Understand trafficker and trafficked person in Vietnam: View of court judgment analysis
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Abstract: Human trafficking remains a serious transnational crime in Vietnam. However, existing research primarily relies on qualitative data or macro-level reports, leaving a significant gap in understanding trafficking in Vietnam through judicial data. This study systematically analyzes court judgments to build profiles of offenders, victims, and victimization scenarios in human trafficking cases in Vietnam. Employing a sequential mixed-method design, the study analyzes 125 court judgments (from the 2017–2025 period), involving a total of 229 defendants and 290 victims. Quantitative analysis was conducted, followed by thematic analysis to identify patterns of victimization. The findings reveal that 65.1% of offenders were male, predominantly aged 18–35, and in 61.6% of the cases, offenders had a prior acquaintance with the victim. Victims were primarily young women (75.2% female, average age 21.7) from rural areas, with low educational attainment and belonging to ethnic minority groups. Three prominent victimization scenarios were identified: deception through job offers promising high income (46.5% of victims), exploitation through online romantic relationships (27.6%), and promises of marriage to foreigners (15.5%). Based on the research findings, the authors propose that prevention strategies should focus on trusted community networks as well as migration channels that carry potential risks.
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1. Introduction
Human trafficking constitutes one of the most serious and complex crimes of the 21st century, representing a grave violation of the human rights and dignity of millions of victims globally. According to estimates by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), between 2020 and 2023, 202,478 individuals fell victim to human trafficking. The Asia-Pacific region accounted for the highest proportion, with 13% of the total detected victims. Trafficking flows within this region are particularly intricate, with many countries simultaneously serving as countries of origin, transit, and destination (UNODC, 2024). Within this context, Vietnam has been identified as a "hotspot" for human trafficking crimes, with its geographical and socio-economic characteristics creating conditions conducive to this type of transnational crime (Nguyen & Gordon, 2020).
Vietnam has a high rate of international labor migration, with 6.4 million migrants, accounting for 7.3% of the total population, with economic factors being the primary known driver of migration in Vietnam (Chi & Nguyen, 2022). Additionally, the phenomenon of cross-border marriages, particularly with citizens of China and other East Asian countries, has increased significantly over the past two decades (Mao et al., 2025). These migration flows, combined with pronounced economic disparities between regions, have created a population group with a high degree of vulnerability, making them targets for human trafficking crimes (Jesperson et al., 2023). Recognizing the severity of the issue, the Vietnamese Government has made significant efforts in terms of the legal framework, including amending the 2015 Penal Code (effective from 2018) with stringent provisions on the crimes of "Human trafficking" (Article 150) and "Trafficking in persons under 16 years of age" (Article 151), as well as issuing the National Action Programme on Preventing and Combating Human Trafficking for the 2021–2025 period (Thuong, 2025).
However, academic research on human trafficking in Vietnam still has significant gaps, particularly in terms of methodology and data sources. The majority of existing studies rely on in-depth interviews with rescued victims or experts (Nguyen & Luong, 2023; Pham, 2023). These studies provide profound insights into individual experiences but have limitations in representativeness: rescued victims constitute only a small subset of the actual victim population, and they may possess distinct characteristics compared to those who remain undetected (Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005; Zhang, 2009). Furthermore, these studies often focus on victims while rarely systematically exploring the characteristics, motives, and modus operandi of offenders-critical factors for developing effective prevention strategies. Reports from international organizations such as IOM, UNODC, and Blue Dragon Foudation provide overviews of the scale and trends but lack the necessary detail to understand specific patterns at the micro level.
Internationally, the analysis of court judgment data has been recognized as a valuable source of material for researching human trafficking crimes. Court judgment data offers advantages such as: information verified through judicial proceedings, containing dual information about both offenders and victims, and providing detailed descriptions of the crime commission process from recruitment to exploitation (Salat, 2022; Xia et al., 2020). Research by UNODC shows that females often have a higher conviction rate for human trafficking offenses compared to males; in 2020, 59% of convicted persons were male, while females accounted for 41%, which is higher than for other types of crimes (United Nations, 2024). The "victim-offender overlap" phenomenon is common, as is the central role of trust in recruitment, with the majority of victims having a prior relationship with the offender (Aronowitz & Chmaitilly, 2020). However, in Vietnam, studies based on court judgment data examining these aspects remain an academic gap.
This study was conducted to fill that gap, aiming to systematically analyze human trafficking cases through Vietnamese court judgment data. The study will contribute three key contributions to the academic literature: (i) it is the first quantitative and qualitative analysis on the largest sample of court judgments to date (125 judgments, 229 defendants, 290 victims) in Vietnam; (ii) the study constructs a profile of both offenders and victims, including demographic characteristics, roles in the crime commission chain, and vulnerability factors; (iii) the classification of typical "victimization scenarios" provides a new analytical tool for both academic research and policy formulation. Three research questions were posed as follows:
RQ1: What are the demographic, socio-economic characteristics and role differentiation in the crime commission chain of human trafficking offenders as reflected in Vietnamese court judgments?
RQ2: What are the common profiles of human trafficking victims in these cases regarding age, gender, ethnicity, educational attainment, occupation, and vulnerability factors?
RQ3: What common "victimization scenarios" can be classified from the court judgment data?
2. Liteature Review 
2.1. Theoretical Framework
Routine Activity Theory (RAT)
Routine Activity Theory proposed by Cohen and Felson (1979), posits that crime occurs when three elements converge in time and space: (1) a motivated offender, (2) a suitable target, and (3) the absence of a capable guardian. Unlike theories focusing on individual criminal propensity, RAT emphasizes the importance of situational context and criminal opportunity (Miró, 2014).
