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Abstract 
 

The experience of women working in the sex and entertainment industry is an issue central to 
feminism, social and human rights movements, and ongoing political debate. Although now an 
area of scholarly research the clandestine nature of this industry makes research challenging 
and means many aspects remain unknown. In this paper, the researchers examine the working 
conditions of Korean women working in the sex industry in Australia. The paper reports on 
recent trends in patterns of migration and draws attention to the fact that increasing numbers of 
Korean women are utilising ‗working holiday‘ visas to work in the sex and entertainment industry 
and that under Australian law this practice is essentially legal. The paper also examines the 
nature of their service in the sex industry and details the conditions of their employment. 
Findings from this study aim to inform recommendations to policy makers in relevant 
government and non-government community service organisations.  
 
 
Introduction  
 
In Australia, the sex industry is an important sector of employment for women coming from 
different countries. Australia‘s history of being a destination for the international sex industry can 
be traced back to the late 19

th
 century when Japanese prostitutes were brought into brothels in 

Western Australian. This practice ceased with the ‗White Australia‘ policy between 1901 and 
1973. The importation of Asian women (mostly Thai) for sex work re-emerged in the mid-1980s 
and greatly proliferated during the 1990s with an increasing number of Asian operators 
infiltrating the Australian sex industry (Brockett and Murray 1994; Frances, 2003; Orhant, 2000). 
One senior law enforcement officer estimated that most of the illegal brothels in Victoria were 
predominantly Asian businesses in the 1990s (Orhant 1999).  
 
The rapid growth of Asian-owned businesses has resulted in a massive influx of illegal labour 
from various Asian countries. Illegal sex workers, mostly Asians including a large number of 
Koreans, are routinely discovered by the Immigration Department, which makes raids on sex 
and massage businesses operating both lawfully and unlawfully in the Sydney area. Some 
suggest that some 200 illegal immigrants were working as prostitutes in Sydney in the late 
1990s (Orhant 2000). While Sydney has been a favourite destination of migrant sex workers, 
increasing numbers of illegal migrant sex workers seemed to have flowed to other parts of 
Australia. In early 1998, for instance, immigration raids on Canberra‘s 17 legal brothels found 16 
illegal sex workers who were working in breach of their visas (Miller, 2005). Identified illegal 
workers, with no investigation into the nature of their work or their passage into Australian 
brothels, only faced deportation. Until recent law changes‘ employing illegal workers was not a 
criminal offence in Australia. However, since 19th August 2007, it is an offence to knowingly or 
recklessly allow a person to work illegally or refer an illegal worker for work. People convicted of 
these offences could face fines of AUD13,200 and two years‘ imprisonment, while companies 
face fines of AUD66,000 per illegal worker. The penalties are higher where an illegal worker is 
being exploited through slavery, forced labour or sexual servitude.  
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As with the case of Japanese prostitutes in the late nineteenth century, the latest wave of Asian 
sex workers has been somehow tolerated by the Australian press and public. But in the late 
1990s the issue of ‗sex trafficking‘ emerged as the object of intense national and international 
concern (Doezema 2000; Frances 2003). Until the late 1990s, very little was known about the 
situation of sex trafficking in Australia. Some data shows that the number of people deported as 
a result of having been located in brothels increased from 56 in 1996-1997 to 243 (237 women) 
in 1998-1999 (the Immigration Compliance records, cited in Fergus 2005: 18). A sex industry 
insider said that following the publicity about trafficking in Thai women and strong police action 
against the importation of Thai sex slaves, traffickers turned to Korean women (Parliamentary 
Joint Committee on the Australian Crime Commission 2004: 21). Statistics from the Department 
of Immigration, and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) show that while the majority of 
people detected working illegally in the sex industry (e.g. visitor visa or bridging visa holders) 
have been from Thailand (25per cent in 2004/05), Koreans have comprised a large percentage 
over recent years (19per cent in 2004/05). This paper therefore aims to report on recent trends 
in patterns of migration and draws attention to the fact that increasing numbers of Korean 
women are utilising ‗working holiday‘ visas to work in the sex and entertainment industry. The 
paper also examines the nature of their service in the sex industry and details the conditions of 
their employment. The research conducted for this study forms part of a broader body of 
research into the plight of Korean women in the Entertainment and Sex Industry. Findings from 
this study aim to inform recommendations to policy makers in relevant government and non-
government community service organisations. 
 
 
Method 
 
The study is informed by the findings drawn from semi-structured in-depth interviews and a 
content analysis of relevant secondary source materials including, articles in the media, 
academic publications and government and NGO reports. Interviewees fell into two distinct 
groups. The first group was made up of 21 Korean women over the age of 18 who were working 
or had worked in the Australian entertainment and sex industry. The second group was made 
up of 10 informants from government/non-government organisations, which had extensive 
knowledge about and experience of working with Korean sex workers in Australia. 
Organisations covered the following fields: sex workers association, human trafficking victim 
support groups, sexual health clinics, women‘s groups, police, Korean community 
organisations, Korean vernacular media, central government, social services and other local 
government departments. 
 
Due to the nature of the work the women did, gaining access to the first group of interviewees 
was not easy. Two strategies were used to allow the researchers to approach potential 
interview participants. Firstly, organisations that were supposed to have a high level of contact 
with sex workers in Australia were contacted and asked to help with the recruitment of potential 
interview participants. They were asked to make initial contact with potential interviewees, using 
their established contact with Korean workers. Some organisations like Sydney Sexual Health 
Clinic agreed to distribute advertising leaflets to their Korean service users. Korean community 
organisations were also used as a contact point to Korean women. Secondly, advertisements 
on community papers and internet websites were also used to approach a broader group of 
Korean women working in Australia. As a result, a small number of women responded to the 
leaflet and advertisements and agreed to participate in the interview. Each interviewee was 
asked if they could suggest other potential interviewees at the end of the interview. Through this 
snowballing method, the researcher was able to complete survey interviews with a total of 21 
Korean women working in karaoke bar (so-called noraebang or in Korean

1
), room salons

2
, 

massage parlours and ―full shops‖ (establishments that provide sexual services only) in Sydney, 
Australia. As no interviewees consented to their interview to be audio-taped, interview notes 

                                                 
1
 A noraebang or ―song room‖ is a Korean name for a Karaoke bar. In Korean communities in Australia they are 

registered as a restaurant business and prohibit sex work. The women who work at noraebangs as hostesses are 
generally referred to as doumi. 
2
 A room salon is a Korean-style drinking and entertainment establishment. It typically refers to a place where male 

customers, usually in groups, come to have a social drink and be waited upon by young hostesses who can provide 
various entertainment and/or sexual services. 
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were taken during each interview. Each interview was conducted at a public location (usually 
coffee shops) and at a time of the interviewee‘s choice.  
 
Due to significant discrepancies in their working experiences, the Korean women interviewed 
can be separated into two groups, namely ―doumi‖ (hostess) workers and sex workers (we 
found that there were no obvious discrepancies between the working requirements of room 
salon ―doumis‖ and noraebang (karaoke) ―doumis‖ as they essentially provided similar kinds of 
services, moreover many noraebang workers used to be room salon workers and vice versa). In 
this study doumis specifically refer to those who are working as a hostess either at a room salon 
or at a noraebang to entertain customers but they are not expected to engage in sexual 
intercourse with customers. Sex workers include massage parlour workers and brothel workers 
who performed sex-related services for financial reward. Massage workers, along with brothel 
workers, are categorised as sex workers. Most of the massage workers interviewed seemed to 
have sex with clients just like brothel workers. As explored later, working conditions and labour 
practices under which they worked were greatly varied between doumi workers or sex workers. 
Out of the total 21 Korean women interviewed for this study, 10 identified themselves as sex 
workers while 11 others identified themselves as doumis. Karaoke and room salon doumis, 
despite the sexual nature of the work they might do, differentiated themselves from sex workers. 
In the case of three women who were out of the industry at the time of interviews, interviews 
were concerned about the latest job they had within the entertainment and sex industry in 
Australia.  
 
