.  

 
A Global Perspective on Migrant Prostitution 

 
The essence of prostitution-related migration is basically that one group of people from poorer or 
otherwise disadvantaged areas moves to richer or more advantaged areas, in order to improve 
living conditions for themselves and their families. From this economic macro-structural 
perspective migrant prostitution is fundamentally a consequence of the differences between 
developed and underdeveloped areas, both within a national and international context. In the 
national context it is typically seen as an urban bias, marginalizing the rural economy and favoring 
the urban, consequently widening the gap between rich and poor. A tendency that even has 
increased through periods of intensive rapid growth as we for a decade have seen, in South East 
Asian countries, before the economic crisis. In the international context it is typically seen as an 
international division of labor with innovation and high wages in developed world and low wages 
and labor-intensive manufacturing in the developing countries.  
 
International migration from the South to the North has increased since the de-colonization in the 
beginning of the second half of this century. In the period of massive growth in the 1960’s, cheap 
work forces came to the European countries as so-called “guest workers” primarily from the near 
east and North Africa. This labour migration has to a large extend been a gendered migration. 
Earlier migrants almost exclusively consisted of men who migrated and performed physically hard 
work in the industrial sectors, but today a steadily increasing number of South / North migrants are 
women, and on a global scale the number of women in migration are now equal to men. (Chant, 
1992) This change in gender patterns in migration is due to structural changes in the sending 
countries, such as a transition from tradition to modernity, changes in basic social values - as well 
as changes in the workforce demands in the high technological and post-fordistic receiving 
countries, where the industrial sector declines as the service sector increase.  
 
International labor markets reinforce the traditional gendered divisions of labor, as countries in this 
increasingly globalized world capitalize on the comparative advantage of women’s disadvantages. 
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Girls are generally educated on a lower level than boys and have fewer opportunities for work in 
skilled professions. In general women has less access to the formal sectors and are greatly 
dependent on work in the informal and unregulated labor sectors, such as domestic work, small 
trade, entertainment and prostitution. Women are particularly vulnerable to increasing economic 
and social inequality, rural poverty, rising unemployment and the growing gap between rich and 
poor regions. The number of rural and urban slum women living in poverty is increasing at a faster 
rate than for men and the proportion of women among the poor and extreme poor is growing. 
Poverty is known to have driven countless women in to low-status, low-paying occupations in 
domestic service or in the organized prostitution, frequently as migrants away from their homes, at 
times across international borders. In other words migrant women are increasingly hired for their 
relative cheapness and flexibility of their labor and their willingness to take jobs shunned by men 
and local women. The combination of feminization of poverty and migration results in an 
increasing number of migrant women who ends up in the so-called 3D jobs (dirty, dangerous and 
degrading) exposing them to considerable risk of economic exploitation and sexual abuse.      
 
This unequal global structural setting has resulted in a significant increase in the international 
prostitution related migration from developing countries towards the developed world. 
Globalization has here played a crucial role. The term globalization refers to the ongoing process of 
time and space compression, which means that the global exchange of commodities, services, 
capital, and humans both extensifies by connecting still more distant areas, and intensifies because 
the possibilities of connection are becoming increasingly manifold, quick and efficient. Among 
people everywhere in the world, this brings to their attention new ways of increasing income, from 
finance speculation among wealthy capitalists to finding new ways of providing for families among 
the poor. It is within this perspective that the international prostitution-related migration should be 
viewed. Relative poor people from migrant sending countries in the periphery are through media 
and tourism daily confronted with the image of the wealth in the core countries, while agents and 
traffickers from both the sending and receiving countries smell profit through the exploitation of 
potential migrants visions of a better life abroad. Transportation and communication becomes still 
faster, easier and cheaper, changing the supply and demand within the sex-industry worldwide, and 
furthermore making possible an efficient global network between the various kinds of, sex-
workers, customers and agents in the transnational sex-sector. This goes both ways and with 
various degrees of voluntarism. From travel agencies who specialize in sex-tourism and offer, 
“...little slaves (with whom)...you can practically do everything in the field of sex.” (Dutch travel 
brochure) to international marriage agencies that promise to deliver women who; "admit that they 
are made to serve the man and make him comfortable in every way.” (Advertisement for Thai mail 
order brides in the Danish sex-magazine "Ugens Rapport" 1988) and finally to voluntary female 
opportunity-seeking migrants who use prostitution related migration as a road to break away from 
oppressive local conditions.          

 
Terminology – prostitution-related migration 

 
Migrant prostitution is often referred to as “trafficking in women”, a term associated with 
victimization. However, as this term by most definitions involves coercion, it not accurate for 
describing the situation of all Thai migrant sex-workers in Denmark. From a sociological 
perspective, this paper suggests the term “Prostitution-related migration” in order to cover the 
phenomenon of migrant prostitution in which where there are several distinctive characteristics. 
International prostitution-related migration is thus here defined both as migration for the purpose of 
prostitution and migration in which the migrants end up in prostitution in the receiving countries 
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without that being their original intentions. This definition, broad as it is, makes it possible to view 
migrant prostitution as a continuum from voluntarily prostitution to direct trafficking in women and 
forced migration.     

 

Issues surrounding prostitution related migration 
 
The migration patterns for migrants who end up in prostitution in the destination countries, and their 
living and working conditions here are widely different. Some are prior to their departure well informed 
about the kind of work they are expected to do abroad, and migrate voluntarily, while others are forced 
or deceived into migrating and are working in slavery-like conditions. This makes it difficult the to 
generalize about the issues surrounding prostitution related migration, but covering the whole spectra 
from relatively successful migrants to victims of exploitation, some frequently seen and important 
implications can be highlighted. 
 
Firstly there are the cruellest cases of direct human trafficking. Agents organize the migration and 
exploit the migrants in various ways. Victims of trafficking are cheated into paying an exorbitant 
amount of money, by being seduced by the image of the wealth in the west and lured by promises of a 
good job and attractive incomes. But most often there is no quick fix, and their dreams fall apart as they 
realize that they have being tricked, finding themselves forced to work under abusive and coercive 
circumstances, caught in huge debts - alone and abroad unable to return or escape their depressing 
situation.  
 
The above is documented examples of how human trafficking might occur, but there is a range of 
variations, and trafficking is a dynamic process. What might start out as agreements among agents and 
migrants can easily end up as coercion. Additionally, trafficking networks continually introduce new 
forms of recruitment strategies, coercive dynamics, exploitative conditions and varying forms of 
violence, which are often insidious and difficult to ascertain. (Caouette, 1998.) However, there are as 
identified by Wijers & Lap-Chew some basic elements of trafficking that are widely agreed upon, such 
as: violence or threat of; deprivation of freedom of movement; deception or misrepresentation of 
working conditions or nature of work to be done; abuse of authority; confiscation of one’s documents; 
depth-bondage in which the nature of repayment is not clearly defined. (Wijers & Lap-Chew, 1997) 
 
Several attempts have been made by various organizations to come up with a proper definition of 
trafficking, which is necessary in order to clarify legal frameworks and guidelines for interventions. I 
will go no further into the discussion of definitions but will rely on definition by Global Alliance on 
Trafficking in Women (GAATW), which furthermore has proposed a valuable distinction between 
trafficking and forced labor, recognizing that in reality many women are not victims of trafficking, but 
once recruited find themselves in abusive and coercive circumstances. Therefore trafficking in women 
is defined as: 
 

All acts involved in the recruitment and/or transportation within and across national borders, for work or 
services by means of violence or threat of violence, abuse of authority or dominant position, debt 
bondage, deception or other forms of coercion.   

 
While forced labor and slavery-like practices are defined as: 
 

The extraction of work and services from any woman or the appropriation of legal identity and / or 
physical person or any women by means of violence, abuse of authority or dominant position, debt-
bondage, deception or other forms of coercion. (Wijers & Lap-Chew, 1997) 
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In situations where migrant prostitution involves trafficking or forced labor and slavery-like practices 
as defined above, the problems are obvious, both for the victims and from a social point of view. Some 
of the most basic human rights are violated, and groups of people are degraded to being commodities in 
societies, which usually advocate humane values.  
 