Kenyon and Schanz (2014) developed an integrated framework applying RAT to human trafficking: motivated offenders are individuals seeking profit from exploiting others; suitable targets are individuals with vulnerabilities (poverty, lack of education, lack of social support); the absence of guardianship includes both formal levels (weak border control, inadequate law enforcement) and informal levels (disrupted families, lack of community connectivity) (Schanz & Kenyon, 2014). This study employs RAT to analyze how risk factors at the individual, family, and community levels create conditions conducive to the occurrence of human trafficking crimes.
Rational Choice Theory (RCT)
Rational Choice Theory by Cornish and Clarke (1986) complements RAT by analyzing the decision-making process based on cost-benefit calculations. For offenders, the decision to engage in human trafficking is weighed based on expected profits, operational costs, and the risk of apprehension (Cornish & Clarke, 2017). Research by Lutya and Lanier (2012) indicates that human trafficking is often perceived as a "low-risk, high-profit" activity compared to other types of crime (Bouché & Shady, 2016).
Regarding victims, Cornish and Clarke (1986) emphasize the concept of "bounded rationality": individuals make decisions based on available information, not perfect information. In the context of human trafficking, victims often decide to migrate or accept job or marriage offers based on expectations of a better life although the information they possess is often distorted by offenders (Simon, 1955). This concept is particularly useful for explaining the "victimization scenarios" identified in this study.
Vulnerability Framework
The concept of "vulnerability" serves as a bridge between RAT and RCT by explaining why certain individuals become "suitable targets." Vulnerability is not a single characteristic but rather the intersection of multiple factors at different levels: individual (age, gender, disability, educational attainment), familial (orphanhood, domestic violence, poverty), community (lack of employment opportunities, ethnic discrimination), and structural (regional economic inequality, gender inequality, restrictive migration policies). Moreover, it is a dynamic process, changing over time and context, which can be mitigated through multi-level interventions (Zimmerman et al., 2011). UNODC also emphasizes these factors in its report on preventing human trafficking (UNODC, 2008). This study applies a multi-level analytical framework to examine risk factors documented in court judgments, thereby identifying potential intervention points.
2.2. Research on Offender and Victim Characteristics
Human Trafficking as a Gendered Crime
A notable finding in international research is the disproportionate role of women as offenders. The UNODC Global Report (2022) indicates that approximately 30% of human trafficking offenders are women, significantly higher than for most other crimes (typically under 15%) (UNDOC, 2020). Women particularly often take on recruitment roles because they are perceived as more trustworthy, less suspicious, and can more easily approach female victims (Giménez-Salinas, 2024). Research by Viuhko (2019) on human trafficking networks in Finland also confirms this pattern, while pointing out that the specific relationship between offender and victim is a key factor-in many cases, it involves friendship, kinship, or intimate relationships (Viuhko, 2019).
Victim Characteristics and Changing Recruitment Methods
Some researchs identifie common characteristics of human trafficking victims: women and girls constitute the majority (especially in sex trafficking), adolescents and young adults (15-25 years old), from poor households, with low educational attainment (Nyqvist et al., 2025). However, victim profiles are changing; a recent report in Vietnam by Blue Dragon Foundation on trafficking into online scam compounds indicates that Kinh ethnic males are also now being targeted through fake job offers online, differing from the traditional pattern focusing on women and ethnic minorities (Blue Dragon’s Foundation, 2024).
Regarding recruitment methods, there has been a clear shift from outright abduction to sophisticated deception through promises of employment, education, and marriage opportunities (Moyo et al., 2025). Technology, particularly the internet and social media, enables traffickers to reach large numbers of potential victims with low cost and risk (Lazarus et al., 2025). Importantly, multiple studies show that victims are often recruited by people they know and trust-family members, friends, neighbors, or romantic partners (Whitney et al., 2020). Trust plays a central role: the recruiter is often someone with standing in the community or a close relationship with the victim.
3. Research Method
3.1. Research Design
The study employs an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, in which quantitative data is collected and analyzed first, followed by qualitative data to explain and deepen the quantitative results. This design is appropriate when qualitative data is needed to interpret statistical findings, particularly unexpected or significant results, or when quantitative data is used to guide purposive sampling for the qualitative phase.
The research procedure consists of two phases. The quantitative phase has a higher priority weight, aiming to construct an overall picture of offender characteristics, victim profiles, recruitment methods, exploitation, and criminal justice outcomes from 125 court judgments. The qualitative phase serves a supplementary role, focusing on explaining the operational mechanisms behind the quantitative patterns, clarifying contexts and motives, and constructing typical "victimization scenarios" through content analysis of illustrative judgments.
The selection of this design stems from the specific nature of court judgment data and the research objectives. Judgments contain both structured information (quantifiable) and unstructured narrative information. A single-method approach would not fully exploit the data's potential: quantitative analysis lacks contextual depth, while qualitative analysis lacks the ability to generalize patterns. Therefore, the explanatory sequential mixed-methods design allows for the systematic combination and leveraging of both approaches' strengths.
3.2. Data Sources and Collection
Data Sources: The primary data source for this study is criminal judgments on the crimes of "Human trafficking" (Article 150) and "Trafficking in persons under 16 years of age" (Article 151) under Vietnam's 2015 Penal Code, publicly available on the Supreme People's Court's electronic information portal (https://congbobanan.toaan.gov.vn/).
Sampling and Collection Procedure: Data collection was conducted from October to December 2025. Researchers accessed the Judgment Publication Portal and used the advanced search function for judgments from 2017 to 2025, covering all provincial-level courts in Vietnam, as illustrated in the following flowchart:
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The final sample comprises 125 judgments, including information on 229 defendants (trafficking offenders) and 290 victims (trafficking victims). This is a relatively large sample that has been systematically analyzed in academic research on human trafficking in Vietnam.
4. Research Results
4.1 Characteristics of Research Sample
Characteristics of the sample (N=125)
	No.
	Analysis Criteria
	Quantity (Judgments / Persons)
	% (Out of N)

