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Abstract 

Nail salons have been increasing in exploding rates during the last decade in multiple European 

countries. News broadcasters report alarming signals of the practices that could happen within 

these salons. According to Europol nail salons are especially attractive for employment of 

illegal immigrants and exploitational circumstances could be present. 

In order to facilitate better understanding of this phenomenon, this research aims to set forth 

why nail salons in Utrecht and The Hague are attractive for (newly arrived) migrants and what 

the risks of exploitation within these salons are. This research aims to do so through a qualitative 

research design, using observations and semi-structured interviews to collect empirical data. To 

increase reliability and validity, existing literature was taken into account. 

The findings of this research indicate that there are exploitational practices happening in nail 

salons. This exploitation manifests in the form of wage theft, occupational health hazards and 

bad treatment of employees in multiple ways. The research findings further indicate that Asian 

migrants in Utrecht and the Hague might run a greater risk of becoming submitted to such 

practices than Dutch citizens. Multiple factors of dependency could be the reason for this. In 

addition, the nail salon industry itself includes features that make this specific niche sensitive 

for practices of exploitation. 

Key words: Nail salons – exploitation – wage theft – occupational health hazards – Asian 

migrants – isolation – dependency 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In multiple European countries the number of nail salons is increasing in exploding rates during 

the last decade (New York Times, 2015). So has the number of nail salons in the Netherlands: 

The number raised from 6000 in 2013 to 9000 in 2019 (NOS, 2019). According to Europol, 

nail salons are especially attractive for laundering money and the employment of illegal 

immigrants (NOS, 2019). According to a Dutch television news item, there are also multiple 

alarming signals of exploitation in these businesses (NOS, 2019). In 2008 a lawsuit was issued 

against multiple suspects who ran a Chinese massage and nail studio. They were suspected of 

housing sixteen illegal immigrants and exploiting them. The illegal immigrants worked for too 

many hours a day and their activities included giving massages and providing sexual services 

to customers (SHOP & Fair Work, 2016). The National reporter of human trafficking and sexual 

violence against children (Willemsen, 2019) and multiple members of the Dutch parliament 

(Kövi, 2019) were asking for research on the matter in 2019, following this case. Despite these 

indications of exploitation within nail studios and the demand for more knowledge, no studies 

have been done so far on the extent and types of exploitation in this industry in the Netherlands. 

A nail salon is a beauty salon that is specialized in hands. A nail salon primarily offers 

nail care services such as manicures, pedicures, and nail enhancements. Often, nail salons also 

offer skin care services. The reasons for nail salons to be related to exploitation is most probably 

that many people can work there at the same time and most of the customers pay cash (Sharma 

et al., 2018). Furthermore, there are no requirements for starting a nail salon in the Netherlands. 

The work can be done without a certain degree or education, and there is also near to no 

monitoring regarding the industry. 

The harm caused by different forms of exploitation can be significant. Reports on 

victims of various forms of exploitation such as exploitation of sexual services, criminal 

activities or labour exploitation show that victims deal with significant physical and 

psychological problems – like physical health issues or a post-traumatic stress syndrome – after 

the exploitation. This can be the result of violence committed against them, long-term unhealthy 

housing and working conditions, and an insufficient amount of food and medical care 

(Tielbaard, Van Meeteren & Commandeur, 2016).  

Although the consequences of exploitation appear to be severe, there is a general lack 

of knowledge on labour exploitation and exploitation of criminal activities. This is because 

initially research on human trafficking and exploitation was mainly focused on sexual 

exploitation.  Since the criminalization of labour exploitation in Dutch law in 2005, there has 
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been an increased interest in this form of exploitation in the Netherlands, but when compared 

to sexual exploitation the difference in academic interest is still substantial (Tielbaard, Can 

Meeteren & Commandeur, 2016). On labour exploitation in nail studios in the NL in particular, 

there are very few studies available. It is, therefore, academically relevant to acquire knowledge 

on labour exploitation in general, and in nail studios, in particular. 

There are multiple studies on nail salons and possible labour exploitation in the United 

States. These are mainly focused on health issues within these nail studios. Nail stylists 

encounter a variety of toxic substances and health protection strategies like wearing gloves are 

not always implied (Sharma et al., 2018). Besides academic studies, there are a few news reports 

on exploitation in nail salons. In the United Kingdom it has been reported that mostly 

Vietnamese workers are being exploited in nail salons. In Spain approximately 100 nail salons 

were closed, and 730 illegal Vietnamese immigrants were discovered that were being exploited 

there (NOS, 2019). According to a press release of Europol in 2020, law enforcement units of 

nineteen countries worked together in a joint action team led by the Netherlands to carry out 

inspections in nail salons and other labour-intensive sectors which require low skill workers. 

This resulted in 515 identified victims and 193 perpetrators in total (Europol, 2020). In Belgium 

cases of exploitation in nail salons are reported to be increasing (Islamai, 2019). The Belgium 

public ministry calls this kind of exploitation ‘an international phenomenon’ (Islamai, 2019).  

In the Netherlands, most information on the issue comes from a news item of a Dutch broadcast 

(NOS, 2019). It shows that the exploitation in nail salons is often related to human trafficking 

and most of the victims are Vietnamese (undocumented) immigrants (NOS, 2019). The cases 

in surrounding countries, and the few discovered in the Netherlands indicate that exploitation 

in nail salons is an existing phenomenon. Nevertheless, there is no academic literature about 

the phenomenon, which makes this research academically relevant. 

The aim of this research is to address this lack of knowledge on labour exploitation and 

nail salons specifically. My research contributes to the academic literature and content on this 

topic by its explorative nature; I have collected primary data from the related actors and/or 

victims themselves. The research question that guided this research was: “Why are nail salons 

in Utrecht and the Hague attractive for (newly arrived) migrants and what are the risks of 

exploitation within these salons?” This research question will be operationalized into multiple 

sub questions: 

1. What are the characteristics and the extent of exploitation in nail salons in Utrecht and the 

Hague? 
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2. How does recruitment of (newly arrived) migrants to Utrecht and the Hague nail salons take 

place (and how is this impacted by dependency)? 

3. How is exploitation in nail salons in Utrecht and the Hague socially embedded/ how can this 

exploitation be explained? 

5. How do victims perceive the working conditions in nail studios in Utrecht and the Hague? 

 

I used a qualitative research design to collect data. I elaborate on features of this methodological 

design in the third chapter. Before this methodological chapter I will elaborate on the theory of 

social embeddedness, because this theory helped in explaining the findings of this research. 

After the methodological chapter, I discuss the state of the art and elaborate on the concepts of 

human trafficking, exploitation and related concepts. This chapter will be followed by three 

empirical chapters about the setting, the exploitation in nail salons and the position of Asian 

migrants in the Netherlands. I end with the conclusions. 

  



 11 

Chapter 2: The social embeddedness of crime 

In the work of Van de Bunt, Siegel and Zaitch (2014) the concept of social embeddedness is 

introduced. Social embeddedness is derived from the idea that crime cannot be explained 

without taking note of the cultural and social context. In this research I, thus, pay due attention 

to the cultural and social framework in which the crimes take place. Social embeddedness is a 

concept that emphasizes the social aspect of criminal networks. The networks are constantly 

interacting with the social environment and are not existing in a social vacuum or in a parallel 

world. Social embeddedness refers to the concrete interactions of persons with each other (Van 

de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014).  

The social embeddedness of a criminal network can also indicate what form and 

structure a network will take (Van de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014). An example of this is the 

small talk immigrant community members may have with each other about working in a nail 

salon. It is well imaginable that the social ties and interactions of migrants in this community 

with each other results in working in a nail salon. Inevitably, when arriving in Europe and 

looking for work as an illegal immigrant the dependence on social contacts is high, for language 

reasons and reasons of not yet being acquainted with Dutch culture and institutions. Also, as an 

illegal migrant, the official ways of applying for a job are no option. Working in a nail salon 

could then become an obvious job for some immigrants – in this research mostly Asian migrants 

– who come to work in Europe. Therefore, if, for example, a Vietnamese immigrant comes to 

Europe and connects to social ties that are already here, it could provide the motivation to work 

in a nail salon. In this case the exploitation of nail salon workers is structurally embedded in 

the Vietnamese community that came to Europe as an immigrant.  

Structural embeddedness can be distinguished from relational embeddedness because of 

the presence of a legitimate structure in structural embeddedness, for example, when a cocaine 

dealer uses an existing legitimate trading channel of bananas from Columbia to Europe to 

smuggle cocaine. In this case the legitimate structure would be the nail salons in which workers 

are being exploited. Structural embeddedness can be analysed through different perspectives 

(Van de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014). In the example of a nail salon the micro perspective is 

applied. When viewed from a meso or macro perspective, structural embeddedness can appear 

also in certain places like ports or certain industries like prostitution (Van de Bunt, Siegel & 

Zaitch, 2014). The indications of exploitation being common in nail salon all over Europe 

(Europol, 2020; NOS, 2019) support the idea that exploitation is structurally embedded in the 

nail salon industry. The current research may find support for this theory. The theory of social 
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and structural embeddedness further helps to understand the position of nail salons in a broader 

international perspective. 

2.1 Occupational embeddedness of crime 

Another example of the social embeddedness of crime is the occupational embeddedness of 

crime. Certain occupations, work relations and work settings can be breeding grounds for 

organized criminal activities (Van de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014). Each occupation can 

provide unique opportunities for criminal activities and for concealing them. Benson, Madensen 

and Eck (2009) refer to three elements in the opportunities that certain occupations can provide. 

These elements are “nodes”, “paths” and “edges”. Nodes are social contacts that are established 

within the career of an individual in an occupation. With years of experience in a certain 

occupation, an individual can also obtain valuable knowledge on what person to contact to get 

something done, these are called paths. In this context, edges are the grey areas that offer the 

opportunities for crim within the occupation. Typically, these grey areas have limited 

supervision of other parties (Van de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014). 

There are some possible applications of these concepts to the nail industry. The 

exploitation presumably takes place in the nail studios where a lot of the employers and the 

owner have a migration background. In this case a node for the owner of a nail studio can be 

contacts with people in the same community that would like to work in a nail studio in Europe 

too. In this context, paths in the nail industry could be the use of a contact or network with the 

country of origin to recruit new employers. To have contacts with people who could help with 

the recruitment of new employees seems only logical for someone who has been owning a nail 

studio for a while. There is limited supervision on the nail industry (NOS, 2019). The Dutch 

Inspection of Social Affairs and Employment (ISZW) has only inspected 29 nail studios 

nationally (out of more than 9000 nail studios in the country). These inspections were 

coincidentally a co-product of other projects in the same neighbourhood. The Dutch national 

police informs that it is difficult to enforce nail studios because there are limited rules in the 

industry (NOS, 2019). These limited inspections and rules in the nail industry could be 

indications for an existing edge or opportunity for criminal activity. 
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2.2 Ethnicity and cultural factors of crime 

Because there seem to work a lot of migrants in the nail industry, I expect to encounter migrant 

groups during my research period. For this reason, it is important to discuss existing theory 

about ethnicity and cultural aspects of crime beforehand. This notion has been comprehensively 

studied and theorized. Ethnic minorities that are involved in organized criminal activities 

“maintain, establish, cultivate or negotiate material and symbolic ties (1) with their own 

(national, ethnic, language) communities (both locally and overseas), (2) with local, mainstream 

“native” actors or groups, and (3) with other immigrant groups (locally and abroad)” (Van de 

Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014, p. 330). In this approach of the term ‘ethnicity’, it is not a factor 

that explains the origin of crime in a stigmatizing or essentialist way. Rather, it is viewed as a 

socially constructed term that is a part of social embeddedness. For example, if migrants in nail 

salons mostly possess the Vietnamese nationality one can claim the crimes committed are 

embedded in an ethnical way. However, the reason for the homogeneity of the workers could 

also be explained by the social ties in their home village or community and would therefore be 

more related to social embeddedness compared to ethnical embeddedness (Kleemans & Van de 

Bunt, 1999). 

For the nail industry, the notion of ethnic minorities having contacts with their own but 

also with other ethnic communities would mean that employers and owners of nail studios with 

a migrant background (that are exploiting or are victims of exploitation) have contact with their 

own community outside the nail industry. In the Netherlands but also overseas, so with people 

from their country of origin. According to this theory they could also have contacts with 

“native” actors, “native” groups, and other immigrant groups, which would mean that besides 

their ethnic community they have contacts with Dutch people and other ethnicities. 

Some authors approach the social embeddedness theory of crime with a traditional 

sociological view on culture and agency, assuming that culture determines the choices that are 

made quite dominantly (Kleemans, 2004). However, it is important to critically review this 

notion for my research. Criminological studies that have evoked ethnicity or culture in their 

explanations of crime (see, for example: Werdmölder, 2005), have been criticized for overly 

culturizing criminal behaviour. For example, the distrust of Moroccan-Dutch criminals is 

analysed by Werdmölder (2005) as tracing back to their Rif-Berber culture. Their criminal 

behaviour and attitude – in particular their distrusting behaviour – towards Dutch authorities in 

the Netherlands, are explained through this ethnic particularity. Their criminal behaviour and 

social problems in the Netherlands, then, are viewed as ethnical embeddedness or a cultural 
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code still active in the immigrant country. However, second generation Moroccan-Dutch boys 

are born and raised here; one could thus question this culturalization of their behaviour, which 

could, as well, be influenced by structural problems like exclusion from the society. In ethnicity 

studies a lot is credited to culture and a mistake could be easily made, especially when talking 

about second generation migrants, who had a lot of other cultural influences playing a role in 

their lives. In chapter seven I similarly reflect on an example of the cultural image that exists 

of Asian migrants in the Netherlands, namely the idea that the Chinese community is ‘very 

closed’. Here, as well, ‘culture’ is presumed to play a part, whereas the structural environment 

this community finds itself in, in the Netherlands, might play a bigger part in this perceived 

‘closedness’.  

In sum, when looking at the idea of ‘ethnic embeddedness’ in migrant groups, I argue 

that we should question whether the behaviour is, actually, ‘cultural’ or if there are, rather, 

structural reasons for this behaviour. The perceived closedness of the Chinese culture is 

perceived as ‘typical Chinese’ but could also be typical for migrant minorities in from other 

countries, if they are excluded because they do not speak the language, for example. Migrant 

status and culture are two different things, as the first is more related to structural embeddedness 

rather than ethnical embeddedness. I will now look deeper into structural conditions that 

migrants face, which could play a role in their criminal behaviour, or their becoming victim to 

it. 

2.3 Structural conditions 

In this paragraph I want to emphasize that criminal behaviour, or becoming a victim of crime, 

is not exclusively attributable to culture and ethnicity. There is also the possibility of socio-

economic patterns that migrants face in society that may play a large part in this. 

One of these patterns is a vulnerable position on the labour market in the host country 

(Staring et al., 2020). Undocumented migrants are excluded from the official labour market and 

social services, and they are driven underground by the fines that employers get for hiring 

undocumented employees (Staring et al., 2020). In addition, the study of Byrne, Clarke and Van 

der Meer (2005) on the exclusion of ethnic minorities of skilled occupations claims the 

opportunities for migrants are even limited in the unofficial labour market because the skills 

that are required for the jobs are learned almost entirely unofficially and through social ties. 

Recruitment and promotions are based on experience and demonstratable practices. The 

importance of social networks and contacts for the training and the recruitment works as an 
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exclusion mechanism for migrants because they are excluded from these networks and contacts 

due to a variety of factors, which includes the fear of possible competition (Byrne, Clarke & 

Van der Meer, 2005). In the more ‘skilled’ sectors, there are often certain certificates and 

education required and migrants are often excluded because of their lack of these required 

documents. Consequently, migrants are forced to use their own social networks and contacts to 

find a job. As a result, migrants are pushed towards following their family and other 

acquaintances in their careers, which often leads to low-skilled positions on the (unofficial) 

labour market. This could also be the reason why in some niches, migrants from a certain 

ethnicity are overrepresented (Byrne, Clarke & Van der Meer, 2005). 

Another pattern which migrants have to face in the country of destination is 

crimmigration. Crimmigration is a concept that refers to the convergence of immigration a 

criminal law (Stumpf, 2016). Over the years, there have grown a lot of attributions of criminal 

law in the immigration law to the point that the two concepts are merely separated. This 

criminalization of immigration has led to more exclusion by moving toward retribution instead 

of integration into society. As a result, there is more division in included citizens and excluded, 

alienated migrants (Stumpf, 2016). A lot of aspects of immigration that were not labelled as 

criminal or were labelled as normal in the past have become criminal. An example of this is 

someone who would like to help his family by giving them a ride, because this person is the 

only one with a car. This person drives his family to the nearest border and says from here on 

you will have to walk. Nowadays, this person is at risk of being labelled as a trafficker. The 

notion of crimmigration helps this research in explaining why undocumented migrants, who 

have been criminalized by the law, are more likely to end up in situation of exploitation because 

they cannot turn to the police, since they are illegal themselves. If they have a residence permit, 

they are dependent on the employer for this since some of the permits are based on work. I will 

show examples of these and more related issues in chapter seven. 

In sum, this paragraph emphasizes the structural patterns that migrants encounter in the 

country of destination in order to avoid culturizing the problems. Structural patterns like 

exclusion of migrants from the (high-)skilled labour market in the host country and 

crimmigration processes over the years contribute to exclusion of migrants from the society. 

This limits the job opportunities for migrants and increases their dependency on the job and 

employer they find and by doing so increases the possibility of them ending up in criminal 

situations (as a victim). 
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Chapter 3: Methodological Reflection 

In this chapter I will elaborate on the methodology that has been used to answer the research 

question. I also reflect on the choices made in the process of this research. During the timespan 

of this research the world was in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. This had a significant 

influence on my research. The chapter starts with a short epistemology to elaborate the choice 

of approach for this research, after which I elaborate on the chosen research design followed by 

the data collection. In the section on data collection, I expand on the methodologies that were 

used: the (n)ethnography and the in-depth interviews. Subsequently I will expand on the data-

analysis, ethical considerations, and the data quality. In the data quality I will reflect on the 

reflexivity as a researcher, the validity and reliability of the data and the strengths and 

limitations of the data. 

3.1 Epistemology 

Positivistic researchers presume a strict separation between the researcher and the subject of 

research. Objectivity, independence, and normative freedom of the researcher are important 

concepts in this paradigm. For example, from a positivistic view, interviews are a typical 

stimulus-response event (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016, p. 189): the goal of such an interview is the 

collecting of information from questioned individuals that are answering questions on behalf of 

a, in advance, formulated research question (Baarda, Goede and van der Meer-Middelburg, 

2007). The role of the researcher is, then, comparable with a miner: the miner is digging for 

information from the respondent, who is seen as an independent informant that can give 

information without it being influenced by the context of this information (Decorte & Zaitch, 

2016). I do not sustain this epistemology. Rather, I support the view that the subject of social 

and criminological studies are humans who are subject to change, response, and complexity 

(Decorte & Zaitch, 2016). A respondent cannot, in this view, answer questions without being 

influenced by the context. Neither can the respondent answer questions without being 

influenced by the interviewer, for that matter. 

For this reason, I approached this research from a constructivist point of view. 

Constructivist researchers embrace the premise that one objective reality does not exist. Instead, 

every actor has his own perception of reality and therefore constructs his own reality (Decorte 

& Zaitch, 2016). I am aware that not only the respondents of this research construct their own 

reality, but that I play a part in this construction through my own perception and construction 
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of reality. When it comes to the production of knowledge, as a researcher I am not standing on 

the side but am involved in a constant process of mutual exchange with the respondent. The 

consequence for this research is that I must be aware of my own possible prejudices regarding 

the possibility of exploitation in nail salons, and what type of victims and perpetrators could be 

involved. Exploitational scenarios could be perceived as normal to some respondents, or not as 

harmful as it would seem to me. Therefore, I must be open in my questioning and accept that 

an objective ‘truth’ will not be found about the exploitation in nail salons, because it depends 

on the perspective an individual adopts and how the respondents and I construct this reality. In 

order to do so, I regularly reviewed my findings with my supervisor and peers. 