Although cases of trafficking and slavery-like practices surely imply some of the most serious problems 
within migrant prostitution, implications concerning the subject are far from being restrained to cases of 
trafficking and forced labor. Working in the informal or semi-informal sex-sector, migrant sex-workers 
in general often live in a statutorily no-mans land, without the papers and permits necessary in order to 
be protected by the laws in the country where they live. Furthermore, the migrants typically come from 
relatively poor environments, lacking general education and language skills, which keeps them in the 
dark concerning the rights they might have and making it difficult for them to articulate their views and 
wishes. A large group of migrant sex-workers are often, during all the stages of the migration process, 
in an economically and socially inferior situation making them dependent on relatives, “friends”, 
employees, agents, and eventually husbands. In such cases many migrant sex-workers seriously face 
limited spaces of possibility.  

 
Thirdly, migrant sex-workers are naturally, like the local sex-workers, facing the high human costs 
involved in prostitution in general.  Physical implications involve violence and health related problems 
such as venereal diseases and poor health as a result of general psychological hardship, leading to 
alcoholism and drug abuse. Mental and social problems involve stigmatization, alienation, guilt and 
low self-esteem. (Bjørkholt, 1994; Sereewat, 1985) With regards to violence it can be noted that sex-
workers constitute the social group that most often falls victim to wilful murder. (Larsson, 1990) These 
adverse effects seem in some respects to be increasing. In our post-modern societies, gender relations 
and former prevailing perceptions of sexuality have altered, consequently changing the content and the 
modes of expression in the demand for prostitution and increasing the demand for more exotic and 
extreme sexual services. (Giddens, 1992) A part of these services involves increased risk-behavior 
towards sexually transmitted diseases, and exposure to other physical and psychological damage. The 
tendency intensifies further by the increasing number of relatively poor migrant sex-workers flooding 
the market, because the supply becomes larger than the demand, making the sex-workers willingness to 
take risks increasing directly in proportion with the competition, while their earnings decline. Here 
migrant sex-workers are particularly vulnerable since they as foreigners typically are more easily 
forced, and since they will hold a very unfortunate position when a situation requires negotiation with 
the customer, in order not to get abused.  

 
Fourthly, and finally, there are gender-political and racial-political issues related to migrant 
prostitution. The increase of prostitution-related migration from the South to the North strengthens 
gender and racial discriminatory attitudes, as it keeps alive the image of colored women, in this case 
Thai women, being more submissive and a sexually willing, easily available commodity. It is not rare 
that Thai women in Denmark are offered money for sex, without at all having invited such a situation, 
and in general people in several countries (including Thailand) tend to associate migrant Thai women 
with commercial sex. (See also Chantavanish et al 1998). Thai women are even facing harassment by 
authorities while travelling abroad, as for instance in Hong Kong where immigration officers recently, 
have ill-treated and denied entry into the country, on accusations that they were sex-workers. (Bangkok 
Post August 1999)  
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Migrant prostitution in Europe 
 

Due to the various illegal activities surrounding prostitution-related migration, it is very difficult to 
get an overall picture of migrant prostitution in a European context. But according to the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) the number of migrant sex workers in many 
countries within the EU is higher than the number of local sex workers (IOM 1996 from Wijers & 
Lap Chew 1997; Kempadoo & Doezema, 1998). Studies in Holland estimate that 60% the 
country’s approximately 20.000 sex workers are foreigners. In Germany, which has been thought 
to be largest market for Thai sex workers in Europe, it has been estimated that between 50-70% of 
the sex-workers in the country are foreigners. Research in specific European cities has estimated that 
more than 50% of the total numbers of sex-workers in Paris were migrants (Barry, 1995.), and in Milan 
the proportion of migrant street sex-workers was 80%. (Wijers & Lap-Chew, 1997)  In Cologne there 
are estimated 6-8000 migrant sex-workers, at least half of them illegal. (IOM, 1998) In Hamburg the 
police have estimated that around 70% of the approximately 6-8000 sex-workers are migrants 
(Kempadoo & Doezema, 1998).  In Berlin it has been estimated that about 3,000 out of the total 7,000 
sex-workers are from Thailand, leaving the actual numbers of migrant sex-workers significantly higher 
if other nationals are counted in. (Frankfurter Rundshau, 12 April 1997. from Ghosh, 1998) IOM has 
based on ongoing migrant studies, estimated that between 1990 and 1995 approximately 500.000 
migrant women came to the EU-countries to work in the sex sector.  

 
In the Scandinavian countries, the number of migrant sex workers is apparently relatively low 
compared to the rest of Europe. Denmark and Finland have been mentioned as the two 
Scandinavian countries most affected by migrant prostitution. Recently it has been estimated that 
about 2,000 out of approximately 6,000 sex-workers in Denmark are migrants. Denmark is 
furthermore frequently mentioned in the international literature as a transit country for women who 
end up in prostitution in neighbouring countries such as Germany and Holland. (Månsson, 1996; 
Skrobanek, 1994; Lisborg, 1998; Altrink, 1997) However, there has so far been a severe lack of 
documented information that could confirm this or provide further concerning the actual situation 
of migrant sex-workers in Denmark.  

 

Thai prostitution in Denmark - an overview 
 
As in most other prostitution-related migrant receiving countries, it is extremely difficult to come up 
with figures on the number of Thai migrant sex-workers in Denmark. This is due to the fact that the 
phenomenon have not been studied previously, and not least because of the shady illegal prostitution 
environment which complicates the possibilities of both normal quantitative and qualitative social 
research methods.  
 
For these reasons, when starting out making a quantitative overview it is essential to use triangulation 
methods and look at various indicators, which when studied in isolation would not suffice to provide 
any estimates, but when compared would provide us with a more complete picture of the tendentious  
situation. A first indicator is to look at the total numbers of the Thai emigrant population. The figure  
below illustrates the increase of Thai people in Denmark over the last seventeen years. 
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The figure clearly shows a steady increase in Thai immigration, with a total of approximately 4172 
migrants in 1999.  
 
Thai immigration to Denmark is indeed an example of the feminization of international migration. As 
the figure below shows, female emigrants account for the vast majority, more precisely 83 percent. 
 

This gender distribution among Thai migrants is particularly interesting because it differs significantly, 
from all other national migrant groups from developing countries with the exception of the Philippines. 
While the majority of migrants from various developing countries is men, or in a few cases a slight 
preponderance of women (Chinese, and some migrants from a few Latin and south-American 
countries), it is only among Thai and Philippine migrants that women significantly outnumber men. An 
interesting fact that raises questions like: How can it be explained that the percentage of female 
migrants from Thailand and the Philippines is considerably higher than among all other migrant 
groups? What gender construction in the sending countries and what kind of demand and job 
possibilities in the receiving countries could be pointed to as the causes for such a phenomenon? Or in 
more migration-theoretical terms: which sorts of gender-selective push / pull factors in the migration 
process are in force?  
 
Looking closer at the characteristics of Thai emigrants to Denmark there are again interesting 
differences between males and females, when it comes to age distribution.  
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As the above figure shows, the age distribution of female Thai migrants would, generally as seen 
among migrants take the shape of a pyramid, with the majority of women being between 30-39 years. 
In contrast the age distribution curve of the male migrants would look like an inversely proportional 
line, with the majority of males being children and teenagers between 0-19 years. In most case's these 
are probably sons following their migrant mothers, after they have been here for some years and have 
established a more permanent base. Interestingly, this gender difference in the age of Thai migrants 
differs again from other migrant groups. As mentioned the majority of emigrants from developing 
countries consists of men, while the age distribution is more or less equal between the two genders.  
 
The above figures alone show of course absolutely nothing directly concerning the increasing numbers 
of Thai sex-workers in Denmark. It can only be concluded that the numbers of Thai migrants to 
Denmark have increased steadily throughout the last 5-8 years, that more than 80% of the migrants are 
women, that the age distribution among the two genders of the migrants are very different, and finally 
that this migrant pattern differs significantly from all other migrant groups from developing countries 
with the exception of the Philippines. All the above are characteristics, which, in migration-theoretical 
terms, illustrate some unique, gender selective push-pull factors in the migration process from Thailand 
to Denmark. Never the less, as mentioned, the specific Thai immigration characteristics provide no 
basis to point at an increase in Thai prostitution. The remarkable and unique gender and age distribution 
in Thai immigration could lead to the hypothesis that a large part of the migration could be defined as 
definite prostitution related migration. But in order to confirm or verify such a hypothesis, it is crucial 
with yet another much more direct indicator of the development of Thai prostitution. 
 