	1
	Provincial/City People's Court rendering judgment
	
	

	
	- People's Court of Lao Cai province
	22
	17.6%

	
	- People's Court of Nghe An province
	19
	15.2%

	
	- People's Court of Dien Bien province
	15
	12.0%

	
	- People's Court of Ha Giang province
	12
	9.6%

	
	- People's Court of Lang Son province
	9
	7.2%

	
	- People's Court of Son La province
	9
	7.2%

	
	- People's Court of Hai Phong city
	8
	6.4%

	
	Other provincial/city People's Courts (Thanh Hoa, Yen Bai, Cao Bang, Tuyen Quang, Lai Chau, Hanoi, etc.)
	31
	24.8%

	
	Total
	125 Judgments
	100%

	2
	Year of judgment
	
	

	
	- 2017
	24
	19.2%

	
	- 2018
	18
	14.4%

	
	- 2019
	18
	14.4%

	
	- 2020
	12
	9.6%

	
	- 2021
	14
	11.2%

	
	- 2022
	7
	5.6%

	
	- 2023
	11
	8.8%

	
	- 2024
	13
	10.4%

	
	- 2025
	8
	6.4%

	
	Total
	125 Judgments
	100%

	3
	Number of Defendants
	229 Defendants
	

	
	- Judgments with 1 defendant
	64
	51.2%

	
	- Judgments with 2 defendants
	37
	29.6%

	
	- Judgments with 3 to 5 defendants
	22
	17.6%

	
	- Judgments with 6 to 10 defendants
	2
	1.6%

	
	Total
	125 Judgments
	100%

	4
	Number of Victims
	290 Victims
	

	
	- Judgments with 1 victim
	66
	52.8%

	
	- Judgments with 2 victims
	26
	20.8%

	
	- Judgments with 3 to 5 victims
	21
	16.8%

	
	- Judgments with 6 to 10 victims
	10
	8.0%

	
	- Judgments with over 10 victims
	2
	1.6%

	
	Total
	125 Judgments
	100%


4.2 Defendant Profile
Analysis results from 125 judgments (N=125) with a total of 229 defendants (n=229) reveal the socio-demographic characteristics and gender distribution of defendants as follows:
	No.
	Analysis Criteria
	Detailed Classification
	Quantity (persons)
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Ethnicity
	Ethnic minority (Hmong, Thai, Khmu, Dao, Nung...)
	165
	72.0%

	
	
	Kinh ethnicity
	64
	28.0%

	2
	Giới tính
	Male
	149
	65.1%

	
	
	Female
	80
	34.9%

	3
	Educational Attainment
	Illiterate/Primary school (From 0/12 to 5/12)
	96
	41.9%

	
	
	Lower secondary school (From 6/12 to 9/12)
	88
	38.4%

	
	
	Upper secondary school (From 10/12 to 12/12)
	45
	19.7%

	4
	Place of Residence (by province)
	Lao Cai
	41
	17.9%

	
	
	Nghe An
	35
	15.3%

	
	
	Dien Bien
	28
	12.2%

	
	
	Ha Giang
	23
	10.0%

	
	
	Son La & Lang Son
	32
	14.0%

	
	
	Other provinces/cities (Hanoi, Hai Phong, Thai Binh, Bac Lieu...)
	70
	30.6%

	5
	Age
	Under 18 years old (at time of offense)
	9
	3.9%

	
	(Calculated by year of birth)
	From 18 to 25 years old
	78
	34.1%

	
	
	From 25 to 35 years old
	96
	41.9%

	
	
	From 35 to 45 years old
	30
	13.1%

	
	
	Over 45 years old
	16
	7.0%

	6
	Occupation
	Farming / Rice cultivation / Crop growing
	125
	54.6%

	
	
	Freelance labor / Hired worker
	80
	34.9%

	
	
	No occupation / Unemployed
	20
	8.7%

	
	