3.2 Research Design 

The goal of this research was to explore the contribution of nail salons in the socio-economic 

integration of (newly arrived) migrants and explore their risks of exploitation. The research has 

an explorative goal as there is no scientific knowledge on the role of nail salons in integration 

and exploitation yet, while the amount of nail salons is extensively growing and narratives of 

exploitation in this sector from neighbouring countries and the United States are indicative for 

its existence. Another goal of this research is to describe the working conditions in nail salons 

in the Hague and Utrecht. This research, thus, also has a descriptive goal, and is focussed on 

these specific cases. 

Especially when a case is unique, an accurate academical description is of significant 

added value (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016). In this research, the case of newly arrived migrants 

working in a nail salon is not unique. But there is no, or very few research done on potential 

dangers of exploitation for migrants in this industry. Therefore, an additional goal of this 

research is to describe the case of the role of nail salons in the socio-economic integration of 

newly arrived migrants and potential dangers in nail salons in the Hague and Utrecht. 

I approached this research trough an emic perspective. I was interested in the “why and 

“how” of the choices and decisions made by migrants. What meaning does the actor give his or 

her steps taken? The urge of understanding how certain individuals act and the meaning they 

attach to it is reflected in the German word Verstehen and is the characteristic of qualitative 

research methods (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016). In addition: explorative criminological research 

implies research into hidden worlds (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016), and the current research is an 

example of that, with labour exploitation being a hidden phenomenon that we lack insight in. 

These hidden spheres, networks and subcultures that are embedded in society and hidden for 
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the ‘outside world’ are generally hard (often impossible) to research with statistical methods or 

to understand through the registered reality like, for example, the study of judicial files (Decorte 

& Zaitch, 2016). For these reasons, a qualitative research design is best fit for this. 

The location of this research was chosen for multiple reasons. Nail salons are a growing 

business throughout Germany, Spain, Belgium, The United Kingdom and other countries in 

Europe (Europol, 2020; NOS, 2019). The reason for doing research in the Netherlands was 

partly because of the COVID-19 pandemic. During the entire process of this research a negative 

travel advice was given for many countries and the government urgently requested the people 

not to travel “unless absolutely necessary”. Because of the qualitative character of the research 

in which I wanted to understand the integration and exploitation of nail salon workers from an 

emic perspective, the Netherlands became the only option, with its “intelligent lockdown” still 

offering possibilities to encounter people face-to-face. Even in the Netherlands the COVID-19 

measures and the fear of infections with the virus made face-to-face interviews challenging. 

The research started in the city Utrecht, but due to a lack of respondents and problems with 

access I decided to broaden my scope to other cities. When I encountered multiple key 

informants in the city of The Hague, I decided to include this city as well. In the end, the 

locations where this research took place were both Utrecht and The Hague. 

Time and financial constraints were additional motives to limit this research to these 

two cities. With Dutch being my native language, I would build faster report with respondents 

and get easier access to organizations.  

3.3 Data Collection: semi-structured interviews 

For this research I conducted semi-structured interviews. During the entire duration of this 

research, the options in terms of location for the data collection was limited because of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Most of the interviews took place in an online environment. 

Nevertheless, some of the interviews were conducted face-to-face. My strong preference was 

to conduct interviews in an offline setting. If the corona measures of the government would 

allow it, both the respondent and I had no signs of corona and the respondent agreed on meeting 

offline, the interview was conducted in an offline setting. The only offline settings that is visited 

were in Utrecht, the respondents in The Hague were not able to meet offline. The interviews 

helped to get more in-depth information on the community of nail salon employees and workers 

that I met on the internet. The interviews were also a good technique to collect data from 

experts, employees that I met in real life, and officials. I started my research by emailing 
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possible experts whom I found on the internet, asking them for an interview. At the same time, 

I was contacting possible respondents in online groups and forums and collecting data through 

chats and posts. In the next section of the methodological reflection, I further describe these 

methods, sampling techniques, and the data analysis procedures. 

I approached the interviews from a constructivist academical approach and, thus, saw 

my respondent as a knowledgeable agent. The respondent was approached as an individual that 

can refer to the “why” of his behaviour and aimed to get insight into discursive consciousness 

of a respondent. The discursive consciousness refers to the respondent to be able to clarify 

reasons behind and take accountability for their actions. I was mostly interested in the reasons 

why migrants chose to work in nail salons, their dependency, how they perceive themselves 

within power structures related to the recruitment and the employment. I was not only interested 

in the decisions migrants made, but explicitly in the how and why they made them. For this 

reason, in-depth interviews were well fit. Because I wanted to understand the perspective of the 

respondents, it was important to respect their frame of reference and be able to adapt flexibly 

and deviate from my questions where necessary. A semi-structured, half open interview allowed 

for that. 

3.3.1 Sampling and gaining access 

Random sampling, as one can imagine, is not possible when the total research population is not 

in view, but hidden, as in this case. The method of sampling for this research was purposive 

sampling. At first, I did not control for race, gender, age, or any other demographic information. 

The criteria for selecting respondents were that the respondent was established in Utrecht or 

The Hague. Nevertheless, in the process of the research I noticed that accessibility to the 

research group was difficult and information on exploitation in nail salons was, except for the 

article of the NOS (2019), very hard to get. I thus broadened my scope to the Netherlands in 

general and contacted a list of organizations that could in theory have knowledge on the topic, 

like victim support organizations. There was only one organization that had information on the 

topic and was willing to talk to me. Through that organization I met a respondent who supported 

victims of exploitation in nail salons. This respondent eventually came to be a key person in 

my research. As a researcher entering a terrain that was not researched before, the first thing I 

wanted to do was to map out a typical case of a migrant that was encountering exploitation in 

a nail salon (as recommended by Decorte and Zaitch, 2016, p. 113). The key informant appeared 

to be important for this. Because the location of the organization was in the Hague, I added the 
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Hague to my research location. Further criteria for selecting respondents were employment (in 

the present or in the past) in a nail salon. As new information about the background of the 

victims came to light, confirming the overrepresentation of migrants in the group of labour 

exploited individuals already found in the literature study, I shifted my focus mainly on migrant 

workers in nail salons and later to Asian workers. Another reason to limit the criteria, halfway 

the research, to migrant and Asian workers was that it had proven to be a lot easier to talk to 

native Dutch employees and owners of nail salons; this group was, thus, overrepresented in my 

first sampling efforts. To ensure enough variation within the sample, this bias needed to be 

addressed. 

 I used snowball sampling and convenience sampling to largen my pool of respondents. 

Snowball sampling proved to be a useful method for nail salon workers because they tend to 

practice their profession for a long period of time and know each other through working with 

the same brands of products, selling brands to each other and sharing knowledge. Despite the 

many nail salon owners who work independently and the potential isolation as a result, some 

respondents were able to refer me to other nail salon workers and owners in their network. For 

expert interviews this technique had fewer results, as most of the individuals in the network of 

experts were too busy to conduct an interview or they did not have information to add. 

 Due to lack of time and resources for this research, I was forced to select nail salon 

workers that I could reach most easily in my sampling method. Therefore, the nail salons I 

visited were in Utrecht and the respondents that I recruited were mostly from Utrecht. The 

advantage of this was that I could visit the nail salons multiple times without extra costs or loss 

of time. In addition, opportunistic sampling was used when I encountered an expert in the field 

of health dangers of the nail stylist profession. Although this was not part of this research 

beforehand, I decided to add this aspect to my research and interview this respondent. Because 

it became clear that there were several serious potential health risks within the profession of 

nail stylists, which also influenced the working conditions of employees. 

I have used different techniques for the recruitment of respondents, starting with 

emailing a journalist that did research on nail salon exploitation in the past. Through the 

snowball sampling method, I came in contact with different journalists and experts in the field 

of exploitation and migration. The journalists also told me about certain Facebook groups in 

which the recruitment of nail salon workers took place. In the time between the journalist’s 

research and mine, the Facebook groups became inactive. However, there are a lot of private 

Facebook groups for nail stylists. I posted a message in seven groups in total. These groups 

were selected by the number of members and posts per day, as indicators of the activity of the 
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group. In my initial post I presented myself openly as a researcher from Utrecht University 

(Appendix A) and asked for their opinion on the topic of exploitation within the nail industry, 

adding the article of the NOS (2019) as illustration (A1). In my second post, again to all groups, 

I thanked everyone for their participation and opinion and narrowed my search down to nail 

salon workers and owners located in Utrecht. I asked if anyone was willing to answer questions 

about nail salons in the city of Utrecht for my research (A2). In the third Facebook post I asked 

for customers or employees/owners of Asian nail salons that were willing to answer a few 

questions (A3). 

Before I posted messages in the groups, I asked permission from the admin of each 

group, because to enter a group you must get the approval of the admin. I made sure to also 

send them the messages that I wanted to send to the groups. All posts were approved. I used the 

reactions and discussions in the comments on my posts as data, as well as the interviews that 

resulted from the posts and other interesting comments, posts, and pictures from these groups.  

 Another technique I used was contacting people in the Facebook group in private. There 

appeared indications from the literature study that most of the migrants who work in nail salons, 

who potentially encountered exploitation, had a Vietnamese background (Roelofs, Azaroff, 

Holcroft, Nguyen & Doan, 2018). When I asked about exploitation on the forum, several 

respondents referred to the nail salons with Vietnamese owners and employees. Although I was 

very aware of the possibility of these referrals not all being reliable, I did want to check this 

eventual prejudice and talk to Vietnamese people in the Facebook groups and hear more about 

their side of the story. I struggled with how to achieve this in a way which was not stigmatizing. 

Initially I tried doing this through specifically targeting Asian members of the forum, but I soon 

left that strategy as snowball sampling eventually yielded some Asian respondents, in particular 

Vietnamese and Chinese. This technique proved to be useful for chatting with respondents 

about the topic and getting their views on it, but not so much for interviews as most of the 

members responding did not fit the criteria for the selection of my respondents. 

Using the snowball technique, at the end of each interview I asked the respondents if 

they knew anyone that might be able and willing to talk to me about the role of nail salons in 

integration and about the potential risk of exploitation. So, my initial contact with the next 

respondent depended on the referral by the previous respondent. For example, one respondent 

referred me to her colleague saying the easiest way to contact her was through Facebook, 

because the respondent tended to be active on this platform. I then contacted this respondent in 

a private message, saying that I was referred to her by the previous respondent. An example is 

found in Appendix B3. In all the Facebook posts and private messages, I used my full name, 
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personal account and openly explained my research and my role as a researcher. Through these 

recruitment techniques a lot of the recruitment took place on the platform Facebook. It was a 

fast way of recruiting, in the sense that all the names I had to contact were in the same database 

and I could conduct multiple conversations with respondents at the same time. Nevertheless, 

the informal sphere also resulted in appointments that were forgotten and respondents not 

responding for a while. As respondents told me they were not that active on the platform all the 

time. Realizing this, I often immediately asked for their e-mail address.  

A limitation of snowball sampling in this research was that respondents were extremely 

scared to talk to me. When I asked a respondent, assisting victims of labour exploitation in nail 

salons, if he/she knew one of the clients willing to talk to me, he/she came back to me, saying 

all the clients he/she asked were too afraid to talk to me, even in the presence of the trusted 

assisting worker, as translator enabling them to speak in their own language during the 

interview. During other interviews as well, I noticed that respondents hesitated to refer me to 

other potential respondents because they might not want to be referred to. 

Because the online methods of recruitment did not lead to enough respondents that fitted 

my criteria and thus unable to add information for this research, other techniques were used 

also. I made a list of all the nail salons in Utrecht. After completing this list, I visited a select 

number of nail salons to personally deliver a letter in their letterbox. Due to the COVID-19 

measures of the government entering the nail salons was impossible, because they had to close 

their doors for a certain amount of time. In this letter I openly explained my research, that I was 

interested in the role of nail salons in the integration of migrants and the potential risk of 

exploitation within the industry or how the owner/employee would try to exclude these risks. 

This letter can be found in Appendix C.  

I selected the nail salons I visited by using Google Maps. When searching for nail salons 

I got multiple results in and near the city center. While reading the google reviews I found some 

reviews that stated that the ladies were not speaking Dutch fluently or correctly. Some reviewers 

also mentioned that they hoped the employees were getting paid enough. The language spoken 

in the salons and the worries about wages from reviewers were used as indicators for possible 

exploitation. Another indicator was the price of the nails, also mentioned in reviews when the 

nail salon had no website with a pricelist available. All prices for a simple nail painting job (or 

any other activity) below 30 euros was an indication of exploitation, since exploitation is mostly 

present in low-budget nail salons (NOS, 2019). Having to pay cash and experiences of bad 

hygiene were indicators for exploitation as well, information also to be found in reviews of 

some nail salons. This was based on the video coupled with the article of NOS (2019), in which 
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these indicators are mentioned as possible signs of exploitation and human trafficking. 

Unfortunately, the letters did not get any response. This may also be caused by the fact that the 

salons were closed a significant amount of the time of this research due to COVID-19 measures 

from the government. 

Because there were no responses to these letters, I decided to visit the nail salons during 

opening hours to contact the employees or owners of the salons directly when COVID-19 

measures of the government made that possible. I made an appointment with a nail salon in 

which employees spoke Dutch but were from Asian origin. Since I had never been a customer 

in a nail salon before and had no experience with the services nor the product, I asked an 

experienced respondent about details and treatments. A pedicure seemed to be the best choice 

for me because this was the longest treatment in time without having to paint my nails. It gave 

me time to look around and observe. The costs were 27 euro for the pedicure and 17 euro for 

the manicure. In the two occasions I visited the nail salon as a customer I was able to establish 

some contact and the employee agreed in an interview. 

For this research there were also several expert interviews available. Snowball sampling 

was used to recruit these experts. Besides snowball methods, I used Google to find 

organizations that were related to human trafficking, exploitation, and labour exploitation. I 

contacted all the experts through e-mail, except for the one that contacted me through 

WhatsApp. 

The total number of respondents of this research was 27. All the respondents are 

displayed in Appendix D. The reason for the relatively small number of Dutch nail salon 

employees is that Dutch employees tend to be self-employed, as freelancer and not in salons. 

Therefore, they are the owner as well as the sole employee of the business. In the matrix they 

are referred to as nail salon owners. Because this research is focused on The Hague as well as 

Utrecht, the location of the establishment of the respondent is displayed in most cases. The 

nationality is also often displayed because this research focuses on migrants. Of the 27 

interviews, 12 were expert-interviews. A noteworthy feature of this sample is that it would have 

benefitted from more Migrant or Asian nail salon employees. As mentioned before accessibility 

to this group was difficult because nail salons were closed for a significant amount of the time 

during this research due to COVID-19 measures. Therefore, I tried to reach the research target 

group through a snowballing technique. When I met respondents that assisted and helped 

victims of exploitation in nail salons, they asked their clients if they were willing to talk to me. 

However, the clients were too afraid to talk to me, even with the trusted victim assistant present 

to translate. Multiple other options were given to collect data from the clients like writing down 
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their story and then hand it over to me, but the clients were too afraid to talk. When the nail 

salons opened again, I interviewed some migrant nail salon workers who referred me to others. 

The trails of these snowballing techniques are not fully followed up yet and therefore 

completion was not reached. The short time frame of my research in combination with COVID-

19 measures were the main reason for this. 

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews procedure and recording 

The online distance interviews that were conducted were always through video communication. 

The reason for this was that it was easier to create a connection with the respondent. A 

respondent can be put at ease by facial expressions, clothes, body language and more non-verbal 

communication (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016). Therefore, I preferred a video call over a normal 

telephone call and all respondents agreed. In most of the online interviews, Google Zoom was 

used. In three expert interviews, Microsoft Teams was used instead. Of the total of 27 

respondents, 9 were interviewed long distance. 2 of the respondents were able to meet me in an 

offline setting and were interviewed face-to-face. 10 respondents were interviewed through e-

mail and 6 respondents were interviewed using a chat service. An advantage of the online 

interviews was that it took less (travel) time, this way I could interview more people on a single 

day and the location of the respondent did not matter. However, in offline interviews I got a 

better contact, the interviews lasted longer, and I could use more techniques like mirroring the 

body language to make respondents feel more comfortable. 

 While asking a respondent for an interview, I told them that I preferred a face-to-face 

conversation instead of a video call. At the same time, I made clear that I understood the current 

COVID-19 situation and that an interview long distance was also an option. If that was 

preferred, I suggested Google Zoom and Microsoft Teams as a service for the video call. The 

respondent could choose these or any other service. In all the interviews I used my personal 

accounts and my full name. Time and date were always up to the respondent. In the case of 

face-to-face interviews, the location also depended on the preference of the respondent. In one 

interview setting, I had to conduct the interview in a busy nail salon with customers and family 

present. Not enough freedom of speech in that setting I thought and not sure if my recording 

device would work with all the noise, so I asked for a more private place and the respondent 

agreed. Some nail salon owners were very busy and had a tight time schedule. If there was 

really no option for a face-to-face or online interview, I suggested an interview through e-mail. 

In email-interviews, I made sure to ask just one or a maximum of two questions per e-mail, 
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because more could lead to less motivation and shorter answers by the respondent (Kivits, 

2005). Again, I used my personal e-mail account from the University of Utrecht and the Outlook 

application. With 6 respondents I met on a Facebook group or Forum, I conducted an interview 

through the Facebook messaging service “messenger”. Chat interviews as I had not enough 

questions for an interview because these respondents did not fully meet my selection criteria. 

In chat interviews I asked one question each time. 

In the long distance and face-to-face interviews, I started by explaining my name. 

“Sanne” is a name that is mostly used for females in the Netherlands. This helped breaking the 

ice and usually started some small talk. I orally discussed the informed consent at the start of 

the interview because it could also help in building trust, especially when the interview is 

sensitive and can be criminalizing to others (Decorte & Zaitch, 2016). After some small talk I 

started introducing myself, as a researcher and repeated the topic of this research. Full 

anonymity was ensured, and I asked permission to record the interview. 

The interviews were recorded using the app “Dictaphone” on my personal iPhone 8. I 

only recorded the audio from the interviews, and not the videocalls itself, to ensure anonymity. 

I did take notes during the interview and announced this at the start of the interview. I wrote 

down important terms that I wanted to get back on in a later stage of the interview as well as 

useful websites and potential respondents that were referred to me by the respondent. Another 

reason for taking notes was that I realized while practicing interview skills that I made a lot of 

eye contact. Peer-feedback taught me that it could make respondents feel uncomfortable. 

Making notes was a good way to prevent this.  

All the interviews were semi-structured. I used a topic list during the interview. In most 

of my interviews, there were around 7 topics with one main question per topic and sub questions 

in bullet points. In some of the topic lists I changed the sub questions into keywords, as I noticed 

during my research that it was more comfortable and natural to formulate the questions during 

the interview. All the topic lists are listed in Appendix E. In the order of the topics, I focused 

on starting with easily answerable topics like personal information and addressing more 

sensitive/confronting topics like exploitation later in the interview. I always made sure to end 

with something positive, and light-hearted like if the respondent had any tips on how to proceed 

with my research. Regarding my role as a researcher, I was always open about my research and 

intentions. At the start of this research, I thought that my personal identity as a heterosexual 

male would raise suspicion when entering a nail salon. But I learned quickly that customers of 

nail salons are not distinguishable by specific features like sexuality or gender. 
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3.4 Observations 

In addition to the interviews, I visited eleven nail salons in total. In most of the nail salons I 

took a full observing role, in which I did not participate in the activities within the nail salon. 

