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Abstract
Objectives Growing numbers of people are migrating
outside their country for work, and many experience
precarious conditions, which have been linked to poor
physical and mental health. While international dialogue
on human trafficking, forced labour and slavery increases,
prevalence data of such experiences remain limited.
Methods Men from Dolakha, Nepal, who had ever
migrated outside of Nepal for work were interviewed on
their experiences, from predeparture to return (n=194).
Forced labour was assessed among those who returned
within the past 10 years (n=140) using the International
Labour Organization’s forced labour dimensions: (1)
unfree recruitment; (2) work and life under duress; and (3)
impossibility to leave employer. Forced labour is positive if
any one of the dimensions is positive.
Results Participants had worked in India (34%), Malaysia
(34%) and the Gulf Cooperation Council countries (29%),
working in factories (29%), as labourers/porters (15%) or in
skilled employment (12%). Among more recent returnees
(n=140), 44% experienced unfree recruitment, 71% work
and life under duress and 14% impossibility to leave
employer. Overall, 73% experienced forced labour during
their most recent labour migration. Forced labour was
more prevalent among those who had taken loans for their
migration (PR 1.23) and slightly less prevalent among those
who had migrated more than once (PR 0.87); however the
proportion of those who experienced forced labour was
still high (67%). Age, destination and duration of stay were
associated with only certain dimensions of forced labour.
Conclusion Forced labour experiences were common
during recruitment and at destination. Migrant workers need
better advice on assessing agencies and brokers, and on
accessing services at destinations. As labour migration from
Nepal is not likely to reduce in the near future, interventions
and policies at both source and destinations need to better
address the challenges migrants face so they can achieve
safer outcomes.

Introduction
Globally, increasing numbers of people
are migrating for work. This has often
been attributed to limited local employment opportunities, political instability,

Strengths and limitations of this study
►► This study estimates the prevalence of forced labour

using the International Labour Organization’s forced
labour measure, which was developed and tested
in multiple countries. We applied this measure to a
population sample of returnee labour migrants from
Nepal to objectively quantify such experiences. This
contributes to the evidence base in the field and
allows for comparisons across different settings.
►► A low response rate may have biased the results of
the study and made the results less generalisable to
the wider population of male labour migrants from
the study region. All men from the study sites who
had ever migrated outside of Nepal for work were
eligible for inclusion in the study. However as repeat
migration is common in this sample, only a small
portion was located and interviewed.
►► Although the forced labour measure combines
a variety of indicators, the binary outcome
remains problematic. Further research on how
to conceptualise forced labour as a spectrum of
experiences is needed.
►► Due to the small sample size, this study did not have
sufficient power to detect statistically significant
associations with forced labour. It also precluded
more complex multivariate analysis, adjustment
for potential confounders or exploration of potential
pathways of effect.

the demand for cheap labour and climate
change, among others.1–3 Labour migration can be beneficial, with remittances
contributing towards a range of household
expenses, including education, healthcare
or savings, which may be used as business
start-up funds or to mitigate against crop
failures.4 5 However, at the same time there
is emerging recognition of the exploitation
and abuses experienced by migrant workers
in various countries and industries.6–9
Commonly reported experiences include
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contract breaches, limited freedom of movement,
non-payment of wages and confiscation of identity
documents. Outstanding debt or an absence of social
network has been suggested as contributing factors that
may increase migrants’ vulnerability to experiences
that are akin to forced labour, which the International
Labour Organization (ILO) defines as: ‘all work or service
which is exacted from any person under the menace of any
penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself
voluntarily’.6 10 11
As evidence mounts on the far-reaching health and
social consequences of such exploitations — including
violence and mental health symptoms (depression,
anxiety, post-traumatic stress or suicide attempts)12 13
— efforts to strengthen responses to forced labour and
human trafficking have intensified. The Sustainable
Development Goal 8.7 specifically aims to eradicate
forced labour, modern slavery and human trafficking by
2030. Yet prevention efforts are hampered by evidence
gaps, with notably few rigorous studies quantifying human
trafficking and forced labour,14–16 in addition to terminological challenges, as forced labour, trafficking and slavery
are applied somewhat interchangeably and measured
inconsistently, making comparisons difficult.14–18
Labour migration is highly prevalent in Nepal.
According to Nepal’s 2011 census, one-quarter of households have at least one member absent or living abroad,
and the World Bank suggests one-half of households
have a current or ever-migrant.19 20 This paper reports
labour migration experiences, including the extent
and nature of forced labour experiences and associated
factors, among a sample of Nepali male returnee migrant
workers. Forced labour was used in this analysis due to the
availability of guidelines and indicators to quantify such
experiences.10
Methods
Study setting
Nepal is a landlocked country sharing borders with India
and China. Migration in Nepal is generally attributed
to poverty, limited employment and livelihood opportunities21 22; conflict23 24; and social networks.22 25 26
Migration from Nepal to or via India is not officially
recorded due to the open-border policy between the two
countries.27 In 2014, nearly one-fifth of the remittances
sent to Nepal came from India, which may be indicative of the numbers of Nepalis living in India.20 Apart
from India, Nepali labour migrants commonly work
in Malaysia and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries, which include Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United
Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Oman and Bahrain. Migrants
primarily work in low-skilled jobs such as manufacturing
and construction.9 20 28 Studies and government reports
suggest Nepali migrants often have limited understanding of their future work conditions and rights,
and fatalities at destination have been increasing.20 29 30
At the same time, labour migration has been credited
2