	Other occupations (Worker, trading, business...)
	4
	1.8%


Analysis of 229 defendants across 125 judgments reveals a multi-dimensional picture of human trafficking offenders in Vietnam. Regarding gender, males constitute the majority, yet the proportion of female involvement is notably high, aligning with international observations regarding women's prominent role in this type of crime. The age of offenders is primarily concentrated within the young working-age group (18-35 years), with an average age of approximately 30, reflecting economic motivation and opportunism (Wheaton et al., 2010). Notably, the presence of defendants under 18 indicates the issue's penetration into younger populations.
Concerning ethnicity, the proportion of ethnic minority offenders is very high, far exceeding their population share, particularly among groups such as the Hmong, Thai, and Khmu. This, together with the primary geographical concentration in northern border provinces (Lao Cai, Nghe An, Dien Bien, Ha Giang), suggests the "intra-community" nature of the crime, tied to the characteristics of regions with cross-border activity. Defendants' educational attainment is generally low, with most not having completed lower secondary school; occupations are primarily in agriculture or unstable freelance labor. These factors reflect difficult socio-economic conditions, while also indicating that participation in human trafficking may be viewed as a "livelihood strategy" in contexts lacking legitimate employment opportunities, aligning with Rational Choice Theory concerning cost-benefit calculations.
The defendant's role in the trafficking chain.
	No. 
	Role Classification
	Quantity
	 (%)
	Role characteristics as described in judgments

	1
	Mastermind / Leader / Initiator
	91
	39.7%
	Individuals who established connections with foreign entities (China, Cambodia), planned the operation, directed accomplices, and received the largest share of profits.

	2
	Recruiter / Seducer (Active perpetrators)
	57
	24.9%
	Individuals who directly created fake accounts, sent flirtatious messages feigning romantic interest, or promised "easy work with high salary" to deceive victims into leaving their place of residence.

	3
	Transporter / Guide
	32
	14.0%
	Used motorcycles or taxis to transport victims to border areas, or led victims through small border trails and unofficial crossings to evade control.

	4
	Harborer / Receiver / Purchaser
	23
	10.1%
	Owners of karaoke parlors, guesthouses, or brothels within the country, or individuals who paid to receive victims for exploitation.

	5
	Other accomplices / Aiders and abettors (Brokers, guards)
	26
	11.3%
	Individuals acting as intermediaries receiving commissions, or those tasked with guarding victims, providing bank accounts to receive ransom money.

	
	Total
	229
	100%
	


The results indicate that the role of mastermind/leader accounts for the highest proportion at 39.7% (91 defendants). These are typically individuals who have connections with foreign entities, organize the trafficking network, and derive the greatest profit. The role of recruiter/seducer accounts for 24.9% (57 defendants) – these are the individuals who directly approach victims, build trust, and make false promises. The role of transporter accounts for 14.0% (32 defendants), often locals familiar with the border terrain. The role of harborer/receiver accounts for 10.1% (23 defendants), including those who purchase victims for exploitation. The group of other accomplices (aiders and abettors, including brokers and guards) accounts for 11.3% (26 defendants).
4.3. Victim Profiles and Vulnerability Factors
Demographic Characteristics of Victims
Analysis based on a total of 290 victims (n=290)
	No.
	Analysis Criteria
	Detailed Classification
	Quantity
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Ethnicity
	Ethnic minority (Thai, Hmong, Dao, Khmu, Nung...)
	218
	75.2%

	
	
	Kinh ethnic
	72
	24.8%

	2
	Gender
	Female
	218
	75.2%

	
	
	Male
	72
	24.8%

	3
	Educational/Cultural Level
	Low/Dropped out early 
	247
	85.2%

	
	
	Average (High school level or above, College, social media users)
	43
	14.8%

	4
	Place of Residence (by province)
	Dien Bien
	75
	70.0%

	
	
	Nghe An
	45
	15.5%

	
	
	Ha Giang
	35
	12.1%

	
	
	Lao Cai
	30
	10.3%

	
	
	Son La
	25
	8.6%

	
	
	Lang Son, Yen Bai, Lai Chau, Cao Bang
	40
	13.8%

	
	
	Hanoi, Hai Phong, Nam Dinh, Thai Binh, Quang Ninh
	20
	6.9%

	
	
	Dak Lak, Dak Nong, Gia Lai, Bac Lieu, Tien Giang, Ba Ria - Vung Tau, etc.
	20
	6.9%

	5
	Age (at time of trafficking)
	Children under 16 years old (including infants)
	87
	30.0%

	
	
	From 16 to under 25 years old
	131
	45.2%

	
	
	From 25 to under 45 years old
	58
	20.0%

	
	
	45 years old and above
	14
	4.8%

	6
	Occupation
	Farming / Swidden agriculture
	105
	36.2%

	
	
	Children / Students / Below working age
	87
	30.0%

	
	
	Freelance labor / Unemployed / No stable job
	83
	28.6%

	
	
	Workers / Other
	15
	5.2%


Based on the analysis of 290 victims, the demographic profile reveals distinct patterns of vulnerability. Females constitute the overwhelming majority, underscoring that women and girls remain primary targets, particularly for forced marriage and sexual exploitation. However, the notable proportion of male victims, higher than in many earlier studies, aligns with emerging trends of trafficking for forced labor and into online scam operations (Luong, 2025). Age-wise, the victim population is predominantly young, with an average age of approximately 22 years. The largest group consists of youth aged 16-25, a demographic transitioning to adulthood, characterized by economic aspirations yet limited life experience and risk assessment skills. A substantial proportion are children under 16, including infants trafficked through illegal "adoption" schemes, while adults over 25 represent a smaller segment.
Ethnically, victims are overwhelmingly from minority groups, a stark overrepresentation compared to their share in the national population, with the Hmong, Thai, Dao, Khmu, and Nung being most affected. This highlights how structural inequalities-poverty, geographic isolation, and limited access to education create profound vulnerability, consistent with the Vulnerability Framework. Educational attainment among victims is critically low, with the vast majority being illiterate, having only primary schooling, or lacking legal knowledge, which impedes their ability to access information and evaluate risks (Spires, 2021). Occupationally, victims are primarily engaged in subsistence farming, are children/students, or are in precarious informal labor. Geographically, they are predominantly concentrated in the northern mountainous and border provinces, areas facing the most severe socio-economic disadvantages. This profile collectively illustrates how intersecting individual, communal, and structural vulnerabilities create suitable targets as posited by RAT.
Purpose of trafficking victims
	No.
	Classification of Trafficking Purpose / Form of Exploitation
	Quantity (Cases)
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Forced marriage (Sold as wife)
	55
	44.0%

