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A Brief Overview of Sex Trafficking

According to the United States’ Trafficking
Victims Protection Act of 2000, sex traffick-
ing is “the recruitment, harbouring, transpor-
tation, provision, or obtaining of a person for
the purpose of a commercial sex act” (Tiefen-
brun, 2002). The use of “sex trafficking vic-
tims” here will refer to both those who have
been coerced unwillingly into the industry and
those who voluntarily joined but now work
under unanticipated, inhumane conditions. It
is difficult to empirically estimate the num-
ber of victims who work in the sex traffick-
ing industry due to its clandestine nature and
the stigma attached to sex work (Tiefenbrun,
2002). In fact, multiple scholars emphasize
that sex trafficking continues to grow signifi-
cantly each year on a global scale (Tiefenbrun,
2002; Finckenauer & Chin, 2011; Rozelle, Dong,
Zhang, & Mason, 2002). Reports for the Unit-
ed Nations Inter-Agency on Human Traffick-
ing emphasize that there has been a drastic
increase in sex trafficking within China since
the 1980s and anticipate that that it will only
continue to rise (Tiefenbrun, 2002).

Many scholars attribute the increase in sex-
trafficking in China to economic factors. In
particular, James O. Finckenauer and Ko-lin
Chin concluded that economic factors are
the leading reason women enter the indus-
try based on the results of a study they con-
ducted between December 2006 and August
2008. Inspired by the increasing rates of Chi-
nese sex trafficking observed since the ear-
ly 1980s, they conducted research into the
illicit movement of women from China to
destination countries in order to assess the
complications supporting this industry. They
carried out over 350 face-to-face interviews
with involved women as well as prostitution
ringleaders, government actors, and law en-
forcement personnel. They found 75% of the
women interviewed claimed to have entered
the industry voluntarily, though under the
impression they would be doing alternative
work in better conditions. More importantly,
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they found economic factors were the leading
force influencing women’s decisions to

enter the industry. The authors explain, “the
women’s decision making was bounded- con-
strained or restricted- by their social, physi-
cal, and situational context, and their percep-
tion of those contexts” (Finckenauer & Chin,
2011). The lack of occupational and economic
opportunity for women in China is the pri-
mary reason they are forced to turn to such
unfavorable industries to support themselves
(Finckenauer & Chin, 2011). The authors em-
phasize that greater economic opportunity
for women in China would greatly reduce the
number of women turning towards and be-
coming victimized by the industry.

This raises the question as to why women in
contemporary China are left in such a dire
economic state that they must turn to these
kinds of illicit activities. The Chinese econ-
omy experienced somewhat of an econom-
ic miracle in the late 1970s, when a series of
reforms were introduced that initiated rapid
economic growth. These economic reforms
led to an increase in gender inequality in the
workforce, effectively marginalizing wom-
en and forcing them to look for alternative
sources of income.

The Chinese Economic Miracle and
Gender Wage Gap

Gender inequality was exacerbated during
the economic reforms, even though the previ-
ous regime had been working to do the exact
opposite. The Maoist Era, which lasted from
1940-1976, worked to increase gender equal-
ity. For instance, women were encouraged to
fully participate in the labor force to advance
their status. Women’s employment in the ur-
ban sector increased from 7.5% to 32.9% from
1949 to 1978, and women were often employed
full-time with the same benefits and entitle-
ments afforded to men. At the same time,
women faced considerable marginalization in
the workforce as gender segregation was still
prevalent. Women were
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“The lack of attention the reform-
ist government gave to enhancing
women’s status allowed the gen-
der wage gap to rapidly increase.”

often only hired in low-level administrative
jobs, despite their qualifications, which of-
fered less pay and benefits than male-dom-
inated jobs (Dong and Zhang, 2009). Never-
theless, gender equality was experiencing an
overall positive trend during this era. How-
ever, this all changed when the government
became increasingly focused on establishing
a market-oriented economy.

Beginning in 1978, the Chinese government
introduced a series of market-oriented re-
forms, aiming to help the economy global-
ize and decentralize (Mah, 2013). The reform
primarily targeted the rural sector, causing
dramatic economic growth. As Justin Yifu Lin
(1992) explains, “growth rates in all major sec-
tors of agriculture were accelerated to levels
several times higher than long-term averag-
es over the preceding period” (p. 34). There
were two general phases to the reform. The
first, lasting from 1978-1984, saw the decol-
lectivization of agriculture and an increase in
foreign investment such as the contracting
of many state-owned industries. The second
stage, introduced in 1985, effectively lifted
many protectionist policies and price con-
trols as well as privatized many state-owned
industries (Lin, 1992). These reforms led to a
massive boom in the economy, which con-
tinues to influence the country. While these
reforms were successful, they also impacted
gender inequality.

When the regime changed in 1976 and began
reforming the economy, the ‘equality of gen-
ders’ approach that Mao’s communist regime
had previously taken was no longer import-
ant (Dong and Zhang, 2009). As a result, there
was an increase in the wage gap between men
and women. In 2002, Scott Rozelle et al. con-

ducted empirical research into the impact the
market reforms had on the gender earning
gaps. From 1988 t01995, the wage gap was
most stark for women in the labor and indus-
trial sectors. For example, in 1988, women’s
wages were 29% lower than their male coun-
terparts and this rose to a 45.7% gap by 1995
(Rozelle et al., 2002). The wage gap was more
apparent in the urban sector in comparison
to the rural. The authors explain that it is “..
unsurprising that that state of women in the
urban sector fell further because they had re-
ceived more protection from the government
under the Socialist rubric of gender equali-
ty..” (Rozelle et al., 2002, p. 177). The lack of
attention the reformist government gave to
enhancing women’s status allowed the gender
wage gap to rapidly increase.