with poverty reduction and contributes significantly
to Nepal’s economy, with official remittances steadily
increasing since the 1990s to represent over 30% of the
gross domestic product in 2015.7 20
This study uses data collected as part of the Study of
Work in Freedom Transnational Evaluation to inform
the ILO’s Work in Freedom programme, which aims to
reduce migrant workers’ vulnerability to exploitation.
The intervention runs in five districts in Nepal, including
the study district, Dolakha. One ward in each of the three
sites in Dolakha was selected: Bhimeshwar, the district
municipality; Kavre, a periurban site; and Suri, a rural
site.
Sampling
Sampling consisted of two phases. First, all households
in the study sites were enumerated between February
and April 2014. Household heads were interviewed to
collect demographic and migration data for all household members. This process identified 444 men who
had migrated outside of Nepal for work, and included
201 men who were away during the enumeration. In
November 2014 we returned to locate and invite all
returnee migrants to take part in the study by revisiting those homes. Up to three visits were conducted on
different days and times to locate men, including making
queries to the neighbours, in cases where houses appear
to be unoccupied. Among the 444 men identified, 47
could not be located. Of the 397 located, 40.3% were
abroad, 17.6% had relocated or were temporary away
and 2.0% refused participation. Overall 159 men from
the original sample were interviewed, resulting in a
response rate of 40.1%. A further 37 returnee men were
identified who were not on our original roster. These
men were included as we aimed to include all returnee
men in the study sites (see details in online supplementary figure 1).
Data collection
A cross-sectional survey was designed to capture experiences throughout the migration cycle, including
predeparture, travel, destination and return. Among
men who had migrated for work more than once, the
survey focused on their most recent migration. As eligible
men included those who had returned from their migration many years ago, a shorter survey was designed for
those who returned 10 or more years ago. The surveys
were designed in English and translated into Nepali.
The final English version was programmed into an
electronic data collection software and then the Nepali
translations pasted in. Data collection was conducted
using tablets. Most questions on the survey included a
‘not applicable’ option and the programming was done
to require a response to most questions to avoid missing
data. A meeting was held with the fieldwork team each
evening to discuss any issues and record any data that
need correcting as the data collection application does
not allow moving back after certain sections.
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Table 1 Dimensions and indicators of forced labour10
Dimension of forced labour
Unfree recruitment

Involuntariness

Penalty

Indicator
Strong indicators

Recruitment linked to debt (advance or loan)
Deception about the nature of the work

Medium indicators

Deceptive recruitment

Strong indicators

Denunciation to authorities
Confiscation of identity or travel documents
Sexual or physical violence
Withholding assets (cash or other)
Threats against family members

Medium indicators

Exclusion from community and social life

Strong indicators

Forced overtime (beyond legal limit)

Financial penalties
Work and life under
duress

Involuntariness

Limited freedom of movement and communication
Degrading living conditions
Penalty

Medium indicators

Multiple dependency on employer (housing)

Strong indicators

Denunciation to authorities
Confiscation of identity or travel documents
Confiscation of mobile phone
Isolation
Locked in workplace/living quarters
Sexual/physical violence
Withholding assets (cash or other)
Threats against family members

Medium indicators

Dismissal
Financial penalties

Impossibility of
leaving employer

Involuntariness

Strong indicators

No freedom to resign
Forced to stay longer than agreed while waiting for wages due
Forced to work for indeterminate period in order to repay
outstanding debt or wage advance