	2
	Prostitution / Sexual exploitation
	38
	30.4%

	3
	Forced labor / Compelled online fraud
	22
	17.6%

	4
	Trafficking of children / Infants (Profit-making / Adoption placement)
	10
	8.0%

	
	Total
	125
	100%


The victim's destination
	No.
	Destination (Country/Region)
	Quantity
 (Victims)
	Percentage (%)

	1
	China
	185
	63.8%

	2
	Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand)
	80
	27.6%

	3
	Domestic (Vietnam)
	25
	8.6%

	
	Total
	290
	100%


Regarding destinations, China is the primary destination, accounting for 63.8% of victims (185 individuals). This aligns with geographical characteristics (a shared border of 1,449 km) and the demand from the Chinese market for brides and cheap labor (Visalaakshi, 2024). Southeast Asian countries (Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand) received 27.6% of victims (80), primarily for the purposes of forced labor and online scams (2). A small proportion (8.6% – 25 victims) were trafficked domestically within Vietnam, mainly infants and women for prostitution purposes.
Factors Contributing to Victim Vulnerability
Analysis of court cases reveals that victims often exhibit a combination of multiple vulnerabilities. The table below summarizes the key factors identified:
	No.
	Vulnerability Factor
	Number of Cases
	Percentage (%)
	Specific manifestations recorded in judgments

	1
	Poverty / Economic pressure
	85
	68.0%
	Victims lacked employment, experienced financial hardship and debt, sought illusory "easy work with high pay"; pregnant women lacked funds for childbirth; or women sought to marry foreigners so their families at home could receive bride price money.

	2
	Family dysfunction / Personal trauma
	35
	28.0%
	Victims suffered domestic violence (spousal abuse); conflicts with parents; forced early marriage by parents; isolated widows; or women with unintended pregnancies abandoned by family/boyfriend.

	3
	Prior migration experience (Internal migration / Away from home)
	25
	20.0%
	Victims had already left their hometowns to work as laborers in industrial zones (Dong Nai, Binh Duong), seek employment in major cities, or drifted to border areas seeking work before being trafficked across to another country.

	
	Total
	145
	100%
	


* Note: A single case or victim may simultaneously possess multiple intertwined vulnerabilities (e.g., both poverty and family conflict), therefore the number of cases exceeds 125.
Poverty and economic pressure were the most prevalent factors, appearing in 68.0% of cases (85 cases). Victims often came from poor households, lacked employment, were in debt, or were pregnant women without the financial means to raise their children. Family dysfunction (domestic violence, conflicts, divorce, orphanhood) appeared in 28.0% of cases (35 cases). Prior migration experience, victims having already left their families to work far from home appeared in 20.0% of cases (25 cases), creating conditions for offenders to approach victims when they were in a state of isolation and lacked family protection.
The following case study illustrates the intersection of vulnerability factors:
Case of Pham Thi H – People's Court of Thanh Hoa Province (Judgment No. 49/2025/HS-ST). The victims in this case were all young women with unintended pregnancies. Typically, Ms. Hoang Thi H5 (in her seventh month of pregnancy), whose boyfriend's family did not accept her, was seeking someone to adopt her child. The defendant, Pham Thi H, created private groups on Facebook such as "Giving and Receiving Adoption" and "Destined to Find a Child" to hunt for pregnant women facing difficult family situations (not being accepted by their partner's family) and economic hardship (lacking money for childbirth and raising children). The defendant promised to cover all living expenses while waiting for delivery and hospital costs for childbirth, then sold these newborn infants to others for prices ranging from 45 to 90 million VND.
4.4. Victimization Scenarios
	From the content analysis of 125 court judgments, the study identifies five typical victimization scenarios, which are classified based on approach methods, deception tactics, and exploitation purposes as follows:
	No.
	Primary Victimization Scenario
	Number of Cases
	Percentage (%)
	Scenario Characteristics & Typical Quotations

	1
	Promise of "Easy work, high salary" (Employment deception)
	54
	43.2%
	Traffickers painted a picture of leisurely work (selling clothes, waiting tables, working for computer companies) with salaries ranging from 15 to 30 million VND/month. Destinations were casinos in Cambodia/Myanmar or brothels.

	2
	Exploitation of romantic feelings ("Love Trap")
	35
	28.0%
	Male defendants actively flirted and pretended to fall in love with highland girls via online platforms (Facebook, Zalo) or phone calls. After gaining the victim's trust, they invited them to "go out," "go shopping," or "meet the family," then transported them directly across the border to be sold.

	3
	Promise of a life-changing marriage (Marrying a foreigner)
	20
	16.0%
	Targeting the psychology of wanting to escape poverty, traffickers promised to take victims to China to marry wealthy men, promising a comfortable life and that their families at home would receive bride price money (tens of millions of VND).