In one nail salon I embraced a participating role in my observation by acting as a customer 

twice. Because of the COVID-19 measures and limited resources for my research I was not able 

to participate as a customer in more nail salons. This allowed me to build rapport with the 

employee who later on agreed to an interview. Because I did not know beforehand in which 

nail salons possible exploitation could take place, I selected the nail salons that I wanted to visit 

by reading all the reviews on the internet on the nail salons and compare their prices, because 

the news report of NOS (2019) claimed that exploitation was happening the cheaper nail salons. 

While I was aware of this not being the best method, I had no other indications that could help 

with selecting the nail salons I wanted to visit. I did not want to spend too much time on the 

nail salons that shows no signs of these practices, having considered the limited time frame. I 

chose to type notations on my phone while I was observing the nail salons because this raised 

the least suspicion, even when I was undergoing a pedicure as a customer. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

The types of data resulting from the techniques of data collection I used were transcripts from 

online interviews, face-to-face interviews, e-mail interviews and chat interviews. Besides these 

transcripts, certain pictures were collected from Facebook groups. A picture that was send to 

me by a respondent was also collected. Transcripts constitute the main source of data in my 

research. I used a service called Transcribe for this. All the transcripts and other types of data 

were put in NVivo. Before doing this, I created several inductive codes related to my research 

questions. The rest of the codes I created during the coding of the data. I linked memos to every 

transcription and other type of data while transcribing and analysing. These memos helped me 

to conceptualize the data, getting ideas for further research and memorizing thoughts during the 

process of data-analyses. 

3.6 Data Quality 

Methodological quality of qualitative research is important. It is essential to the basic 

deontology of a researcher to deliver research of good quality, to be aware of the strengths and 

limitations of his research and to communicate transparently about it. In addition, leading 
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scientists and policy makers tend to assess the quality of quantitative research to be higher than 

that of qualitative research. It is therefore important for a qualitative researcher to formulate 

what they define as quality and how this differs from quantitative research (Decorte & Zaitch, 

2016).  In this section I will reflect on my data, on myself as a researcher and potential biases, 

the validity, reliability as well as the strengths and limitations of this research. 

3.6.1 Researcher Reflexivity 

Because of the constructivist approach of this research, in which the researcher constructs the 

reality together with the respondents, it is important to reflect on my own position as a 

researcher. I am a white, western looking male with a Dutch nationality. In researching the role 

of nail salons in the integration of migrants, most of my research target group had a different 

nationality. I noticed that I was slightly biased because I initially thought that the Vietnamese 

and Chinese culture was quite closed to outsiders. This prejudice proved to be not true the 

moment I talked to the first Chinese respondent. The respondents talked to me openly and told 

me that this was a common prejudice from Dutch people. 

Another difference between me and the research target group was that most of the 

employees, owners and customers in nail salons are female. This influenced my thinking going 

to the nail salon for the first time as a customer; I felt a little uncomfortable. But it turned out 

to be no problem; in fact, it was a nice ice breaker to be a male customer. For example, the nail 

stylist would say that she had a lot of male customers to put me at ease and so I could start a 

conversation. A barrier in this research of course was that I do not speak Chinese or Vietnamese. 

Therefore, I was limited to respondents that could talk at least some Dutch or English. I solved 

this through a respondent who could translate for me, but many nail salon employees were too 

afraid to talk to me. Furthermore, I noticed that my own opinion sometimes led to internal 

frustration during an interview. For example, talking to a policeman who was claiming the 

solution of subversion in the Netherlands was to be found in better teaching in primary school. 

In my opinion, this leaves out migrant groups entirely. 

3.6.2 Validity & Reliability 

In traditional (post)positivistic research, quantitative research internal validity refers to the 

credibility of causal propositions. In this research I broaden the meaning of internal validity to 

credibility. Including the credibility of all causal propositions and descriptive propositions. To 

increase the internal validity of this research I registered all the collected data as clearly as 
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possible. Descriptions and observations were reported as detailed as possible. I kept a journal 

for every day of my research period and made notes of every step in the research process and 

everything else I thought was worth noting. I also recorded my conversations with respondents. 

 The meaning of external validity in this research is broadened to transferability. Because 

of limited time and COVID-19 measures I did not reach saturation. I did not encounter enough 

respondents to formulate statements that could lead to a transferable theory. I constantly 

compared new data with older data. When I started noticing patterns in the data, I went looking 

for atypical cases. For example, when native Dutch nail salon owners remarked similar things, 

I interviewed respondents of other nationalities and types of nail salons to test these remarks.   

 To increase the reliability, I wrote everything as transparent as I could. I transcribed the 

recorded interviews in detail. Remarkable notions that were found in the data were, if possible, 

compared with own observations and with existing literature. I further triangulated data by 

comparing findings with expert interviews, interviews with owners and literature and popular 

media reports. Triangulation of methods was acquired by combining interviews with 

observations and a literature study. At last, subject triangulation was reached by interviewing 

experts on the topic as well as nail salon employees, owners, educators, customers and 

wholesale owners.  

3.6.3 Data Strengths & Limitations 

The strength of this data was that there was a variety of respondents included. However, I 

encountered a limited number of employees of nail salons that had knowledge on the potential 

risk of exploitation within the industry. A reason for this was the limited amount of time and 

the COVID-19 measures, that closed the nail salons during most of the time of my research. 

Furthermore, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I had to do a lot of the interviews virtually which 

had several disadvantages like creating less contact. 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

To ensure integrity, quality, and transparency I designed this research to be as detailed as 

possible in the methodological reflection of the research. Also, the respondents were all well 

informed before each interview. It was made clear that the goal of this research was to acquire 

knowledge, explore an academically unknown phenomenon in our society and ensure that 

information was not handed over to the authorities. Their role as a respondent was made clear 

as well as their choice to abandon the research whenever they would like. 
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Furthermore, anonymity was ensured. I asked permission for the recording of the 

interview. I made a copy of the recording too and sent both recordings to an encrypted map in 

my PC via Airdrop. I memorized the password and wrote it down on a single piece of paper 

which I put in a safe place. After transcribing the interviews, I deleted the recordings from my 

phone and PC as promised.  The names of the respondents were replaced by pseudonyms. The 

real names in connection to their pseudonyms were also stored in an encrypted map. These 

steps prevented the respondents from getting harmed. For example, a respondent told me that a 

nail salon across the street was recruiting Vietnamese people from Vietnam to work for him for 

a small amount of money. If this information was not anonymous the police could question the 

respondent and the nail salon across, which could harm the image of the respondent and his/her 

social position. 

For some respondents there was partial disclosure to the topic of this research. The 

reason for this was that I did not want to walk into a nail salon and directly tell them the main 

theme of my research being exploitation. This could create an image of me being in the service 

of the police or other officials. Instead, I only told the respondents that my research was about 

the role of nail salons in the integration of migrants. Nevertheless, I told respondents in the 

interview after a while that I was also doing research on the topic of exploitation. The 

respondents were not shocked or surprised by this. Lastly, a point of discussion may be me as 

a researcher going to a nail salon as a customer. With the given indicators of exploitation and 

human trafficking within the nail salons it might not be ethical to be a customer at this place. 

However, I did as much online research as possible in the different nail salons in the city and 

was confident that I had chosen a nail salon where these practices did not happen. 

At last, ethical considerations about my observations must be noted. The question raised 

whether it was ethical to participate as a customer in a nail salon which was to be presumed to 

show signs of exploitation of its employees. With this in mind, I intended to refer any 

encountered signs of exploitation to two respondents that support victims of exploitation in nail 

salons: respondent Bian and Ju. I did not encounter signals of exploitations. However, I did 

encounter practices that could indicate poor working conditions. I did not proceed further action 

on this matter. I was aware of the possibility of having myself treated in a place where working 

conditions could be poor or even exploitational scenarios were present. I have discussed this 

matter beforehand, with my supervisor. 
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Chapter 4: State of the Art 

In this chapter I will give an overview of the current state of knowledge and the research 

conducted on the topic. Since there is limited scientific research on this topic, press releases 

will occasionally be used as a source as well. In the first section I will discuss what we know 

about exploitation in the nail industry, the perpetrators and the victims and how previous studies 

can help the current research. In the second section the political context of labour exploitation 

in general is discussed to address the issue of how exploitation and human trafficking are 

politically entangled with (anti-)migration policies. In the third section the concept of labour 

exploitation will be defined, both legally and politically. In addition, the concepts of human 

trafficking and labour exploitation are explained, and I will go into how these are related. 

4.1 Migration and labour exploitation 

Press releases from Europol (2020) and NOS (2019) indicate that workers that are being 

exploited in nail salons are for a large percentage illegal immigrants. Considering their 

movements by others across national borders for exploitation, human trafficking is a crime that 

logically comes into view here. Human trafficking is often framed as immigration offences 

committed by organized criminal groups that traffic woman illegally from their home country 

to other countries to work in prostitution, as is shown in the study of Van Voorhout in 2007. 

But according to the legal definition human trafficking does not only refer to sex trafficking, 

nor only to women. 

The current interest in human trafficking and modern forms of exploitation cannot be 

seen separately from processes of globalization and international migration (Van der Leun & 

Vervoorn, 2004). In this context, the concept of globalization refers to the ‘shrinking’ of the 

world (Burgers & Engbersen, 1996). New communication and transportation resources are 

causing travelling over long distances taking less time (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). 

Countries that are geographically far away from each other are increasingly getting connected 

on a social and economic level while social inequalities on a global scale are ever existing. This 

leads to an increase in the traffic of goods and people over long distances. A part of this traffic 

of people is of a temporary nature, the part that is (partially) not temporary is called migration 

or seasonal migration (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). 

The majority of the western countries are categorized as ‘receiving countries’ which 

means that more people are coming to these countries compared to people who are leaving. The 
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Netherlands is a typical example of an immigration country (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004).  

Besides a lot of legal migration of individuals that were looking for a job in the Netherlands 

there was simultaneously a lot of illegal immigration. The problem of illegal migrants was 

spread across multiple European countries. From 1990 onwards, most European countries, 

including the Netherlands, were trying to adjust their legislation to reduce unwanted and illegal 

migration. Partly because of the migration restrictions that were presented as a solution to this 

problem, organized criminal groups were facilitated (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). 

Between 2000 and 2003 there was an increase in cross border and domestic human trafficking 

in the Netherlands and human trafficking became big business (Nationaal rapporteur 

Mensenhandel, 2002). It proved the Netherlands to be a transit country for human trafficking 

(Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). One of the issues related to human trafficking and migration 

are dept-bonds. These are depths that migrants or victims of trafficking incur, for example, 

during the journey. Not all migrants have the required amount of money for the journey, so they 

incur a depth with the trafficker. Often these debt bonds are used for modern forms of slavery 

in which the individual that owes the dept has to work until the debt is paid (Anti-Slavery 

International, 2020). I will give some examples of the forms of ‘bonded labour’ that I 

encountered during my research in chapter seven. 

The Netherlands signed the convention on transnational organized crime of the United 

Nations in 2000, which noted the definition of human trafficking to go beyond sexual 

exploitation exclusively. By signing this convention, the Netherlands agreed to change the 

article on human trafficking in the handbook of criminal law accordingly. As a result, 

economical forms of exploitation which were unrelated to human sexual exploitation - like 

labour exploitation - were included in the definition of human trafficking (Van der Leun & 

Vervoorn, 2004). 

4.2 Definition of labour exploitation 

4.2.1 Legal definition of labour exploitation 

In the 19th century the abolition of slavery was signed by multiple countries (Smit, 2011). It 

was widely believed that slavery-like practices would disappear as a result of this. In 1926 the 

United Nations signed a convention that should secure this abolition of slavery. However, in 

1957 the United Nations signed a supplementary convention that stated that slavery-like 

practices did not disappear (Smit, 2011). In reaction to this, the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO) initiated the Forced Labour Convention in 1957. Despite this initiative, 
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attention in the 20th century was mainly focused on sexual exploitation and trafficking (of 

minors). In 1949 the convention on the “Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the 

Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others” was signed by members of the United Nations, 

obliging the participating countries to criminalize exploitation. Nonetheless, The Netherlands 

did not sign this convention. In the Netherlands, criminalization of exploitation was initiated 

through an article in the ‘Suppression of Immorality Bill’ or “Wet tot bestrijding van de 

zedeloosheid” in 1911. This article focused on sexual exploitation exclusively. There was no 

attention for nor awareness of exploitation in industries apart from the sex industry (Smit, 

2011). 

In 2003, The Netherlands implemented a protocol of the United Nations that would 

‘prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, especially woman and children’. This 

protocol also covered exploitation in economic sectors other than the sex industry (Smit, 2011), 

and defines trafficking using three elements: “(1) the activities that constitute human trafficking 

(recruitment, transportation, harboring, receipt of persons); (2) the means being used (force, 

coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability); (3) the 

purpose,  being exploitation (prostitution of others, sexual exploitation, forced labour or 

services, slavery or practices similar to slavery)” (Andrees & Van der Linden, 2005, p. 59 – 

60). Based on this protocol, the current trafficking article in the Penal Code of the Netherlands 

had to be adapted accordingly. In 2005 the new article on trafficking went into effect (Smit, 

2011), and it is still the article used in criminal court today. The definition of exploitation is 

included in this article on human trafficking: ‘‘Exploitation of the other in prostitution, other 

forms of sexual exploitation, forced or obliged labour services, slavery and slavery like 

practices, servitude and exploitation of criminal practices’’ (Art. 273f Sr, 2016). Thus, the crime 

of human trafficking includes labour exploitation in its definition since 2005 (Tielbaard, Van 

Meeteren & Commandeur, 2016). 

The definition of human trafficking, therefore, includes forcing people to work in 

generally legal sectors and industries (Van Voorhout, 2007). Unique in this article is that the 

Dutch anti-trafficking law describes exploitation regardless of nationality or the cross-border 

movement of the victims of this exploitation. Whereas trafficking usually has to be committed 

in a transnational context to be framed as trafficking, no distinction is made between trafficked 

and non-trafficked victims in forced labour situations in the Netherlands. Thus, a Dutch citizen 

who is exploited can also be framed as a victim of trafficking through the legal framework of 

the Netherlands (Smit, 2011). The article criminalizes the excessive abuse of people but does 
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not expand on every wrongdoing in situations of employment. The article is neither able to 

answer questions about the degree of severity of the problem (Smit, 2011). 

4.2.2 Academic definition of labour exploitation 

The common description of general exploitation in academic literature is: ‘to obtain as much 

benefit as possible from something’ (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004, p. 11). Other than this 

description there is no standard definition of exploitation. The ILO (International Labour 

Organization) definition of forced labour, however, is widely accepted (Andrees & Van der 

Linden, 2005). Article 2 of the ILO’s Forced Labour Convention defines forced labour as:  

 

“All work or service which is demanded from any person under the menace of any penalty and 

for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily” (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 

2004, p. 11). 

 

ILO distinguishes multiple categories in forced labour practices. Namely, (a) slavery and 

kidnapping, (b) forced work in the public or imprisoned environment, (c) forced recruitment, 

(d) forced labour to pay debts and forced labour in a domestic environment and last the (e) 

forced labour by any form of human trafficking (domestic or cross border). Besides these 

categories there is a mention of child labour, sexual exploitation of minors and forced marriages 

that in some cases may be considered forced labour as well (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). 

Eventually identifying a victim of forced labour comes down to the question: “Have you been 

free to change or leave your employment at any given time?” (Andrees & Van der Linden, 

2005). 

4.2.3 Human trafficking and labour exploitation 

There is much confusion about the definition of human trafficking in academic literature (Van 

der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). There is even more confusion about human trafficking when it is 

related to other than sexual forms of exploitation. The definition of human trafficking in some 

cases overlaps exploitation, for example, if someone is trafficked from an economically 

disadvantaged country to a more advanced country to be employed for less than the minimal 

wage. In a scenario of a trafficked victim there are typically two or more persons concerned for 

whom the exploitation is beneficial. For example: a smuggler, recruiter and an employer. A 

perpetrator that fills any of these roles can be viewed as a ‘trafficker’, when he or she also has 
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the intention to exploit a migrant (Andrees & Van der Linden, 2005). A perpetrator can be part 

of a network or act as an individual entrepreneur, like a taxi driver who smuggles migrants 

across borders for a fee and delivers them into the hands of exploitative groups. Recruiters can 

act as recruitment agencies that seem legal by just being a middleman between employers and 

employees, but some authors argue that these can be seen as traffickers too since they also profit 

from the vulnerability (their limited alternatives and their isolation in the destination country) 

and exploitation of migrants (Andrees & Van der Linden, 2005). 

In another scenario there is no connection to cross-border movement during the 

recruitment and final employment of the victim. Migrants could be in the current country for 

some time (legally or illegally) and not have to depend on an intermediary (anymore) for 

transportation, contact with an employer, credit et cetera. In this case the forced labour or labour 

exploitation is not the result of trafficking like the Palermo Protocol insists in their definition 

of exploitation (Andrees & Van der Linden, 2005). For example, contract workers that are in 

forced labour situations who are hired by an employer from their country of origin. The 

employer in turn is subcontracted by a western European country which enables unnoticed 

forced labour, that is not a product of trafficking, in western European countries. Other migrants 

have been recruited through their own social contacts and their own social network. Through 

these contacts they took a different job where they became victims of forced labour (Andrees 

& Van der Linden, 2005). 

So, to sum up: multiple forms of exploitation can be distinguished in which different 

criteria are used in defining the concept. The common core of most definitions is that people 

are forced or misled in offering themselves to perform services or labour in very poor 

conditions. In this context, force can be understood as limited choice as well (Van der Leun & 

Vervoorn, 2004). These forms of exploitation are not necessarily related to the trafficking of 

humans. However, in Dutch criminal law, labour exploitation is not noted as an offence in itself 

but as part of the definition of human trafficking. 

4.3 Existing studies on exploitation in nail salons 

Exploitation within the nail industry is an international phenomenon. Press releases of Europol 

(2020) and public broadcasters (NOS, 2019) show that exploitation within nail salons is an 

increasing problem in the United States, Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom as nail salons 

are rapidly increasing in numbers. There are signals of exploitation within the sector in these 

countries, while there is a low level of regulation and legislation in this industry.  The fact that 
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nail stylist is not an acknowledged profession, with no terms and conditions to start a nail salon 

seems to facilitate this problem. 

The study of Phan (2016) on labour exploitation in American nail salons claims that the 

ethnicity of nail salon workers is for the most part Vietnamese. The United States have a history 

of large Vietnamese migrant flows for economical-political reasons. I expect that this group is 

strongly represented in the nail salon industry in other countries as well. Phan’s study is useful 

for this research because it introduces the concept of ‘wage theft’: a labour violation in which 

employers pay their employees less than the minimum wage and agreed-upon wage or require 

them to work off the clock without getting paid. Wage theft also includes not paying for 

overtime, keeping tips, illegally holding back fees from the wages that are paid or not paying a 

worker at all (Phan, 2016). I will come back to this concept in the empirical chapter 4. 

 Most employees that are in situations where wage theft occurs, do not think of 

themselves as victims nor do they file reports. The study of Tielbaard, Van Meeteren and 

Commandeur in 2016 describes the obstacles of self-identification as a victim for individuals 

in a situation of labour exploitation in the Netherlands. They claim that the cases of labour 

exploitation include a large dark number. The authors argue that this could be caused by the 

image of labour exploitation as a lesser harm inducing form of exploitation than other forms, 

like sexual exploitation. However, the harm caused to victims by labour exploitation can 

nonetheless be significant. Reports on exploitation of sexual services, criminal activities or 

labour exploitation show that all of the victims deal with significant physical and psychological 

problems – like physical health issues or a post-traumatic stress syndrome – after the 

exploitation. This could be the result of violence committed against them, long-term unhealthy 

housing and working conditions, and an insufficient amount of food and medical care 

(Tielbaard, Van Meeteren & Commandeur, 2016). 