Penalty

Medium indicators

N/A

Strong indicators

Denunciation to authorities
Confiscation of identity or travel documents
Locked in workplace/living quarters
Sexual/physical violence
Constant surveillance
Withholding of assets (cash or other) or of wages
Threats against family members

Medium indicators

Measures
Outcome
We used the ILO’s forced labour measure, which includes
three dimensions: (1) unfree recruitment; (2) work and life
under duress; and (3) impossibility of leaving the employer.
Within each dimension are indicators of involuntariness
and penalty, further divided into strong and medium
categories (table 1). Indicators were constructed from
Mak J, et al. BMJ Open 2017;7:e015835. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2017-015835

Dismissal
Financial penalties

a group of variables (questions) asked in the survey in
order to reduce bias, as individuals may define exploitation and forced labour differently from the ILO measure.
Where indicators measured similar concepts (exclusion
from social and community life, isolation, surveillance),
these were checked to ensure that only one was counted
as medium and strong indicators. Positive experience
of a dimension is defined as at least one indicator of
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involuntariness and one of penalty within a dimension, of
which one must be a strong indicator. Positive experience
of any one of the three dimensions constitutes a positive
experience of forced labour.10
Exposures
Three groups of exposure variables were explored: (1)
demographics: age at departure of most recent migration,
caste/ethnicity, education; (2) most recent migration
destination and type of work; and (3) potential associated
factors: debt (taken for the migration), social network
(have contact with other migrants or contact information of migrant organisations), previous labour migration
experience, attendance of training prior to departure,
and awareness that agreed terms and conditions may be
breached at destination.
Ethics
Ethical approval was obtained from the London School
of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine (7021) and the Nepal
Health Research Council (1040). Fieldworkers received
a 2-week training in Kathmandu conducted by JM that
covered research ethics both for the safety of participants
and fieldworkers, in addition to the specifics of the study,
including the research design, instruments and procedures. Study participants were given study information
verbally and in writing, and provided written consent
before interviews began.
Data analysis
Data were analysed in Stata/SE V.14. Descriptive statistics are presented on sociodemographics and labour
migration history. Prevalence of the three dimensions of
forced labour and forced labour itself was calculated only
among men who returned from their most recent migration within the past 10 years (n=140) as these individuals
had completed the long survey and could be used in the
analysis for forced labour experiences. Men who had
returned from their most recent migration 10 or more
years ago completed a shorter survey which did not have
sufficient data to estimate forced labour. The proportion of participants who experienced each indicator is
presented separately for those who worked in India versus
other destinations due to the open-border policy and sociolinguistic similarities between the two countries, which
may affect forced labour experiences. Bivariate analysis
between exposure variables and the dimensions of forced
labour is presented with Χ2 or Fisher’s exact tests of association. Lastly, log-binomial regression was used to estimate
the association (prevalence ratio (PR) and 95% CIs).
When examining forced labour by destination, India was
also excluded for the same reasons mentioned previously.
Exposure categories were collapsed where fewer than 5%
of participants reported data within one stratum.
Results
Description of study sample
The characteristics of the 194 male participants are
presented in table 2. Over half were under 40 years old
4

at the time of interview (55%). Approximately 35% were
of the Chhetree ethnic/caste group (an ‘upper caste’
group), and one-quarter were Janajatis, the indigenous
groups. The vast majority were married (89%) and had
attended some secondary school (40%), while 17% had
never attended school or only had informal education.
Most participants spoke Nepali as their main language
(83%) and 79% also spoke Hindi. Nearly 42% spoke
English, 23% Malay and 18% Arabic, languages of
common destinations.
First labour migration experience
Most participants (62%) had only migrated for work
outside of Nepal once. Among those who had migrated
more than once, most had gone two to three times, while
6% had gone four or more times (table 3). Over half of
the men (57%) left for their very first labour migration
between the ages of 18 and 29, and 4% left when they
were aged 40 or older.
Most recent labour migration experience
During their most recent migration, nearly half stayed in
the destination country for over 3 years, while 13% stayed
for less than 1 year. The majority of participants (67%)
were under the age of 30 when they left Nepal for their
most recent migration, with 11% under the age of 18.
Common destinations were India and Malaysia (34%
each), followed by the GCC countries (29%). A small
number of men worked in other countries: China, South
Korea, Bhutan and Iraq. Most often, men worked in factories (29%), as general labourer/porter (15%), and 12%
worked in more skilled employment (eg, accountant,
mechanic, engineer) (table 3).
Prevalence of forced labour dimensions
Most men who returned from their most recent labour
migration within the past 10 years (n=140) experienced exploitation at all stages of the migration process
(table 4). Half reported deceptive recruitment in which
the employment conditions such as wages, location,
employer, duration, or living and working situations
differed from what they were told before leaving Nepal,
and 19% reported the actual job was different. Debtlinked recruitment, however, was rare, with very few men
reporting their employer at destination or agent in Nepal
had provided loans or advances which had to be repaid
from their salary at destination.
Forty-five per cent reported limited freedom of movement or communication at destination, which included
being unable to speak to anyone they wanted over the
phone, to leave the work premises or go out unaccompanied during non-working hours, or to have their phones
or address books confiscated, and 91% depended
on their employer for housing. Over one-quarter
reported having worked overtime without additional
pay. Conversely, very few reported not being able to
resign, and none reported being forced to stay due to
outstanding debts.
Mak J, et al. BMJ Open 2017;7:e015835. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2017-015835
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Table 2 Sociodemographic characteristics by site, n
(%), n=194
Total (n=194)
Age groups
 18–29