	4
	Under the guise of "Giving and receiving adoption" (Trafficking of infants)
	10
	8.0%
	Traffickers targeted pregnant women with unintended pregnancies in difficult circumstances. They joined Facebook groups like "Destined to Find a Child" to approach them, paid for hospital delivery costs, then took the infants to sell for tens of millions of VND.

	5
	Selling one's own blood relatives / Exploiting familial relationships
	6
	4.8%
	The most brutal scenario, where offenders exploited guardianship rights or the absolute trust of relatives (own children, siblings, nieces/nephews) to directly take them to be sold to pay off debts or for spending money.

	
	Total
	125
	100%
	


Distribution of victims according to the victimization scenario (n = 290)
	No.
	Victimization Scenario
	Number of Victims
	Percentage (%)
	Characteristic Gender
	Characteristic Age Group

	1
	Employment deception ("easy work, high salary")
	135
	46.5
	Male (majority) and female
	16-25 years old, some under 16

	2
	Exploitation of romantic feelings ("love trap")
	80
	27.6
	Nearly 100% female
	16-25 years old and under 16

	3
	Promise of marriage (marrying a foreigner)
	45
	15.5
	100% female
	Evenly distributed across 16-25, 25-45, and over 45

	4
	Under the guise of "giving and receiving adoption" (infant trafficking)
	15
	5.2
	Both male and female (infants)
	100% under 16 years old

	5
	Exploitation of familial relationships (selling relatives)
	15
	5.2
	Primarily female (daughters, sisters, nieces)
	Primarily under 16 and 16-25

	
	Total
	290
	100
	
	


Detailed descriptions of the victimization scenarios accompanied by typical cases:
Scenario: Employment Deception ("Easy work, high salary"). Typical Case: Nguyen Thi Mai A - People's Court of Thai Binh Province (Judgment No. 03/2024/HS-ST)
Around October 2022, Nguyen Thi Mai A, together with a Chinese national, used deceptive means to entice 07 Vietnamese individuals (including both men and women) to go to Thailand as "customer service consultants." In reality, upon arriving abroad, the victims did not work as promised but were taken directly to the "M" Special Region in Myanmar. There, they were sold to another Chinese person for forced labor, compelled to commit online fraud targeting Vietnamese people via the social media platform TikTok. The detention area was guarded by armed security personnel; victims were forced to work against their will and were thoroughly exploited for their labor. Mai A benefited from travel and accommodation expenses paid for her, plus 3,000 Baht in wages.
Scenario: Exploitation of Romantic Feelings ("Love Trap"). Typical Case: Ho Mi S - People's Court of Ha Giang Province (Judgment No. 35/2021/HS-ST)
The defendant, Ho Mi S, exploited his acquaintance with Ms. Vu Thi B through the social media platform Facebook to approach her. S used seduction tactics, pretended to fall in love, and promised to marry Ms. B in order to build absolute trust. After Ms. B trusted him and followed him, S deceived her by taking her to China and sold her to a man named "D" for personal financial gain. This scenario is extremely common in border provinces, where criminals turn love into bait, causing victims to voluntarily leave their homes without any suspicion.
4.5. Analysis of Relationships Between Factors
To gain a more comprehensive understanding of the human trafficking landscape in Vietnam, an integrated analysis has been conducted to synthesize the relationships between victim characteristics, offender profiles, and forms of trafficking.
The relationship between trafficker and the victim
	Code
	Relationship Classification
	Number of Cases
	Percentage (%)
	Characteristics & Typical Quotations from Judgments

	5
	Strangers (via Social media, brokers, online postings)
	48
	38.4%
	Offenders and victims had no prior acquaintance. Contact was made primarily through Facebook, Zalo, Telegram under the guise of labor recruitment or seeking adoption.

	3
	Friends / Social acquaintances
	32
	25.6%
	Offenders exploited the trust of former classmates, social friends, or introductions from acquaintances to invite victims to go "do business" or "go shopping."

	4
	Romantic partners / Feigned romantic courtship
	28
	22.4%
	Male defendants proactively asked for phone numbers, sent flirtatious messages, promised marriage to build trust, invited victims out, then took them across the border.

	1
	Blood relatives / Family members
	9
	7.2%
	Exploited familial relationships and the dependence of relatives to sell their own sisters, daughters, or nieces for money.

	2
	Neighbors / Same village residents
	8
	6.4%
	Defendants living in the same village, knowing the victims' difficult circumstances, approached them to invite them to work or get married.

	
	Total
	125
	100%
	


Specifically, friends/social acquaintances accounted for 25.6% (32 cases), romantic partners/feigned romantic courtship accounted for 22.4% (28 cases), blood relatives/family members accounted for 7.2% (9 cases), and neighbors/same village residents accounted for 6.4% (8 cases). Only 38.4% of cases (48 cases) involved offenders and victims who were complete strangers prior to the incident. This finding underscores the critical role of trust and social relationships in the recruitment process, aligning with the RAT framework regarding "capable guardians", in this instance, those expected to provide protection (acquaintances, neighbors, even relatives) instead became the perpetrators. This implies that public awareness messages warning potential victims to be cautious of strangers may be fundamentally misdirected. Simultaneously, it illustrates how offenders utilize social capital relationships, trust, obligations as a tool to approach and control victims. This complexities the concept of "capable guardianship" within RAT: social relationships can serve as both protective factors (when community members warn about risks) and risk factors (when exploited by offenders).
Methods of Committing Human Trafficking
	No.
	Crime Pattern
	Combined Criteria Analysis (Residence + Ethnicity + Relationship)
	Number of Victims (Persons)
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Pattern 1: "Preying on acquaintances" (Exploitation of local trust)
	- Residence: Same village/hamlet, same commune. 
- Ethnicity: Absolutely same ethnicity. 
- Relationship: Blood relatives, neighbors, friends living in the same village.
	65
	22.4%

