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Abstract 

Bride trafficking, although widely unheard of, is a serious form of human trafficking. The 

main factors leading to bride trafficking are gender imbalance, promises of a brighter future, and 

cultural expectations (Bélanger, 2010). While there has been some attention to this issue from the 

governments of the countries where the problem is most prevalent, it remains largely unknown in 

the public sphere. Thus, for our action component, we screened a documentary film about bride 

trafficking at the University of Michigan, followed by a discussion on the subject to promote 

awareness in bride trafficking. During the discussion, participants also proposed practical ideas 

to prevent bride trafficking. After the screening of the film and discussion, a questionnaire was 

distributed in order to assess the changes in the participants’ views on the issue. Our results 

showed that the event increased the participants’ awareness, as 11 individuals indicated in our 

survey that they had changed their view on the topic. To summarize, it is fair to state that our 

event was successful in raising awareness on the issue of bride trafficking among the students at 

the University of Michigan. However, further follow-up studies are strongly encouraged to 

address the limitations of our research, such as the small sample size, and self-selection bias.  
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Introduction 

Bride trafficking, specifically through mail-order bride services, is a form of human 

trafficking in which the buyer pays a company to send a bride, often chosen from an online 

“catalogue” of available women. Bride trafficking has an effect on both the sender and receiver 

countries, and is influenced by a number of different factors, such as level of gender equality. In 

many first world countries, women are becoming more educated and economically independent, 

and are thus less likely to conform to stereotypical gender roles. However, men within these 

societies are still accustomed to traditional gender roles and have the expectations of producing 

an heir, which increase their desire to seek for a submissive wife in foreign countries where 

stereotypical gender roles still exist. Owing to the growing use of the Internet, this phenomenon 

is occurring with great frequency. Within this research project, we look at the different 

demographics involved (mainly Asian countries), the reasons women enter into these contracts, 

the means through which these marriages occur, and the consequences for both the individuals 

and countries involved. This examination also includes receiver countries such as the United 

States and parts of Europe. We then present a documentary to a group of participants to raise 

awareness for the issue and hold a discussion in which their reactions and emotions regarding 

bride trafficking can be expressed.  

Literature Review 

Bride trafficking constitutes a major problem in the world. The United Nations (UN) 

estimates that over 12 million people are trafficked worldwide, around 80% being women and 

girls between the ages of 18- 24, the “ideal” bridal age (Jones, 2011). One of the most common 

reasons for bride trafficking is for revenue. According to Interpol, revenue through bride 

trafficking constitutes about $19 billion in U.S. dollars with $1 billion in U.S. dollars through 
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disguised or hidden trafficking (Jones, 2011). These unions are still widely debated as either 

human trafficking or voluntary migration. Immigrant women often marry a foreign spouse with 

the mindset of being able to marry and settle abroad. Nevertheless, upon arrival, many women 

face integration difficulties and situations of domestic abuse as they are immediately expected to 

produce an heir and care for their spouse’s parents (Bélanger, 2010). It is important to note, 

however, that marriages to foreign brides tend to occur in countries where arranged marriages, 

often with a ‘bride price’, are still tradition and common practice. 

Individuals enter the bride trafficking industry for many reasons in Asia, such as gender 

imbalance, promises of a brighter future, and cultural expectations (Bélanger, 2010).  Most of the 

brides come from China and Southeast Asia, especially in Indonesia, the Philippines, and 

Vietnam (Bélanger, 2010).  One of the reasons behind the phenomenon is that Chinese brides 

who have already been divorced have a difficult time remarrying in China because of negative 

social stigma (Bélanger, 2010). In South Korea, sex-selective abortion during the 1980s and 

1990s led to an increased proportion of male births and subsequent gender imbalance (Bélanger, 

2010). Since 1979, China’s one-child policy has had a similar effect on gender imbalance in 

China.  

There is also marriage migration from North Korea to China. In North Korea, the meager 

salary typical for most working women makes it very easy for brokers to deceive them by 

promising much higher salary in China within a short period of time. Additionally, poor living 

conditions in North Korea persuade some of these targets to go to China with the hope of making 

a better living. Moreover, social pressure of passing on the family name is so strong that it is 

difficult for the men to remain single and childless in these areas.  When parents lose hope of 

seeing their son marry a local woman, they opt for a foreign bride. It is difficult for them to find 
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a bride for their son because as women in these countries become more educated and active in 

the workforce, they do not want to settle down in a suppressive marriage setting. 