From the logic that the organizers behind prostitution, like all other kinds of merchants have to 
advertise for their commodities in order to attract customers, it seems relevant to have a closer look at 
the number of sex-ads for Thai sex-workers. Therefore I conducted a detailed counting of 
advertisements referring to Thai women. The Danish newspaper “Ekstra Bladet” was chosen as it daily 
contains around 350 ads for massage parlors, and thereby are the leading media for prostitution related 
advertisements. Methodically the last eighteen years from 1980-1998 was covered in order to identify 
changes. As Thursday and especially the first Thursday of the month seems to be the day with most 
advertisements, this day was chosen as the counting day, in order the get as much data material as 
possible. Since counting every month would be far too comprehensive, it was done only in May and 
December every second year. The below fig. 4 shows the results of the advertisement- survey.   
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As it appears there have been very few massage parlors with Thai sex-workers until the early nineties, 
where a hefty and steady increase of more than ten-fold occurred in ten years, from 4 parlors in 1988 to 
approx. 59 in 1998. The steepness of the curve indicates that this increase is happening still more 
rapidly and in March 1999 the Danish newspaper Politiken followed-up on these figures and counted 
70 advertisements for Thai massage parlors, out of a total of 422 parlors.  

 
From the information in the ads and from my fieldwork, it can be estimated that each massage parlor 
employs approximately 3-5 women. Although some single parlors employed more than 12 women 
(including Katoey’s2), an estimated average of 4 women pr. massage parlor seems realistic. This means 
that the total number of 59 parlors counted in Dec. 1998 would employ 236 Thai sex-workers. 
Additionally, the expected large number of parlors that did not advertise on the day of counting, and the 
large number of Thai sex-workers in other forms of prostitution such as call girls, and nightclub sex-
workers, should all be counted in. In summary, it can be estimated that there are somewhere between 
800 to 1000 Thai women in Denmark working in prostitution, and that they therefore might make up as 
much as 20% of the total number of sex-workers in the country. Even though these numbers are 
estimates, and therefore ought to be taken with some degrees of uncertainty, the tendency is crystal 
clear. Furthermore these research estimates have since their first publication been verified from other 
sources. In July 1999 the Danish police made extensive investigations on prostitution in Copenhagen. 
They visited 80 parlors out of approximately 120 parlors in the city. 50% of the sex-workers turned out 
to be Thai women. Local Danish sex-workers made only one third of the total number of sex-workers in 
the survey. Other groups of sex-workers came from Columbia, Iceland, England, Russia, Uganda, and 
almost all the east-European countries. However, Thai women clearly made up the vast majority. 

 

2 Transvestites or so-called "Lady-boys". Some strip-bars and massage parlors were specialized in offering services 
from these Katoeys. There seems to be a large demand for them, and with out being able to come up with estimates 
there have definitely been a large increase in the number of katoey immigrants to Denmark. Although most of them 
have been through a full sex-change surgery, a some still holds a male passports. This means that a number of the 17 % 
percent Thai male immigrants actually appear as women and prostitute them selves as women, with or without the 
knowledge of their customers.          

Advertisements for massage palours with Thai sex-workers 1980-1998
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Fieldwork methodology 
 

The field study was conducted in Copenhagen over a period of five month. Two "friendly" 
massage parlors were chosen as main sources, and were frequently visited informally. Because of 
the extreme sensitivity and stigma surrounding prostitution-related migration, it was not possible 
make use of more formalized pre-structured methods. In order to obtain relatively credible 
information from the women and agents it was crucial to build up personal relationships and 
establish basic trust and confidentiality and a very flexible method based on situation, observation 
and conversation was applied. Altogether 18 women were interviewed and they were all randomly 
chosen, being workers at one of the parlors visited or somehow connected to the parlors, as friends 
or colleagues. All the names of the women in the study have been changed.  
 
Because of the rather small number of women interviewed and because of the random selection 
the findings are naturally not representative of all types of Thai migrant sex-workers. Nonetheless, 
visiting the parlors over a long period of time I was told many stories of other Thai sex-workers in 
Denmark and overheard several internal conversations between the women, about “colleagues” at 
other parlors and about the Thai migrant prostitution community in general. Therefore I still 
believe that the following provides a fairly accurate in-depth description of the situation of Thai 
sex workers in Denmark.  

 

Everyday life as a Thai sex-worker in Copenhagen 
 

To give an impression of the everyday life of a Thai sex worker Copenhagen three very common 
characteristics, which appeared from the fieldwork, should be presented. Firstly it seems to be a 
full time lifestyle to be a migrant sex-worker, and the distinction between work and spare time 
often becomes blurred. Many of the massage parlors are open 24 hours a day and the women spent 
most of their time there. They typically sit together in groups talking, cooking food, eating and 
watching TV while waiting for customers. Most of the time is spent in tiny 10-12-sq. meter living 
rooms. They are free to go whenever they have something to do outside, as long as just one woman 
is still at the parlor answering the phone and being available to customers. At night some go home 
to their apartments, while others sleep at the parlor.  
 
The second characteristic is that the whole Thai prostitution community seems to make up an 
ethnic subculture where the women seek to reconstruct the everyday life of back home. A lot of the 
women cling together in groups and speak Thai or provincial dialects (predominantly Lao - The 
dialect of the north eastern "Esarn" region). They buy most of their groceries in special Thai import 
shops, which have mushroomed in Copenhagen, and they eat almost only Thai food - often local 
specialities from their home provinces. Newspapers, various weekly magazines and TV 
entertainment are also specially imported from Thailand, and watching videos with Thai talk shows 
or soap operas is a main occupation for the women at the parlors.  
 
The third significant characteristic, which is closely related to the two mentioned above, is that the 
women are not very well integrated into Danish society. Typically, they only have limited contact 
with Danes, apart from their husbands (if they have any), their customers and a few others who 
somehow are linked to the prostitution community. Some of the women make an effort to get better 
integrated, and join government-supported language schools. But such efforts seem to have low 
priority compared to the work. In general, the women do not understand the Danish welfare 



12

system, and feel alienated from it. It seem as though they keep a skeptical attitude towards 
authorities, as  is common in Thailand where corruption is widespread and where for example parts 
of the police are seen by many common people as some kind of Mafia in uniform (see Phongpachit 
et al. 1998). However, the sex workers’ skeptical attitudes towards Danish authorities also have 
some real well-founded reasons. In one case a katoey sex worker and massage parlor manager, 
used the formal banking system to remit more than DKK 450,000 in one year.3 The bank got 
suspicious as the woman officially had no work. The Katoey was charged with tax evasion, and 
ordered to repay a large sum of the money. Stories like these spread like bush fires in the migrant 
prostitution community, and lead to still more cautious and nervous contact with the “system”  and 
to preference to relying on informal networks, which they furthermore also are used to in Thailand. 
Several of the women turn to loan sharks with very high interest-rates , who use threats and violent 
methods if repayments is late.   
 

A lucrative business  
 

Migrant prostitution is a lucrative business, especially for parlor owners and organizers, but also 
for the ordinary sex workers when compared with their income possibilities in their home 
countries, or even the minimum wage in the receiving country. In the Thai prostitution community 
in Denmark the most common distribution of money between the owner of the parlors and the 
working women is that 40%, of the money pr. session goes to the manager and 60% to the working 
woman. As the income naturally depends on the demand, the average incomes of ordinary sex 
workers vary widely from woman to woman and from parlor to parlor. This makes it difficult to 
generalize and come up with estimates of overall average incomes. But while some women on 
quiet days made no money they could have 5-9 customers on busy days and make DKK 2-3,000. 
Based on the interviews, a rough estimate is that most of the ordinary Thai sex-workers earn 
somewhere between DKK 8-18,000 DKK per month while the most “successful” minority can earn 
up to DKK 25,000.  

 
Looking at the parlor owners and the organizers of Thai migration prostitution it is important to 
eliminate the myth that it is always men pulling the strings and making money out of women’s 
prostitution. In some cases, Danish or immigrant men are the organizers. But quite often it is other 
Thai woman who own the parlors, occasionally in cooperation with their Danish husbands. 
Typically the women organizers are middle-aged Thai’s either still working as sex workers or 
retired and now capitalizing on their own experiences. Having from 3 to 5 employees at a parlor, a 
manager can make an enormous amount of money. Nonglek, a former owner of two parlors with 
all together 10 women working, said she some years ago could make more than DKK 10,000 a day, 
or around DKK 200,000  a month. Pha, the other manager interviewed, also said that, in busy 
periods, she sometimes made up to DKK 200,000 DKK a month as a sex worker and parlor 
manager. However, throughout the years, there has seemingly been a decrease in income because 
of the rising number of parlors and correspondingly, increased competition. Pha complained that 
she now on average “only” makes between DKK 30,000 and 50.000 per month. At one of the 
parlors where I carried out fieldwork, there were typically, during the afternoon, not more than just 
one or two customers in 3-5 hours.  I reported this to the 47 year old Thai manager, Pha - to whom 
she complained: 

 

3 1 USD. = DKK 7,5 - Danish Kroner - (March 2000) 
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Now it’s no good business. You see now how many parlors? Nearly 200 - before it was better. 
But now there are too many parlors, because when you get a white card (permanent residence 
permit) you want to open a parlor. It is not easy to be in business these days.  