For interviews with the second group, a number of potential key informants from 
government/non-government organisations were identified through initial research through the 
internet, literature review and advice from the steering groups. They were contacted by the 
researcher through letters, e-mails or telephone calls and given an information letter explaining 
the research and requesting an interview. Of them, a total of 10 informants agreed to be 
interviewed. Interviews with individual key informants were conducted at the informant‘s office. 
Interview questions were semi-structured in nature, and thus allowed informants a broad 
freedom to respond in a manner of their choice.  
 
To maintain and maximise protection of confidentiality of the interview participants, no 
identifiable information (e.g. name, address) was collected during the interview. For the same 
reason, oral rather than written consent was required and an information letter (written in 
English and Korean) was offered to each interviewee

3
. Interviewees, through the information 

letter, were informed and assured that the information they provide would be held in strict 
confidence and used for limited purposes to which they would consent. Interviewees were also 
informed that they could freely withdraw their participation at any time during the research.  
 
 
Research Findings  
 
Official statistics  
 
Investigations by government and law enforcement agencies in Australia observe that a 
significant number of Korean nationals have worked, both lawfully and unlawfully, in the sex 
industry in Australia. According to a government record, of non-Australian citizens working in 
the sex industry over a twelve-month period in 2004/05, South Koreans accounted for more 
than 97per cent (208 out of 215) of the total cases identified (ANAO 2006: 75). The record also 
shows that Working Holiday visas were the favoured visa class for sex workers, accounting for 
215 out of the 638 cases identified. The AFP also reports that 185 Korean nationals were found 
working illegally in the sex industry in Australia between 2002 and 2005. The Attorney-General‘s 
Department in addition confirmed that, between 1 March 2004 and 31 March 2007, 530 Korean 
nationals were found working lawfully in the sex industry in Australia and 135 Korean nationals 
were found working unlawfully in the same industry (e-mail communication 2007).  
 
 

                                                 
3
 The Korean women interviewed feared their identity and profession being known and loathed exposure to any type of 

authority for fear of negative repercussions. For this reason, interviewees were not asked to sign their names (even 
work names) or complete forms.  
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Accessing Australia  
 
Most Korean women working in the sex industry, including those interviewed for this research, 
come to Australia on temporary visas, mostly working holiday visas and student visas

4
. Working 

Holiday Makers (WHM) Visa Programme (subclass 417) was introduced in Australia in 1975. 
This programme allows young people between 18 and 30 from certain countries (with which 
Australia has reciprocal arrangements) to enter and stay in Australia for an extended holiday 
(normally up to 12 months) and to supplement their funds by incidental employment. A WHM 
visa gives the visa holder a permit to work in a variety of industries but for no more than a 
limited period (six months)

5
, with any one employer unless the visa holder has DIAC‘s written 

permission. Holders are also allowed to study or train for up to four months while in Australia.  
 
Australia has reciprocal arrangements with 19 countries including South Korea

6
. The number of 

temporary entrants to Australia on WHM visas has grown from fewer than 20,000 a year in the 
early 1980s to more than 100,000 currently (ANAO 2006). To be granted a WHM visa, 
applicants must; 

 be outside Australia when they apply and, when their visa is granted;  

 not have entered Australia on a Working Holiday visa before;  

 be aged between 18 and 30 years (inclusive) at the time of applying;  

 be applying no more than 12 months before they intend to travel to Australia;  

 not have dependent children (either at the time of applying or after the visa has been 
granted); and  

 hold a passport for a country or region participating with Australia in the Working 
Holiday Maker programme. 

 
In addition to these, all applicants must have sufficient money for departure air fare and 
personal support for the initial stage of the holiday. DIAC explains that AUD5,000 is generally 
regarded as sufficient for personal support for the initial stage of the holiday. Applicants may be 
asked to provide supporting evidence such as a certified copy of a bank statement and an air 
ticket out of Australia. There are also certain health criteria that all applicants are required to 
meet. They may need to undertake a medical examination which may include a chest x-ray, 
HIV, Hepatitis B and/or Hepatitis C test. As a tourist, WHM visa holders are not covered by 
Australia's national health scheme, unless there is a reciprocal health care agreement between 
Australia and his or her country of origin. Most visa applications for the Australian Working 
Holiday programme are processed within six days. 
 
On 1 July 2002, DIAC implemented a system for people to lodge their WHM visa applications 
electronically over the Internet (referred to as ‗eWHM‘). Around 98 percent of WHM visa 
applications are now lodged through this eWHM system. The WHM visa application must 
accompany, as in July 2007, the application charge of AUD190.00, not refundable when 
unsuccessful.  
 
Neither Australia nor Korea imposes a limit on the number of participants in this programme. 
Korea is one of the main source countries of working holiday makers in Australia. In the period 
2002-03, 73,945 WHM visas were granted by Australia of that 7.9per cent were issued to 
Korean nationals. In the 2006-07 period, this had increased to 100,684 with 28.4per cent of 
these successful applicants being Korean nationals (DIAC 2008).  
 
Given this dramatic increase in the number of Korean nationals who have received WHM visas 
since, an audit report on visa management in Australia (ANAO, 2006) highlights increasing 
propensity of WHM visa applicants from Korea to use the WHM visa either as an alternative to a 
student visa or as a means to enter the Australian sex industry. The report indicates that, unlike 
applicants from the other significant East Asian source country, Japan, the vast majority of 
South Korean WHM visa applicants (over 90per cent as in November 2005), in their application 
form, declare that their primary intention to apply for this visa is to learn English. Besides, the 
report also draws attention to a growing trend to use the WHM visa for Koreans working in the 

                                                 
4
 People who enter Australia on temporary visas include three broad categories: visitors, overseas students and 

temporary residents. Working holiday makers are regarded as visitors. 
5
 This period was formerly three months but was extended to six months from 1 July 2006. 

6
 Korea initiated its Working Holiday Program with Australia in July 1995. 
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sex industry. According to a government record, the number of Korean nationals on WHM visas 
working in the Australian sex industry, has increased from 63 in 2003/04, to 222 in 2004/05 
(ANAO 2006). Although it is not a breach of visa conditions for a person on a WHM visa to work 
in the legal sex industry in Australia

7
, concerns have been raised about cases involving women 

on a WHM visa trafficked for the purpose of slavery and sexual servitude. In May 2004, four 
South Korean women on WHM visas were identified to have been trafficked into the sex 
industry in Melbourne. In addition, between March 2004 and February 2006, 38 South Korean 
sex workers with WHM visas were found to be working illegally in Australia. In April 2005, two 
South Koreans applying for WHM visas were discovered to have substituted their x-rays 
because the originals showed they had tuberculosis. This incident in particular generated 
suspicion about a link to an organised racket trading in sex workers using the WHM visa (ANAO 
2006). Following several reports of such incidents involving Korean women on WHM visas, the 
Australian government has been cautiously monitoring WH visa applications made by Korean 
nationals and trying to develop profiling methods to reduce the incidents of visa fraud and 
criminality including sex trafficking (ANAO 2006).  
 
A student visa is granted to those who wish to undertake a registered course or part of a 
registered course on a full-time basis. A registered course includes an education or training 
course offered by an Australian education provider who is registered with the Australian 
Government to offer courses to overseas students. To apply for a student visa, applicants are 
advised to get a letter of offer or electronic confirmation of enrolment (eCoE) in relation to one 
or more full-time courses of study.  
Student visa holders: 

 have access to Australia's subsidised student health cover  

 are able to study for more than three months  

 are generally able to change status to an overseas student in Australia, and  

 can apply for permission to work.  
Student visa holders can work a maximum of 20 hours per week during the term and unlimited 
hours when their course is not in session. Dependent family members of students can work a 
maximum of 20 hours per week throughout the year, or, in some cases, can apply to work 
unlimited hours.  
 