Most potential customers find their way to the bride trafficking industry through over 

10,000 links on the internet that have mail-order brides or mail-order bride products and services. 

The use of International Marriage Agencies (IMAs) through the Internet has only facilitated the 

act of bride trafficking as it is now easier to disguise trafficking as a marriage site, designed to 

help single men find the woman of their own choice (Jones, 2011).  These websites objectify 

women, cataloguing them by the women’s height, weight, age, breast size, hip and waist 

measurements, address, education, and hobbies. The customers are primarily wealthy, Caucasian 

men from North America, Australia, and Western Europe, and the foreign brides are often from 

poor, developing areas of Eastern Europe and Asia. Some sites even include services for locating 

a bride that will be a “traditional wife” (women who are submissive to their husband and put his 

life and the children’s lives before her own).  

Major facilitators of bride trafficking between countries are International Marriage 

Brokerages (IMBs), which are organizations that advertise and provide foreign brides who “are 

treated as a commodity to be bought and sold by foreign suitors” (Bowes, 2011). Through the 

advertisement of these women as commodities, and the male customer’s position of power in the 

relationship, IMBs present a form of sex trafficking and involuntary servitude. Bride trafficking 

often result in cases of abuse, whether physical, emotional, or through the threat of deportation 

by the husband, and studies have found that 49.3% of foreign mail-order brides sent to the U.S. 

were victims of domestic violence (Bowes, 2011). The bride has virtually no say in this process, 

and her visa and other documents are often controlled by the husband. Brides are put into even 

more danger from the husband due to the fact that “IMBs located outside of the United States do 
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not conduct background checks on the male customers (Bowes, 2011). The imbalance of power 

in the relationship, along with IMBs’ willingness to overlook any past criminal records of the 

male customer, increases the likelihood of abuse by the husband. This has led to recognition of 

the bride trafficking industry as a form of both involuntary servitude and human trafficking.  

The migration of Asian women in order to marry men in other countries has happened for 

ages and increased over the past decades. Historically, marriage migration may have been due to 

imbalance between men and women but now, it is being perpetuated regardless of the imbalance, 

due to globalization, increased population mobility, cultural changes, and poverty (Hugo & 

Nguyen Thi, 2007). The bride trafficking "industry" is embedded into economy and society, 

further initiating, facilitating, and sustaining migration. It is important to remember that there is a 

continuum between totally voluntary movements and forced migration. It said that many women 

actually want to marry abroad, to the extent of leaving behind a steady relationship with a local 

male (Hugo & Nguyen Thi, 2007). The reasons for doing so are to help out the family and make 

parents happy, as the married daughters send money back home, thus the economic conditions in 

households improved after migration (Hugo & Nguyen Thi, 2007). From this point of view, the 

marriages are successful, greatly supported by the parents and become a demonstration effect for 

the surrounding community. Hugo and Nguyen Thi (2007), however, found that many brides, 

interviewed in their research, are dissatisfied with their new life in a foreign land; the greatest 

challenges for them are isolation due to language barriers, prejudice due to the homogenous 

culture of the destination country, and differences in ways of life and deception . As a result of 

all the factors perpetuating the marriage migration, it is expected to continue and even expand.  

The best way to face this is to provide as much accurate info, protection from 

exploitation, assistance with integration and option of returning to the migrants (Hugo & Nguyen 
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Thi, 2007).  Since the year 2000 when the first comprehensive federal law addressing trafficking 

was passed (Law Timeline, 2010), governments have been paying more attention to the 

immigration of foreign brides, funding research for this phenomena.  In some cases, they even 

promote multiculturalism, as well as channeling resources into NGOs who serve the immigrant 

spouse community. The prevalence of bride trafficking in the U.S. has led to a number of laws 

attempting to regulate IMBs and protect the brides, but such domestic laws have no power over 

IMBs operating outside the U.S., limiting the efficiency of such measures (Bowes, 2011). 