 In mapping this large dark number of victims and harmful consequences of labour 

exploitation, extra attention on labour trafficking is being paid in Europe (Cockbain, Bowers & 

Dimitrova, 2018). However, high-quality empirical evidence on the problem and its 

consequences is still scarce. The literature review of Cockbain, Bowers and Dimitrova in 2018 

shows the current evidence to be fragmented, limited and biased in focus and methodology. 

Especially methodological transparency and precision are lacking in current research 

(Cockbain, Bowers & Dimitrova, 2018). As a result, evidence-based policy and approach on 

the threats of labour trafficking is challenging (Cockbain, Bowers & Dimitrova, 2018).  
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4.3.1 Perpetrators of labour exploitation 

There is little knowledge on the perpetrators of labour exploitation and the character of the 

networks in which they operate. This can be explained by the fact that the vast majority of the 

literature on exploitation is focused on prostitution (Van Meeteren & Van der Leun, 2018). In 

the literature review of van Meeteren and van der Leun (2018) the authors find that empirical 

evidence on syndicates involved in labour trafficking is scarce. Most of the studies that were 

included in their review claim that organized criminal networks must be involved because the 

networks of the perpetrators exist of three or more people (a group) and these criminal activities 

(labour exploitation) require a certain level of organisation. In most cases of labour trafficking 

however, households or small businesses are responsible for labour exploitation (Van Meeteren 

& Van der Leun, 2018). In other examples of cases where the criminal act of labour exploitation 

is committed, a single human trafficker is responsible for the whole process of the trafficking, 

from the recruitment in the country of origin onwards. Labour exploitation does not necessarily 

require much organizational or logistical effort, demanding multiple people to be involved (Van 

Meeteren & Van der Leun, 2018). 

 Another limitation of existing literature is that most of the studies are from countries all 

over the world. For a study on the situation in the Netherlands the question is whether this data 

is generalizable to the Netherlands. There are few to no studies done on perpetrators of labour 

exploitation in the Netherlands (which confirms the knowledge gap the current study is trying 

to fill). Moreover, there seems to be a bias in existing studies: most of them are based on data 

of law enforcement services, focused more on larger networks than on individuals (Van 

Meeteren & Van der Leun, 2018). The literature on perpetrators in sexual exploitation is not 

generalizable to the perpetrators of labour exploitation since the overall picture of perpetrators 

in labour exploitation differs from those in sexual exploitation; perpetrators of labour 

exploitation seem to be households, or family members that run small businesses together (Van 

Meeteren & Van der Leun, 2018).  

4.3.2 Victims of labour exploitation 

On the victims of labour exploitation there is limited research as well. The study of Bogaerts, 

Plooij and Zoetekouw (2010) analyses three cases of labour exploitation in the Netherlands. 

The three analyzed cases are called Morpheus, Jaguar and Shadwell. These are (respectively) 

cases of exploitation of Asian nail studios and massage salon workers, Romanian construction 

workers and Indonesian cooks. These cases have in common that the services or products are 
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legal, but the manner in which these services or products were provided was illegal because of 

the illegal stay of the employees and the working conditions (Bogaerts, Plooij & Zoetekouw, 

2010). This would also be the case in labour exploitation in nail studios according to the Dutch 

broadcast (NOS, 2019), which made a brief item about possible exploitation scenarios in Dutch 

nail salons. Most of the victims of labour exploitation originate from the same country as the 

perpetrator or one of the perpetrators (Bogaerts, Plooij & Zoetekouw, 2010). Victims usually 

have a vulnerable position on the labour market, which may be the reason they apply for jobs 

in the (unofficial) nail salon industry. Most of the victims are from countries with an economic 

disadvantage (Van der Leun & Vervoorn, 2004). The sectors in which labour exploitation takes 

place are mostly characterized by labour extensive (production) processes. These sectors 

demand cheap, flexible labour with no educational requirements. These presumed conditions 

of certain vulnerable groups and industries in situations of labour exploitation are also found in 

other European countries (Bogaerts, Plooij & Zoetekouw, 2010). 

Furthermore, the number of files reporting labour exploitation is rising in the past years, 

which confirms the growing attention for labour exploitation. However, there is no raise in the 

number of finished cases which means that these cases did not came to a trial (Bogaerts, Plooij 

& Zoetekouw, 2010). This is caused by a variety of reasons. First of all, a lot of investigations 

on labour exploitation were still under investigation at the time of that study. In addition, these 

cases are complicated and demand a lot of time and effort of legal agencies. Another reason of 

the stationary number of finished cases is that a lot of the cases are aborted in the process. This 

is often the result of a lack of feasibility of punishment by law. The use of force, which is 

necessary to prosecute an offender in a case of labour exploitation, is difficult to prove 

(Bogaerts, Plooij & Zoetekouw, 2010). Yet another reason is that signals of labour exploitation 

are not of a nature that causes concrete investigations by investigation agencies. Information is 

often limited because it is outdated or insufficient for the deployment of special investigation 

resources (Bogaerts, Plooij & Zoetekouw, 2010). Moreover, there is a low level of self-

identification among victims of labour exploitation. Their backgrounds are a barrier for self-

identification; the working conditions in the country of exploitation are often an upgrade 

compared to the working conditions in their home country (Tielbaard, Van Meeteren & 

Commandeur, 2016). This indicates that the current research should take notion of the 

subjective experience; it may find indicators that confirm or reject this claim. 
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Chapter 5: Setting 

5.1 First impressions 

My first visit in a nail salon was in the beginning of May 2021. Before that, I had never visited 

a nail salon in my life. By the time of May 2021, nail salons were finally open again after several 

months of being closed on a mandatory basis due to the COVID-19 pandemic regulations. I 

found the telephone number of the nail salon online and called to make an appointment.  Sophie, 

a respondent who owns a nail salon in Utrecht, told me on forehand to schedule a pedicure 

because this treatment requires a relatively high amount of time and, maybe equally important, 

did not require my nails to be painted. The phone was answered by a female voice: “hello with 

nail studio”. It sounded somewhat monotone and funny as I expected a more welcoming voice. 

I noticed that Dutch was not her native language. I had read on forehand that a lot of nail salon 

employees employ migrant workers, so this did not surprise me. She told me that a pedicure 

costs 27 euro and I agreed. I made an appointment for the next week because she was too busy 

to schedule the treatment this week. She could probably hear from my unexperienced 

appointment-making skills that this was the first time that I was a customer at her nail salon, 

because she made sure that I knew the exact location of her nail salon. 

The day before the appointment I received a message on WhatsApp: “Hihi, with nail 

salon, you have appointment tomorrow with us, is that correct?” I was somewhat pleasantly 

surprised because I was never contacted this way before preceding an appointment. I responded 

with: “That’s right!”. At the day of the appointment, I arrived at the shopping area somewhere 

in Utrecht which is where the nail salon was located. When I found the exact location of the 

nail salon, I figured that the instructions she gave me on the phone were useful. It was somewhat 

hard to spot the nail salon, it was above a big store and the door was a bit difficult to find. It 

was 13:00 and the sun was shining, it was warm. From the outside the nail salon looked like a 

house. Through the windows you could see a few people sitting and laying in chairs, with a few 

employees sitting on the opposite of them while giving a pedicure. The appearances of the 

employees looked Asian to me, and the customers looked native Dutch. 

When I entered the building, I had to walk the stairs. When I arrived on the first floor, I 

entered the nail salon instantly. I noticed a strange smell of chemicals. Amanda, who is a nail 

salon owner I talked to before making an appointment with one, told me that certain measures 

like ventilation should help clear the air of these chemicals. In this salon this was done by the 

many windows that were opened. I did not see any ventilation system, and I wondered how 
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they were doing this in the winter. The smell was not as strong as I had expected, yet I smelled 

it through my mouth cap. I saw multiple empty chairs standing on the opposite of one another 

with small tables in the middle. When I looked left of me, I saw two employees sitting on the 

opposite of two customers who were laying in large chairs for a pedicure with a plastic sheet in 

the middle as COVID-19 regulations stated. I said “hello” and she responded with “Wait 

moment please”. I said “okay”, and I stayed in the opening of the door. A minute passed and 

another, older, female employee looked up and told me to “sit on the couch” to wait while she 

was in the middle of giving a pedicure to another customer. While I was waiting on the couch, 

I noticed that I felt a bit awkward, being the only men in the salon. 

Eventually the younger employee was done with a customer and told me to lay on the 

chair. She asked: “Is this your first time?” and I said “yes”. She responded with “I have a lot of 

male customers” which – although I realized she probably said it with the intention of relaxing 

me - relaxed me. During the pedicure, I noticed she used the same nailfile on me as on the 

customer before me. Amanda, a respondent who I met on a forum for nail stylists, warned me 

for this. She said that every nail customer should have his own nailfile to stop the spread of 

bacteria. Nevertheless, I did not really care and said nothing about it. It also seemed a bit rude 

to say, after just having admitted that it was my first time in a nail salon.  

When I asked how long she worked here, she said she worked here already for nine 

years. I asked if she also worked in other nail salons before, which she did not. Because I 

estimated that the older employee could be her mother, I asked: “Are you family?” And she 

responded with: “No we colleagues”. The two colleagues were talking in Chinese with each 

other, and in flawed Dutch to the customers. I noticed what seemed to be a hierarchic structure 

in their body language and intonation. The older woman was walking through the salon with 

her hands on her back, talking very loud to the other employee in Chinese. It came across as if 

she was giving order to the other woman. I presumed the older woman was the owner of the 

salon. I talked to the younger woman about the high growth of the number of nail salon in the 

center and she said “yes, a lot of nail salons here. There is a lot of competition”. 

5.2 What is a nail salon? 

The above description of my visit to a nail salon gives a first impression of what a nail salon is 

and how it works. There are different types of nail salons in regard to the number of customers, 

employees and employers, price range and more. The different types of nail salons I 

encountered during my research are presented in the typology in table 1 in the next paragraph. 
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When you pass by a nail salon, you typically see multiple workers sitting on the opposite of 

customers with a table in the middle, working on the nails of the customers, just like the nail 

salon described above. Nail salons originated from beauty salons and are specialized in nails. 

Several services are offered in these salons. Examples of services that are offered are nail sets, 

nail care, manicures, and pedicures. The main services that are offered are for nails specifically. 

Customers can go to a nail salon mainly for full sets of fake nails, in all kinds of colors and 

styles. In addition, nail salons offer manicures and pedicures with full treatments. This includes 

skin care, cutting and polishing the nails, callus removal and more. This is more related to a spa 

treatment, and customers who come for these kinds of treatments come to relax and sometimes 

also to chit chat with known employees. In most nail salons you have to make an appointment 

beforehand. A few nail salons have websites on which you can reserve a place. However, most 

nail salons have to be called or visited in order to make an appointment. For the treatment, 

customers take place on a chair. The kind of chair depends on the kind of treatment. For a 

pedicure (or any other foot treatment), there are usually large “lay back” chairs in which a 

customer lays almost horizontal. There are also common chairs for the hand treatments. Nail 

salons are usually visited by female customers but are increasingly visited by male customers. 

There is a wide variety in the demographic information of nail salon workers. A lot of 

the workers have a migration background, but the profession is also popular amongst Dutch 

workers. Regarding gender, all the nail salon workers that I encountered were female. A 

remarkable research in the United States concludes that over 40% of the population of nail salon 

workers are from Vietnamese origin and in some States even 59-80%. Such a study has never 

been performed in the Netherlands, but my own observations indicate that a lot of the nail salon 

workers in the Netherlands are from Asian origin, and this is confirmed by some of my 

respondents (Respondents Ju, Malika, Sophie, Bian, Lotte, Li, Binh and Fen). 

There is an increase in nail salons in the cities of the Hague and Utrecht and in the 

Netherlands in general during the past years. NOS reported that the number of nail salons in the 

Netherlands grew from 3000 to 9000 from 2013 to 2019. This growth in numbers of nail salons 

also increased the competition between nail salons. The following citation of a conversation 

with respondent Fen, who owns a nail salon in the center of Utrecht, illustrates this: 

 

“As of last year, suddenly, a lot of nail salons are established. Suddenly when I took over this 

nail salon, in 2019. One over there and one behind there. I took over this nail salon in 2019 in 

December and in October the nail salon behind [“name of nail salon”] opened. In April of 

2019 the other one opened. And then in February of last year another one above me opened, 
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gosh… It is also very confusing because we are always very busy, and a lot of customers are 

trying other nail salons instead of mine. And sometimes they come back, if the other one is not 

doing well. (…) Yes in 2019/2020. Really a lot. Before, there were not so many nail salons 

here.” 

 

My visit to a nail salon in the first paragraph also shows some signals that link to signals of 

unhealthy working conditions which I saw in a reportage (NOS, 2019) and which I read about 

in the literature. Unhealthy working conditions can include exposure to unhealthy materials and 

ingredients in products and the salon in general as well as work-related ergonomic body pain 

(Sharma at al., 2018). I also can, in its extreme, include situations of exploitation. In the above 

observation, a signal of possible concern would be the lack of a ventilation system; if the 

windows cannot open in winter, because of the temperature, there is no ventilation at all. With 

the presence of chemicals being a constant in nail salons, the smell of them would be a potential 

health issue. In this chapter I will elaborate on how nail salons are sensitive for not only health 

risks, but also the risk of exploitation due to the limited regulations and inspections for nail 

salons. In doing so, I will elaborate on the requirements for starting a nail salon, and the 

inspections on nail salons. Before I discuss these issues, I will elaborate on the types of nail 

salons I encountered during my research.  

5.3 Types of nail salons 

In the first paragraph elaborated on one example of a nail salon I visited. However, during this 

research I visited multiple, and I noticed that there are different types to be recognized, with 

different characteristics and features.  

A lot of the nail salons were run by autonomous employers with themselves being the 

only worker in the salon. I encountered a lot of these employers on forums for nail stylists on 

Facebook, in which they shared ideas with each other. Most of these employers were Dutch. A 

benefit of this kind of nail salon seemed to be that it is possible to have the salon located in their 

own home. This way one does not have to pay rent for workspace.  

A second type of nail salon that I encountered frequently was the one described above. 

This type of nail salon was characterized by an employer with multiple employees. The salon 

was bigger and instead of being located in someone’s home; they were located in a place that 

was rented for the purpose of the nail salon. There were multiple tables with multiple chairs, 

usually occupied by multiple employees and customers. Usually, these types of nail salons were 
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positioned in a rather busy area, for example, in a shopping area or in the center of a city. The 

spoken language in this kind of nail salon differed. Most of the employees and employers I 

encountered spoke Chinese or Vietnamese with each other, and Dutch with the client. However, 

there were also some salons of this type that spoke Dutch amongst colleagues while they were 

of Asian origin. The price in this kind of nail salons were typically lower than in the autonomous 

worker salons, and the employees had more customers on day.  

Observations and information of respondents also showed that cash played an important 

role in basically all types of nail salons. A lot of customers pay with cash. So basically, there 

were three types of nail salons I encountered: 

 

Table 1. Types of nail salons (based on own research). 

 Employees Location Language Owners Employees Price 

Type 1 One At home Dutch Dutch Dutch High 

Type 2 Multiple City center Dutch Asian Asian Medium/low 

Type 3 Multiple City center Asian Asian Asian Medium/low 

 

Due to a limited time frame and COVID-19 regulations at the time of the research I did not 

have enough data to validate these types or add additional refinements. For example, I 

encountered a nail salon in the Hague in which the owner was Dutch, and who was married to 

an Asian woman who also ran the business. They had a mix of Dutch, Asian and other 

nationalities working in the nail salon. Although (probably) not giving a complete picture of 

the kind of nail salons one could come across, the above schedule does summarize the salons 

that I came across in this research and gives an overview and context. Another type of nail 

salons were ‘hybrid’ nail salons. These salons are not only nail salons. They offer more services 

like massages and haircuts. However, this research focused on nail salons that only performed 

nail salon services. The hybrid salons were therefore not included in the typology. 

Previous literature (NOS, 2019) suggests that exploitational situations would be present 

in nail salons with migrant workers and owners. The reason for this is that the exploitation 

would be related to human trafficking and smuggling of migrants with the goal of labour 

exploitation (here: in the nail salons). These assumptions should be carefully and critically 

reviewed in regard to the public and media debate. Otherwise, there is the risk of contributing 

to already existing stereotypes on migrant nail salon workers, as claimed by the study of Sharma 

and colleagues (2018) on nail workers in the United States. Therefore, I have made no 
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distinction between “native Dutch” and “Asian” nail salons in my research and included all 

types of nail salons. 

5.4 What are the requirements for a nail salon? 

One of the features that make nail salons appealing for migrants and traffickers is the limited 

requirement that are needed to start a nail salon in the Netherlands. Individuals who want to 

start a nail salon need to register at the ‘Kamer van Koophandel’ to acquire an individual tax 

number. Upon this registration, there is no certificate or something similar needed. This is 

because the occupation of the nail stylist is not an acknowledged profession. Therefore, there 

are no regulations within the profession. Everyone is allowed to practice the work of a nail artist 

(Europese Unie, 2005). Several respondents who are owning a nail salon mentioned that they 

learned the profession through watching YouTube videos and by trying it out themselves. 

However, there are also educations and courses available for the nail artist profession. 

Respondent Lotte, who gives courses to nail stylists and other, uneducated, practitioners 

remarked the dangers of starting a nail salon without having such an education regarding the 

products and techniques that are used in the profession. The following citation from Sophie 

illustrates how easy it is to start a nail salon and how she is worried about this: 

 

“Yes, that is the problem. It is… Yes, I am very harsh, and I say if there is no action from the 

government what can we do? The government is the one that should say: ‘Hey, if you want to 

be a nail stylist than you should acquire this and that certificate first or if you want to open a 

salon you should do this and that first. At this moment, there is nothing. Everyone like you can 

just say: ‘Hey you know what I am going to do tomorrow? I am going to start a nail salon and 

I am going to the Kamer van Koophandel and then tomorrow I am up and running’. That is 

what you can do. And that is not okay. And yes, I have started that way as well like ‘oh I will 

just do something’. And I also posted an advertisement and I had customers immediately. But 

it is not okay, it is just not okay.” 

 

Several respondents marked that the reason for their worries is because of the health risks that 

are present in the profession. Some products that nail salon stylists use contain ingredients that 

are forbidden by the European Union. The reason for this is that the ingredients could result in 

health issues. The study of Roelofs, Azaroff, Holcroft, Nguyen and Doan (2008) provide a table 

in which they listed some frequently used nail products, their ingredients, and their health 
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effects. For example, nail polishers are used for basecoats, colors, and topcoats on the nails. 

The ingredients that are included are pigments, resins, solvents, plasticizers, dispersants, and 

UV stabilizers. The main chemical ingredients are different kinds of acetate, acetone, alcohol 

and more. The potential health effects are irritation in the eyes, on the skin, nose, and throat. 

Other potential health effects of these ingredients are the CNS syndrome and dermatitis. Nail 

polisher removers, artificial nails, nail tip adhesives, artificial nail removers and disinfectants 

that are used in nail salons all have these or other, even more, serious potential health effects 

(Roelofs et al., 2008). 

5.5 Inspections 

Despite the potential health risks, there is very limited inspection on the nail salon industry. 

Several respondents who work or have worked in nail salons expressed their concerns about 

this. For example, they mention that there is no inspection on education, work hours and 

treatment on the workplace. The following citation of respondent Malika, who worked in two 

nail salons, illustrates this: 

 

“Because it is just not an acknowledged profession. Everyone can work as a nail stylist and 

there are no checkups. All of us are allowed to pay taxes but we are not an acknowledged 

profession. We have no CAO, we have no… I lost the word for a moment… Yes, essentially 

there aren’t enough checkups, that’s the general idea. There are no checkups on who has what 

kind of education, how are employees treated how many hours do they work in nail salons?”. 