In the 12 months between 2004 and 2005, 34 people on student visas have been found working 
in the sex industry in breach of visa conditions while a further 100 were found to be working 
legally (DIAC 2005b).  
 
 
Primary Research Findings 
 
The following details findings from the survey, including the use of both a questionnaire and in-
depth interview, conducted between February 2007 and April 2008, in which 21 Korean women 
employed in the entertainment and sex industry in Australia participated.  
 
All the women interviewed except for one were in their twenties, with the average age of 26. 
The ages ranged between 22 and 35 with the majority (67per cent) situated between 24 and 28. 
This may reflect their eligibility for WHM visa and their economic position in Korea, which may 
involve being unemployed or in low-paid work. The characteristics of the participants 
interviewed were greatly similar in that they were all unmarried and had no dependent child.  
 
The Korean women in this study had relatively high educational attainment. Some 62per cent 
were university students, dropouts or graduates. Another 33per cent were high school 
graduates, leaving 5per cent who were middle school graduates. The educational level of the 
women who worked at massage parlours and brothels was also high with 70per cent of them 
either college students or graduates as seen in the table below. In addition, more than 33per 
cent of the women said that they came to Australia for study. At the time of the interview, five 
women (2 doumis and 3 sex workers) were enrolled in an educational institution (e.g. university, 
English language school) in Australia. 

                                                 
7
 However, if the person works more than six months with the one employer, it will be a breach of visa conditions. 
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More than 33per cent of the women participating in the study stated that they were only able to 
speak basic English or no English while more than a half (67per cent) said that they were 
capable of daily conversation including three with fluent English. Sex workers and doumi 
workers did not display noticeable differences in their English language proficiency. However 
contrary to the typically narrow perception that these women might have worked in a similar 
industry back in Korea, these women previously worked in diverse areas. Some 86per cent of 
them were employed in a wide range of businesses and industries in Korea. Including two 
women who were enrolled in college, the vast majority of the women had been employed in a 
wide range of businesses and industries in Korea. Many used to work as sales assistants or 
waitresses. Many women talked about their experience of working as a waitress or shop 
assistant. Most of them had small salaries that did not enable them to support their own living. 
Being frustrated at working long hours for little pay, one woman said, she was finally attracted to 
working in the entertainment and then the sex industries. She said it was the only job where she 
could earn a good income. She said:  
 

Upon the graduation from my high school, I moved to Seoul by myself. I lived in a cheap dormitory and 
had two or three part-time jobs. As a shop assistant and a waitress, I worked day and night. But I only 
earned small money and my life was just a daily struggle to get by (S, 25, noraebang doumi).  

 

Of the 21 women, more than 38per cent (or 8 women) had previously worked as sex workers 
and another 14per cent (or 3 women) had working experience as doumis in karaoke bars. Many 
of them started these jobs as a matter of survival or as a way of maintaining independence 
without family support after leaving home or school or supplementing family income (especially 
when they had a single mother or siblings attending school or university). 
 
At the time of the interviews, the women had been in Australia for an average of 13 months 
approximately, ranging from 1 to 36 months. The shortest period that a woman had been 
staying in Australia was one month and the longest was four years. Around 62per cent of the 
women stayed in Australia less than 12 months. The remaining whose stay in Australia 
exceeded 12 months included those on a student visa or on second working holiday visas and 
those who were able to extend their stay through visa transfer (e.g. from working holiday visa to 
student visa). In all cases, the women interviewed said their migration to Australia was basically 
legitimate and self-directed. All of the women, with no exception, said that they left Korea on 
their own initiative. In more than 76per cent of cases, they responded that they came to 
Australia with an intention to work in the entertainment or sex industry. For the rest (24per cent), 
working in the entertainment or sex industry was a secondary activity to their primary purpose 
(often study or travelling) of coming to Australia.  
 
When asked about how they were recruited into the industry nearly 67per cent (14) indicated 
that they had been assisted by others (e. g. brokers, colleagues) in gaining employment in 
Australia while the other 33per cent (7) indicated that no one was involved in their recruitment. 
Those with no involvement by others said that they just responded to ads (mostly on the 
internet) and then were employed, rather than being recruited by someone. 
 
Of the 14 women assisted by others, more than 70per cent mentioned a friend or a former 
colleague who was working in Australia as an important person in their recruitment to Australia. 
Many of them obtained job-related information from this friend or colleague and were assisted to 
find a job in Australia. The other 30per cent said that they were assisted by a broker (recruiter) 
in Korea, who pre-arranged their employment in Australia (to work at a room salon, a massage 
parlour or a brothel in Sydney). The women usually contacted the broker out of their own 
initiative. One woman, working as a massage parlour madam, assumed that about 30per cent 
of the Korean women were assisted by a broker to get a job in the Australian sex industry. In 
most cases, the women seemed to have met or talked with one person during the recruitment 
but the actual number of people involved in recruitment could not be determined. Recruiters, 
however, usually had links to some business owners (Korean origin) in Australia, which seemed 
to help them establish themselves as agents for international recruitment of entertainment and 
sex workers. These recruiters often ran advertisements on major web search engine and web 
portals in Korea (such as ―Naver‖ and ―Daum‖), which spelled out the pay and other conditions 
that women could expect from working in Australia as well as other countries.  
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A 24-year-old doumi worker interviewed said that she came into contact with an agent through 
one of these internet advertisements. The agent offered her a job as a doumi at a Korean room 
salon in Sydney where he used to work (as a staff member) whilst he stayed in Australia as a 
WH maker. He explained that the room salon owner was a good person and the work was easy. 
This finding suggests that there are individuals or groups in both Korea and Australia who 
recruit the women and bring them to Australia. One anonymous informant from a Korean 
community newspaper suggested that there were people (including Australia-based Koreans) 
whose prime or secondary business was the recruitment of women from Korea and the 
disbursement of them throughout Australia. However, he was doubtful that they were linked to 
organised crime, saying; ―they are just ordinary people‖ (Interview 2007).  
 
Of the 21 women, six (nearly 30per cent) had previous work experience in foreign countries 
other than Australia. Among them two stated that they had been involved in sex work in another 
foreign country (Japan for both cases) while the remaining four said that they had been involved 
in other activities such as waitressing and translating work in Guam, New Zealand, China and 
Spain. For most others, Australia was the first foreign country they had visited. Those who had 
been involved in sex work in another foreign country agreed that working conditions were much 
better in Australia. As one put it:  
 

―It may be because of the legal market here in Australia. In Japan, employers tend to be more 
controlling. Customers are also awful. They are very demanding and hardly use condoms (M, 29, 
brothel worker)‖.  

 

In this study, no women claimed that they were forced to do sex work or that they had no other 
options to choose. Of the 21 women, around 48per cent, including all the massage and brothel 
workers, identified that they were aware of the possibility of doing sex related work while the 
rest (52per cent, all the doumi workers) indicated that their work did not necessarily involve sex-
related services. Doumi workers commonly mentioned that sex work was prohibited in their 
workplaces and that there was no coercion by the employer for them to provide sexual services. 
Of all 11 doumi workers, two, including one room salon worker and one noraebang worker, 
indicated that they privately and occasionally had sex with their clients for extra money outside 
the workplace.  
 
In all cases, the women were required to pay nothing but travel expenses to come to Australia. 
Nearly 81per cent paid their own travel expenses (mostly airfare, around AUD1,200) to come to 
Australia while the remaining 19per cent (including 3 doumi workers and 1 brothel worker) said 
that they paid a part of the cost or nothing. These women were provided with an air ticket to 
Australia by the employers (three with the round-trip air ticket and one with a one-way ticket) 
under a verbal agreement to work for more than three months. They were not required to sign a 
contract but asked to provide their passport number or a copy of their resident registration from 
Korea for the air ticket to be mailed.  
 