 
Her explanation not only illustrates the actual situation, but rather provides an understanding of the 
rationale of many experienced migrant sex workers. The ambition is to open one’s own parlor as a 
way to advance from the work between the sheets and a way to a considerable higher income. Pha 
continued to illustrate the busy period some years ago by saying that at that time, she had to use 
amphetamines regularly in order to keep awake and be able to serve the customers at the 24 hour 
parlor. Today amphetamine was not needed to keep up with the work pressure. 
 
Another way in which the owners and managers enrich themselves is by letting the working women pay 
a certain amount of money everyday, no matter whether they have customers or not. A middle-aged 
Danish man from Aalborg demanded 600 DKK. daily from each of the women , who worked at his 
parlor. Having 3-4 women working approximately 25 days a month, the man is able to make between 
45-60.000 DKK. a month. In another case from Aalborg two Thai women had to pay 1000 DKK. 
everyday to an older Thai woman whom they worked for. The elder woman kept their passports and 
during the two-months they were here, they lived in a 20 sq. cellar room, which normally would be 
used just for storing things. There was no heat, no toilet, and only one mattress, which the two women 
had to share. After have being tipped off the Police contacted the two women, but they did not dare to 
tell the name of the elder Thai women who kept their passports or to tell anything about how they had 
migrated, and the case ended without any charges. 
 
The third way by which organizers of migrant prostitution make money is by leasing out apartments 
fully equipped for the purpose, to specially chosen sex-workers. A male massage parlor owner revealed 
in a documentary how he organized the business. He rented an apartment for 3650 DKK. pr. month 
which he then furnished as a massage parlor, and let it out to four Thai women including his own wife, 
for 9000 DKK. a month. Furthermore he received percentages of the women’s income, according to 
himself typically from 300 to 700 DKK daily. Based on his own information he could in this way make 
between 30.000 and 40.000DKK a month.  
 
Apart from the massage parlor owners and managers who directly profit from the migrant women’s 
prostitution, there is seemingly a range of other people who regularly receive money from the sex-
workers. While I stayed at the parlors it was quite common to observe people somehow related to the 
parlor come by for a short while in order to get money from the women. Most often it seemed very 
much as a routine, and there were generally just a few words of exchange before the money was handed 
over in the doorway. It was very difficult to get further information on whom the persons were or why 
the women had to pay. But presumably it concerned cases of repayment of various kinds of debts to 
private loan sharks or gambling operators, and the repayments were not necessarily related directly to 
the prostitution. However, some of these informal transactions definitely were. Nonglek the former 
owner of two massage parlors told that she bought the parlors from an elderly Thai woman, who 
probably as a part of the deal came and collected money regularly.   
 

Nonglek: She came everyday...one thousand here, one thousand there. She would always call 
me and ask; do you have the money now? Sometimes already ten or eleven in the morning 
because she would cover all the parlors. I think she is a very rich woman. 

 
Among the Thai women in the prostitution, their money seems sometimes to be spent almost as 
quickly as they comes. For the parlor owners, some money is spent on working expenses such as 
rent, furnishing, various working tools, condoms, costumes etc.  The newspaper advertisements 
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alone cost as much as DKK 3-4,000 a month. For both the parlor owners and the ordinary sex 
workers a large sum of money is typically spent on buying material goods while another large sum 
is remitted to the families, and often spent on building modern houses in their home villages. As 
also observed by Phongpaichit (1982) female Thai sex-workers, very much consider themselves as 
earning members of the household and are considered likewise by others. Remittances of between 
DKK 1,500 and 8,000 each month or as much as 60-80% of their total monthly earnings are 
common among the ordinary sex-workers. Additionally, huge amounts of money are often spent on 
gambling. Both the parlor owners and the sex workers seem eager to try their luck. The former 
parlor owner and frequent Casino gambler Nonglek said, “easy come, easy go" when asked about 
how she spend her money. Pha, the other manager, said that she altogether had lost DKK 400,000 
last year at the Copenhagen Casino and in playing cards with massage parlor manager 
“colleagues”.   

 

Social problems and circumstances that keep the women in prostitution 
 

There is a range of implications related to sex work generally and the life as migrant sex workers 
more specifically. First of all the migrant sex-workers naturally risk all the common health-related 
complications of prostitution, such as various sexually-transmitted diseases, including HIV. 
Violence is another form of work-related risk factor that relatively frequently occurs in the migrant 
prostitution community. Nonglek told of various violent situations, especially with drunken 
customers, and described how she and her employed women tried to take precautions: 
 

I had a knife hidden behind the front door, in case anyone tried to make trouble. In fact I had a 
knife hidden in all the corners of the bed, because I am a woman. The other working girls there 
were all bloody scared. Quite often we had problems of violence and quite often the girls 
escaped and I had to fight alone. So I would call the police - 112.  Then they came and helped, 
(because) I have a permanent residence permit, and was not scared of them.       

 
Nonglek could call the Police in cases of brawls, because she had a permanent residence permit. 
But by saying this she also says that women who do not have such a permit or who work illegally 
by using a tourist visa generally would be afraid of contacting the police, because of the potentially 
high risk of being deported. Dao had been raped twice during her three months in the country as a 
sex worker. But as she stayed in Denmark on a temporary tourist visa, which forbids her to work, 
she did not dare to call the police. However, although violence generally can be seen as a real risk 
factor, some women say that they almost never have problems with violent customers. Cases of 
violence vary and apparently depend on the location of the parlor, the number of women working 
etc.  
 
Other and more widespread problems are not solely related to prostitution but are rather related to 
the life as migrant sex workers in general. In a report analyzing the livelihoods of Thai sex workers 
in Germany and Switzerland, the Thai researcher Sudarat Sereewat concludes: 
 

“They were alienated from the social environment, unable to adjust to language and other 
cultural difficulties. To avoid such pains, the women tended to cling to their own group. 
Monotony and boredom sometimes despair! No recreation, no way out! No real motivation to 
learn new things in spite of such original intentions before coming. Therefore many of the 
women became very unhappy, letting their life drift along day by day with their eyes fixed on 
one thing: to make money so that could go home as soon as possible. At the same time they 
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were also alienated from their work. This was due their sense of moral conscience, guilt and 
social degradation. This feeling was deeply rooted. They felt that the mark of sin or dark spot 
had been impressed in their being.”  (Sereewat, 1985: pp.17)   

 
To a large extent, these social and emotional problems can also to be identified among the 
population of Thai sex-workers in Denmark. The relatively closed Thai migrant prostitution 
subculture, and the fact that the sex workers everyday lives very much are constructed around the 
migrant prostitution community, lead to both a real and a emotional state of being deadlocked in 
prostitution.  
 
Apparently the majority of the women do not like to be sex-workers, but seem to accept their 
situation in an almost fatalistic manner, and struggle to get the best out of their present situation. 
They have dreams and visions of another “normal” and better way of life, but after having been for 
a long while on the other side of society’s commonly accepted social norms, many seem to loose 
faith in the possibilities of changes and they indeed need an input and knowledge as to how to 
change their situation. Duan, a 23 years old ordinary sex worker who had only been in Denmark for 
a year, told how she felt about sex-work: 
 

I have to work here but I don’t like. I think I don’t work here long time. I think I want to find 
the good job. (She then continues talking about how she realizes that she has to educate herself 
more, and that it is difficult because she has a hard time learning to speak Danish) 
Q: When you came here at first, did you want to go home or what? 
Duan: I tried to go home, but I have to work and pay my family. I mean I can go...but...my 
husband.... I have to be patient! 