46 (23.7)

 30–39

61 (31.4)

 40–49

26 (13.4)

 50–59

25 (12.9)

 ≥60

36 (18.6)

 Median (IQR)

37 (30–52)

Caste/ethnicity
 Chhetree

69 (35.6)

 Brahman-Hill

35 (18.0)

 Newar

35 (18.0)

 Janajati

47 (24.2)

 Other (Dalit, Muslim)

8 (4.1)

Current marital status
 Unmarried

18 (9.3)

 Married/polymarried

173 (89.2)

 Separated/divorced/widowed

3 (1.6)

Highest level of education attended
 None/informal

33 (17.0)

 Primary

52 (26.8)

 Secondary

78 (40.2)

 Higher secondary/vocational/tertiary

31 (16.0)

Main language spoken
 Nepali

160 (82.5)

 Thami

17 (8.8)

 Tamang

10 (5.2)

 Other

7 (3.6)

Other languages spoken (multiple options allowed)
 Hindi

153 (78.9)

 English

81 (41.8)

 Malay

44 (22.7)

 Nepali

34 (17.5)

 Arabic

34 (17.5)

 Newari

11 (5.7)

 Tamang

8 (4.1)

 Bengali

6 (3.1)

 Thami

4 (2.1)

 Sherpa

4 (2.1)

 Other

14 (7.2)

 No other languages spoken

11 (9.3)

 Median number of other languages spoken (IQR)

2 (1–3)

Ability to read (in any language)
 No

16 (8.2)

 With much difficulty

12 (6.2)

 With some difficulty

31 (16.0)

 Fluently

135 (69.6)

Continued
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Continued
Total (n=194)

Number of biological children (among married men)
 None

6 (3.4)

 1

32 (18.3)

  2–4

111 (63.4)

 ≥5

26 (14.9)

 Median (IQR)

3 (2–4)

Over half the participants reported having their identity documents confiscated with no possibility of getting
them back if needed (52%); 44% reported isolation,
which includes elements of being excluded from community and social life, or being under surveillance. One-third
experienced financial penalties such as having wages
deducted as punishment or while on sick leave, or being
threatened with non-payment of wages. Additionally, 27%
reported having assets (ie, mobile phone, address book,
wages) withheld.
Among those who worked in India in their most recent
migration, over half were forced to work overtime without
pay, and just under half (45%) had some of their assets
withheld, or restrictions of movement or communication.
Very few experienced unfree recruitment or impossibility
of leaving employer, while 55% experienced work and life
under duress and forced labour.
Overall, in their most recent labour migration, 44% of
participants experienced unfree recruitment, 71% for work
and life under duress and 14% for impossibility of leaving
employer. Experience of any of the three dimensions
constituted experience of forced labour, and 73% of the
participants were thus classified.
Factors associated with forced labour
Demographic and key exposures were examined in
relation to each of the dimensions, and to the overall
forced labour outcome. For most exposures, similar PRs
were observed. While men who had migrated for work
more than once had a lower prevalence of forced labour
(PR 0.87, 95% CI 0.70 to 1.09) compared with those
who had migrated only once, nearly 67% of those with
repeat migrations still experienced forced labour during
their most recent migration (table 5). There was some
suggestion that men who had taken out loans for their
migration experienced a higher PR for forced labour,
although the associations were only statistically significant with the unfree recruitment dimension: PR 1.67 (95%
CI 1.00 to 2.79) for unfree recruitment; PR 1.18 (95% CI
0.91 to 1.55) for work and life under duress; PR 1.12 (95%
CI 0.43 to 2.91) for impossibility to leave employer; and PR
1.23 (95% CI 0.95 to 1.60) for the overall forced labour.
Those who had attended trainings before leaving Nepal
had a higher prevalence of all three dimensions as well as
of forced labour: PR 1.24 (95% CI 0.72 to 2.14) for unfree
recruitment; PR 1.15 (95% CI 0.30 to 4.45) for impossibility
to leave; PR 1.35 (95% CI 1.11 to 1.64) for work and life
5
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Table 3 Labour migration histories and characteristics of
most recent migration, n (%), n=194
Total (n=194)
Labour migration history
Number of labour migration experiences
 1