Relevance 

Although we see how bride trafficking has influenced the legal sphere, after talking to 

people around campus, we realize there is not enough awareness about this issue in the public 

domain. There has been a global movement to raise awareness as "citizens need to become more 

aware of this predicament" (Bush, 2013). Therefore, we decided to conduct a project at the 

University of Michigan in order to assess the level of awareness, and find ways to generate 

discussions regarding the issue. 

Method 

Participants: 

Twenty students at the University of Michigan, aged 18-26, participated in the event. They 

represented various cultures and areas of study.  

Procedure: 

We first created a flyer for the free screening of the documentary, “Bride Trafficking 

Unveiled.” About 75 copies of the flyer were made, and posted on the bulletin boards around the 

campus 5 days before the event. In the meantime, we created a questionnaire designed to assess 

the impact and efficacy of our event. The movie screening event was held on 24th of February, 
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2013. We held a discussion about the documentary to promote awareness about bride trafficking 

and to encourage ideas about how to address this issue. A questionnaire was distributed 

following the dialogue. 

Measures: 

The first part of the questionnaire measured the overall quality of the screening event. 

Participants used a five point Likert scale to indicate their overall satisfaction with the event 

(1=Terrible to 5=Excellent). The item stated “Overall how would you rate the event?” 

The second set of questionnaire included nine survey questions. The questions were 

created to measure the impact of the event on the participants’ perspectives of bride trafficking, 

and to critique the quality of the documentary film and the discussion. Participants used a five 

point Likert scale (1=Not at all to 5=Most Likely) to answer the questions, such as “How likely 

have your views on bride trafficking changed after this viewing?” and “Do you think this video 

portrays all parties in an accurate manner?” Participants were encouraged to leave comments or 

suggestions.  

Results 

Out of the 20 people who came to our event, 19 individuals participated in the survey. Of 

the survey respondents, 32% believed it was an excellent event for showcasing the issues of 

bride trafficking, 63% believed that the event was good and 5% rated it as fair. The video that 

was used for the event resonated strongly with the audience with 57% of respondents saying that 

it had changed their view on the topic. From our results, the majority felt that the video and 

dialogue was informative. The feedback survey was aimed to judge the impact of the film and 

dialogue on the individual’s preconceptions and objectives to the issue of bride trafficking. The 

individual surveys showed an overwhelming change on the individuals’ opinions on bride 
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trafficking after the viewing. These views have been justly reinforced by the amount and content 

of the dialogue that followed after the film. 

 The results we had gathered also reveal a growing willingness of others to promote the 

dangers of bride trafficking through word of mouth and/or through further participation in events 

related to this. 79% of the participants thought the video was an effective way to raise awareness 

about bride trafficking and was willing to recommend the video to their friends and family.  

 There was also an overwhelming response from individuals to eliminate or minimize 

cases of bride trafficking due to the dangers that it posed, not just to the bride, but also to the 

communities involved. There was also a strong support for the abolishment of the practice 

among all participants in the dialogue. Possible solutions were also thought up to possibly 

minimize the problems that result from bride selling. This included increasing the awareness of 

bride trafficking among individuals, as well as tackling bride trafficking as a global community 

instead of limiting the problem to each country. Other solutions included enforcing stricter laws 

to limit the movement of mail order brides through borders or cracking down on the agencies 

that promote women to overseas men. The statistical analysis of our results are included in 

Appendices A and B. 

Discussion 

Based on the dialogue conducted after showing the video, it was clear that this was the 

first time hearing about bride trafficking for many viewers, but all were against the industry after 

learning about it. Throughout the discussion, the issue of bride trafficking was approached and 

questioned through many different viewpoints, including the legal issues surrounding bride 

trafficking, the gender issues and rights involved, and the industry as seen from the victims’ 

point of view. 
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In terms of the legality of the industry, viewers had questions as to how such a form of 

human trafficking could be legal, but through discussion there arose an understanding from 

participants’ knowledge of the video and international laws. In regards to gender rights and 

equality, virtually all participants agreed that the unequal treatment of women in the bride 

trafficking industry was an issue that needed to be dealt with. 

In general, the response to the video was positive in that all viewers expressed a level of 

disagreement with multiple aspects of bride trafficking from a moral standpoint. There was also 

interest in how the participants could contribute to stopping bride trafficking, although there was 

disagreement on the feasibility of doing so successfully. 