All the 21 women, with no exception, stated that they came to Australia lawfully with their own 
passport. Around 86per cent of the interviewed women came to Australia with a one-year 
working holiday (WHM) visas while the remaining 14per cent were on either student visa or 
tourist visa. More than 11per cent of the 18 WHM visa holders were later granted a student visa 
through visa transfer. At the time of the interviews, four of the women on student visas were 
enrolled in an educational institution. Some other women extended their stay in Australia by 
obtaining a second WHM visa or having a series of temporary visas. 
 
For most of the women interviewed with WHM visas there seems to have been no barriers to 
their coming into and working in Australia legally. With relatively easy visa processing 
arrangements in Australia allowing electronic lodgement of WH visa applications, most of the 
women interviewed found it easy to arrange their entry to Australia by themselves. However, 
situations seemed different for those who were not eligible for WH visas or student visas as 
their migration into or working in Australia often required illegal mechanisms. A 35 year old 
doumi said that she had to come to work in Australia on a tourist visa as she was out of the age 
bracket (between 18 and 30) eligible for a WH visa. At the time of the interview, she was 
planning to travel to New Zealand in order to get her tourist visa reissued. Another woman, a 28 
year old massage worker, also talked about some cases of Korean women she saw or heard 
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about who obtained WH visas by changing their names (e.g. by using a different way of 
spelling) or using other persons‘ passport (e.g. sister‘s).  
 
When questioned regarding the legality of prostitution more than 52per cent observed that 
prostitution in Australia is a legal activity while the others either perceived it as an illegal activity 
(around 29per cent) or had no idea (19per cent). Interestingly, not every sex worker was well 
aware of the legality of the sex industry in Australia. Of the 12 women who stated that they were 
engaged in sex-related work in Australia (including 10 sex workers and 2 doumis), around 17per 
cent (two doumis) thought prostitution was an illegal activity while one massage worker had no 
idea. This indicates that, in working in Australia, many Korean women may be guided by work 
practices experienced in Korea, with little understanding of their options in Australia.  
 
The women interviewed were also questioned on the type of premises in which they worked. 
Just over 52per cent worked in the entertainment industry with 9 women working at noraebangs 
and 2 at room salons. The remaining 48per cent worked in the sex industry with 5 working at 
massage parlours and another 5 at brothels. In 80per cent of these cases, their involvement in 
sex work in Australia was the continuation of their former occupation in Korea. However, many 
women did not adhere to one type of workplace but moved around different types of workplaces 
(although usually within the same industry). For example doumi workers often moved from a 
room salon to a noraebang or vice versa while sex workers moved about from a massage 
parlour to a brothel. Of the 21, three women (one room salon worker and two noraebang 
workers) said that they were involved in doumi work for a relatively short period of their stay in 
Australia and were out of the industry at the time of the interview.  
 
All of the women reported that they met their customers at a fixed place (usually at their 
workplaces) except for one massage worker who stated that when she worked at a Chinese 
room salon, she sometimes carried out escort services to a requested location (for instance 
where the customer had a big private party). Although not indicated in the data, two doumi 
workers mentioned that they occasionally met customers outside of their workplace to have sex 
for money as it was prohibited at their workplaces. In fact, socialising with customers outside of 
the workplace and working hours seemed to be a common activity for some women. This, 
however, varied according to the different types of business. It was strictly prohibited for 
noraebang doumi workers to meet customers in private, while room salon workers were often 
encouraged or pushed by their employer or the manager/madam to meet the customer during 
the day. This was because, for room salon workers, it was an important part of their duties to 
build a good connection with customers and secure more regular customers.  
 
Around 52per cent of the women responded that they had been involved in jobs other than 
entertainment and sex work in Australia. Just over 33per cent answered that they had had no 
other jobs in Australia. The most common job choice was student, which was undertaken by 
over 29per cent of the women. Others included cleaning, sales assistant, waitress and room 
salon hostess. With the lack of language and other skills, jobs they could do in Australia were 
very limited and rarely available outside the Korean community.  
 
None of the women signed written contracts of employment. In all cases, the employment 
contract was done verbally and no IOU (I owe you) was required. None of the women were 
under a slavery or bondage agreement. With no written contract they had to sign, most 
considered their verbal contracts as practical agreements which would provide them with prior 
knowledge, although usually vague, about their working conditions. The amount of pay, the pay 
system, working conditions and sometimes living arrangements were usually settled through 
verbal contract.  
 
None of the women were given a basic salary except for one woman who was formerly a 
massage worker and now salaried as a massage parlour manager. She said she was given 
AUD2,000-2,500 per week for her six days of 12 hours/day shift work as manager. In most 
cases, women perceived and described themselves as freelancers or independent workers on 
the ground that they had freedom to work and quit. In terms of conditions of their employment, 
they were also more like freelancers or independent workers. They were given no basic salary, 
but a performance-based and therefore insecure income. In a few exceptional cases, however, 
a 29 year old brothel worker said, some newly opened brothels offered a basic salary (around 
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AUD300-500.00 a day) to induce more workers but it was usually only for the first one or two 
months of employment.  
 
Should any of the women choose to terminate their employment, no financial punishment would 
be imposed. However, some women (just over 14per cent) reported that at the start of their 
employment they were required to put down a deposit (normally two weeks income) to secure 
their position, which was refundable usually with two-week notice of stopping work. This 
seemed to be a common practice employed especially at Korean-owned room salons and 
massage parlours in order for business operators to prevent workers from quitting without 
notice. With and without the deposit, women were often placed under great disadvantages, both 
financially and psychologically, as a result of their notice to quit. When receiving the notice, the 
employer and the madam often refused to pay back the deposit, threatened and bullied the 
women and restricted her opportunity to see customers (and make money). Being afraid of all 
these disadvantages they would face, two doumi workers said that they had to give up their 
deposit and quit without notice.  
 
Of the 21 women, around 48per cent indicated that they had been involved in sex-related work 
back in Korea. They included all of the five 5 brothel workers, 60per cent of the 5 massage 
workers and 22per cent of the 9 noraebang doumis. In many case, they said, they started their 
career as karaoke or room salon workers, which did not always involve sexual intercourse with 
clients. This seemed to make the women enter the industry easily often with little perception 
about the nature of the work they were going to be involved in. As one put it:  
 

Being attracted to higher hourly payment on the ad, I became involved in massage work in Korea. It first 
seemed OK as I was advised that no sexual intercourse with customers was required. But things were 
different in reality. Some customers tried to have sex by force (T, 23, massage worker).  

 

In this study, noraebangs and room salons workers were more likely than massage parlour and 
brothel workers to work in Korean-owned and operated establishments. In all 11 cases of 
noraebang and room salon workers, the owners and organisers of the business were Korean. In 
sex-related businesses, including massage parlours and brothels, only 30per cent of the owners 
were Korean while the remaining 70per cent included other nationalities (60per cent Chinese 
and 10per cent Anglo-Saxon). Some 80per cent of brothel workers, in particular, were working 
in non-Korean establishments. Business owners and managers (or madams) were usually of 
the same nationality. Chinese or Australian agencies did not usually have Korea-speaking staff 
members. In this study, only 14per cent (1 out of 7) of non-Korean-owned businesses had a 
Korean-speaking manager. This implies difficulties in communication in the workplace for these 
women, most of whom had little command of English.  
 
Particularly notable was that the women usually started working at Korean-owned premises and 
then moved to non-Korean-owned (mostly Chinese) agencies for better income and/or better 
working conditions often because of abuse and control by the employer and staff in Korean-
owned businesses.  
 