120 (61.9)

 2–3

63 (32.5)

 ≥4

11 (5.7)

 Median (IQR)

1 (1–2)

Age at first labour migration
 <18

44 (22.7)

 18–29

111 (57.2)

 30–39

31 (16.0)

 ≥40

8 (4.1)

 Median (IQR)

22 (18–27)

Marital status at first labour migration
 Unmarried

100 (51.6)

 Married

94 (48.5)

Most recent labour migration
Duration of stay*
 <1 year

24 (12.7)

 1–3 years

74 (39.2)

 >3 years

91 (48.2)

 Median in months (IQR)

34 (18–60)

Age groups (at departure of most recent
labour migration)
 <18

21 (10.8)

 18–29

108 (55.7)

 30–39

38 (19.6)

 ≥40

27 (13.9)

 Median (IQR)

25 (20–31.5)

Most recent migration destination
 India

66 (34.0)

 Malaysia

65 (33.5)

 Gulf states (Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United
Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain)

56 (28.9)

 Others (Iraq, Bhutan, China, South Korea) 7 (3.6)

under duress; and PR 1.30 (95% CI 1.07 to 1.58) for forced
labour, with the latter two outcomes reaching statistical
significance.
Several exposures appear to be associated with only
certain dimensions of forced labour, including age, destination, duration of stay and awareness of agreement
breach potentials. Men who were older when they left
Nepal had a lower prevalence of the impossibility to leave
employer dimension compared with younger men: PR 0.79
(95% CI 0.32 to 1.99) for those aged 25–34 and 0.64 (95%
CI 0.15 to 2.75) for those over 34, compared with those
under 25. But age group was not associated with the other
two dimensions. Men who worked in the GCC countries
were more likely to experience impossibility to leave employer
(PR 1.38 (95% CI: 0.54 to 3.58)) compared with those
who worked in Malaysia, while for the other dimensions
and for forced labour, similar PRs were observed between
the two destinations. Compared with men who stayed
in the destination country for less than 1 year, men who
remained longer were more likely to have experienced
unfree recruitment (PR 1.59 (95% CI 0.67 to 3.78) for stays
between 1 and 3 years; and PR 1.34 (95% CI 0.56 to 3.18)
for stays of over 3 years). For men who stayed between 1
and 3 years, the PR for work and life under duress was 1.37
(95% CI 0.80 to 2.32) and 1.28 (95% CI 0.76 to 2.18) for
those who stayed longer. Conversely, longer stays appear
to be associated with lower prevalence of the impossibility to
leave employer dimension (PR 0.25 (95% CI: 0.06 to 1.01))
for stays of over 3 years compared with stays for less than
1 year, although some categories had very few men. Men
who returned from their most recent migration between
5 and 10 years ago had a lower PR of unfree recruitment
(PR 0.80, 95% CI 0.48 to 1.34) compared with men who
returned within the past 12 months, while the reverse was
observed for impossibility to leave employer, where those who
returned between 5 and 10 years ago had a higher prevalence (PR 2.06, 95% CI 0.56 to 7.61) compared with those
who returned within the past 12 months. Men who were
aware of agreement breaches potentials at destination
had higher prevalence of unfree recruitment (PR 2.23 (95%
CI 1.07 to 4.64)) than those who said they were unaware
prior to leaving. However, this was not associated with the
other dimensions of forced labour.