 

Respondent Ju remarked that the inspections were very tight 15 years ago, but that she does not 

experiences these tight inspections anymore. The question raised to me why there are so few 

inspections at this moment in nail salons. Respondents gave different reasons for this. A general 

reason for the limited inspections in nail salons could be the limited capacity of the ISZW, the 

part of the ministry of Social Affairs and Employment which is responsible for the inspections. 

This is illustrated by the following citation of respondent Jan, who is an advisor on human 

trafficking and works together with the ISZW: 

 

“Well… The first reason is that there is very limited capacity. The inspection also makes their 

own annual plan on which they focus, this means that nail salons could also be underexposed 

because it is not their biggest bottleneck. Because nobody is screaming loud about this, they 
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are getting off well. It is just pure limited capacity. (…) It is just a matter of getting noted in the 

annual plan of the inspection. The problem is not really acknowledged or not big enough to get 

to work with.” 

 

Despite the limited inspections in nail salons, district agents of the police that have the 

responsibility for the busy areas where the big nail salons typically are located do have some 

gut feelings about bad practices in this industry. As the following citation of respondent 

Lennard, an operational expert of the police who has been a district agent in Utrecht for over 

20 years, illustrates: 

 

“Well, what you do see a lot with nail salons, is that there are eight on a row and then you can 

figure out for yourself that something is wrong. Right, because when there are two on a street 

like [“name of street”] then I would think like: ‘Okay this does all make sense, this is 

legitimate’. But if there are eight than you just feel that it is not right.” 

 

Another reason for the low number of inspections and regulations could be that the phenomenon 

of possible bad practices in nail salons is not well-known enough. Most of the respondents that 

were officials that were specialized in labour exploitation and other field in which the topic of 

nail salons could be known, knew nothing and did not encounter exploitation of any kind in 

nail salons during their career. If I asked where labour exploitation was most encountered, 

officials kept answering the catering and the car industry, for example. However, if I asked 

specifically about the nail salon industry, most of the officials knew bad practices take place 

there but never encountered it in their job. This could be the consequence of the general gap in 

attention to labour exploitation compared to the interest in sexual exploitation. The following 

citation of Jan, who is a governmental advisor on human trafficking for Dutch municipalities, 

illustrates this: 

 

“The problem you encounter (…) is that the Netherlands is full of sexual exploitation. That is 

cool and that is trendy. Don’t ask me why, but it is always mentioned. Labour exploitation in 

general is just a heavily underexposed item and topic.” 

 

In conclusion, the nail salon industry is a booming business, in which a lot of customers and 

employees are involved. There are different types of nail salons, each with their own features. 

Nail salon workers use products that contain chemicals that are potentially related to health 
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issues. These health risks worry several nail salon owners and employees. Especially because 

there is no education or certificate needed to start a nail salon. There is limited monitoring 

within this industry of the government. The limited requirements that are needed for nail salons, 

the limited inspections in nail salons along with other features of nail salons like payments in 

cash make nail salons very accessible for uneducated employees and people who do not speak 

the Dutch language or with an (undocumented) migrant status: the group of people tend to 

accept every job opportunity they can find because of economic deprivation. These features 

nail salons could also be perceived as appealing features of this industry for practices of bad 

employment or possible exploitation. In the next chapters I will elaborate on what this 

exploitation could look like. 
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Chapter 6: Exploitation in nail salons 

In this chapter I will elaborate on what the exploitation within nail salons could look like, using 

the data I collected during my research period. I will discuss how the possible exploitation in 

nail salons could look like, starting with a notion about the type of exploitation in nail salons. I 

will then address the rights that are violated and possible health hazards. I will discuss possible 

psychological violence and at last, I will talk about the typical victims of this type of 

exploitation. 

6.1 Type of exploitation 

As discussed in the state of the art (chapter 4), there are several forms of exploitation linked to 

the offense of human trafficking. The current research does not focus on sexual exploitation. 

The reason for this is that in the data that I collected there were little indicators of sexual 

exploitation. This corresponded with the data collected from respondent Rolf who was a 

journalist in Belgium that wrote one of the few articles on nail salons that exist: 

“Yes, no… Eventually, we went along on a working day of social inspectors who uhm… A 

number of these social inspectors had experience with sexual exploitation in other sectors and 

went looking for signs or ties with prostitution. But they were actually few found.” 

However, respondent Bian works for an organization that supports Asian victims of exploitation 

and tells me about how one of her clients was sexually exploited: 

“About exploitation in nail salons… I hear some stories in my community. Personally, I have 

only experienced one time that someone… Well, it is some sort of beauty salon where they also 

treat nails, so it is like a hybrid case, all kinds of things take place. So, some salons have nails 

and haircut services and also massages. Those are combined a lot. So, beauty salons, hair 

salons… (…) So I hear from my community and from people that come to me as a client that in 

some nail salons, there is sexual exploitation but also labour exploitation” 

These experiences from respondent Bian are a known issue for the massage industry (Pluskota, 

2017). It is interesting to note that beauty salons, that offer more services than only massages, 

not only broaden their services but in the case of exploitation also broaden the industry in which 

exploitation could take place. This example shows how nail salon workers could be sexually 

exploited in the case of a “hybrid” nail salon, in which they must work also as a massage 



 48 

therapist. Nevertheless, all the respondents that took part in this research did not mention or 

experience sexual exploitation. A reason for this could be that this research focused on nail 

salons exclusively, and not the “hybrid” salons in which sexual exploitation might take place. 

Therefore, this form of exploitation is beyond the scope of the current research but could be 

very interesting for further research. Exploitation of criminal activities, organ trade or other 

forms of exploitation were not encountered in the data of this research. 

In conclusion, the data from this research indicates signs of labour exploitation without 

other forms of exploitation. This type of exploitation manifests itself in multiple ways. The 

sections to follow will discuss how this form of exploitation manifests itself in the case of nail 

salon employees. 

6.2 Wage theft 

In this section I will address a main component of labour exploitation which I call ‘wage theft’ 

(Phan, 2016). There are numerous ways to “steal” the wage of employees including the amount 

of salary that is paid to the employee, working hours not registered, other unrelated jobs to be 

done and ‘weird’ contracts. To explain how wage theft in nail salons takes place, this section 

will expand on those topics in chronological order. Dept is also related to wage theft because 

the wage is not given to employees because certain fees are paid off with it. I will address this 

issue in chapter seven. 

6.2.1 Salary 

I spoke to a lot of nail salon owners who worked for themselves. These respondents stated that 

they paid their taxes. At least on the topic of salary there was no exploitation here because they 

did not hire employees. More interesting were nail salon employees who worked in salons with 

a lot of employees. From these respondents I learned that typically, there is a lot of cash flow 

in nail salons. Not uncommonly, employees are also paid in cash by their employers. An 

illustrating example of this is the story respondents Malika told me about her first encounter 

with her employer in a nail salon in the Hague: 

“At some point in time, we went to the rear part of the salon, and she started whispering: ‘I pay 

you a part in white and I will give you a part in black. (…) you can sign your contract and start 

immediately tomorrow’.” 
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Nail salon owners use different constructs of payment methods. An example given by 

respondents Malika was that she got the hours that she worked more than indicated in her 

contract paid off the books and the hours that she worked according to her contract on her bank 

account. There is a wide range in the amount of salary that respondents in this research received. 

Respondent Bian told me that 1000 euro for a month of at least 40 work hours was good money 

in this business for Asian migrants in nail salons who were paid in cash. I noticed that the 

employees that were paid on their bank account got paid more. For example, respondents 

Malika told me she got eight euro per hour at the age of eighteen. This amount could grow in 

time to fourteen or fifteen euro when she acquired more experience. These wages were above 

the minimum wage, as the minimum wage for an eighteen-year-old is four to six euros per hour 

(Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2021). So, the wages Malika reports are legal, but the wages 

Bian says her clients get are far below the minimum wage for an adult above 21 (a minimum 

of 1701 euro per month) and therefore illegal (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2021). To pay 

employees in cash, obviously, a nail salon owner needs to have the cash to pay them with. 

Besides the fact that a lot of the nail salon customers pay in cash, there were other tricks to raise 

more cash for the salon. An example of this is given by respondents Malika: 

 

“They always told us that the PIN machine was [signaled inverted commas] constantly out of 

order. There was a RABO Bank problem or who knows what. So, customers always had to pay 

with cash. It was always on the end of the month that the PIN machine was out of order. Because 

they needed cash to pay us with.” 

In conclusion, some of the wages that several respondents reported for the work in nail salons 

are below the minimum wage laws in the Netherlands, which makes it illegal (Ministerie van 

Algemene Zaken, 2021). There is also a culture of cash in nail salons. Cash is used for payments 

from customers and payments to employees. A consequence of this is that the money flows in 

a nail salon are difficult to follow, due to a lack of registration. These findings correspond with 

the article of NOS (2019) which stated that some of the cheap priced nail salons are not paying 

their employees a legal wage.  

6.2.2 Contract 

To get a full picture of the character of possible exploitation in nail salons, I asked respondents 

about their contract of employment. Some respondents gave information about their contracts. 

Most of the contracts that respondents told me about were at least difficult to understand. An 
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example of how some nail salon employees suffer from not having a contract is best illustrated 

by the example of respondent Ju who works with victims of nail salon exploitation. She offers 

support for Asian employees in the Hague. She tells a story about how one of her clients had to 

earn her money in the COVID-19 pandemic as a nail salon employee: 

 

“She does not have a contract. She must travel to the location, which is not in The Hague but 

in another city. She must work there in another salon. Sometimes she must wait when there are 

no customers. Travelling costs her 10 to 20 euros a day. If there are no customers, she returns 

to home without money. She must travel there to wait for a customer.” 

 

Contracts are sometimes also used in advantage of the employer, as is shown by the following 

example of respondents Malika: 

 

“I signed a contract of, I think, 20 hours or something like that. I don’t recall the exact number 

but something like that. But obviously, I worked more than 20 hours. So, I got the 20 hours paid 

in white, really on my bank account. The rest of the hours that I worked overtime I had to write 

down on an A4 note. Then, I got those hours paid. Black, cash, behind the curtain.” 

 

Some of the nail salon workers are better off than others. In the example of Malika, she had a 

contract which did not state the right number of hours she worked. Respondent Bian, who 

supports victims of exploitation, has seen a contract of a woman who works in a nail salon in 

which the employee had to agree to a period of unpaid apprenticeship after which she was 

obliged to work for the nail salon, otherwise she had to pay a fee: 

“Ha-ha yes, well. So, I have seen a contract of a salon one time. And fortunately, this woman 

came to me ha-ha… Because on the contract it was stated that she would be an apprentice for 

two years. And after that, minimally… No 1 year she had to be an apprentice and after that she 

should work 2 years minimum for the salon. If she would leave after her education, she would 

pay 25 thousand euro.” 

A period of being an apprentice in a nail salon was a concept that several respondents remarked 

as being a normal practice in nail salons. In this context, a period of apprentice includes work 

like a normal employer but without payment and ranges from two months to two years. In the 

Netherlands, there is no obligation to pay interns. However, the goal for non-paid internship 
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should be learning. If an intern is doing work like a regular employee, it is no longer called an 

internship and the same laws apply as for regular employees which includes minimum wage 

(Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, 2019). When an employee is working 

fulltime without payment, the question arises on how this employee sustains herself financially. 

The answer is that they do small jobs for community members on the side. The concept of the 

apprentice in nail salons becomes clearer in the following conversation with Bian: 

 

“Me: So, they have to work there? 

Bian: Yes, the year that they are an apprentice they work there for free. 

Me: Okay. So, it is a kind of internship? 

Bian: Yes, but they do not get any fee or salary. 

Me: How do they sustain their living? 

Bian: Yes, that is the big question. Look, for the woman, they do not expect some things. But 

when they arrive, they must do all kinds of things. So often, they also ask within the community 

if there are any jobs that they could do for a small sum. So, what you see is that they often do 

other things beside the job, or they just work very long days. Sometimes they get a tip from 

customers. 

Me: Are they allowed to keep it? 

Bian: Yes, if they do not tell they may keep it for themselves ha-ha… But sometimes the boss is 

on top of it, but the fee is often still for them.” 

 

There are also cases of nail salon employees known that are working without a contract. 

Especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, this can be dangerous for the self-sustainability of 

employees. Without a contract there is nothing to withhold an employer from not paying the 

employee if there is no work. Also, if you do not have a contract there is no option to apply for 

benefits. An example of these disadvantages is illustrated by the following citation of 

respondent Ju, who works with victims of nail salon exploitation in the Hague: 

 

“The day before yesterday a woman came to me, for example. During our consulting hour. 

During corona she had to… She had already worked in a nail salon on a regular basis. But 

during corona uhm… She was, she lost her job. And her boss told her that she had to wait there 

until the shop is open again. But she doesn’t know until when. And she could not apply for a 

UWV because she did not have a contract.” 
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respondent Ju further tells me that the fact that employees are not able to apply for benefits like 

a UWV for example, is one of the reasons that migrants desire a contract. Employers, on the 

opposite, do not want to give a contract because it would mean that they must pay more taxes. 

A concept that kept coming up in my data is that employers construct contracts with a low 

number of hours, for example ten, while the workers make a lot more hours. So, there is a lot 

of benefit for the employer, but none for the employees. Another risk of not having a solid 

contract is the assurances. In the nail salon business, there are some potential health risks for 

both the customer and the employee. The next section will address this issue in more detail. 

6.3 Health hazards 

The nail salon industry is a profession with contact. Earlier research suggests that the 

footbaths taken before a pedicure can spread bacteria’s (Gira et al., 2004; Vugia et al., 2005; 

Winthrop et al., 2002). They also work with a variety of chemicals, which can diminish the 

indoor air quality (Goldin et al., 2014). From the data of this research, it becomes clear that a 

lot of respondents take certain measures to prevent the spread of bacteria’s and limit the 

amount of chemicals in the air. An interesting potential contrast is notable between the Asian 

nail salons and the native Dutch nail salons. From this data, Dutch nail salons seem to have 

better health preparations and measures when compared to the Asian nail salons. This is 

illustrated by the following example of respondent Malika, who is a former employee of an 

Asian nail salon: 

 

“We work all day long with chemicals but in nail salons you are not obliged to work with a 

mouth cap. Here at home, I have a carbon work mask that blocks dust and smell and stuff like 

that. It is a very thick mouth cap. I have good extraction. I work with gloves. I ventilate. Of 

course, now with corona also but in an Asian nail salon you have a little Asian table that has 

an extractor that does not extract so you are in the dust and all you have is a little paper 

mouth cap. There is no obligation to work with gloves. The ventilation in the room is also not 

good. If you walk in a nail salon like that you really think like ‘what a fume’ and this is where 

you are sitting all day long, almost 12 hours.” 

 

The experiences of respondents that worked in Asian nail salons like the example above, 

together with my own observations of nail salons, suggests that certain safety measures are 

not met in Asian nail salons. The reason for this may be that nail salons are not an official 
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occupation. There are no regulations by the government, it is up to the nail salons themselves 

to take safety measures. Respondent Bian also states that the long-term effect of sitting in the 

kind of chairs they have in nail salons is not healthy for the body on a long term. 

 Besides these potential health risks for the employers of nail salons, there are also 

some risks for the customers if certain preparations are not applied. Several respondents tell 

me that nail salons should have a unique nail file for every customer because it limits the risk 

of spreading bacteria across customers. When I got my pedicure and manicure treatment in a 

nail salon, I noticed that the same nail files were used. No unique nail files were connected to 

customers. Several respondents who own or owned a nail salon are very critical on the 

working methods of their Asian colleagues that work in other nail salons. As the following 

citation of Sophie, who owns a nail salon, illustrates: 

 

“No, I have walked by there and then you smell the acryl air, and you hear the Chinese and 

then… Or Asians or whatever they are, and you think ’o my god’. What… It is just a factory 

and if you think about it every customer gets his own nail file, well, with the Asians you don’t. 

So, one [customer] has a bacterium… That is really infectious… The nail file goes to the 

other customer, and she gets the bacteria also. Yes, you know, I can’t say I am happy with 

that”. 

 

The citation above seems to stigmatize the type of nail salons with multiple employees of 

Asian origin with less hygiene measures than the type of nail salons with a Dutch freelancer. 

This came up in several other conversations with Dutch freelancers also. In my own 

observations I am limited in the way that I did only visit nail salon with multiple employees.  

But from these data it seems that hygiene measures are a little less strict in the bigger type of 

nail salon with multiple employees. 

Another risk for the health of the customers and employers is the use of certain 

products in combination with a lack of knowledge about these products and the human body. 

A few examples of these potential health risks are illustrated in the following citation of 

respondent Lotte, who owns a nail salon and a wholesale and gives education about nail 

products in Utrecht: 

 

“Well, if we look for example in the products that are not produced in the Netherlands or did 

not get approved by the European Union… Some of these products contain MMA, 

Methylmethacrylaat, which is a carcinogenic substance. You encounter this quite a lot in 
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solar nail sets, which are generally used by Asian nail salons. If you do not have expertise, 

then you can do something wrong and cause allergic reactions. When you cause an allergic 

reaction, people are allergic for acryl. What people do not see, because some people do not 

think further, is that a cardiac halve for example also exists of acrylates. A denture also, just 

like an artificial hip or knee. So, it goes beyond not being able to wear nails anymore.” 

 

Several respondents remark that despite the fact that some products are forbidden by the 

European Union, they are still used in the Netherlands because they are cheaper. Nail stylists 

use different methods to use these products, as the following two citation of respondent Lotte 

illustrates: 

 

“Me: And what would be the reason to keep buying these kinds of products from abroad? 

Lotte: Yes, it is the price. And here it is mainly in the alternative salons, yes, we call them the 

Asian salons, in which it is poured over into brand jars such that the customer does not see 

what is basically being used” (Lotte, nail salon owner and nail stylist educator, April 2021). 

 

Respondent Lotte mentions mainly the “Asian nail salons” using these products, but further on 

in the conversation she also mentions young Dutch female nail stylists ordering forbidden 

products through “AliExpress”, an online and easily accessible Chinese marketplace. Lotte 

mentions that they do this because they are just starting their business and the prices of these 

products are cheaper. 

In conclusion, there are some potential health risks observed, for which necessary 

precautions were not always taken. Without these precautions the air that workers breathe in, 

can be polluted, bacteria can spread between customers and allergic reactions can be caused if 

certain products are used on customers without education or expertise. From this data, these 

precautions tend to be more applied in the type of nail salons with Dutch freelancers compared 

to the type of nail salon with multiple (Asian) employees. This can be alarming because the 

latter type has more employees and customers per day. In addition to potential health risk, the 

treatment of some nail salon workers in the salon by the owner or boss can be bad. The next 

sections will discuss this in more detail. 
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6.4 Treatment on the workplace 

A pattern in the data of my research was the poor treatment of some of the owners or bosses of 

nail salons towards the nail salon employees. I grouped these data in time pressure, side-jobs, 

insults, and threats. In this section I will address each of these concepts in chronological order. 

Like noted before, Asian nail salons typically have a lot of customers. When I visited a 

nail salon, I noticed that the owner was calling people during the working they if they could 

show up earlier because one employee had finished a customer earlier. There was a constant 

flow of people coming in and I did not see an employee having a break during my visits. This 

could also be a coincidence of course, but the data of this research suggests that the time 

pressure is relatively high in nail salons. This is illustrated by the following citation of 

respondent Malika, a former employee of an Asian nail salon: 

“Yes, and also just terribly busy. customers were just a number. Customers comes in, good 

morning here is your coffee and sit down. And in principle, you do not have any more contact 

because you are just constantly… The customer was always looking at the box office where the 

owner was standing, and the owner was always able to keep an eye on us. So, you were under 

continuous pressure. All of the time.” 