 From our results, we can infer that the movie had an impact on the people that attended 

the event, supporting our goal to raise awareness of bride trafficking. However, the results that 

we have are not enough to represent in detail what people knew about bride trafficking prior to 

the event. 

 A factor that made our results less representative of the student, and general, population 

of Ann Arbor is the fact that not many people were able to come to our event. Perhaps it was the 

time we scheduled, as well as the day we picked could be one of the main factors why not many 

were able to make it. Additionally, participants were not randomly chosen; rather, they were 

individuals who had expressed interest in learning more about the social issue of bride 

trafficking; therefore, our selection was biased.  Even though our sample was small and our 

participants expressed an interested in learning more about the topic, our event did increased 

their awareness on bride trafficking for our participants. 

Another factor was the location of the event. If we showcased the movie and conducted 

the dialogue in a more public space, there would be greater public awareness of the event, likely 
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resulting in an increase in attendance. This could also be achieved with an increase in the amount 

of advertising, including placing more posters throughout campus and an organized word-of-

mouth campaign.   

In the future we could choose another day and time to showcase the movie as well as 

schedule the creator of the movie to have a dialogue about what they experienced. Also, if we 

hold the event more than once, a larger number of participants would be able to attend and our 

results would have been more representative of the population in the University of Michigan and 

perhaps the greater Ann Arbor area. 

Implications  

After analyzing the results, it is clear that we were able to bring awareness of bride 

trafficking to both ourselves and the community. More students were able to understand the issue 

of bride trafficking due to our event and their interest towards this social justice issue grew. 

Since this event was successful in raising awareness about bride trafficking, it can be reused to 

expose even more people to this issue, especially people on a college campus. We wish more 

students could know about the issue and have a positive attitude around social justice. 

Reflection on the Group Process 

In completing this project, our group took a very democratic approach to all aspects of 

the process: deciding what the project should focus on, organizing the action component, and 

writing this journal article. For every decision that would be made concerning the content of our 

research action project, options were discussed by all available group members before coming to 

a consensus. Major decisions always required group input and were never left up to one person. 

In terms of putting our project into motion, each group member chose a particular role to play in 

both the action and journal components. For example, in organizing the documentary viewing 
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there were group member assigned to roles including discussion facilitator, scheduling and 

location selection, and survey creation. Roles were chosen by the group members, and any issues 

that arose during the process were discussed by the group. We felt this method worked well, as 

each individual knew his or her own strengths, and were subsequently able to contribute to the 

overall product in a uniquely beneficial way.  

Despite our success in creating an open, democratic group environment, improvements 

could have been made in terms of communication between group members when working in 

their separate roles in the action and journal components. When responsibilities were not shared, 

situations arose in which there was a lack of communication between members tasked with 

different jobs. This resulted in delays such as taking time to find missing video equipment for the 

documentary and make multiple edits of documents. The group process could be improved by 

ensuring that despite members’ separate roles in completing the project, there is still constant 

dialogue between group members concerning the progress in their respective tasks. 

Conclusion 

As we have stated before, bride trafficking is uncommonly talked about, although it is 

one of the critical issues our society faces. Some attention from the government has been 

directed towards this issue, but it remains largely unknown in the public sphere. Therefore, after 

researching about bride trafficking, we screened a documentary to increase awareness and to 

encourage ideas on how to advocate to this issue. Through a discussion and a questionnaire, we 

assessed how participants’ awareness has changed as a result of the film screening. In addition, 

participants were proactive in proposing practical ideas to reduce or prevent cases of bride 

trafficking.  
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Through the research we completed and the film screening of the bride trafficking 

documentary, we deepened our understanding of how the issue of bride trafficking can be 

approached from many different viewpoints. We found that students did not know much 

information about bride trafficking, but as they became aware of the severity of the issue, they 

are motivated to increase the awareness of bride trafficking. 
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Appendix A 

Table 1: Survey Results 

Scale: 1=Lowest  5= Highest  
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Appendix B  

Survey Results - Comments:  

“I didn’t know much before the film.’ 

“I think a screening is a great way to create awareness of this subject.”  

“I knew it existed and that it is bad, but I didn’t know much about it otherwise. The film was 

very educational!”  

“[Bride trafficking] is bad; it’s wrong, and it needs to stop!”  

“I was not aware of the different ways in which trafficking could be carried out through 

marriage.” 

 

 

 

 