Most recent migration work
 Construction worker

18 (9.3)

 Factory worker

56 (29.0)

 Kitchen/food-related work

16 (8.3)

 Security

14 (7.3)

 General labour/helper

29 (15.0)

 Supervisor or other skilled†
 Other‡

24 (12.4)
36 (18.7)

*Missing duration of stay for five men who did not remember which
year they left or returned to Nepal.
†Includes supervisors, accountant, mechanic, engineer, electrician,
priest.
‡Cleaner, agriculture workers, laundry workers.

6

Discussion
This paper offers findings about the prevalence of and
factors associated with different dimensions of forced
labour among a general population of male Nepali
migrant workers using the ILO measures. Previous studies
in Nepal have been primarily qualitative, and shed light
on the nature and experiences of exploitation particularly in relation to child labour31 32 and bonded labour.32 33
Our results indicate that 73% of returnee migrants had
experienced forced labour at their most recent labour
migration. This appears to be similar to figures noted in
a study conducted by Verité on workers in the electronic
sector in Malaysia using the ILO measures (66%) when
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*

1 (5.0)
1 (5.0)
9 (45.0)
0

 Document confiscation
 Threats or actual experience of violence
 Withhold assets
 Threats against family

1 (5.0)
1 (10.0)
8 (40.0)
0
1 (5.0)
9 (45.0)
0

 Document confiscation
 Confiscation of mobile phone
 Isolation*

 Locked in work/living place

 Threats or actual experience of violence

 Withhold assets

 Threats against family

41 (34.2)
88 (73.3)

4 (20.0)
6 (31.6)
11 (55.0)

 Financial penalties
Involuntariness + penalty (at least one strong)

10 (8.3)

0

29 (24.2)

8 (6.7)

1 (0.8)

54 (45.0)

3 (2.7)

68 (60.2)

9 (7.5)

118 (98.3)

12 (10.0)

54 (45.0)

 Dismissal

Penalty — medium indicators

1 (5.9)

9 (45.0)

2 (10.0)

9 (45.0)

 Denunciation to authorities

Penalty — strong indicators

 Multiple dependency on employer (housing)

Involuntariness — medium indicators

 Degrading living conditions

 Limited freedom (movement/communication)

 Forced overtime work

27 (22.9)

2 (10.0)

Involuntariness + penalty (at least one strong)
9 (56.3)

60 (50.0)

6 (31.6)

Dimension 2: work and life under duress Involuntariness — strong indicators

41 (34.2)

7 (35.0)

 Financial penalties

43 (35.8)

0

29 (24.2)

8 (6.7)

68 (60.2)

9 (7.5)

68 (56.7)

25 (20.8)

6 (5.0)

Other destinations (n=120)

 Exclusion from community and social life*

Penalty — medium indicators

1 (5.9)

 Denunciation to authorities

Penalty — strong indicators

 Deceptive recruitment

2 (10.0)

1 (5.0)

 Deceived on nature of work

Involuntariness — medium indicators

0

 Debt-linked recruitment

Involuntariness — strong indicators

India (n=20)

Experiences of forced labour indicators and dimensions, by most recent destination (India vs others), n (%), n=140

Dimension 1: unfree recruitment

Table 4

99 (70.7)

47 (33.8)

14 (10.0)

0

38 (27.1)

9 (6.4)

1 (0.7)

62 (44.3)

4 (3.3)

69 (51.9)

10 (7.3)

127 (90.7)

14 (10.0)

63 (45.0)

36 (26.9)

62 (44.3)

47 (33.8)

50 (35.7)

0

38 (27.1)

9 (6.4)

69 (51.9)

10 (7.3)

70 (50.0)

26 (18.6)

6 (4.3)

Total (n=140)

Continued

BMJ Open: first published as 10.1136/bmjopen-2017-015835 on 11 August 2017. Downloaded from http://bmjopen.bmj.com/ on September 29, 2020 by guest. Protected by copyright.

Open Access

8

Mak J, et al. BMJ Open 2017;7:e015835. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2017-015835

Continued

4 (20.0)
0

 Forced to stay due to unpaid wages

 Forced to stay to repay outstanding debts

1 (5.0)
0
1 (5.0)
6 (30.0)
9 (45.0)
0

 Document confiscation
 Locked in work/living place
 Threats or actual experience of violence
 Constant surveillance
 Withhold assets
 Threats against family

41 (34.2)
15 (12.5)
91 (75.8)

4 (20.0)
6 (31.6)
4 (20.0)
11 (55.0)

 Financial penalties
Involuntariness + penalty (at least one strong)
Forced labour

10 (8.3)

0

29 (24.2)

44 (36.7)

8 (6.7)