The reason for the high pressure could be purely economic. More customers in a shorter amount 

of time are just more beneficial. Regarding time pressure, only the Asian nail salons are coming 

up in my data. Dutch respondents were all nail salon owners, with themselves as only employee. 

As a result, they can make their own schedule and adjust it if they feel too much pressure. 

Another interesting note that came up from this data, was the side jobs nail salon employees 

must do for their bosses. This could mean anything from cleaning the windows to babysitting 

and renovating the owners house, sometimes for free. An interesting concept that respondent 

Bian brought up was the concept of reciprocity. In the Asian culture, it is normal to do 

something for someone if this person has done something for you in the past. It could be that 

Asian owners use this concept to get other things done than just the job the employees were 

hired for. This is illustrated in the following citation from respondent Bian, who works with 

Asian victims of exploitation: 

“So, for example, within the Asian community you have that reciprocity… This plays a large 

part. So, for example, I am your employer and I give you a place to work. You have only one 
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day off per week… You know, I can say I cannot do this on that day. You do it for me. So, 

sometimes, they are still ironing half a day or doing something for free or babysitting. 

Household things. Sometimes people, with men, it often happens that they must renovate the 

house, for free.” 

This concept of reciprocity could be an explanation in the reason why employees do these kinds 

of extra things for their employers. Another factor could be dependency of their employers. 

More notes on dependency will be discussed in the next chapter. Sometimes, if employees 

refuse to do work, they are insulted by the employer. Apart from the refusal of work, employees 

are insulted for other things like not wearing make-up to work. The following citation of 

respondent Malika illustrates this: 

“Yes, it was obliged to wear make-up, full face. You know a full face of make-up, every day. 

The one day you do it and the other day you put a little less make-up on your face and then they 

were shouting at you. Things like ‘you look bad’, ‘did you see how you are looking’ and ‘girls 

come and look at her, it looks like you just came out of bed’ You know… sometimes you are just 

kind of mocked.” 

However, this example of the obligation to wear make-up did not show up in the data of other 

respondents. It shows the kind of insults that are sometimes in place. Respondent Bian tells me 

that she often hears that her clients were the target of insults. Because they have no education, 

employers say things like “you are worth nothing” and “nobody believes you”. Some employees 

must take a lot during their working hours. To keep employees working for them, employers 

make threats sometimes. This is illustrated by the following example of respondent Malika: 

“(…) I sent my letter of resignation to them via e-mail and that’s it. I was not coming back 

anymore. But that is when the fight started of course. Because they said we expect you than and 

then and you must show up at work and you must fulfill the month term of notice. And otherwise, 

and otherwise... 

Some of these threats can be serious, most of them are illegal and close to extortion. Because 

nail salon employees do not all have an education, threats are more easily believed. For 

example, a threat like ‘we are going to put you on trial’ is easily believed by someone who does 

not know that paying in cash without contract is illegal. If someone knows this is illegal, it 

would be harder to believe that the employer was going to put you on trial because the employer 



 57 

is punishable by law. Some employees are also accused of stealing. Presumably to slander them 

and as a threat. The following interesting anecdote from a conversation with respondent Malika 

illustrates this: 

“Well, we had a colleague, who called in sick. There were some struggles. She had already had 

a conflict, a dispute and you name it. She was treated in another way. She wanted to work less 

than 40 hours, but this was not allowed. She said that she could not take it anymore, that she 

could not work 40 hours plus anymore. ‘My back can’t stand it; my arms and I just can’t stand 

it. I just want to work less’. But yes, this was not allowed. At some point in time, she called in 

sick and she did not show up for a couple of days, and so this was a problem. In the end, they 

accused her of theft. They told us that if customers are asking ‘where is Layla?’, we should just 

say that she had stolen.” 

Respondent Bian tells some of her clients that they should record these threats as it could serve 

as evidence in a courtroom. However, she did not experience that these pieces of evidence were 

useful after all due to different reasons. Mainly because the employees are just too scared to 

talk to some official. The following part of a conversation with Bian, who offers support for 

victims of exploitation, illustrates this: 

“Bian: One of the more recent times, I was in [Location X], I listened to a recording, I speak 

also Chinese, and I speak also Mandarin. And I heard an employer clearly say: ‘Yes, I can hire 

someone, and he will kill you and nobody would know it.’ 

Me: against an employee? 

Bian: Yes, threatening the employee, yes. They have had a conversation with the ISZW [the 

Dutch Ministry of Social affairs and Employment] and they presented the recording, so they 

have… The translator heard it, but the translator said like: ‘I can’t really hear it.’ 

Me: O really? 

Bian: Yes so, he has no evidence other than that because I basically advised him to make 

recordings. Yes, and to note his work hours and everything. But yes, that recording did not do 

the job. So, yes, he did not yet prove that he got threatened. And the employer filed a report on 

him, the other way around, with his lawyer. ‘Yes, he beat me’ he said. 

 

In addition, respondents that work or have worked with victims of exploitation in nail salon 

told me that physical violence like beating also happen frequently in some salons. All with all, 

my data shows that some nail salon employees are not treated well in and outside of the working 
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place. Insults are used to disparage employees, pressure them or to get them in line. Some words 

go even further and become threats to employees with the goal of scaring them away from the 

police and to keep them working. Some of the insults, threats and general treatment of the 

employees are specifically targeted at the background of migration. In the next section I will 

elaborate on the profile of the victims of exploitation in nail salons. 

6.5 Victims 

It is impossible to create a perfect fitting profile of the typical victim of nail salon exploitation 

from my data. Nevertheless, I will try to at least provide a broad picture of the victims I, and 

the respondents, encountered. 

Like discussed before, the typical nail salons with a lot of customers and employers are 

generally occupied by Asian nail salon owners and employees. These kinds of salons are also 

the ones where the most indications of exploitation were found during this research. The 

nationality of employees within the Asian nail salons differs. The respondent who worked in a 

nail salon or with victims of exploitation, were mostly from China. Nevertheless, own 

observations together with literature and data from the respondents suggests that Vietnam is the 

main country of origin for most of the employees from Asian nail salons. Because the 

nationality is Asian in most cases, I also asked respondents about their status of residence in the 

Netherlands. respondent Bian told me that it is a “mix of everything”. Some of the victims they 

encounter rely on a working permit. But not all the employers are only in the Netherlands based 

on a working permit. While data suggests that there are employees who just came to the 

Netherlands to work in a nail salon, I did not encounter these people in this research. Instead, 

most of the respondents of this research were established in the Netherlands for some years. 

There are different ways that they got here. respondent Ju tells me for example that her clients, 

who are being exploited in nail salons, are coming in the Netherlands with a refugee residence 

permit. Others come to the Netherlands with medical reasons. An interesting option also raised 

from my data. This I related to marrying a Dutch individual. Not only do some employees use 

this to work in nail salons in the Netherlands, but these salons also appear to function as a 

meeting place for these kind of sham marriages. A part of a conversation with respondent Bian 

about her clients gives an example of how this technique can be used to get someone in the 

Netherlands to work in a nail salon: 

 



 59 

“Well, it is usually Dutch men. Because in such a salon they also get connected to each other, 

you know. Because you must imagine for example that I have a family member, and I let this 

family member come her with the goal of exploitation. So, I want to let this person work for me 

very cheaply. There comes a customer in my salon, so I say you know what, do you want… Are 

you prepared to marry her on paper? Or to be registered as her partner, I am just guessing. 

And that man agrees, so he makes some money. I, as the owner, earn some money too. They 

share the amount. And then such a woman comes on a touristic permit first, and so then she 

can… Sometimes she must go back. To do the integration course. Well after they finished it, 

they are allowed to come here.” 

The age of the victims of nail salon exploitation is typically between 30 and 55 says respondent 

Bian. In contrast respondent Rolf explains that in his journalism work into the exploitation in 

nail salons in Belgium the age of the victims is typically lower, and some are even minors. 

However, in my data there is no sign of young employees or minors. All the respondents were 

adults and the respondents themselves did not know anyone who was this young. The gender 

of the employees is typically female. Nevertheless, respondent Bian and Ju note to me that they 

also encounter man as their clients occasionally. 

 In conclusion, the typical victim – if one could speak of that at all, as there naturally is 

a wide variance in victimization experiences –of exploitation in nail salons in The Hague and 

Utrecht has a background of migration. Most of them are of Asian origin. There are multiple 

options to get into the country, of which the consequences will be discussed in the next chapter. 

It is interesting to note the background of the victims. It raises questions like: “How does the 

factor of being a migrant contribute to the victimization? And if so, is this related to the cultural, 

ethnic or social factors? Or also to structural factors of the migrant status?” The next chapter 

will answer questions like these and will elaborate on possible factors like cultural factors, 

social embeddedness, and dependency. 
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Chapter 7. Position of Asian migrants 

My research about the role of nail salons in the integration of migrants and the potential risk of 

exploitation delivered some insight in the world of the victims and in nail salons in general. The 

findings of this research suggest that exploitation is embedded within the nail salon industry. 

But these findings do not stand on their own. The phenomenon of exploitation in nail salons is 

not an isolated issue; other sectors, for example restaurants, massage salons, or glasshouse 

horticulture are also vulnerable for exploitative working conditions, and similarly have a 

relatively high number of migrant workers. The phenomenon of exploitation in Dutch nail 

salons is an expression of a broader problem of the position of (in this case) Asian migrants in 

the labour market in the Netherlands. Factors like social ties, cultural codes and structural 

conditions that migrants face, as discussed in chapter two, could play a part in this. Also, 

isolation of migrant workers, and dependency, play a role in the existence and the formation of 

this problem. I will address these issues in this chapter, backed up by data from this research 

and combined with existing literature and the social embeddedness theory to explain these 

factors.  

7.1 Isolation 

In this paragraph I will explain how the recruitment process of Asian migrants is partly 

influenced by social ties and cultural factors. In addition, I will discuss how these social ties 

and cultural factors could be viewed as factors that are creating a position of isolation for Asian 

migrants in the Netherlands, but how structural problems could also be viewed as factors that 

are causing this isolated position. 

7.1.1 Social ties 

As we discussed in the first paragraph, migrants have a vulnerable position on the labour 

market. Social ties are a very important aspect of migration for any group of migrants, despite 

their origin. This is also notable in Asian migrant groups in the Netherlands. Social ties are a 

very important factor in the recruitment and migration process of Asian migrants coming to the 

Netherlands. A lot of the Asian nail salon workers come here through family ties or social 

contacts (Bian & Ju, April 2021; Fen, May 2021). The result is that a lot of Asian migrants 

work in the same sector as their family or social ties. This is also the result of chain migration: 

The presence of social networks strongly influences the destination of migrants. In addition, the 
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presence of having someone at the destination offers information on job opportunities there and 

psychological support in the adjustment period (Banerjee, 1983). In most cases, the family 

members or community related social contacts already know that they are going to work in a 

nail salon before coming here. The following citation of participant Yang, who works at an 

Asian nail salon, illustrates this: 

 

“Yang: At a lot of Vietnamese nail studio’s they take people or family from there all together, 

and then they are going to work here, at their place. 

Me: So, they know already that they are going to work here? 

Yang: Yes. Because a lot of Vietnamese people have a lot of family there in Vietnam and they 

can all do nails. They just take them to the Netherlands and pay them very little.” 

 

Yang herself migrated when her aunt married a Dutch man. Eventually her father, nieces, 

nephews, brothers, and sisters all came with her aunt to the Netherlands. Another example of 

the importance of social ties in the recruitment process of Asian migrants is given by participant 

Wang. She tells me how her clients are normally recruited through someone they know; they 

never follow the “standard” solicitation procedure. They do not go on a job application with a 

CV, they call or go to the shops directly to meet face-to-face. However, some participants in 

this research did find a job through a sign on the door of the nail salon, which was saying that 

they were looking for employees. The Chinese version of WhatsApp – WeChat – is playing an 

important role in this labour related social networking. In this application, large group chats are 

formed between people that know each other, and post about job opportunities. Participant 

Wang tells me that a lot of Chinese people get a job through this application and those 

Vietnamese migrants have their own social media applications for this. 

These findings are in line with the social embeddedness theory of crime. This theory 

claims (see chapter 2) that criminal activities – such as, here, labour exploitation – do not exist 

in a social vacuum. Concrete interactions – face-to-face or in social media applications – 

between Asian community members make recruitment of employees across countries possible. 

The use of social media applications is also popular within other migrant groups. For example, 

Roma migrants in Europe use social media platforms to communicate with community 

members in their country of origin (Nagy, 2018). Also, migrants in Malta (Cessar et al., 2016) 

Ireland (Komito & Bates, 2011) use social media to connect with their country of origin. Social 

media is also used in the migrant decision-making process of Syrian (Dekker et al., 2018) and 

Italian (Merisalo & Jauhiainen, 2021) asylum seekers. Furthermore, cultural factors are 
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important to understand why these social ties are so important in the recruitment process of 

Asian migrants in the Netherlands. 

7.1.2 Cultural Factors 

Within the nail industry, there are two dominant nationalities to be found in Utrecht and The 

Hague. These are the Vietnamese and the Chinese nationalities. This section will discuss some 

of the relevant cultural differences between these two nationalities, according to my 

respondents, and how these are related to the recruitment process and possible isolation of 

migrants from these communities. 

Within the nail salon industry, people with a Vietnamese background seem to be more 

present compared to people with a Chinese background in general. However, there is a 

difference in the dominant presence of each of the nationalities in Utrecht and the Hague. 

Participant Wang says that the reason for Chinese people being more represented in The Hague 

is the presence of China Town in the Hague. But why are there so many Vietnamese people in 

the Netherlands working in nail salons? An answer that is given to this question by participants 

the most is the fact that it provides more money to work in a nail salon in the Netherlands than 

in Vietnam, as is illustrated by the following basic example participant Wang gives: 

 

“In Vietnam is 100 euro for example, you can buy a lot of things with that money in Vietnam. 

And then they just earn a good living. And then they come here, and then as much as 1000 euro 

per month for example is a lot. That’s why, yes, a lot of Vietnamese.” 

 

Another reason that the Vietnamese are the dominant nationality in Asian nail salons is that nail 

salons are embedded in the Vietnamese culture. A lot of Vietnamese people can perform a 

manicure and pedicure. An interesting theory for this is given by participant Oliver, a doctor in 

anthropology and expert on the Vietnamese culture. It is possible to call it a roll-back effect of 

globalization. The popularity of the nail studios raised in Vietnamese reception centers of boat 

refugees in the United States and rolled back after Vietnam in the 80’s of previous century went 

open again, back to Vietnam. Another interesting concept that can be linked to the combination 

of nail salons and the Vietnamese culture is glocalization. In the middle of the 70’s the famous 

American actress, Tippi Hedren, visited a reception center of boat refugees in Sacramento 

(California). After this visit, she came up with the idea of promoting nail care, because she was 

impressed by the long, manicured nails of Vietnamese woman (Morris, 2015). Hedren worked 
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for a charity organization at the time. She found a Vietnamese woman, named Dusty, prepared 

to educate twenty women to be nail caregivers. It became a million-dollar industry, and 

currently half of the nail stylists in the United States are Vietnamese and in California even 

80%. This “rolled-back” to Vietnam (Tolentino, 2015; Glaser, 2021). 

The phenomenon of long fingernails can, moreover, be traced to an aspect of the 

traditional Vietnamese culture but is primarily a habit within well-educated officials 

(mandarins). To grow extremely long fingernails signifies that they did not have to work or 

perform manual labour like the farmers which was the lowest position in society at the time. 

This tradition has presumably existed until the 20’s of the previous century. Currently there are 

a lot of men who have one long fingernail, most of the time the pink, which is a reminder of 

this tradition (Oliver, April 2021). 

While the Vietnamese nationality is dominant in the nail salon industry, the Chinese are 

presumed to be dominant in the catering industry in the Netherlands. A reason for this is the 

Mandarin (Chinese) language they speak. Working with only Chinese people is sometimes 

problematic for learning the Dutch language. As a result, the only language some Asian 

migrants speak stays their own language. This can cause isolation from the Dutch society, as is 

illustrated by the following example of participant Wang: 

 

“Yes, with my colleagues I talk Dutch sometimes and sometimes Chinese. With customers I just 

talk Dutch. Talk more with clients and so on. Because for example, in a Chinese restaurant 

there are only working Chinese people and then you only talk Chinese. You do not learn Dutch 

as quickly. I have also worked in a lot of shops with only colleagues from foreign countries. 

That is why you should talk Dutch. If you only talk with Chinese people, you do not learn to 

speak Dutch. Because I have also a lot of friends who live here for a long time, even longer 

than me, and they are not able to speak Dutch. But that’s why Chinese people work in 

restaurants, so that they can talk Chinese.” 

 

Exploitation in Chinese restaurants is beyond the scope of this research, but it serves as an 

example of how language could influence the recruitment process and promotes isolation of 

Asian migrants from the Dutch society. Also, in nail salons in Utrecht and the Hague the 

recruitment seems to be influenced by language. An owner of a Chinese nail salon tells me that 

she would never hire Vietnamese people because if they do not speak Dutch, they cannot 

communicate with each other. And it seems to be the same the other way around, as is illustrated 

by the following example from participant Wang: 
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“But a Vietnamese does not want Chinese people. Very few. It is really if you are half/half and 

one of your parents is Chinese and the other is Vietnamese, than they will hire you. But 

sometimes if you only have Chinese people, they do not hire Vietnamese people either. They 

constantly talk different and if they only talk in their own language this is also not fun. 

 

Studies about ethnic minorities and their link with organized crime claim that ethnic minorities 

maintain, establish, cultivate, and negotiate material and symbolic ties with their own (national, 

ethnic, language) communities both locally and overseas (Van de Bunt, Siegel & Zaitch, 2014). 

That is partly what we are seeing here within these findings about cultural heritage of the nail 

industry by globalization or glocalization and language being part of the recruitment process. 

The data is also indicating evidence that they are doing this also with local, mainstream native 

actors by engaging in sham marriage contracts with Dutch men as discussed in the previous 

chapter. However, these studies further states that ethnic minorities are also in contact with 

other immigrant groups. The data of this research supports the opposite: There is often an 

obvious gap between the Chinese and the Vietnamese minorities. There seems to be little 

contact between different migrant communities. 

Furthermore, another aspect of the Chinese culture that is causing isolation came to the 

fore from my data. This is the perception that the Chinese culture is very closed for outsiders. 

Participant Lennard is an operational expert within the police of Utrecht and has been a district 

agent of the shopping area where most nail salons are located for more than 20 years. The 

following example is an illustration of the perceived closeness of the Chinese culture and the 

consequences in the Netherlands: 

 

“Me: You said the Chinese culture is very closed. How do you notice this? 

Lennard: Because they keep everything indoors. Chinese people also never file a report. While 

there Is really happening a lot, a lot of extortion, a lot of threats (…) Yes, we visit regularly, 

not nowadays but in the past, I went regularly to Chinese restaurants and then I saw matrasses 

laying everywhere. Or you see people walking there in dilapidated clothing who were sleeping 

above the shop but actually never came outside. Or those who quickly hide when you enter the 

room because they were illegal and did not want to be sent away. Because than they did not 

have any money at all anymore. You see this in other cultures also, you know. Because the 

Chinese culture is just one of the examples because it is the group that is the least integrated.” 
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The perception of closedness within the Asian culture is, obviously, very subjective and differs 

per individual and experience with Asian community members. In my own experiences and 

observations with Chinese respondents during this research I found quite the opposite. The 

presumed closedness was no issue and every topic was discussed openly. This perception of the 

Asian culture may even work stigmatic and result in prejudices. It could also be a consequence 

of the situation they are in. They have limited options to communicate with native Dutch 

individuals because of the difference in language. Also, the police in the country of origin 

sometimes have a different image than they have in the Netherlands. The following part of a 

conversation with Bian, who offers support for Chinese victims of exploitation illustrates this: 

 

“Bian: The most adorable was when a man called me from [location X] and at that moment he 

got threatened by the employer like: ‘I am going to call the police now to lock you up!’. Because 

he doesn’t know that the police are very social here. He thinks that it is the same as in China, 

that the police are hitting people there and things like that is normal. He became very afraid 

like: ‘What do I have to do now?! Because I only want to work but he does not allow me to 

come and work anymore. (…) Yes, we realize, yes, I realize that the support agencies in the 

Netherlands are very broadened and active and there are so many organizations but for these 

people there seems to be no place. Often when I want to refer someone, well sometimes it takes 

two years to get someone somewhere. But sometimes you get to hear a ‘no’ because they do not 

speak the language there, they tell me. “Yes, I do not speak Chinese” they say to me with a 

happy voice. (…) So, our system forces basically… makes it that people stay in these situations. 