	2
	Pattern 2: "Ethnic love trap" (Exploitation of cultural empathy)
	- Residence: Different commune, different district, or different province. 
- Ethnicity: Same ethnicity (most commonly Hmong, Thai). 
- Relationship: Feigned romantic courtship, flirtation via phone calls.
	85
	29.3%

	3
	Pattern 3: "Faceless crime" (Exploitation of desperation through technology)
	- Residence: Completely different province, vast geographical distance. 
- Ethnicity: Different ethnicity (Majority Kinh deceiving other ethnic groups or Kinh deceiving Kinh). 
- Relationship: Strangers, brokers via Facebook, Zalo, TikTok.
	140
	48.3%

	
	Total
	
	290
	100%


Relationship between Gender/Age and Form of Exploitation
	Main Form of Exploitation
	Victim Gender
	Distribution by Age Group
	Quantity
	Percentage (%)

	1. Forced marriage (Sold as wife)
	Female (133 persons)
	- Under 16 years old: 32 persons
- From 16 - 25 years old: 31 persons
- From 25 - 45 years old: 56 persons
- Over 45 years old: 14 persons
	133
	45.9%

	2. Forced labor / Force Online scam
	Male (72 persons)
Female (10 persons)
	- Under 16 years old: 5 persons
- From 16 - 25 years old: 75 persons
- From 25 - 45 years old: 2 persons
	82
	28.3%

	3. Prostitution / Sexual exploitation
	Female (65 persons)
	- Under 16 years old: 40 persons
- From 16 - 25 years old: 25 persons
	65
	22.4%

	4. Trafficking of children / Infants
	Male / Female (10 children)
	- Under 16 years old (Infants): 10 children
	10
	3.4%

	Total
	Male: 72
Female: 218
	- Under 16 years old: 87
- From 16 - 25 years old: 131
- From 25 - 45 years old: 58
- Over 45 years old: 14
	290
	100%