1 (0.8)

68 (60.2)

9 (7.5)

0

10 (8.3)

6 (5.0)

Other destinations (n=120)

 Dismissal

Penalty — medium indicators

1 (5.9)

 Denunciation to authorities

Penalty — strong indicators

 None

Involuntariness — medium indicators

0

Involuntariness — strong indicators

 No freedom to resign

India (n=20)

102 (72.9)

19 (13.6)

47 (33.8)

14 (10.0)

0

38 (27.1)

50 (35.7)

9 (6.4)

1 (0.7)

69 (51.9)

10 (7.3)

0

14 (10.0)

6 (4.3)

Total (n=140)

*Similar questions were used to build these indicators, including being locked in the workplace or home; not being allowed to communicate with anyone they want or to go out during non-working hours;
and having their mobile phone or contact details confiscated. Where these were represented more than once in a given dimension, they were only included as one indicator requiring a second indicator to
fulfil a positive outcome for that dimension.

Dimension 3: impossibility of leaving
employer

Table 4
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27 (47.4)

7 (35.0)

0.598

26 (21–30)

 25–34 (n=57)

 ≥35 (n=20)

 p Value

 Median (IQR)

12 (46.2)

14 (34.2)

0.427

 Newar (n=26)

 Janajati (n=41)

 p Value

34 (49.3)

12 (40.0)

0.502

 Secondary (n=69)

 Higher secondary/vocational/tertiary (n=30)

 p Value

22 (40.7)

0.503

 More than once (n=54)

 p Value

0.772

 GCC countries§ (n=52)

 p Value

3 (27.3)

4 (50.0)

4 (30.8)

7 (36.8)

9 (40.9)

0.543†

 Kitchen/food-related work (n=11)

 Security (n=8)

 General labourer/porter (n=13)

 Supervisor, skilled, professional (n=19)

 Other (n=22)

 p Value

 1–3 years (n=53)

 <1 year (n=13)

26 (49.1)

4 (30.8)

27 (50.0)

 Factory worker (n=54)

Duration of most recent labour migration

8 (61.5)

 Construction worker (n=13)

Most recent migration work

31 (49.2)

27 (51.9)

 Malaysia (n=63)

Most recent migration destination‡

40 (46.5)

 Once (n=86)

Number of previous labour migrations

16 (39.0)

 None/informal/primary (n=41)

Highest level of education attended

31 (46.3)

 Brahman/Chhetree (n=67)

Caste/ethnicity

24 (41.4)

 <25 (n=58)

1.59 (0.67 to 3.78)

Ref

0.82 (0.46 to 1.45)

0.74 (0.39 to 1.41)

0.62 (0.26 to 1.46)

1.00 (0.47 to 2.11)

0.55 (0.20 to 1.49)

Ref

1.23 (0.74 to 2.04)

1.06 (0.73 to 1.52)

Ref

0.88 (0.59 to 1.30)

Ref

1.03 (0.57 to 1.84)

1.26 (0.80 to 1.99)

Ref

0.74 (0.45 to 1.22)

1.00 (0.61 to 1.63)

Ref

0.85 (0.43 to 1.66)

1.14 (0.76 to 1.73)

Ref

PR* (95% CI)

Unfree recruitment (n=62)

0.290

0.491

0.356

0.269

1

0.237

0.423

0.772

0.511

0.934

0.313

0.233

0.992

0.626

0.520

p Value

39 (73.6)

7 (53.9)

0.323†

11 (50.0)

15 (79.0)

8 (61.5)

6 (75.0)

8 (72.7)

42 (77.8)

9 (69.2)

0.631

40 (76.9)

46 (73.0)

0.224

35 (64.8)

64 (74.4)

0.445

21 (70.0)

46 (66.7)

32 (78.1)

0.928

28 (68.3)

18 (69.2)

48 (71.6)

26 (21–31)

0.155

11 (55.0)

44 (77.2)

39 (67.2)

1.37 (0.80 to 2.32)

Ref

0.64 (0.41 to 1.00)

1.02 (0.77 to 1.33)

0.79 (0.50 to 1.25)

0.96 (0.63 to 1.48)

0.94 (0.63 to 1.38)

Ref

0.89 (0.60 to 1.32)

1.05 (0.85 to 1.30)

Ref

0.87 (0.69 to 1.10)

Ref

0.90 (0.67 to 1.19)

0.85 (0.68 to 1.08)

Ref

0.95 (0.74 to 1.23)