 
She did not explain further, but she was still an inexperienced newcomer and clearly depressed 
about her situation. She only worked because she felt forced to do so, either indirectly by her 
relatively poor family background and / or more directly because she owed somebody money and 
therefore was not able at that time to leave prostitution. Although, or maybe rather because of 
having been in the prostitution business for almost three decades, Nonglek expressed a similar 
disgust about sex work. I asked her why she did not stay in this lucrative business and kept her 
massage parlors:   
 

I don’t feel like...its hard for the working girls, okay they make money, but...(stops and sighs) I 
don’t think it's a very good kind of work. I don’t think I like it. I did it, because I had to. I didn’t 
like it. I think they just want to make money for their families. 

 
Pikhun, a still active sex worker, expressed a similar distaste for the work, and both she and Duan 
wanted to find other jobs. They would possibly both have left prostitution if they had been offered 
other jobs. However, a large group of sex workers seem to have difficulties in a transition to a more 
“ordinary” way of life. Firstly they have crossed a range of psychological boundaries by being 
compelled to display parts of their bodily intimacy for public use in order to make a living, and by 
having to accept the subsequent low status and social stigmatization. This has hardened the women 
and has given them the feeling that their lives are already tainted. In other words, some of the 
women are aware that they have broken society’s, and quite often their own, social norms as to 
how a “good” women and housewife ought to behave. This situation leads many to despair, and to 
lose their visions of another way of life. As a Thai Sex worker in Switzerland put it: 
 

“Now I have become a bad girl (anyway), I want to make good money of it” (Sereewat, 1985: 
pp.18) 
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Secondly, and in addition to this self-concept of being “fallen women” or whores in the patriarchal 
Madonna / whore dichotomy, the majority of the migrant sex-workers and their families often 
become dependent on these relatively high earnings. Some families invest in land, new houses or 
their sibling’s education and thereby rely on monthly remittances. Furthermore, a large group of 
women get into the habit of buying expensive material goods, while others gets addicted to 
gambling, - in the two latter cases often as a kind of compensation for a generally depressing 
situation. (See also Archavanitkul & Guest, 1995) However, no matter the individual psychological 
reasons, their change in attitudes and practices requires a relatively high level of income. The 
almost addictive, high levels of income combined with the above mentioned widespread self-
concept of having “stepped outside” the existing social norms, and the lack of alternatives can all 
be seen as circumstances which keep a large proportion of the migrant women in prostitution, once 
they have entered.     
 
Still, almost all the women I spoke to wished to return to Thailand, when they felt they had earned 
enough to secure their future and their families. Typically they set goals for themselves and plan to 
return and retire after they have made a certain predetermined amount of money or after they have 
endured a set number of years. (See also Chantavanish et al, 1998) But, for the above mentioned 
reasons, many women become stuck in prostitution which means that their period of stay, that 
originally was supposed to be temporary, ends up being of longer duration or more or less 
permanent. The result is that a lot of women get “caught” in a kind of state of transit, where they 
neither are here nor there. Typically the women invest a lot of time and money trying to keep in 
contact with their families back home. In this way they really struggle to keep their influence and 
position as mothers, wives or daughters. But a lot of them clearly miss the daily and physical 
presence there and, as a consequence, they suffer from homesickness and frustration. The 
widespread feeling of being predetermined to return, whether this actually happens or not, 
furthermore explains why so few of the women become really integrated in Danish society. 
 
Finally, it is important to emphasize that it is still extremely difficult to generalize about the social 
difficulties of Thai migrant sex workers. While some, and apparently a large group of the women, 
faced the hardships described above, others seem, under the circumstances, to live a quite normal 
life as migrant sex workers and do not consider withdrawing from prostitution. These women are 
satisfied with their high earnings, and sex work has given them the possibility of increasing their 
own and their families’ livelihoods, power and social status. As one women expressed it: 
 

"Some tell me that they don't like me because I am a hooker, but who will take care of me? 
Who? Nobody, I take care of my self and I am content about what I do. It is my body, I take 
care of my family, and I am proud to do that." 

 
It appears from this that the women are very well aware that they are stigmatized by their work. 
But  the same time, they to a certain degree manage to neutralize the stigmatization and breaking 
social norms. Partly by seeing their occupation as basically a means to survive, and partly by 
fulfilling other and more important social norms in Thai culture - the responsibility for the family 
and being able to help and provide for them. Even though prostitution has been the source, these 
women are aware that they have been really crucial providers for their families, which gives them a 
feeling of pride and self-satisfaction.  Nevertheless, irrespective of the women’s different 
experiences and perceptions as migrant sex-workers, these are almost always closely related to the 
migration method used.      
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Migration patterns 
 

Prostitution-related migration is organized in a wide range of ways. From well informed voluntary 
migration to coercion and human trafficking. Three different ideal types of migration could be 
identified from the fieldwork. 
 

Type A: Returning with a tourist 
 

The typical woman in this category meets a Danish tourist or expatriate in Thailand, and then 
return with him back to Denmark. Typically, the women already work in the sex sector in 
Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket, Koh Samui, or some of the others famous sex tourist locations in 
Thailand. It is during their work here that they meet customers who want them to come to Europe. 
Nonglek who entered prostitution during the Vietnam War, and now belongs to one of the pioneers 
of Thai sex-workers in Denmark, explained how, at the beginning of the 1980s, she met a Danish 
man while working as a sex worker in Pattaya:  
 

We knew each other for three years. Once a year he came to Thailand and he send money 
regularly, which I gave to my family. Then suddenly he send me a ticket...TO 
DENMARK...uuhhii! (Recalling her excitement with laughter) Where was Denmark?! I told my 
friend - the owner of the bar that a “farang” (westerner) had send me a ticket to Denmark, but 
she said I should be careful otherwise I would risk being sold like some Thai women in 
Germany. So I became frightened and refused. But then he phoned and said; don’t be 
frightened, just come. I will pick you up in the airport. I have everything in my house...If you 
come you only have to cook for me, you don’t have to do nothing and I will buy you a diamond 
ring. So I decided to try”   

 
Nonglek stayed with the man as a housewife for three years, but the marriage did not work out, and 
after a divorce she voluntarily entered prostitution again. She started as a waitress in a nightclub in 
Aalborg, worked her way up, and ended as an owner of two massage parlors in Copenhagen. At the 
time of the interview she had sold the parlors, retired, married another Danish man - a former 
customer, and was seemingly enjoying her retirement.  
 
Ore, a former sex worker from Patpong, and 21 year old Daeng are two other examples of women 
who migrated after they had met a Danish tourist in Thailand. Both of them followed a man back to 
Denmark and entered on tourist visas But unlike Nonglek, the man each of them came with did not 
want to marry, which meant that they had to leave the country within three months. They both got 
connected with the Thai prostitution community, began to work at massage parlors, and tried very 
hard through the effective social network among Thai migrant sex-workers to get help to arrange 
pro forma marriages which would secure their stay. 
 
A common characteristic of this type of migration is that even though it might have been a dream 
for many of the women to get a chance to go abroad, they had not planned their migration in 
advance. Hencethe destination is random, only dependent upon the country of the man whom they 
follow. Furthermore the women did not have any extra expenses, which makes it a cheap way of 
migrating. However, as the examples of Ore and Daeng show, there is no guarantee that they will 
be able to stay. Therefore this kind of migration might in the long term be as costly as other ways 
of migration, if the women are compelled to pay for a pro forma marriage in order to be able to 
stay.               
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Type B: Migration through transnational social networks 
 

This involves women who draw upon social networks in the migration process. Typically, they 
have relatives or friends in Denmark, or they know someone who knows someone, who can tell 
them about the possibilities abroad and eventually assist in their migration. These transnational 
social networks both motivate and facilitate the migration. Three of the women I interviewed came 
through such social networks. Nevertheless, there is a remarkable difference in their migration 
experiences.   
 
A Thai friend already living in Denmark invited Pha who arrived in the country in the mid-eighties. 
She was helped both with getting work and a place to live. She had been in several other countries 
before and had a lot of friends in Pattaya with experiences from foreign countries, which made 
migration to Denmark for her quite unproblematic.   
 
Pikhun, another woman who came by drawing upon social networks, went to Denmark for the first 
time in transit during a flight to another country. She spent some time in the airport of Copenhagen 
and wanted to return if she got the chance, which she did three years later: 
 

“My sister, not really sister...but close friend of my mother, went to visit a friend in Aalborg in 
Denmark, then later she opened a massage parlor, and then she phoned me asking me to come. 
I bought an Aeroflot ticket and went. I stayed there for 12 days and went back, but I retuned 
again. I went to Denmark and came back to Thailand and went to Denmark again about ten 
times, before I got married here.”   