(…) And the presumption that they are closed… They are not closed at all. Those victims, really, 

I can only name a few who would not want to but the rest of the ones I spoke to would really 

want to talk to the outside world. To get in contact with the people. A normal life like everyone. 

They say they can only dream of that.” 

 

In sum, the presence of the Vietnamese and the Chinese culture in nail salons is explainable by 

multiple cultural factors. The nail stylist profession is embedded in the Vietnamese culture 

through historical events that go back to the refugee crisis of the United States. The language 

of these communities is the reason why newly arrived migrants are forced to work with others 

of the same community. The Asian communities are perceived as ‘closed’ by some Dutch 

respondents, and it may be a prejudice more Dutch people have towards these community. 

However, in my own experiences and in experiences of expert respondents these perceptions 

of ‘closedness’ are not very accurate. In the last citation of Bian, she mentions the obstacle of 
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a foreign language. Language is a cultural factor, but every migrant group faces this same 

obstacle in the country of destination which also makes it a structural problem for migrants. In 

the next paragraph I will elaborate on this and more structural obstacles for migrants. 

7.1.3 Structural exclusion instead of culture 

Claiming that cultural heritage and other cultural factors are causing Asian migrants an isolated 

position has to be done with a critical note. As discussed in chapter two, culturizing activities 

of minorities is easily done and often with mistakes. The reason Asian migrants seem to be 

isolated from the rest of the Dutch society could also be the result of their socio-economic 

structural exclusion. 

For example, when a migrant is excluded from social services and the official labour 

market because he or she does not have the right documents, it seems logical to work in the 

unofficial labour market. This includes exclusion from the broader Dutch society, which results 

in no Dutch education and jobs or other opportunities to learn the language. Thinking about it 

this way, it seems only logical that someone in an exploitational situation is perceived as closed. 

Respondent Huang also thinks that this is a way of perception of the Asian community in the 

Netherlands. Although she disagrees and says that this is the result of the exploitational situation 

and the isolation some of them are in. The following citation from respondent Huang illustrates 

this: 

 

“So, another way of looking at this is, a lot of people say that the Asian community is closed. 

But I think don’t think so. The people I encountered would very much like to be in contact with 

the outside world and just want to be liberated. They desire it and this life, the normal life that 

we have you know, but it is very touching, they can only dream of that. It is because of the 

isolated position they end up in. The people who are being exploited, yes it makes it very hard 

for them to… To avoid that or to get out of it.” 

 

Besides the language barrier which contributes as a structural condition to a position of isolation 

for most migrants, anti-immigration laws of the Netherlands could be another reason that it is 

hard for them to get out of these exploitative circumstances. As will be shown in the next 

chapter, a lot of respondents are dependent on their employer for their residence permit. If they 

end up without a job, their licenses become invalid, and they have to go back to their country 

of origin. 
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In sum, during this research I found some indications that social ties and cultural aspects 

could be related to the recruitment process. Consequently, these social ties and cultural aspects 

could cause the position of Asian migrants in the Netherlands to be isolated. However, structural 

problems may very well be another (bigger) cause of the isolated position. Migrants are 

structurally excluded from the society by exclusion from the labour market, a foreign language 

and the requirements of documents. This isolation could also be part of the reason that Asian 

migrants in the Netherlands are in a situation of dependency. Several respondents mentioned 

examples of how this dependency expresses itself, about possible reasons for the dependent 

position and about the consequences of the dependency. These issues will be discussed in the 

next paragraph. 

7.2 Dependency 

There are multiple ways in which employees, that are in a situation of exploitation, are 

dependent on their employer. In the case of migrants, this might include depts that are built for 

the journey to the country of destination. In the specific case of nail salons, dependency of the 

employer can also be built by an “apprenticeship” as discussed briefly in the previous chapter. 

In the case of migrants, Legislation and regulations could also work as a catalyst for 

dependency. As last, the concept of reciprocity could also affect dependency. These issues, and 

how they could affect the position of Asian migrants in the Netherlands, are discussed in this 

paragraph.  

7.2.1 Dept 

One of the ways that an employee could built a dependent relationship with an employer is by 

building a debt. As discussed in chapter 4, dept-bonds are a frequently encountered 

phenomenon in exploitational situations. Building a dept can happen in different ways. In the 

case of people who travelled to Europe, they sometimes incur a debt to pay for this journey. A 

way to pay off this debt is to work in a nail salon, for example. The following citation of Bian, 

who works with victims of exploitation, illustrates this: 

 

“Ha-ha yes. But I think it did not surpass you, the human smuggling practices within the 

Vietnamese community. 

Me: No, it certainly did not surpass me. Although I have met very few people who could really 

tell something about that but maybe you know more about this? 
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Bian: Well yes uhm… What I do know is that people are smuggled through all sorts of methods. 

There are also people who end up in nail salons. And to pay for the journey, they are employed 

there and per month they keep just enough money to pay their fixed expenses. The rest goes to 

the repayment of the debt.” 

 

As discussed, several respondents told me that social ties play a part in the recruitment process. 

Participant Bian tells me that sometimes people are also connected to specialized networks 

through these social ties. The following part of a conversation with Bian illustrates how the 

engagement in such a network through social ties can be resulting in dependency through dept: 

 

“Uhm well yes. Chain migration plays a part. But sometimes also through a community 

backchannel. There are certain networks that are specialized in this. It are sometimes local 

people for example in a village, who ask things like ‘hey you, do you want to go abroad?’. 

Sometimes they are just recruited. Of the Vietnamese I know that before their departure abroad, 

there are sometimes whole professional groups that are busy with it. So, they get recruited, they 

are connected to a network. After this the process starts. And then they are in a kind of carousel. 

Yes, if you spend money there is basically no way back. (…) Yes, and certainly for those people, 

who do not make a good living and must lend money to do an initial payment. So, they are 

already in debt.” 

Me: “And where do they lend this money? 

Bian: Well, could be anywhere. So, think of family, think sometimes of loan usurers, who lend 

people money with a very high interest.” 

 

Another way to incur a debt is through apprentice, which is also briefly discussed in the previous 

chapter. Several respondents mention that this concept is also related to debt. In some cases, 

the apprentice starts already in the country of origin (Bian, April 2020). The following citation 

from Bian illustrates how the apprentice works: 

 

“I, myself, am from Vietnamese origin, so I know from my surroundings that people apprentice 

there first. So, they learn the art of how to do nails. It is basically an education. Then, they come 

here and acquire capital, or they land money from family and open a salon. Yes, and then they 

also recruit people who want to work for them. And then those people apprentice with them, 

ha-ha.” 
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Bain further tells me that she saw a contract of someone who was an apprentice in the 

Netherlands. This contract claimed that this apprentice would have to pay a fee of 25 thousand 

euros if she would work somewhere else in the next two years after her apprentice period. This 

way, the employer keeps the employee working for the nail salons. 

7.2.2 Marriages 

The sham marriages that were discussed in the previous chapter, can also make an employee 

dependent on his or her employer. Respondents mentioned that in some of these sham 

marriages, people are being threatened to pay the dept. The only way they can do this is to work 

in the nail salon. An example of a situation like this is mentioned by participant Bian, and 

illustrated how cruel a situation like this can be: 

 

“That is more from my own network, but of my clients I have heard the same stories. But 

because I had Vietnamese clients, this was more from the Chinese community. But they do not 

really talk about it, you know. Why? Because if you have for example a construction of a sham 

marriage, then they are punishable by law as well. I spoke to people who were dealing with 

this. And they are also dealing with domestic violence. So, the partner at whom they stay is 

putting a lot of pressure on them to, next to the money they repay their debt with, upkeep that 

man as well. All the money they earn, they must give to this man otherwise their child is locked 

up or psychologically mistreated. So, he turns off everything, so electricity, the WIFI and they 

are not allowed to eat. All kinds of things happen. So, a woman is under enormous pressure, 

and to think about that she also must upkeep her family in the country of origin… So, yes, those 

people are under immense pressure.” 

 

The amount of money that is earned by a sham marriage can be high. This may be the reason 

that some people engage in these kind of sham marriages more times in a lifetime. The 

following part of a conversation with Bian illustrates this: 

 

“Yes, sometimes very large sums of money are involved. Of one case I heard that that man had 

already had a construction like this with about 5 women. 

Me: At the same time? 
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Bian: No, no, no. Afterwards they divorce, or they do not have a community contract or 

something like that anymore. So, they leave each other, let’s call it that way. And then that so-

called new relationship starts. 

Me: How long does such a period take? 

Bian: Well yes 5 years. And then… An amount that I frequently heard is 50 thousand euro for 

such a construction. The man, for example, earns 30 thousand and the one who connected earns 

20.” 

 

Sham marriages can be another way to incur a dept in the migration process. In the examples 

above these marriages created a situation of dependency on the partner because they rely on 

this partner for their residence permit. If the dept is not met, the partner can take measures 

which can result in domestic violence that are causing pressure on the migrant. 

7.2.3 License 

There are also other ways that employees obtain their residence permit, which makes them 

dependent on their employer. For example, there are people migrating to the Netherlands on 

the base of a working permit. When someone comes here based on a working permit, you must 

be working or otherwise you are sent back to the country of origin. An example of how this can 

lead to dependency on the employer is illustrated in the following citation of participant Bian, 

in which she is talking about her clients who are victims of exploitation: 

 

“So, you have the people that are coming on the base of a working permit. Those are here 

basically legal, but they are very dependent on their employer. This implies that their employer 

Is able to say: ‘I don’t like you. So, find another job’. Or ‘yes, I don’t want you anymore. So, 

go.’ So, you must keep your employer very happy. Because on a worming permit there are 

certain conditions that must be met. So, must have a job at least. And if you want to change the 

job, you must do this within three months, so, a maximum of three months without a job is 

allowed. But if you do not have a job afterwards you have to leave the country. And all those 

people have invested a lor because there are very large sums of money engaged which they 

must pay to the intermediaries.” 

 

Thus, these people are dependent in multiple ways. They have these large sums of money that 

they must repay, and in addition they have the working permit that is causing the obligation to 
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work. If someone would quit his or her job, they cannot keep these obligations. Therefore, the 

regulation of the working permit is causing some migrants to exist in a very dependent position. 

I was aware of the common economic, political, and social reasons to migrate to the Netherlands 

and Western countries in general. Nevertheless, after hearing all these stories about the isolated, 

dependent position some people end up in and because I wanted to hear their story, I asked 

respondents on the reasons for their migration. Respondents mentioned the desire for a normal 

life, as is illustrated by the following two citations of Ju and Bian who work with victims of 

exploitation: 

 

“They want to pay taxes and they want to have a real job, but they just don’t get it. Because the 

boss, the bosses, they want to save money from the tax agency because yes, if you have an 

employee you must pay for a lot of things, and they don’t want that” (Ju, March 2021). 

 

“A better life, more chances in life. Because in Vietnam people sometimes do not have a 

prospect. Sometimes you do have an education, but you don’t find a job because your network… 

Yes, you don’t have a network. Or no resources to buy a job. Because corruption also plays a 

part over there, you know” (Bian, April 2021). 

 

When I asked the question whether the respondents or victims of exploitation in nail salons 

perceived themselves as a victim, every time the answer was no. The reasons for this could 

differ between cultures, as respondent Bian mentions. The following citation of Bian illustrates 

this when I asked whether the victims perceive themselves as victims: 

 

“No, no. Look, because I mainly have experience with Chinese and Vietnamese people, I speak 

for those two groups. With the Chinese, it is more that if you want something, than you pay a 

price for it. This idea of paying the price, enduring, to realize your dream. That is common. 

And with the Vietnamese people is a matter of Karma. There is said, yes, you know… People 

that do bad will also harvest bad. So, they, yes… I only know that these are my duties. So, I will 

fulfill my duties. That is quite remarkable in the groups that I have worked with.” 

 

These findings of a low level of identification as a victim are in line with earlier research on the 

identification as a victim of labour exploitation (Tielbaard, Van Meeteren & Commandeur, 

2016). One of the consequences of the low level of identification as a victim may be that the 

victims of nail salon exploitation do not frequently search for help. Respondent Bian mentions 
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that primarily the Chinese people only ask for help if they really do not have a way out anymore. 

By then, Bian mentions, they are in so much depts already that it is usually too late to provide 

good support. 

7.3 Conclusions 

Immigration has been criminalized over the past decades and the position of undocumented 

migrants, regardless of their origin, is vulnerable on the labour market. Undocumented migrants 

do not have access to the official labour market and social services. As a consequence, they are 

forced to work in the unofficial labour market. Nail salons are an example of an industry in 

which a lot of migrants are working. In my research I encountered specifically Asian migrants. 

Their position in the Netherlands show signs of isolation and dependency. Social ties and 

cultural factors in the recruitment process may cause this isolation. However, structural 

problems for this minority like exclusion may very well be another cause of this isolation. 

The Chinese culture is sometimes perceived as closed by native Dutch individuals. 

Nevertheless, this perceived closedness could be a consequence of the difference in cultural 

aspects and a dependent position in the Netherlands. Dependency exists mainly through dept 

which can be incurred for example through the journey costs, a sham marriage, or an apprentice 

contract which influences the recruitment process. In addition, the regulations in the 

Netherlands surrounding residence permits puts some of the migrants in a dependent situation. 

However, the victims of exploitation do not identify themselves as such which causes problems 

for support organizations. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions 

This research started with the question: “Why are nail salons in Utrecht and the Hague attractive 

for (newly arrived) migrants and what are the risks of exploitation within these salons?”. 

Furthermore, I wanted to know how power structures and dependency influenced the 

recruitment process and what the characteristics and the extend of the exploitation were. I 

investigated what forms of exploitation could be observed, for example, if wage theft and sexual 

or other forms of exploitation occurred. In addition, I wanted to know how victims perceive 

their working conditions and if and how eventual exploitation could be explained by the theory 

of social embeddedness. I tried to answer these questions using a qualitative research design 

with semi-structured interviews and observations. When I started this research there were no 

previous studies available on exploitation within nail salons in the Netherlands, nor were there 

any juridical files on victims in this industry. Instead, there were a few news articles on this 

form of labour exploitation in the Netherlands and surrounding countries. For this reason, the 

goal of my research was to explore the occurring of exploitation in nail salons in the 

Netherlands, and I chose Utrecht and The Hague as case studies for that exploration.    

The findings of this research indicate that there are exploitational practices happening 

in Dutch nail salons. These can be qualified as labour exploitation; I did not encounter sexual 

exploitation. From the interviews with respondents in this research – academic experts, nail 

salon owners, employees, customers, law enforcement and support agencies - as well as from 

my own observations, I found that exploitation manifests in the form of wage theft, occupational 

health hazards, and bad treatment of employees in multiple ways.  

First of all, employment contracts of respondents include less hours then are actually 

worked in the salon. Although the additional hours are paid ‘in black’, this practice leads to a 

risk (which is also substantialized in my data) of being paid less than one has worked. This 

criterium of exploitation further results in a weaker legal position of the employee compared to 

the employer. Namely, if an employee claims that he or she worked more hours than he or she 

got paid, the employee is basically saying that he or she worked ‘in black’, which is illegal. In 

addition, some contracts include fees to pay to the salon owner if an employee decides to work 

somewhere else, through a practice in some nail salons to include in the contract a 

(unremunerated) period of apprenticeship. The apprentice is required to work like a regular 

employee, without payment. In general, from what I understand from the dialogues with 

respondents, several of them claim to get paid less than the minimum wage. All these forms of 

income loss are called ‘wage theft’ in literature on labour exploitation. 
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Secondly, the products that are used within nail salons contain multiple chemicals, of 

which most are related to potential health risks, and some are forbidden in the European Union. 

Nevertheless, these chemicals are still being used in some salons and there are no regulations 

and very limited inspections. Thirdly, some respondents mention being treated poorly on the 

working place (or support workers mention this about their clients). Insults, intimidation 

practices on the work floor, (death) threats and physical violence are strategies employers use 

to keep their workers in a position of submission and dependency. These are the forms of 

exploitation that I encountered during my research. 

The research findings further indicate that Asian migrants in Utrecht and The Hague 

might run a greater risk of becoming submitted to such practices than Dutch citizens. This is 

due to three factors of dependency. Nevertheless, my research population was not representative 

and further research is required to substantiate this statement. However, I did find some factors 

that contribute to dependency which are present in the Asian migrant community in the 

Netherlands. 

A first factor that that makes Asian migrants dependent on their job and their employer 

is global inequality that goes from the global South/East to the global North/West for migration 

flows; after all, this group would not migrate if they had a better job and living in their country 

of origin. Structural, socio-economic factors that contribute to this dependency are for example 

exclusion from the official labour market and crimmigration. These barriers force migrants into 

unregulated forms of migration and (after arrival) jobs. During my research, respondents 

mentioned large debt bonds to their smugglers or traffickers, employers or to a husband in the 

case of a sham-marriage. Secondly, this ‘hostile’ migration environment causes migrants to be 

increasingly thrown back on social systems. That is where the social embeddedness of (being a 

victim to) this crime comes in. The reliance on their social ties, together with other aspects like 

incurring depts, sham-marriages, residence licenses put them in a dependent position. This 

dependent position is further increased by cultural aspects of the Asian culture like reciprocity 

and social status within the community which could result in the urge of keeping the employer 

satisfied, despite of possible bad practices on the working floor. At last, there are also cultural 

factors that play a part. The profession of the nail stylist seems to be culturally connected to the 

Vietnamese culture, which explains their work in this specific niche. 

However, vulnerabilities should not be looked for within a specific group that works in 

this nice, but also within the niche itself. Namely, nail salons are not an acknowledged 

profession. There are no certificates or educations required and it is a business in which a lot of 

cash is used. These features of nail salons could be perceived as appealing features for practices 
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of bad employment or possible exploitation. Despite of this, the inspection in these salons is 

very limited, which in turn contributes to the appealing features of nail salons for practices of 

bad employment or possible exploitation. 

In sum, my research contributed to the existing knowledge on labour exploitation by 

showing the character and recruitment process of exploitation in the nail salon industry, which 

is sensitive for this kind of practices because of the low number of requirements, regulations 

and inspections. Previous to this research, the phenomenon of exploitation in nail salons was 

unknown. 

8.1 Future research 

My research gives reason for further research into this topic. In the current research the setting 

was limited to Utrecht and the Hauge due to a short timeframe. It would be interesting to expand 

this setting to other cities in the Netherlands, to be able to say more about the extent of 

exploitation in nail studios in the Netherlands. Another suggestion could be to do the same 

research again, while visiting more nail studios in a more participating role. Because of the 

COVID-19 measures I was not able to visit nail salons for the lion share of the research period. 

I consider it very important to visit the nail salons because of the rich data it provides. In the 

few visits that I did on the nail salon, I learned a lot about the people that are working there, 

their background, their daily life and their work which was very valuable for my research. 