None of the women suggested evidence that their migration to and employment in Australia had 
a link with a criminal network. No information was available to show the involvement of 
organised crimes including false documentation, drugs or money laundering within their 
industry. According to limited information collected, organisers of the importation of Korean sex 
workers into Australia usually included owners and managers (or madams) of the business in 
Australia, who were also engaged in training the women, accommodating them and/or taking 
them to and from the airport and work. One anonymous informant from a Korean community 
newspaper, during the interview for this study, suggested that most people involved in trafficking 
Korean women into the Australian sex industry engaged in other normal economic activities 
rather than conventional or traditional organised crime activities.  
 
However, considering that there are people regularly and efficiently recruiting women from 
Korea and bringing them to Australia, placing them in a business and moving them between 
states (major cities like Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Adelaide), it is speculated that there may be 
organised crime involved. Various media reports also suggest that the recruitment of sex 
workers from Korea to Australia involves organised criminal activities such as false 
documentation and money laundering. Some women interviewed also mentioned that many of 
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the Korean business owners were involved in money transferring businesses. They said that 
these business owners helped the women remit money to family in Korea for which they 
charged a high fee. In some cases, a 28 year old massage worker said, the money was seized 
by a wicked employer. She said: ―my friend was stolen AUD6,000.00 by the owner. But, 
because he was connected with gangsters, we didn‘t dare to fight against him‖. In fact, there 
were a number of women in this study who suspected Korean and other ethnic (e.g. Chinese, 
Vietnamese, and Middle East Asian) gangsters to be involved in the industry (see the table 
below). Many indicated that they saw gangster-looking men who often hung around the 
premises where they worked although most of them did not experience direct violence by gang 
members. However, some women, including two doumi workers and one massage worker, 
stated that, being accused of encouraging other workers to quit, they had been threatened by 
gang members (Korean) or by the business manager (Korean) who was accompanied by gang 
members.  
 
Most women interviewed worked relatively long hours with the average of 8.7 hours a day. Due 
to the nature of the business, they tended to work more during the weekend than they did on 
weekdays. Working hours were in general different, depending on the individuals and the 
different businesses. Some worked on a part-time or casual basis (e.g. one or two days a week, 
weekends only) and were engaged in other activities like study. Others worked full-time (6 days 
a week), often involving 12-hour shift work (in the case of massage and brothel workers) or 7-8 
hours of night work (in the case of noraebang and room salon workers). Through pre-
employment negotiation with the owner, many women said that they were able to choose when, 
for how long, and for what amount or kind of payment they worked. Longer working hours, 
however, were not necessarily reflected in their income as they were paid not by the time they 
were present on the premises but by the time they spent with customers. 
 
In general, sex workers were more likely than doumi workers to have relative freedom in 
deciding their working days and hours. For doumi workers, working hours tended to be set 
depending on the business hours preferred by the business owner. Doumi workers usually 
started their work between 19:00 and 20:00 with the opening of the business and finished 
between 02:00 and 04:00 at the close of business. One doumi worker explained that they were 
initially told to finish whenever they wanted to, but were effectively forced to remain working for 
a longer period of time. She said; 
 

You have to stay on premise until close of business, which is normally three or four o‘clock in the 
morning as free transport is available only at that time. Otherwise you have to take a taxi at your 
expense. And he prefers girls working at least six days a week. If you try to choose working days and 
hours at your own convenience, he won‘t let you continue to work. That how I got fired (E, 28, former 
noraebang doumi).  

 

In the case of brothels and massage parlours, which often operated 24 hours a day, women 
were usually supposed to work on a two-shift (day/night) basis. They, however, were free to 
work as many or as few days as they wanted although brothel workers in general appeared to 
have more freedom in deciding working hours than massage workers. In the most 
unconstrained case, a 28 year old woman working at a Chinese brothel said that she had been 
allowed by the owner to adjust her schedule at her convenience. She said, 
 

They [working hours] all depend on my pulse on the day. I can work whatever hours I want at a 
moment‘s notice. The other day I came back home in just one hour since I felt unpleasant that day. The 
owner doesn‘t say anything (H, 28, brothel worker).  

 

However, most other brothel worker interviewees were working 6 days a week, doing 12 hour 
shifts as sex work was usually their principal career. 
 
Based on the 21 women, the average time off was 9.4 days out of four weeks. Exactly which 
days off they took was different for different women depending on whether they chose to work 
full-time, part-time or casually. With no doubt, part-time or casual workers had more days off 
than full-time workers. In addition, brothel and massage workers tended to have more days off 
than noraebang and room salon workers. Some brothel workers worked only one day a week 
while some noraebang workers had only two-to-three days off a month. Brothel workers 
seemed to have more freedom to take sick days than others. Noraebang and room salon 
workers often said that they were not allowed to have a sick day on their own. One doumi 
worker said: ―One day I was very sick and I called the owner to ask for a day off. But he told me 
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to show up no matter what‖ (O, 24, doumi). Massage workers also had difficulties in having a 
sick day as the business usually operated 24 hours a day with 12-hour shifts, which allowed 
little room for time flexibility.  
 
During working hours women were often restricted (but not necessarily by force) in their 
movement often because they were supposed to be on call for any possible clients or because 
coming and going (of not only workers but also customers) was always monitored at the 
entrance. Of the 21 women, 33per cent indicated that they found it difficult to go out during 
breaks. Whenever they wanted to go out, for example to buy something or get something to eat, 
many said that there was always a receptionist or a manger who would do that for them. In 
some cases, women did not want to go out during breaks. This was particularly true for those 
who were supposed to wear a costume while working (e.g. room salon workers, massage 
workers and brothel workers). If they went out without notice, some said, they normally received 
a verbal warning.  
 
For Doumi workers, working in noraebangs or room salons, customers were usually Korean 
men based in Sydney. These businesses were all Korean owned and operated and advertised 
in Korean community newspapers and magazines. Noraebangs, in particular, were located 
usually within or near the Korean community and had many Korean customers walking in off the 
streets. In contrast, sex workers, who worked at either massage parlours or brothels, had a 
more diverse group of customers including Australian, Europeans, Chinese, Vietnamese, 
Middle-Eastern as well as Koreans. These businesses are more typically advertised in English 
language local newspapers and magazines.  
 
The number of clients the women saw a day varied greatly according to the type of work, 
working date, working hours, commitment, willingness, and/or popularity of an individual worker 
or a business establishment. For instance, one hardworking sex worker was seeing up to 10 
clients during her 12-14 hours on duty while a casual sex worker met only three to four clients in 
her 6 hours of working. For noraebang and room salon doumi workers, the number of clients 
they saw a day was relatively small in relation to their total working hours. The number of 
clients, however, did not really matter to them as the customers usually came in a group and the 
doumis were paid by the hour they spent with a group of customers. A 25-year-old room salon 
doumi served up to five tables on a busy Saturday night while she was only able to attend one 
table on another day. The women basically saw any client selecting them. For most of them, 
refusing customers was not really an easy option, as they were desperately in need of money or 
often feared verbal abuse by the employer. Their financial circumstance often gave them little 
motivation to refuse a client. In general, sex workers saw more customers than did doumi 
workers. Of the 21 women interviewed, 10 sex worker interviewees were seeing, on average, 6 
customers a day while noraebang and room salon doumis usually attended 2-3 rooms a day. A 
single job normally involved either 30 minutes or one hour of sexual services for a client for 
massage and brothel workers, while it meant three-to-five hours of hostessing (no sex) a group 
of clients for noraebang and room salon doumis. In two exceptional cases (one noraebang 
doumi and one room salon doumi), doumi workers were occasionally (e.g. once a day or once a 
month) involved in sex with customers. For massage workers, sex with a client was optional. 
The deal was reached normally at the reception and the worker, according to the deal reached, 
provided either massage only or massage plus sex.  
 