 
Pikhuns narrative actually contains two examples of migration through transnational social 
networks; both the woman who invited Pikhun, and then herself. In this manner, it exemplifies the 
migration snowball effect, or a so-called chain migration, in which women who had emigrated 
women spread the rumors of the possibilities in the western world, and this lead to further 
migration. 
 
San, a woman in the beginning of her thirties, also used social networks in her migration. 
Personally she did not have any contacts in Denmark or elsewhere in Europe, but her brother knew 
a woman who lived in Denmark and who used to organize pro forma marriages for Thai women 
who were supposed to go to work at brothels in Germany. (See Lisborg, 1998) This woman called 
Jainang lent San the money for the air ticket, picked her up at the airport, guaranteed financially to 
the immigration authorities for her stay, and arranged accommodation. Furthermore she promised 
to find a Danish man who would agree upon a pro forma marriage. On the face of it, a women like 
Jainang seems like a very good contact who is willing to facilitate the migration in the different 
phases. But San has absolutely no guarantee as to what she will have to pay in return for all the 
“assistance”. Shortly after her arrival, Jainang turned around and demanded a lot of money. San 
knew that, prior to her migration, she was supposed to work as a sex worker at Jainang’s parlor. 
But she did not know about all the extra costs of staying in the country, and was quite depressed 
about her situation.  
 
She migrated using a transnational social network, but her connection was fragile and unlike Pha 
and Pikhun in the examples above, she could not rely on mutual trust. This meant that, in some 
respects, her netork appeared to be more like a commercial network than a social network between 
friends and relatives trying to help out each other. San’s example shows that the risks and costs for 
the migrant by using a social network are not necessarily smaller when compared to other ways of 
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migration, as the cost and risk factors are completely dependent on the quality of the social 
relations in the network.        

 
Type C: Migration through agents and commercial networks 

 
In this category, the women migrate using agents, and the essence of this type of migration is that 
others arrange it for the purpose of financial gain. This group of organizers contains all kinds of 
agents, from single individuals who occasionally profit from bringing a woman to the country, to 
actual criminal organizations specialized in arranging migration for the purpose of prostitution. 
Characteristic for the women who migrate through these commercial networks, is that they had no 
social networks abroad they could have drawn upon. Some have not even thought of migration or 
sex work until agents contact them and beguile them with promises of a rich future abroad.        
 
Tang-on was only sixteen when she and her parents were contacted by Sumantha, an older Thai 
women, who lived in Denmark. Sumantha was originally from the same Northeastern village but 
had emigrated more than ten years ago and from her remittances her family had built the largest 
house in the village. Because of this very visible material success, it was not difficult for Sumantha 
to convince Tang-on's parents of the advantages if they invested money in their daughter's 
migration. She promised work as a housekeeper, earning as much as 12,000 THB pr. month4 and 
Tang-on’s parents mortgaged their rice fields and paid Sumantha the 50,000 THB she demanded. 
Tang-on herself did not want to go, but her father persuaded her because he knew and trusted 
Sumantha. However, traffickers like Sumatha cynically maltreat the trust they have been given by 
their former fellow villagers. Instead of finding work as promised, she tried to marry away the girls 
she brought into the country by putting contact advertisements in local Danish newspapers. Tang-
on landed in Copenhagen with three other girls, also lured by Sumantha. As she was only sixteen 
years old at the time she was too young to get married, and instead her virginity was sold to two 
men while Sumantha was watching. She was paid DKK 600 after the rape. Later, she managed to 
escape with the help of a Danish husband of one the girls she had migrated with.5 The three other 
girls did not get involved in prostitution, but they were lured and forced to marry and thereby 
became victims of trafficking. One of the girls described the first meeting with the man she had 
been forced to marry: 
 

"I had not even seen a picture of him. Sumantha refused to show me, and said I had to meet 
him in person. I got frightened. I said I didn't loved him, but she said that if I didn't married 
him, I had to pay back the money he had given, and then how would my parents survive?"  
 

Traffickers like Sumantha operate by using the power and knowledge in both the sending and 
receiving countries, and they have a dual influence on the continuing migration / trafficking 
process. Indirectly by having achieved wealth through their own migration and thereby inspiring 
others, and more directly by promoting migration, becoming agents and traffickers. These small-
scale agents seem to be responsible for a large number of the women who come to Denmark 
through commercial networks.               
 
In the case mentioned above, the agent took the initiative and contacted neighbors from her home 
village in order to get the girls she could sell. However, as international migration has become an 

 
4 1 USD = 37 THB - Thai Bath (March 2000) 
5 Apparently some husbands of a mail-order bride are not aware that their new wives did not know that they had to 
marry before they left their home countries.    
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increasingly popular livelihood-strategy among rural families, many potential migrants will simply 
make contact with agents themselves. As for Dao, the migration process began when she gave birth 
to a handicapped baby, was abandoned by her husband, and therefore found herself in the middle 
of a serious economic crisis. Her mother then encouraged her to contact agents in order to go 
abroad. This exemplifies how the expectations of migration and a life abroad have spread through 
the media and former migrants, all the way out to the most rural areas. Even without having any 
kinds of social network abroad, local people wishing to migrate will now often know of agents who 
will be able to facilitate work migration. In this way, migration to distant unknown countries has 
become a true potential livelihood-strategy for most relatively poor rural people.       
 
Twenty-three year old Duan also migrated through a commercial agent and without having any 
kind of social network abroad. She had made contact with a trafficker - a Thai man, back home in 
her home province in the North Eastern region of Thailand. This man offered her a well-paid job in 
Denmark. She then, with help from her parents, paid the huge amount of 150,000 THB or about 
DKK 35,000  for the whole migration package including the job. At her arrival in Copenhagen a 
middle-aged Thai woman met her at the airport and told her that she had to marry a Danish man in 
order to stay. This woman had already made an arrangement with a Danish man, probably through 
advertisements in the press, and Duan met the man the following day. But she was not only forced 
to marry a stranger, she was furthermore forced to prostitute herself in order to pay back her debts. 
Having been in Denmark for only a year at the time of the interview, and evidently insecure and 
depressed about her situation, Duan reticently and in low voice, answered the following questions: 
 

Q: Before your departure to Denmark did you know you were going to work like this? ( we are 
sitting in a massage parlour) 
Duan: No…I thought in a Thai restaurant 
Q: So when did you realize it was this kind of work (sex work) you had to do? 
Duan: Here…when I came here. 
Q: What did you think? 
Duan: Not good...but I had to pay back the money for come here…150.000 THB! 

 
Duan did not really know what had happened to the other women she travelled with, but she 
thought they had been married as well, and might be working as sex workers in other parts of the 
country, under the same circumstances as her.  

 

The different migration patterns compared 
 

As the above three ideal types of migration patterns illustrate, both the ways of prostitution-related 
migration from Thailand to Denmark, and the migrant women's backgrounds and conditions vary 
greatly. The women in the two first categories (A&B) are primarily so-called two or multi-step 
migrants. This means that before they migrate abroad they have participated in either internal or 
international migration. Typically they have migrated from the rural poor areas to end up in the 
expanding sex-sector in the cities. Some have even been sex-workers in other foreign countries 
before coming to Denmark, and they have an impressive range of contacts to various migrant sex 
worker communities throughout the world. One women interviewed had been working in Thailand, 
Baghdad, Lebanon, Japan, Malaysia and Israel before she had settled in Denmark. Thus, these 
migrants not only have migration experience but also have experience as sex workers prior to their 
migration to Denmark. For them the prostitution-related migration to Denmark has just been the 
last phase of a long stepwise internal and international migratory process with its beginning in the 
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villages in the rural areas. (See also Ruenkaew, 1999) These groups of A&B migrants, which 
apparently make up a large number of Thai migrant sex-workers in Denmark, are typically strongly 
autonomous entrepreneurs, who voluntarily have entered prostitution in Denmark and typically 
they can definitely not be categorized as victims of trafficking.  
 
However, although the term “voluntary entry into prostitution” suggests free will, it does not 
always mean a free choice among the economic alternatives for those women who decide by 
themselves to enter prostitution. (See also Skeldon, 2000) Most often these women have entered 
because of dire economic needs within a specific social context. Furthermore, it cannot be ruled out 
that they may have been victims of internal trafficking when they entered prostitution in Thailand. 
To state that most of these A&B types of migrants are typically not victims of trafficking is not the 
same as saying that they have not faced abusive conditions.  
 