On a more general note, in future research it would be wise to use expert respondents of 

from the community of the research group more intensively. During my research I noticed that 

engaging in conversations with these experts, who were often active in supporting victims of 

exploitation within the Asian community in the Netherlands, was extremely helpful because of 

their rich knowledge of the daily lives of these people. They turned out to also provide valuable 

insights into assumed, essentialist ‘cultural’ explanations for (vulnerability to) exploitative 

circumstances, which turned out to be not cultural for the lion share. They had other reasons for 

their vulnerable position like dependency on the job through their residence license, exclusion 

from the official or ‘skilled’ labour market and no other job opportunities. As academics, 

researching this group of people and their situation could provide an enormous amount of 

gratitude and understanding which in turn could lead to inclusion in society, which would be 

the ultimate goal for them, as well as for society itself.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Facebook posts 

A1. Initial post in all nail stylist groups: 

Hallo iedereen! Erg leuke en inspirerende voorbeelden van nagel stijlen in deze groep zeg! 

Bedankt aan de beheerder voor de toelating tot deze groep. 

Ik ben Sanne Luermans en ik doe sinds kort een klein onderzoekje naar Nagelstudio's. Ik ben 

namelijk erg benieuwd in hoeverre de geruchten in de media omtrent de uitbuiting in 

nagelstudio's terecht zijn. Er zijn namelijk een aantal artikelen van de NOS zoals deze 

https://nos.nl/op3/artikel/2267236-zorgen-om-uitbuiting-in-goedkope-nagelsalons.html wordt 

beweerd dat er veel uitbuiting in nagelstudio's plaatsvindt. Nu ben ik enorm benieuwd wat jullie 

mening hierover is. Ik vind het verzorgen van nagels namelijk een mooi beroep en ik denk dat 

het goed is om ook eens jullie mening hierover te horen! Laat vooral je reactie achter, of stuur 

mij persoonlijk een berichtje. Ik zou het enorm waarderen en het zou mij echt verder helpen.  

 

A2. Second post in all nail stylist groups: 

Dag allemaal! Ik doe namens de Universiteit van Utrecht onderzoek naar nagelsalons. Ik heb al 

een keer eerder een bericht geplaatst in deze groep, dus misschien kent u mij daar nog van! De 

reacties waren toen erg waardevol dus bedankt daarvoor. Ik ben nu op zoek naar nagelstylisten 

die in Utrecht (stad of provincie) werken. Ik zou enorm graag wat korte vragen stellen over de 

waarde van nagelsalons in de stad, omdat ze zo "up-coming" zijn (in aantallen en in grootte) in 

Utrecht. Het zou heel fijn zijn als u een reactie onder dit bericht achter zou willen laten als u in 

Utrecht werkt! Het zou mij enorm verder helpen! 

Hartelijke groet, 

Sanne Luermans 

A3. Third post in all nail stylist groups (for customers): 
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Hoi allemaal! Jullie hebben mijn berichtje denk ik al voorbij zien komen, maar ik doe onderzoek 

naar nagel salons namens de Universiteit van Utrecht. Hiervoor ben ik ditmaal op zoek naar 

mensen die wel eens een Aziatische nagel salon hebben bezocht als klant (of daar zelf werken) 

en daar wel een paar korte vragen over zouden willen beantwoorden. Laat a.u.b. een berichtje 

achter, het zou het onderzoek enorm helpen!  

Fijne dag allemaal!  

Groetjes Sanne Luermans 
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Appendix B: Personal messages 

B1 Initial personal message after reaction on post: 

Hoi Joyce! Ik heb een bericht gestuurd in de facebook groep "nagelstylisten forum" waarin ik 

een oproep deed naar nagelstylisten in Utrecht. U liet weten dat u een nagelsalon hebt in 

Utrecht. Ik doe onderzoek naar hoe nagelsalons kunnen bijdragen aan de integratie van (nieuwe) 

migranten in Nederland en wat de gevaren daarbij kunnen zijn (zoals uitbuiting). Zou u mij 

misschien kort te woord willen staan hierover? Het zou mij enorm verder helpen in mijn 

onderzoek! 

B2 Personal message for migration/Asian background: 

Hoi! Ik zag dat jij ook lid bent van de voor en door nagel stylisten Facebookgroep! Ik ben op 

zoek naar nagelstylisten met een buitenlandse achtergrond (bijvoorbeeld Vietnamese 

achtergrond) die een paar vragen willen beantwoorden voor mijn schoolopdracht. Het gaat over 

wat nagel studio's kunnen betekenen voor mensen die net nieuw in Nederland zijn komen 

wonen. Zou jij heel misschien een paar vragen willen beantwoorden? Het zou echt super veel 

helpen! :) 

B3 Personal message for snowball method: 

Hoi Joyce! Ik heb een bericht gestuurd in de facebook groep "nagelstylisten forum" waarin ik 

een oproep deed naar nagelstylisten in Utrecht. Via Yvon Ne ben ik naar u doorverwezen omdat 

u een nagelsalon heeft in Utrecht. Ik doe onderzoek naar hoe nagelsalons kunnen bijdragen aan 

de integratie van (nieuwe) migranten in Nederland en wat de gevaren daarbij kunnen zijn (zoals 

uitbuiting). Zou u mij misschien kort te woord willen staan hierover? Het zou mij enorm verder 

helpen in mijn onderzoek! 

Hartelijke groet, 

Sanne Luermans 
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Appendix C: Letter to nail salons 

[Logo Utrecht University] 

(English below) 

 

Beste meneer/mevrouw, 

 

Allereerst wil ik even zeggen dat ik ontzettend blij ben voor u dat de nagelstudio’s weer open 

mogen van de regering. Ik zou erg graag langskomen om persoonlijk kennis te maken. 

 

Voor een onderzoek aan de Universiteit van Utrecht ben ik op zoek naar medewerkers en/of 

eigenaren van nagelsalons in Utrecht. Het onderzoek gaat over hoe nagelsalons bijdragen aan 

de integratie van migranten in Utrecht. Ook ben ik geïnteresseerd in de risico’s van 

uitbuitingssituaties in de branche, of juist hoe u dergelijke risico’s probeert uit te sluiten. Het 

belang voor u van deelname aan dit onderzoek is dat u uw visie op de branche kunt laten horen, 

en u kunt bijdragen aan een realistisch beeld van de rol van nagelstudio’s in de Utrechtse 

samenleving. Ook kunt u mediaberichtgeving over uw branche weerleggen of nuanceren, en 

uw ideeën over lokaal beleid omtrent de nagelstudio’s uiten. Uiteraard is deelname geheel 

vrijwillig en worden alle gegevens anoniem verwerkt – uw naam of die van uw studio wordt 

dus niet bekend, tenzij u daarom expliciet verzoekt. U kunt zich te allen tijde terugtrekken uit 

het onderzoek. Als u of iemand anders mij kort te woord wil staan hierover zou dat enorm 

behulpzaam zijn. 

 

Ik ben te bereiken op het volgende e-mailadres en telefoonnummer: 

E-mail: uu.onderzoek.nagelsalons@gmail.com 

Telefoonnummer: +31 6 25257254 
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Bedankt voor het lezen en hopelijk spreek ik u snel! 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Dear sir/madame, 

 

At first, I would like to say that I am really happy for you that the government decided to allow 

nail studios to be opened again. I would really like to visit and meet in person if you would 

allow that. 

 

I am currently doing research for Utrecht University on nail studios in Utrecht. This research is 

about how nail salons contribute to the integration of newly arrived (legal and illegal) migrants 

and the potential obstacles for integration. I am also interested in possible exploitation within 

the industry, or how you rightly try to exclude these risks. The importance of your participation 

is that you can express your vision on the nail studio industry and that you can contribute to a 

more realistic image of the role of nail studios in the society of Utrecht. You can also refute or 

nuance certain mediatized images (like exploitation) of nail studios and express your ideas 

about local governance regarding the nail studios. Of course, participation is fully voluntarily, 

and all data is processed anonymously – your name or the name of the studio will not be 

published, except when you explicitly ask for it. You can withdraw from this research at any 

time. If someone would talk shortly with me, it would be very helpful. 

 

You can reach me on the following e-mail address and phone number: 

E-mail: uu.onderzoek.nagelsalons@gmail.com 

Telephone number: +31 6 25257254 

Thank you for reading and hopefully talk to you soon! 
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Appendix D: Participant matrix 

Name Information Nature of 

contact 

Particulars Location Date 

(2021) 

1. Ju Employee of 

organization for 

helping victims of 

(nail salon) 

exploitation 

Remote 

interview 

Chinese 

background 

The Hague 12/04 

2. Rolf Editor of newspaper 

articles about nail 

salon exploitation 

Remote 

interview 

Journalist Belgium 15/04 

3. Lotte Nail salon owner, also 

owner of a wholesale 

for nail salon products 

and courses 

Remote 

interview 

Native 

Dutch 

Utrecht 19/04 

4. Malika Former employee of 

Asian nail salons 

Remote 

interview 

South-

Africa 

background 

The Hague 20/04 

5. Jan Human trafficking 

advisor at CCV 

Remote 

interview 

 Utrecht 23/04 

6. Sophie Nail salon owner Remote 

interview 

Native 

Dutch 

Utrecht 26/04 

7. Bian Former employee of 

organization for 

helping victims of 

(nail salon) 

exploitation 

Remote 

interview 

Chinese 

background 

The Hague 28/04 

8.Lennard Operational expert 

undermining police 

Utrecht Centre 

Face-to-

face 

interview 

 Utrecht 02/05 

9. Famke Juridical expert Remote 

interview 

  08/05 
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10.Karel Head of the national 

reporter human 

trafficking (Nationaal 

Rapporteur 

Mensenhandel) 

Remote 

interview 

 Netherlands 

in general 

12/05 

11.Fen Nail salon owner and 

former employee 

Face-to-

face 

interview 

Chinese 

background 

Utrecht 18/05 

12.Martha Employee at 

Comensha 

E-mail, 7 

times 

 Netherlands 

in general 

04/04-

18/04 

13.Amalia Care-coordinator 

human trafficking  

E-mail, 3 

times 

 Utrecht 07/04-

20/04 

14.Tessa Employee at 

Fairworks 

E-mail, 3 

times 

 Netherlands 

in general 

20/04-

28/04 

15.Ju Employee of 

organization for 

helping victims of 

(nail salon) 

exploitation 

E-mail, 27 

times 

Chinese 

background 

The Hague 03/04-

26/05 

16.Oliver Dr. in Anthropology E-mail, 14 

times 

Expert in 

Vietnamese 

culture 

 18/04-

18/05 

17.Benthe Employee at support 

organization for 

vulnerable minorities 

E-mail, 3 

times 

 The 

Netherlands 

in general 

20/04-

01/05 

18.Geraldine Journalist at Argos, 

research into 

migration and human 

rights 

E-mail, 5 

times 

  28/03-

18/04 

19.Kees Journalist at NOS E-mail, 5 

times 

Wrote first 

(and only) 

article on 

 04/04-

18/04 
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nail salon 

exploitation 

20.Amanda Nail salon owner E-mail, 8 

times 

Native 

Dutch 

Utrecht 05/05-

18/05 

21.Lydia Researcher and 

analyst, advisor human 

trafficking approach 

E-mail (12 

times) 

  24/04-

22/05 

Lydia Researcher and 

analyst, advisor human 

trafficking approach 

Phone call 

(30:14) 

  28/04 

22.Maria Nail salon owner and 

nail stylist teacher 

Chat South 

American 

background 

Utrecht 01/05-

08/05 

23.Li Nail salon employee Chat Dutch, 

Vietnamese 

background 

Utrecht 30/03-

16/04 

24.Susanne Nail salon owner Chat Native 

Dutch 

The Hague 04/03-

04/05 

25.Binh Nail salon employee Chat Vietnamese 

background 

Utrecht 04/04-

04/17 

26.Mirre Nail salon owner Chat Native 

Dutch 

The Hague 05/05-

05/08 

27.Aniek Nail salon employee Chat Native 

Dutch 

The Hague 18/04-

20/04 

 

N = 27. All the names are made-up to provide anonymity for the participants. 
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Appendix E: Topic lists 

Beneath are two kinds of the topic lists that I used when conducting the interviews. I used one 

topic list for expert interviews and another topic list for nail salon employees and owners. 

Topic List for expert-interview 

1. Persoonlijke gegevens 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat doet u in uw huidige werk?” 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over uw werk bij X? 

• Hoe lang werkte u bij X? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de cliënten waar u mee heeft 

gewerkt? 

 

2. Gegevens slachtoffers 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over hoe u arbeidsuitbuiting tegen 

bent gekomen in uw werk?” 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de sectoren waar u dit tegen gekomen 

bent? 

• Kunt u daar een concreet voorbeeld van geven? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de nationaliteit van de cliënten? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de leeftijd van de slachtoffers? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de status qua verblijf van de 

slachtoffers? 

o Waren zij legaal of illegaal in het land? 

o Waren zij op door reis? 

 

3. Karakter uitbuiting 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over uitbuiting in nagelstudio’s?” 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de manier van uitbuiting in 

nagelstudio’s? 

• Van wat voor vorm van uitbuiting was hier sprake? 

o Was er ook sprake van seksuele uitbuiting? 
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• In hoeverre is er ook sprake van mensenhandel in deze vorm 

van uitbuiting? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over het verblijf van de cliënten tijdens 

hun werk in de nagel salons? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over de werkomstandigheden van uw 

cliënten?  

• Wat kunt u vertellen over het loon van uw cliënten? 

 

4. Gevaren tijdens het werk 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over de omstandigheden waarin uw 

cliënten werkte?” 

• Gevaarlijke stoffen 

 

5. Rekrutering 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over hoe uw cliënten aan dit werk 

kwamen?” 

• Op welke manier komen slachtoffers in contact met 

werkgevers? 

• Wat kunt u vertellen over het onderlinge contact van uw 

cliënten?  

 

6. Afhankelijkheid 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over de soort relaties die er 

onderling in deze netwerken van uitbuiting waren?” 

• In hoeverre speelt de rol van de etnische community een rol in 

deze vorm van uitbuiting denkt u? 

• Wat voor soort relaties bestonden er bijvoorbeeld tussen 

werknemer en werkgever? 

• Hoe worden deze relaties geïnterpreteerd door slachtoffers? 

• Wat bepaald de relatie van de migranten met hun smokkelaars? 

o Afhankelijkheidspositie? 

• Wat voor rol heeft het geslacht in deze situaties? 
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o Hebben vrouwen bijvoorbeeld een andere rol dan 

mannen in deze netwerken? 

 

7. Identificatie 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wat kunt u vertellen over hoe uw cliënten hun situatie 

zelf zagen?” 

• Hebben de slachtoffers zelf hulp gezocht? 

• Hoe praten zij zelf over de situatie? 

• Zien zij zichzelf als slachtoffer? 

• Hoe zien slachtoffers de situatie in Nederland vergeleken met 

de situatie in het land van herkomst? 

• Zien zij zichzelf als slachtoffer? 

 

8. Verklaringen 

 Hoofdvraag: “Hoe kan het dat uitbuiting juist in nagelstudio’s plaats 

vindt denkt u?” 

• In hoeverre is uitbuiting in nagelstudio’s een probleem in 

Nederland denkt u? 

• In hoeverre is uitbuiting in nagelstudio’s een internationaal 

probleem denkt u? 

• Hoe komt het dat juist nagelstudio’s een plek zijn waar 

uitbuiting plaats vindt? 

• In hoeverre denkt u dat de autoriteiten verandering kunnen 

brengen in dit probleem? 

• Wat zou een goede oplossing kunnen zijn voor dit probleem? 

 

9. Tips 

 Hoofdvraag: “Heeft u nog tips over hoe ik verder kan gaan met mijn 

zoektocht?” 

• Hoe kan ik in contact komen met mensen die zijn uitgebuit? 

• Kent u mensen die in Nederland in een nagelstudio werken? 

• Zijn er nog andere manieren waarop ik in contact kan komen 

met deze mensen? 
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Topic List for nail salon employees and owners 

1. Persoonlijke gegevens 

 Hoofdvraag: “Wanneer heeft u uw nagelsalon opgericht?” 

• Wat heeft u daarvoor gedaan? 

• Wat voor opleiding heeft u gevolgd? 

• Wat is ervoor nodig om een nagelsalon te beginnen? 

• Hoe vindt u het om nagelstylist te zijn? 

• Heeft u in veel verschillende salons gewerkt? 

• Wat waren eventuele obstakels om in de markt te komen met 

uw nagelsalon? 

 

 

2. Rekrutering 

 Hoofdvraag: “Hoe komt u aan uw personeel?” 

• Hoe komen mensen op het idee om bij u te gaan werken? 

• Waar let u op bij het uitkiezen van personeel? 

• Hoe doen andere nagelsalons dit? 

• Wat voor nationaliteit hebben uw werknemers? 

• Ik heb gelezen in de media dat er bepaalde Facebookgroepen 

zijn waar de werving voor personeel in nagelsalons plaats vindt. 

Wat weet u daarover? 

 

3. Collega’s 

 Hoofdvraag: “Hoe is het contact tussen nagelstylisten onderling?” 

• In hoeverre heeft u contact met andere nagelsalons? 

• Ik heb gelezen dat er heel veel nieuwe nagelsalons bij zijn 

gekomen in Utrecht, wat vindt u daarvan? 

• Ondervindt u hier competitie van? 

 

 

4. Karakter uitbuiting 
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 Hoofdvraag: “In de media zie ik wel eens berichten over uitbuiting in 

de nagel industrie, wat weet u daarover?” 

• In hoeverre bent u het zelf tegengekomen? 

• In hoeverre kent u mensen die daarmee te maken hebben 

gehad? 

• Wat doet u om ervoor te zorgen dat het bij u niet gebeurt? 

• In hoeverre weet u van collega’s of zij uitbuiting zijn 

tegengekomen? 

 

5. Verklaringen 

 Hoofdvraag: “Hoe kan het dat uitbuiting juist in nagelstudio’s plaats 

vindt denkt u?” 

• In hoeverre is uitbuiting in nagelstudio’s een probleem in 

Nederland denkt u? 

• In hoeverre is uitbuiting in nagelstudio’s een internationaal 

probleem denkt u? 

• Hoe komt het dat juist nagelstudio’s een plek zijn waar 

uitbuiting plaats vindt? 

• In hoeverre denkt u dat de autoriteiten verandering kunnen 

brengen in dit probleem? 

• Wat zou een goede oplossing kunnen zijn voor dit probleem? 

 

6. Tips 

 Hoofdvraag: “Heeft u nog tips over hoe ik verder kan gaan met mijn 

zoektocht?” 

• Hoe kan ik in contact komen met mensen die zijn uitgebuit? 

o Kent u mensen die in Utrecht werken? 

o Kent u mensen migranten die in een nagelsalon werken? 

o Kent u mensen die nog in een Aziatische nagelsalon 

werken? 

• Kent u nog platformen of andere fora waar ik informatie kan 

verzamelen over nagelsalons en eventuele uitbuiting? 

  



 95 

7. Afhankelijkheid 

 Hoofdvraag: “In hoeverre was u afhankelijk van uw baas in deze 

nagelsalons?” 

• In hoeverre was er een verschil in nationaliteit tussen iedereen 

die in de nagelsalon werkte? 

o Welke taal werd er gesproken? 

o Werkten er ook migranten? 

• In hoeverre speelde de cultuur een rol in de nagelsalons? 

o Was er een dominante cultuur? 

• Wat merkte je van de cultuur in deze nagelsalons? 

• Hoe was de man/vrouw verhouding in deze nagelsalons? 

 

8. Identificatie 

 Hoofdvraag: “Hoe zag u de situatie in de nagelstudio’s zelf?” 

• Heeft u zich weleens als een slachtoffer gevoeld toen u in deze 

nagelsalons werkte? 

• Zagen uw collega’s zichzelf als slachtoffer? 

• Hoe zagen uw collega’s de huidige situatie in vergelijking met 

hun situatie in hun land van herkomst? 
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