“A country with traditional
patriarchal values, such as China,
is likely to propagate those values
in the workforce, thus supporting a
gender wage gap. ”

Scholars emphasize that a gender wage gap
is an anticipated consequence of reform that
seeks to alter the economy. Bjorn Gustafsson
and Shi Li (2000) explain that the increasing
wage gap was possible because the reform
gave more power to enterprises. Econom-
ic reforms removed barriers that prevented
the non-state sector, composed primarily of
collective enterprises as well as private firms,
joint-ventures, and the self-employed from
growing (Gustafsson & Li, 2000). The enter-
prises now had the power to regulate who they
were hiring and how much they would pay.
In another study, Stephanie Seguino (2000)
demonstrates that the wage gap is essentially
a strategic economic tool that employers may
be inclined to utilize as it can actually speed up
economic growth. Seguino looked at the eco-
nomic growth and wages of several semi-in-
dustrialized countries between 1975 to 1995,
noting an increase in wage gap for most of
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them. She explains, “gender inequality stim-
ulates investment, but also enhances the pro-
ductivity of investment, possibly through the
effect that low wages for women has on ex-
ports and therefore technology imports” (Se-
guino, 2000, p. 1223). Gender wage inequality
is a strategic macroeconomic move, as female
laborers are not as valuable in the workforce
because of the time and energy they devote
to the domestic and reproductive sector (Se-
guino, 2000). Traditional Confucian values
that view women as inferior to men still per-
meate throughout Chinese society (Fincke-
nauer & Chin, 2011). A country with traditional
patriarchal values, such as China, is likely to
propagate those values in the workforce, thus
supporting a gender wage gap.

The Wage Gap and Rates of Chinese
Female Sex Trafficking

There is a distinct association between the
increasing wage gap and the rate of Chinese
women entering the sex trafficking industry.
The increasing wage gap jeopardizes the abil-
ity of women to economically support them-
selves in the traditional labor market (Rozelle
et al., 2002). With the majority of women cit-
ing economic reasons for entering the indus-
try, as demonstrated by Finckenauer and Chin
(2011), it is strongly suggested that the gender
wage disparity has helped leave women more
susceptible to entering the industry. The re-
organization of the economy and resulting
labor market limited women’s opportunities.
Finckenauer and Chin (2011) explain, “the la-
bor market is structured in a way that compels
many women towards the eventual career of
prostitution- women are not fit for most de-
manding employment opportunities” (p. 51).
These structural limitations impact women
at all levels of society. The researchers not-
ed that most women did not share common
background characteristics before entering
the industry. They varied in age, education,
family or marital status, and work experience.
Instead, the commonality between all of them
was that they found themselves in unsustain-
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able financial situations (Finckenauer & Chin,
2011). The structural limitations women faced
compelled them to consider options outside
of the legal economy to support themselves,
leading many women into illicit industries
such as sex trafficking.

“The structural limitations women
faced compelled them to consider
options outside of the legal
economy to support themselves,
leading many women into illicit
industries such as sex trafficking.”

At the same time, it is important to recognize
that the economic situation of women is not
solely responsible for the increase in sex traf-
ficking. For example, traditional Confucian
views of women as inferior to men still per-
meate China’s social, economic, and political
spheres. Finckenauer and Chin (2011) explain,
“traditional Chinese views of women as being
subordinate to men have re-emerged, putting
women in a less advantaged position than be-
fore” (p. 49). This affects the perceived value
of women’s work in the labor force, and, thus,
their ability to be as economically successful
as men. Traditional views also pervade the
home environment, with many families treat-
ing daughters as inferior to sons, furthering
limiting women’s opportunities from a young
age (Finckenauer & Chin, 2011). In addition,
there is also a growing demand for women
for marriage and domestic slavery that China
has yet to address. Finckenauer & Chin (2011)
attribute this demand to two general caus-
es: first, the rapid growth of sex tourism has
made China one of the key destination coun-
tries for trafficking in the world; second, the
One-Child Policy, which has increased female
infanticide, which has led to a higher popula-
tion of men in the country.
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Resolving The Sex Trafficking Crisis

There are a wide range of approaches the
Chinese government could take to decrease
both the wage gap and rate of women’s in-
volvement in sex trafficking. Most important-
ly, as Finckenauer and Chin (2011) emphasize,
the government must increase economic op-
portunities for women. This should include
the introduction and enforcement of policies
that prevent hiring discrimination based on
gender and enforce equal wages for men and
women (Tiefenbrun, 2002). China currently
has specific laws that work to mitigate gender
inequality in the workforce. For example, the
Labour Law and Regulations on the Scope of
Prohibited Labour for Female Workers pre-
vents women from working in certain jobs
seen as only fit for men (Tiefenbrun, 2002).
Discriminatory laws such as these should be
removed. Moreover, the government could
introduce gender-based quotas.

“Effective measures to reduce the
amount of women who are sus-
ceptible to participation and in-
volvement in sex trafficking is
crucial in order to combat this phe-
nomenon.”

Beyond the economy, many scholars em-
phasize the need for China to strengthen its
laws and increase punishments regarding
sex trafficking, noting there has been a lack
of enforcement of the existing, but weak,
laws (Tiefenbrun, 2002; Finckenauer & Chin,
2011; Rozelle et al., 2002). For any of these
approaches to succeed in increasing gender
equality, the government should take a much
more active role in the labor market and
economy, similar to the strategy employed
under Mao. Effective measures to reduce the
amount of women who are susceptible to par-
ticipation and involvement in sex trafficking is
crucial in order to combat this phenomenon.
It is imperative that the Chinese government
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take effective measures to address this issue
before this heinous industry has a chance to
negatively impact the lives of countless other
women.
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