The women in category C (migration through agents and commercial networks) generally seem 
more vulnerable and have harsher migrant experiences. They are mainly one step migrants, 
meaning that they migrated more or less directly from their rural home villages or provincial cities, 
to a destination abroad. As also noted by Ghosh 1999, spectacular improvements in systems of 
transport and communications, the spread of social networks and above all the rapidly expanding 
operations of agents and traffickers are now making it possible for many to move abroad directly 
from provincial areas. Women who migrate through agents and commercial networks can also be 
recruited while working in the sex sector in the country of origin, and thereby become two / multi 
step migrants. But often there will be a higher profit for the traffickers if they recruit the girls 
directly from the provincial areas, where the people are relatively poorer and are less likely to have 
access to reliable transnational social networks.  
 
In summary, type C and one step migrants most often and most evidently are likely to end up as 
victims of trafficking. However, this does not mean that they, or victims of trafficking in general, 
necessarily are weak or passive. On the contrary, as noted by Wijers (1998) a great many of the 
women who become victims of trafficking end up in this position because they do not want to 
accept the limitations of their situation; because they are enterprising, courageous and willing to 
take initiatives to improve their living conditions and those of their families. But somewhere in this 
process they get trapped.    

 

The development of the migration patterns over time 
 

Looking at the three different migration patterns over time, some interesting characteristics appear. 
The pattern seems to be that the pioneers of Thai prostitution in Denmark were 2- or multi-step 
migrants with prostitution experience, and that they came here with a returning tourist (type A). 
These first migrants then developed transnational social networks that motivated and facilitated 
new migrants (Type B). The last type of migration (type C) then developed because of an increased 
awareness of the profit in arranging migration. In other words, it seems that some of the first two 
types of migrants capitalized on their experiences and knowledge as migrants. They, and their 
cooperative partners - quite often their husbands - knew the demand and the supply, they had good 
connections in both the sending and receiving country, and therefore they could easily make huge 
amounts of money by entering the business as agents and traffickers. In summary, the prostitution-
related migration from Thailand to Denmark has changed from at first merely being more or less 
random and ad hoc to today being commercially organized and increasingly institutionalized.  
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Self-perpetuating processes and changes in costs 
 

Within migration theory, the new economic approaches and the network approach points out that 
migration generally will contain a snowball effect and thereby is self-perpetuating, as social networks 
expand and grow more reliable. Furthermore, the network approach predicts that the costs and risks 
which each migrant takes when migrating will decrease inversely proportional with the increased 
numbers of migrants. (Massey et al, 1993) The theory is that experience among migrants will be shared, 
which basically means that newcomers will not make the mistakes of the pioneers. However, the study 
of prostitution related migration from Thailand to Denmark indicates that it does not necessarily occur 
in this manner. The snowball effect is easily identified. The increase in the number of migrants leads to 
an increase in the number of both transnational social and commercial networks, and all these networks 
both motivate and facilitate further migration. Moreover it is interesting that the snowball effect is a 
very selective one, as more than 80% of the migrants are female, and a relatively large number of these 
end up in prostitution or pre-arranged marriages. In other words, it is not a random snowball effect, as it 
is very sensitive to gender and line of business, in this case prostitution. 
 
Yet, while the snowball effect can be identified in the prostitution-related migration from Thailand to 
Denmark, it is not possible to identify reduced costs and risks over time. The later-arrived migrant 
women did not have fewer costs, and did not take fewer risks during the whole migration process, than 
first arrivals. In fact it seems to be the other way around. The two women Tang-on and Duan, who both 
arrived within the recent years, paid the highest costs and also, when seen in a retrospect, took the 
highest risks. Thus it cannot be taken for granted that costs and risks will be reduced for later arrivals, 
as it depends on the qualities of the network each migrant has relied upon. As the case of Sumantha 
shows, migrant experiences are not necessarily shared freely, but might be capitalized on and made into 
a highly profitable trafficking business.  
 
Furthermore it can be assumed that quite a large number of potential migrants like Dao, are inspired 
and motivated by other migrants but are unable to share the experiences freely. In fact, a large part of 
the migrant sex-workers and their supported families often exhibit their newly accumulated wealth in 
their home villages by constantly buying expensive material goods, while at the same time trying to 
keep a secret how, and under which conditions, the money has been earned. Emigrated sex-workers do 
not talk to their friends and relatives back home about the hardships they are facing. On the contrary 
they typically only send home pictures of themselves smiling and wearing expensive clothes and 
jewelry, thereby portraying them selves as rich, international and successful in the modern world. This 
tendency has similarly been observed among Thai sex-workers in other countries. (Mix, 1999; 
Chantavanish et al, 1998; Skrobanek, 1997; Sereewat, 1985) Although their families might know some 
of the darker realties, they generally prefer not to speak about it, but proudly continue to show the 
“migrant success pictures” to their neighbours and friends. There seems almost to be avoidance and 
repression in language when it comes to taboo issues like prostitution-related migration.6 In 
Phongpaichits (1982) classic study of internal migration and prostitution in Thailand she describes how 
“working south” became a term in North Eastern villages to imply migration for sex-work in Bangkok. 
The women I met during the fieldwork used similar insinuating ways to refer to their sex-work either in 
Thailand or abroad. Terms like “working Bangkok”, “working hotel”, and when more direct “working 
bar” and “go in the night” were commonly used. They never referred to themselves as prostitutes. On 
the contrary, the word “prostitute” was seen a great insult and deeply hurtful. 

 
6 In formal Thai language the word “sopenee” and “pooying kai doar” (women sell body) is probably the most direct for 
prostitute or sex-worker. However in polite colloquial language rather indirect terms like “pooying janvar” (woman like 
that), “pooying har gin” (woman look for food), “pooying kai borigan” (service woman), “pooying glang koen” (woman 
in the night), are mostly used when referring to sex-workers.  
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The whole migration success set-up, is widely seen among various migrant groups around the world. 
There seems almost to be an invisible agreement between the migrant and the relatives left behind to 
keep a facade of success, and hiding the difficulties experienced (Massy et al, 1993). It reflects a social-
psychological phenomenon, which can be called “The Collective Lie” as it refers to both a conscious 
and a more subconscious common suppression and disparagement of what actually happens. 
Prostitution related migrants and their families would, even in cases where they have been working in 
slavery-like conditions, often avoid describing these conditions, in order not to get negatively labeled in 
their home community. Therefore, they will typically, along with tourism and media, continue to 
reproduce the myth of the western world as only rich a paradise. The phenomenon also explains why 
the migration snowball-effect continues even when there might have been a increases in the cost and 
risk of the migration.                                                            
 

Organization of residence 
 

Very important for the migrant women's access to legal rights is their legal status as migrants. In some 
cases the women are only in the country a short time on tourist visas, which means they stay legally but 
work illegally. Some of the women might overstay the three months tourist visa, which furthermore 
will make them illegal immigrants, but seemingly the vast majority have a temporary or permanent 
residence permit and are not illegal immigrants. Apart from a very few exceptions, the only way to 
obtain legal status for a longer period of time is to marry a Danish citizen. Two different types of 
marriages could be identified.   
 
The first type of marriage can be called: living with a Danish man. This type contains women who 
marry a Danish man, or a foreigner with a Danish citizenship, and then are living with him in an 
ordinary “husband and wife” way of life. Here the usual method to meet a man is through friends, 
advertisements in the press, through an agent, a customer, or by going to bars and disco's. In some cases 
these marriages would be built on sincere love and turn out very happily. But as some of the women did 
not know their husbands in advance, and others only had very limited time (the three month tourist 
visa) to choose a partner, the "normal" perception of love between married couples was in many cases 
non-existent. Some women expressed directly that they did not love their husbands; thus, these 
marriages could be viewed as kind of long-term prostitution where the reward was the permanent 
residence permit. In fact the permanent residence permit, the so-called "white card", was by the women 
themselves, regularly referred to as a reward after having endured the three years of obligatory 
marriage, required by the immigration authorities. One woman explained a colleague's situation in this 
way: "She have to stay in love for three years." Am, a former sex-worker and seemingly happily 
married for the second time, told without encumbrance about her first marriage: 
 

Am: "He helped me to stay here in Denmark, then I got the papers (residence permit) and 
divorced." 
Q: "So you didn't marry him because you loved him? 
Am: "No…We stayed together in the same house, because he helped me to get a white card." 
Q: So what did you give him in return? 
Am: "What I gave in return…I…I cook, I did everything like, like a…wife! (laughs) I did like I 
was a wife but I didn't feel much." 
Q: And did he know that? 
Am: "Yeah, he knew that" 
Q: So you didn't pay him money? 
Am: "no, nothing at all, only food" (laughs - as to say sex as well) 
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Some of the women living in a marriage with a Danish man have not had the chance to choose for 
themselves. Here agents typically arrange the marriage, and the women have to accept both the man 
and the conditions of the marriage. However, regardless of whether the migrant woman has been able to 
choose her husband or has been forced to marry a man she did not know, it seems quite widespread to 
marry and live with a Danish man for three years in order to get a permanent residence permit. Pha, 
who married a Danish man and then divorced him after she was able to stay permanently, warned me 
teasingly: 
 

"If you have a Thai wife, she will leave you after she gets the "white card" I think about 99 
percent of Thai women here do that, because they think about money first. Okay, sometime the 
girls come to Denmark because of love, but sometimes not. She will always think about her 
family first, and take care of them. Sometimes she will have a lot of problems about money, and 
then what would she need - love or money?"  