In most cases, the women found it difficult to provide accurate information about the number of 
co-workers in their workplace. This was because many workers were working on a part-time or 
casual basis and had little contact with other workers outside of their own working hours. The 
number of women workers in the workplace was different with different agencies. In general, 
massage parlours, for their 24 hour operation, had the most women workers compared to other 
business types. On average, massage parlours had 25 workers while others had 10-12 workers. 
These numbers often included all the full-time, part-time and casual workers. The number of 
doumi workers of noraebangs and room salons establishments shown in the table below, 
however, did not indicate the number of co-workers engaged in sex-related services but 
included those involved in entertaining services. All the doumi women claimed that, unlike in 
Korea, doumis were not allowed by the employers to have what they called ―second round 
(going out to have sex with a customer)‖ in Australia.  
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In Korean-owned businesses (including all the noraebang and room salon establishments), the 
working women were usually Koreans. Occasionally there would be a small number of other 
ethnicities (mostly Japanese and Chinese). When the business owner was of another 
nationality, the working women tended to be from a more diverse group including a small 
number (2-3) of Korean women. In the case of noraebang and room salon establishments, 
workers only included those engaged in entertaining services.  
 
Most women made good money from their work as doumis or sex workers. Very few of these 
women had other sources of income. Basically, the more clients they saw the more income they 
could earn. However, the amount of money they earned greatly varied according to the types of 
work they did. In general, sex workers earned more money than doumi workers did as their 
work was very different in nature and the hourly pay was accordingly varied. Including the 
contribution of tips

8
, the average income of all the women interviewed was over AUD5,000 per 

month (4 weeks), with a mean of about AUD3,000 for women working in a noraebang, 
AUD3,500 for room salon workers, AUD6,525 for massage workers and AUD9,100 for brothel 
workers. The highest monthly income reported was AUD10,000 (by a full-time brothel worker) 
while the lowest was AUD1,600 (by a casual massage worker).  
 
The women were usually paid by the hour they spent with a customer, which was the industry 
standard. It was brothel workers who earned the highest hourly rate. A noraebang doumi had to 
do a full one hour hostessing for AUD40-45.00 while a room salon doumi was paid AUD55-
60.00. The money they earned was the tip the customers were required to pay extra apart from 
drinks. A massage parlour-based worker earned AUD30-80.00 for a one-hour massage 
(depending on whether sex was involved or not) while a brothel-based worker received 
AUD100-105.00 for one hour of sex. For massage and brothel workers, the money they earned 
was a portion of the fee paid by each customer, which was split, usually from 50:50 up to 65/35 
favouring the worker, between the business owner and the sex worker. Some sex workers were 
able to achieve relative prosperity in a short period of time. A 28 year old massage worker said 
a very hard-working massage worker could earn up to AUD20,000 for a two-week roster if she 
travelled to work in other states. Another woman, 29-year-old brothel worker, said that she was 
able to save around AUD100,000 after a year of working in the Australian sex industry. Doumis, 
on the contrary, could not always be certain about how much they would earn. One doumi said: 
―It‘s hard to tell. Sometimes, for instance if I get to see more clients, I earn more. But sometimes 
I earn much less. It depends on each day‖ (L, 26, Noraebang doumi). She also talked about the 
competition for clients amongst women. ―You have to be chosen by the client. Popular girls 
always earn more than others. Sometimes the difference in income becomes really huge‖ (L, 
26, Noraebang doumi). 
 
For this reason, individual financial circumstances varied greatly and so was the way they spent 
their money. Some said that the money they earned only could cover daily living costs while 
others were able to earn enough money to support their own study, to take home or to spend 
lavishly on buying goods and travelling. However they spent it, money was a great deal of the 
reason why they entered and remained in their work. As one put it; 
 

This job can let you earn big money not easily but very quickly. Once, I could earn $700 for two-hour 
work. But saving is not easy. As you can make money quickly, you get to spend it quickly too. It‘s 
because you know you can make $1,000 in the next few days (C, 25, former room salon worker).  

 

Daily payment was the most common type of wage payment. Of the 21 women, just over 76per 
cent indicated that they were paid on the same day they worked. As the business flourished and 
became more competitive, agencies often competed with each other to offer the workers the 
best possible working conditions especially in terms of payment. Most women preferred to be 
paid on a daily basis as they frequently changed work locations. Daily payment was the most 
common type of wage payment for noraebang workers and brothel workers while room salon 
workers and massage workers were often paid on a weekly or monthly basis. In a few other 
cases, however, some women indicated that the payment was not necessarily made on the 
same day as promised. One explained: 
 

                                                 
8
 Many workers received tips usually around AUD5.00 to 10.00 per service. Massage workers received the most tips, 

which was around AUD20.00-50.00. A 29-year-old brothel worker said that she earned AUD4-500 a month from tips. 
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Some employers often postpone daily payment with an excuse that they don‘t have cash on that day. 
They often say, ‗because your customers have paid with credit card, you have to wait until the credit 
card company pays me‘. This makes you continue to work even though you‘re not on any work contract 
(L, 26, former noraebang worker). 

 

The 21 women in this study had on average been employed by four different workplaces in 
Australia. In general, sex workers made more workplace changes than did doumis, which may 
reflect their broader choice in workplaces. Many doumi workers said that the number of Korean-
own noraebang and room salon businesses where they could choose to work was still very 
limited in Sydney.  
 
Women frequently moved between premises seeking better incomes and/or better working 
conditions. Many obtained job information through ads and word-of-mouth from friends and 
colleagues. In comparison to doumi workers, sex workers were even more highly mobile as they 
often moved between states. Many sex workers in this study, especially those engaged in 
massage work, had once or twice (or more times) done sex work on a short-term (usually two-
week) roster in other cities in Australia. This was how one 29-year-old massage worker said she 
had worked at 14-15 different work locations during her 18 months stay in Australia.  
 
Frequent movement of work locations was in fact one WH visa condition, which permitted visa 
holders to work with any one employer for no more than six months. The following comments by 
a 29-year-old sex worker, however, indicated that this condition could be of some assistance to 
some business owners; 
 

They actually prefer short-term or casual employment as it meant more new workers and therefore 
higher turnover for them. Top selling establishments wouldn‘t let you work as many days as you want as 
they want to have more variety to their workers. Then you‘ll have to work at different locations on 
different days during the week (M, 29, Brothel worker).  

 

The women moved between agencies for a range of reasons with ‗low income‘ the most 
common cited reason. Employers and brokers usually overstated the amount of money that 
could be earned from the work and many women found their actual income to be much lower 
than that. One doumi worker explained: ―the broker in Korea told me that it was a top selling 
room salon. But it had no customers. I couldn‘t make money there (O, 24, noraebang doumi)‖. 
Another said: ―By moving to a new location, you can become a ―new face‖, which can mean 
more money (S, 25, noraebang doumi)‖.  
 
Frequent movement was also closely related to exploitative and controlling practices at the 
workplace. Many talked about having no freedom and/or abusive treatment (especially verbal 
abuse) by the owner (see question D-15 and D-16 for more explanation).  
 
Hard work was also one of the common reasons for movement. Many women found the work 
they did demanding both physically and mentally. Massage workers frequently talked about the 
hardship of physical labour in performing massage techniques. Besides, they were often 
pressed by the burden of generating more regular customers as they otherwise were verbally 
abused by the employer. For this reason, one brothel worker said, massage workers often 
moved into a brothel. Noraebang and room salon workers referred to the use of alcohol as one 
of difficulties they experienced relating to their work. Drinking was an important part of their 
work. They were saddled with the burden of constantly drinking large amounts of alcohol and 
encouraging their customers to spend more and more money on buying drinks. One said:  
 

It is physically hard. You have to drink a big bowl of ―poktanju (boilermaker)‖ over and over again. If you 
don‘t drink it, you‘re removed from the room by the customers (C, 24, former room salon doumi). 