5. Discussion
5.1. Explaining Findings Through the Theoretical Lens
The Role of Structural Inequality in Creating Vulnerability
The most significant finding from this study is the intersection of vulnerability factors at multiple ecological levels, creating a "vulnerability trap" from which victims find it difficult to escape. Ethnic minorities account for 75.2% of victims (218/290) yet comprise only approximately 14% of the national population, indicating an impact rate 5.4 times higher than that of the Kinh group. The Hmong people are particularly vulnerable, representing 28.2% of victims despite constituting only about 1.4% of the population an impact rate 20 times higher. This finding aligns with previous research identifying that ethnic minorities face significantly higher trafficking risks compared to the Kinh majority.
From the perspective of the vulnerability framework, the vulnerability of ethnic minorities is not merely the result of individual-level poverty, but rather a product of structural inequality existing across all levels of the ecosystem. At the macro level, Vietnam's economic development policies over the past three decades have generated uneven development, with lowland regions (predominantly Kinh) benefiting more than mountainous areas (where ethnic minorities are concentrated) (Luong & Wyndham, 2022). At the socio-cultural level, stereotypes and discrimination against ethnic minorities limit access to education, employment, and public services, creating "intergenerational poverty" that is clearly reflected in the findings regarding low educational attainment (85.2% of victims had primary education or lower).
Notably, 68.0% of cases (85/125 cases) recorded poverty/economic pressure as a factor leading to victimization, 28.0% of cases (35/125 cases) involved family dysfunction factors (domestic violence, conflicts, divorce, orphanhood), and 20.0% of cases (25/125 cases) involved prior migration experience. This indicates that poverty is not merely an income issue but rather a "multi-dimensional syndrome" (Kakwani & Son, 2026; Zimmerman et al., 2022) encompassing lack of political power, social isolation, and limited psychological resilience. It explains why interventions focused solely on information provision (such as many current awareness-raising campaigns) often prove ineffective, they fail to address the underlying structural factors that create vulnerability.
Abuse of Trust and Social Capital in Recruitment
The finding that in 61.6% of cases, offenders had a prior acquaintance with the victim challenges the prevalent public perception of human trafficking as a crime committed by "dangerous strangers" (Emery et al., 2024; Margaret et al., 2018; Ray & Henry, 2024). Instead, human trafficking in Vietnam is characterized by systematic "abuse of trust," wherein social relationships-typically viewed as protective resources are transformed into tools for exploitation. Specifically, friends/social acquaintances accounted for 25.6% of cases, romantic partners/feigned romantic courtship accounted for 22.4%, blood relatives/family members accounted for 7.2%, and neighbors/same village residents accounted for 6.4%.
From the perspective of RAT, this finding complicates the concept of the "capable guardian." In the original theory, capable guardians are assumed to prevent crime through their presence and surveillance. However, in the context of human trafficking, those expected to provide protection (neighbors, relatives, even family members) instead become "capable offenders" by exploiting their very position of trust. This creates a "guardian paradox": the more social relationships potential victims have, the more points of contact they have with potential recruiters.
Qualitative analysis in this study reveals the specific mechanisms of trust abuse. The theme "Exploitation of trust between women" appeared in 51.1% of judgments subjected to qualitative analysis, illustrating how female recruiters "invest" in relationships with potential victims over weeks or months-lending small interest-free loans, sharing experiences, inquiring about circumstances before making an offer. This constitutes a process of "strategic trust-building" similar to "grooming" techniques in the context of child sexual abuse (Winters et al., 2021). The fact that recruiters are often the same gender, same ethnicity, and from similar communities as victims creates "false empathy" and "predatory helpfulness," lowering barriers of vigilance (Kenney & Raghavan, 2024).
Women as Agents and Objects of Human Trafficking
The finding that women constitute 34.9% of all defendants (80/229 individuals) represents one of the study's significant findings, challenging both gender stereotypes about crime and assumptions regarding women's roles in human trafficking. This practice reflects a "gendered division of labor" within criminal organizations. Women are utilized as recruiters because they are perceived as less threatening and more trustworthy, particularly when approaching female or child victims. This exploits gender stereotypes that women are less likely to be criminals or dangerous, creating a strategic advantage for trafficking networks. Studies on women's roles in trafficking networks indicate that women, particularly African "madams," hold key positions in transnational criminal networks (Macioti et al., 2020). Scholars argue that women's roles in trafficking should not be simplistically understood as "women exploiting other women" but rather as reflecting "female agency within constrained structures," wherein women engage in trafficking as a livelihood strategy amid limited legitimate economic opportunities (Leiva, 2025). However, it is necessary to avoid "romanticizing" the role of female offenders. Although some may be former victims or coerced into participation, analysis demonstrates that economic motives are clearly the dominant factor (Baxter & Chazal, 2022; Bogdan, 2025). Female offenders bear full responsibility for their actions, while simultaneously requiring awareness of the structural factors (poverty, unemployment, gender inequality) that facilitate their involvement.
Victimization Scenarios as Reflections of Market Demand and Opportunity
The existence of five distinct victimization scenarios employment deception (46.5% of victims), exploitation of romantic feelings (27.6%), promise of marriage (15.5%), infant trafficking (5.2%), and selling relatives (5.2%) is not random but rather reflects different economic logics and criminal opportunities. From the perspective of RCT, each scenario represents a distinct "crime script" with specific sets of decisions, actions, and conducive conditions (Thompson & Leclerc, 2013). The employment deception scenario (46.5% of victims) reflects the economic aspirations of youth in the context of globalization and exposure to consumer lifestyles through media. Notably, 87.8% of victims in this scenario were male, concentrated in the 16-25 age group (91.5%). This aligns with emerging trends regarding increased trafficking of males into forced labor and online scam compounds (Lazarus et al., 2025). The growing role of technology in recruitment is particularly noteworthy: offenders utilize social media (Facebook, Zalo, TikTok) to reach victims at low cost, create appearances of legitimacy through sophisticated fanpages/websites, and gather personal information from public profiles to personalize their offers. 
The romantic exploitation scenario (27.6% of victims) and marriage promise scenario (15.5% of victims) with nearly 100% female victims reflect both demand from the Chinese market (due to gender imbalance) and the vulnerability of women in the context of marriage pressure and aspirations for a better life (Han & Button, 2025). A total of 94.5% of victims in these two scenarios were trafficked to China, representing one of the largest and most persistent trafficking routes in Asia. The infant trafficking scenario (5.2% of victims) and selling relatives scenario (5.2% of victims), although constituting small proportions, represent the most severe forms of human trafficking in terms of moral and psychological impact. In the selling relatives scenario, 100% of victims were under 25 years old, primarily female, and 100% of cases involved extreme poverty and severe family dysfunction. This indicates the complete collapse of family protection structures, transforming children into "transferable assets" to resolve economic crises (Jhappan, 2005).
5.2. Limitations of the Study
Although this is the first study to analyze 125 human trafficking judgments in Vietnam, the results should be considered within the context of several limitations. First, the data only reflect cases documented by the judicial system (the tip of the iceberg), excluding hidden/latent crimes. Second, the information is limited by the content of legal proceedings, lacking depth regarding social context or long-term consequences. Third, in-depth qualitative analysis was conducted on only 36% of the sample. Fourth, the study is descriptive in nature and does not establish causal relationships. Finally, data from 2017-2025 may not fully capture emerging trends resulting from technological and socio-economic changes.
6. Conclusion
This study has systematically analyzed 125 court judgments involving 229 defendants and 290 victims in human trafficking cases in Vietnam during the 2017–2025 period, providing the first comprehensive picture of offender characteristics, victim profiles, and typical victimization scenarios. These findings confirm that vulnerability is not merely a product of poverty alone, but rather a "multi-dimensional syndrome" arising from the intersection of structural inequality, family dysfunction, and unsafe migration processes. In practical terms, the study proposes shifting prevention strategies from generic awareness messages toward targeted, community-based interventions focusing on social networks and addressing structural risk factors. Despite certain limitations inherent in data reflecting only detected and adjudicated cases, this research contributes important empirical evidence for evidence-based policy formulation on preventing and combating human trafficking in Vietnam, grounded in a victim-centered approach and responsive to local contexts.
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