 
Needless to say that Pha's very generalizing statement is not representative at all for the population of 
migrant Thai women in Denmark. The only reason why I have quoted Pha, is because it represents a 
perception from inside the Thai prostitution community. Here it seems very common and is almost 
normal to marry, in order to get a permanent residence permit. It is viewed as logical and rational 
because it is just means to something more important - typically being able to be a successful 
breadwinner for the family. Individual emotions are apparently neglected in order to fulfil collective 
family obligations. Thereby it is also normally accepted and, not least, endurable to live as the wife in 
long-time a relationship of limited love.                  
 
The second way of organizing the legal residence is through Pro-forma marriages. This means that the 
women marry a Danish man, but in reality do not live with him as a wife. Some rent a room in their 
"husbands" apartment and live there, while others just have clothes and other kinds of private things 
there, in case the authorities intend to check the marriage. These types of marriage are very common 
and I was on several occasions during the fieldwork offered huge amounts of money to engage in such 
a marriage. On the average a marriage cost approximately 3000 DKK. pr. month, which is 108.000 
DKK. in total for the period of three years until the permanent residence permit is obtained. However, 
the agreements vary a lot; some women offer 10.000 DKK in advance and then 2000 DKK every month 
all the three years where after 10.000 DKK is paid as a bonus. Sometimes weekly cleaning, a ticket to 
Thailand every year and sexual services were offered as well.  
 
Comparing the two ways of organizing the legal residence with the three different ways of migration 
mentioned earlier is it remarkable that again it is the women who migrate through agents and 
commercial networks who usually are in the worst position, when it comes to the degree of self 
determination. Typically agents and traffickers not only profit from arranging the migration but also 
from arranging the legal residence for the migrants.  As exemplified by the case of Duan, who met her 
husband the day after her arrival as a part of a trafficking package. The trafficker (in this case a middle 
aged Thai woman) could then extract money in two ways. First from the trafficked woman and her 
family and then from a Danish man who was willing to pay for a Thai wife. This phenomenon is quite 
important to emphasize because trafficking in the international literature for a long while has been 
defined by the element of illegal migration. (See Ghosh, 1999. Also IOM´s former working definition 
on trafficking in migrants from 1994 contained the element of illegal migration. This has been changed 
in the latest definition.) The example above is far from unique and shows that trafficking agents have 
become sophisticated enough that the legal status of the migrant is a part of the trafficking package that 
is provided. Thus victims of trafficking potentially can enter, stay and work legally in the receiving 
country. (See also IOM, 1999)   
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Discussion 
 

The research reveals that the increasing migration from Thailand to Denmark is extremely unique 
and gender-selective, with more than 80% of the migrants being female. A still rising number of 
these migrants end in prostitution with various degrees of voluntarism. In less than ten years the 
number of Thai migrant sex workers have increased tenfold, and it is estimated that there today are 
between 700 to 1,000 Thai women in prostitution in Denmark. They thereby make up half of the 
total number of migrant sex workers in the country.     
 
On a simple economic macro structural level, the present ongoing growth in international 
prostitution-related migration can be seen as symptoms of regional inequalities, poverty, and 
increasing globalization. However, the issue is more complex and further economic development 
and various poverty reduction programmes alone are not likely to lead to a substantial decline in 
prostitution related migration in the near future. As noted by Lim (1998), indeed the growth of the 
sex-sector is linked to economic development processes and if absolute poverty was the sole root 
cause or major context for prostitution, then the sex-sector should have been declined in a 
developing country like Thailand. Concerning both internal and international prostitution related 
migration the push of absolute poverty may have lessened over time because overall economic 
development but the pulls of promises of easy affluence have grown with a skewed income 
distribution.   
 
As well known in migration studies, it is generally not the poorest that migrate (Skeldon, 1997).  
Typically the prostitution related migrants from Thailand belong to the group of poor with some 
assets. (See also Ruenkaew, 1999) It is typically not absolute poverty or lack of basic needs that 
make these women migrate to other countries to work as sex-workers, but rather what has been 
called a the new poverty (see Sanghera 1997) or relative deprivation. The term refers to a level of 
poverty, which is masked by feelings of stagnation and frustration with the inability to improve 
one’s present economic and social situation, while at the same time globalisation provides an 
importunate free view to others welfare and unbound mobility (Baumann, 1998). For families 
above the absolute poverty, relative poverty is still an important underlying factor, especially with 
the spread of new forms of consumerism and increasing materialism to remote rural areas.7

The outlook for the future also plays an important part. Extreme and even growing income 
inequalities, like in Thailand, inject pessimism and eroding hopes about the future, in relative poor 
migrant sending areas. Therefore potential migrant sex-workers though not poverty-stricken are 
likely to take high risks and show strong tolerance of hardship if they feel tomorrow will be a better 
day. Prostitution related migration might give potential migrants the feelings of hope that they 
could not have in their villagers or hometowns.  
 
However, while prostitution related migration is unlikely to be slowed down by development in the 
near future, development (especially educational) and better income distribution can be expected to 
lead to higher skilled and more empowered migrants, who would be less vulnerable to exploitation. 

 
7 The increasing competitive consumerism uncritically preached by the media, have even led to a rising number of Thai 
University and College students, entering prostitution. Typically these girls are not hard up as the parents sponsor their 
tuition fees, but they become sex-workers in order to acquire fashionable mobile phones and brand name handbags. 
(Bangkok Post 30/8 and 5/9 - 1999) However still it must be emphasized that the Thai migrant sex-workers in Denmark 
come from far much poorer family backgrounds than these new student sex-workers, and that most of the Thai sex-
workers in Denmark never had advanced educational opportunities.         
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In the long term expectations of sustainable development and a more equitable income distribution 
system would be likely to generate a new optimism and feeling of economic security, leading to a 
decline in the number of the most risk taking and vulnerable prostitution related migrants.            

 
The study illustrates how migrant sex workers have migrated under various circumstances, and 
how their differences in living conditions is often  related to the migration method used. While 
some women were coerced into migrating and work in slavery-like conditions, the majority of the 
prostitution-related migrants were definitely not victims of trafficking. They are typically 
opportunity-seeking migrants who use prostitution-related migration as a route to break away from 
oppressive local conditions. Most often they are aware of the potential implications of their 
decisions and still make them relatively independently in the context of their families’ economic 
situation. This need not necessarily imply that, in an ideal world, prostitution would be their chosen 
occupation. On the contary, many of the women felt alienated from the work and experienced a 
range of social problems as migrant sex workers. However, given the lack of alternatives and 
motivated by a strong desire to improve their situation and by the spirit of "pai tai auo dap na" 
(prepared to go / act no matter the risk)8 the women show courage and struggle resolutely to get the 
best out their situation.   
 
The population of Thai migrant sex-workers share many common characteristics. But are quite 
heterogeneous when it comes to migration patterns and living and working conditions, including 
degrees of voluntarism. It is important that these differences within the group of migrant sex 
workers are included in public debate on the subject and there is a severe need for taking the point 
of departure in the migrant sex workers’ self-knowledge and own articulation of needs. This, 
together with an understanding of prostitution-related migration as a continuum in all its 
complexity, is essential to both future studies and coherent policies.   

 

8 An old Thai proverb that directly translated means "go prepared to die in front of the sword" 
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