 

Trouble with co-workers was also another reason as one maintained: ―there are always little 
fights and jealousy between women (S, 25, noraebang doumi)‖.  
 
In this study no women seemed to have been treated in the exploitative and abusive way, 
physically or sexually, as trafficking victims usually were. Violence did not seem to be a major 
concern for these women. No women reported incidences of physical violence or sexual assault 
by the employer or any other business organisers. However, there was one doumi worker who 
revealed her direct experience of all the death threats, the use of weapons and drugs, and 
verbal threats related to her work. The following narrative detailed her experience; 
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I was once employed as a ―madam‖ at a newly opened room salon in Sydney. I was offered a fixed 
monthly wage by the Korean owner of the business. I worked hard recruiting doumis, putting ads on the 
internet and cleaning up the premise as they were all parts of my duties as madam. The business, 
however, did not go well but had difficulties in pulling customers. As the business was finally closed 
after a couple of months, the owner began to put all the blames on me. He then demanded to give back 
what he paid me. As I refused, he became very violent and began to threaten me. He frequently called 
my mobile phone and came to my place and the new workplace. He sometimes brought a small knife 
with him and threatened me with death. Although it made me feel upset and victimized, Not knowing 
what to do, I could not help but gave him back some of the money [around AUD1,000.00] (K, 24, 
noraebang doumi).  

 

Although she claimed that it did not make her worry about her safety and there was no actual 
physical abuse, she showed the extreme feeling of aversion to her former employer. 
 
Some other women also provided a few anecdotal stories, which suggested some level of 
violence and coercion (although not by the employers, managers or madams) existing within 
their workplaces. A 28 year old brothel worker, for instance, indicated that she witnessed 
physical violence by the employer. She said; 
 

My friend was beaten by him [the employer]. I got extremely angry with him but I couldn‘t do anything. I 
was afraid of disadvantages that would be given to me as a result of my action. I know sex work is legal 
in Australia and I have done nothing wrong but I still feel reluctant to approach law enforcement 
agencies to report what I witnessed (H, 28, brothel worker).  

 

In another case, a 25 year old room salon doumi said that she once experienced physical 
violence by a drunken customer, although she was saved by her manager just before she got 
seriously hurt. Another, 24 year old noraebang doumi, also spoke about one of her work 
colleagues, who was badly beaten by her customer in a noraebang room. In this case, she said, 
the customer threatened the noraebang owner to call the police and walked away with no 
trouble. Seeing from these stories, security measures that these women could rely on were 
rarely available. The women only could rely on the protection of the owner or manager who was 
normally present nearby in their workplace. Considering that they were usually left alone with 
drunken customers, it was more likely to be doumi workers than sex workers that were greatly 
exposed to potential abuse and violence.  
 
In Australia, Korean noraebangs and room salons are operated completely in the shadows. The 
existence of noraebang and room salon doumi workers has not been really recognised and 
therefore their legal and social rights have not been discussed or guaranteed. In this study, the 
hidden and informal nature of the work they did and their disadvantageous statuses (commonly 
as a visitor, being young, female, and having little English and limited information and funding), 
often by forcing these workers underground and reliant, seemed to increase the vulnerability of 
doumi workers to abuse and control of the employer. Whether they became a victim of abusive 
and deceptive management practices or not seemed to depend on whether they met ‗good‘ or 
‗bad‘ operators. Meeting bad ones was regarded bad luck and they just walked across town and 
got another job. 
 
In many cases (usually when working at Korean owned or operated businesses), women were 
vulnerable to verbal abuse and control of the owners, mangers, and/or madams. Of all 21 
interviewed women, over 42per cent stated that they had been verbally abused (38per cent) 
and/or imposed a fine (29per cent). One said:  
 

At the room salon where I worked, if a customer makes any complain about me, the manager always 
swore at me. I was also severely cursed and scolded by him for being late or being absent from work (O, 
24, noraebang doumi). 

 

Verbal abuse and imposition of a fine were more common to doumi workers than to sex 
workers. Forty six per cent of doumis reported that they had been verbally abused and/or 
imposed a fine while 30per cent of sex workers did so. Decriminalisation of sex work in Australia 
might have provided an environment where sex workers can be more fairly treated especially by 
the employers.  
 
Many women were effectively controlled by the employers not necessarily through physical and 
sexual violence but by the use of subtle techniques. For instance, they were often bound by a 
large set of house rules related to being late, being absent and working hours. Of all 21 
interviewed women, over 67per cent stated that they received either warning (24per cent) or a 



Proceedings: The 9
th
 Annual Pacific Employment Relations Association Conference, 17 to 20 November 2009 46 

 

penalty (43per cent) for being late for work. In addition, over 71per cent stated that they 
received warning (29per cent), a penalty (38per cent) or no day-off (5per cent) for being absent. 
In a massage parlour, for example, one explained; ―If you‘re one hour late, the penalty is 
$10.00. For two hours late, it‘s $15.00 and, for three hours late, it becomes $20.00‖ (T, 23, 
massage worker). In a room salon, another said; ―the penalty is $50 for being late and $200 for 
not showing up‖ (O, 25, doumi). Fines were deducted from the payment at employers‘ 
convenience. Although not fully reflected in the tables below, many women agreed that room 
salon works and massage workers were more likely than noraebang doumis and brothel 
workers to be under the strict control of the employer. 
 
Punishment for getting drunk at work was not extensive for noraebang and room salon workers, 
as drinking was a part of their job. Over 24per cent stated that they only received warning (more 
like preaching) for getting drunk. In addition, no women reported that they received any 
punishment for going out during working hours. However, many women, during the interview, 
said that the owners and managers did not like them to go out even briefly during working 
hours. One brothel worker said: ―when I needed something to buy or eat, there is always either 
the receptionist or the manager who would go out instead of me‖ (N, 27, brothel worker). 
Another said: ―Going out during the working hour was not really easy. The entrance was always 
monitored by a security camera and even the customers were not allowed without checking‖ (C, 
25, former room salon).  
 
All 21 women said that they were able to quit their work at any time and on their own. Most 
women said that it usually required no punishment but only two week‘s notice. Only a small 
number of women received either warning (5per cent) or penalty (5per cent) for quitting before 
the verbally agreed period to work was over. One woman explained: ―It usually depends on 
whether the business requires a job security deposit or not. It is because it can get seized by 
the employer as a penalty‖ (K, 29, massage worker).  
 
According to the information collected during the interview, room salons and massage parlours 
were more likely than noraebangs and brothels to have strict house rules about working hours 
and making a deposit. More significant about women‘s experience of house rules, however, was 
that it was typically observable in Korean-own premises often regardless of the business type. 
Many women talked about exploitative and deceptive work practices they experienced whilst 
working in Korean-owned businesses. Exploitative and deceptive work practices commonly 
mentioned included issues like being forced to make or give up a deposit, not getting paid at all 
or on time, being fined for being late or absent, not being allowed to leave the premises or not 
being able to choose clients. Confronted with these, many women felt that they were purposely 
deceived but could not do anything. One said:  
 

When employed, I wasn‘t given any information about the house rules like penalties and making a 
deposit. As I protested later, the owner insisted that it was the ABC to anyone in the industry (O, 24, for 
mer room salon doumi and current noraebang doumi).  

 

With no detailed contract between the employer and the workers, women were not fully aware 
of working conditions in detail and some house rules were often subject to changes at 
employers‘ convenience. Especially when giving notice to quit, variable house rules regarding 
penalty and deposit often most adversely affected the women. There were usually some 
consequences, visible or invisible, they had to suffer when they tried to quit.  
 
A common management practice, especially in Korean-own room salons and massage 
parlours, included collecting a security deposit which workers were meant to reclaim when they 
finished working. The amount they had to make a deposit was usually a two-week‘s income or 
more. In practice, the deposit was used to try and control workers‘ behaviour, for example 
deducting from the deposit a penalty for turning up late, not turning up for work or quitting a job 
with a short notice. One worker explained: 
  

When I started to work at a room salon, the owner wouldn‘t pay me on a regular basis but instead kept a 
record of my payment in a book promising a lump sum payment later. He said it would help me save 
money but, in fact, it was for him to stop the workers from quitting on their own. I was able to get some 
payment, about $200.00 at a time, only when I lied to him that I needed urgent money, say, to pay rent 
or to pay a bill. Then I gave him two weeks notice to quit. Then he began to claim various fines and 
deduct them from my unpaid wages. For instance, he charged me $50.00 for turning up for work five 
minutes late and $100.00 for not answering his call to my mobile. Fines were applied all at his discretion. 
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I knew that he would do anything to turn down my claim for the deposit and unpaid wages. He wouldn‘t 
let me see any customers but take my money after all by making something out of nothing. That‘s what 
he does. To get out of his control as soon as possible, I just gave up my money but had to grin and bear 
it (O, 24, doumi).  

     

There were some tougher women who could stand up to the employer in relation to such 
exploitative and deceptive work practices. One massage worker said:  
 

As I gave him a notice to quit, there were a few women who followed me. Then the employer told me to 
come and see him. Before I went to see him, I told my colleagues to call the police if I did not come back 
in safe. During the meeting there was a Chinese gang standing next to him. He accused me of 
instigating other workers to quit, which I denied. I kept telling myself to remain calm and strong. At the 
end of the meeting, I was able to get my deposit back (K, 29, Massage worker).  

 
Most women mentioned that employers were often offended by a worker‘s notice to quit, 
assuming that she might try to move to another agency. Although a small number, some said 
that they were actually threatened by their former employer, who said: ―never try to come back 
to Australia‖ or ―when spotted by me again in Sydney, you‘ll be dead‖. They also heard that 
some employers even escorted the worker to the airport to make sure that she returned to 
Korea not working in other agencies. An recent media report about three Korean women, as 
seen earlier, who were arrested at the Korean international airport for doing sex work whilst in 
Australia, advocates suspicion that there might be somebody behind this case, who, possibly as 
an act of retaliation, informed the police about these women and the work they did. It might be 
the former employer, staff member or one of colleagues who knew about the work they did in 
Australia. Interviews with some women in this study to some extent confirmed this suspicion. 
 
Facing abuse, exploitation and deception, these women hardly made police reports or sought 
external assistance partly because they thought their work was illegal (particularly doumi 
workers) and partly because they perceived unfair treatment they received as unexceptional 
practices within the industry. Revealing her experience of verbal abuse and threat by the former 
employer, one doumi worker simply said: ―these people [room salon owners] are all like that‖ (T, 
24, doumi). Most women did not have an awareness of their rights as workers and did little to 
insist on them. They did not have information about the normal routes for addressing bad 
working conditions. Besides, again due to the illegal nature of their work, they were often 
ineligible for the legal protections that were available to other vulnerable workers in Australia. 
There seemed to be not many things that they could do to fight against exploitative and abusive 
working conditions and employers but keep changing workplaces until they met the better 
workplace and employer.  
 
Of 21 women, 48per cent found their working conditions or life to be either worse (38per cent) 
or much worse (10per cent) than what they expected or heard. The remaining 52per cent found 
them either much better (5per cent), better (24per cent) or the same as expected (24per cent). 
In general, sex workers were more likely than doumi workers to perceive their working 
conditions or life in Australia to be much better or better than expected. 
 
Many mentioned that prices were higher than anticipated. Some said that they initially came to 
Australia to attend a language course but found it hard to afford it. Others said that they wanted 
to experience a new environment but found themselves isolated within the Korean community. 
Working conditions were also often seen as bad in comparison with those promised on job 
advertisements or by the business owners. To attract more women (or ―better‖ women), 
advertisements for doumis or sex workers, showing nice pictures of an apartment with a pool in 
Sydney, often exaggerated or misled about the working and living conditions in Australia. The 
business owners usually overstated the amount of money that could be earned from the work. 
One woman explained that: ―it is usually overstated by 150-200per cent‖ (K, 29, massage 
worker). Many women found actual working conditions to be different from those which they 
expected but they were verbally but effectively forced to submit to them (often due to lack of 
information, social network, language, funds, etc). As examined later, over half the women in 
this study felt that they were deceived in relation to the conditions under which they were going 
to work and live in Sydney. This might have influenced the way in which the women experienced 
their work.  
 
Unfavourable working conditions mentioned by the women included being forced to make a 
deposit (especially in room salons and massage parlours), not being able to choose working 
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hours (noraebangs, room salons and massage parlours), shift work (massage parlours), not 
being able to refuse clients, and/or not being allowed to leave the premises during working 
hours. They were more commonly mentioned by room salon workers and massage workers 
than noraebang and brothel workers. For this reason, more women tended to move from room 
salons to noraebangs or from massage parlours to brothels.  
 
In contrast, favourable working conditions mentioned by the women included higher hourly rates 
than in Korea (noraebangs), no burden of drinking (massage parlours and brothels) and 
flexibility in working hours (brothels). One woman explained; 
 

Actually I used to earn more back in Korea [where she worked at a room salon]. But there were so many 
different things I had to be concerned about, like relationships with customers or madams. There was 
always pressure from the employer and the madam to increase sale. And you were supposed to spend 
a lot of money on your clothes and make-up. Customers judged you by the brand name of the clothes 
you were in. In comparison, the work is relatively easier here in Australia. It may be because the industry 
is still small. And the customers are little nicer too (S, 25, noraebang doumi).  

 

Of the 21 women interviewed, 19per cent (4 doumis) replied that they had not been paid by the 
employer. Some were not paid accumulated unpaid wages and others were not given back the 
job security deposit. Commonly found from their cases of unpaid wages was that they all 
occurred when they worked at room salons and when they gave notice to quit the job. In these 
cases, the employer would not pay the women on a daily or weekly basis often to prevent a 
short notice to quit but instead kept the record of the number of services the women provided in 
a book and paid after a good while. In a few cases, by imposing fines and deducting them from 
the unpaid payment at their discretion, employers often seized the unpaid payment in the end. 
One said: ―At my claim for my unpaid income of AUD1,000 he [the employer] said I had 
accumulated fines of AUD2,000‖ (W, 24, doumi worker).  
 
 
Conclusion  
 
This research has examined recent patterns of migration of Korean women into Australia and 
their experience of working in the Australian entertainment and sex industry. It has focused on 
examining working conditions of these women. Through findings drawn from survey 
questionnaires, open-ended one-on-one interviews and secondary data, the findings can 
generate not only greater understanding of the difficulties and problems that Korean 
entertainment and sex workers experience in Australia but can inform how Australian and 
Korean policy makers and community service organisations can best design and target services 
to support them. 
 
In this study, all of the Korean women interviewed said that they decided to enter into the 
Australian entertainment and/or sex industry of their own free will. However, most also said that 
they were at times deceived, extorted or abused. This was particularly the case among doumi 
workers. Even though it was not directly ‗sex work‘, their work would have a sexual aspect but 
to outsiders including authorities this was little known with operators implying that women 
employees were only expected to provide routine waitress style services. Being invisible in the 
Australia labour market and operating outside existing legal structures, doumi workers were 
more likely than sex workers to be subject to exploitation and poor working conditions.  
 
For people outside the industry, Korean women in this study may be judged in as at best 
opportunistic but at worst morally questionable. Even when they get to learn about the plight of 
these women, many people may still blame the women themselves for ―choosing‖ to put 
themselves in such a situation. But ―choice‖ must be placed in context. These women might 
have made such decisions in extraordinarily difficult circumstances, only be face with choices 
between undesirable options. As a society we should stay focussed on how best we can protect 
these women from abuse and exploitation and ensure their basic human rights and welfare.  
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