0.97 (0.72 to 1.30)

Ref

0.82 (0.53 to 1.27)

1.15 (0.91 to 1.44)

Ref

PR* (95% CI)

Work/life duress (n=99)

0.249

11 (20.8)

3 (23.1)

0.251†

1 (5.3)
3 (13.6)

0.915

1 (7.7)

3 (37.5)

0

8 (14.8)

3 (23.1)

0.583†

8 (15.4)

7 (11.1)

0.868

7 (13.0)

12 (14.0)

0.028†

1 (3.3)

15 (21.7)

3 (7.3)

0.170†

9 (22.0)

2 (7.7)

7 (10.5)

24.5 (20–32)

0.835†

2 (10.0)

7 (12.3)

9 (15.5)

0.90 (0.29 to 2.78)

Ref

0.92 (0.27 to 3.17)

0.36 (0.05 to 2.68)

0.52 (0.07 to 3.82)

2.53 (0.84 to 7.63)

—

Ref

1.56 (0.48 to 5.10)

1.38 (0.54 to 3.58)

Ref

0.93 (0.39 to 2.22)

Ref

0.46 (0.05 to 4.20)

2.97 (0.91 to 9.69)

Ref

2.10 (0.84 to 5.23)

0.74 (0.16 to 3.33)

Ref

0.64 (0.15 to 2.75)

0.79 (0.32 to 1.99)

Ref

PR* (95% CI)

Impossibility to leave (n=19)

0.051

0.312

0.442

0.736

0.559

0.630

0.245

0.456

0.807

0.716

0.822

0.367

0.238

p Value

Forced labour dimensions by demographics, migration history and potential associated exposures, n(%), n=140

Age groups (at departure of most recent
migration)

Table 5

0.854

0.895

0.315

0.520

0.099

0.464

0.502

0.868

0.488

0.071

0.110

0.691

0.553

0.619

p Value

40 (75.5)

7 (53.9)

0.573†

12 (54.6)

15 (79.0)

10 (76.9)

6 (75.0)

8 (72.7)

42 (77.8)

9 (69.2)

0.593

41 (78.9)

47 (74.6)

0.192

36 (66.7)

66 (76.7)

0.670

21 (70.0)

49 (71.0)

32 (78.1)

0.960

29 (70.7)

19 (73.1)

49 (73.1)

26 (21–31)

0.218

12 (60.0)

45 (79.0)

40 (69.0)

1.40 (0.83 to 2.38)

Ref

0.70 (0.47 to 1.06)

1.02 (0.77 to 1.33)

0.99 (0.71 to 1.38)

0.96 (0.63 to 1.48)

0.94 (0.63 to 1.38)

Ref

0.89 (0.60 to 1.32)

1.06 (0.86 to 1.29)

Ref

0.87 (0.70 to 1.09)

Ref

0.90 (0.67 to 1.19)

0.91 (0.73 to 1.14)

Ref

0.97 (0.76 to 1.24)

1.00 (0.76 to 1.32)

Ref

0.87 (0.58 to 1.30)

1.14 (0.92 to 1.43)

Ref

PR* (95% CI)

Forced labour (n=102)

Continued

0.210

0.089

0.915

0.948

0.867

0.736

0.556

0.592

0.215

0.456

0.405

0.790

0.996

0.494

0.227

p Value
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30 (43.5)

14 (41.2)

0.654

 1–5 years (n=69)

 5–10 years (n=34)

 p Value

50 (50.0)

0.031

 Yes (n=100)

 p Value

41 (45.1)

0.803

 Yes (n=91)

 p Value

7 (53.9)

0.562†

 Yes (n=13)

 p Value

56 (49.6)

0.010

 Yes (n=113)

 p Value

2.23 (1.07 to 4.64)

Ref

1.24 (0.72 to 2.14)

Ref

1.05 (0.71 to 1.56)

Ref

1.67 (1.00 to 2.79)

Ref

0.80 (0.48 to 1.34)

0.85 (0.55 to 1.29)

Ref

0.032

0.432

0.805

0.052

0.399

0.434

0.510

p Value

0.369

78 (69.0)

21 (77.8)

0.108†

12 (92.3)

87 (68.5)

0.599

63 (69.2)

36 (73.5)

0.177

74 (74.0)

25 (62.5)

0.880

24 (70.6)

48 (69.6)

26 (74.3)

0.383

47 (69.1)

0.89 (0.70 to 1.13)

Ref

1.35 (1.11 to 1.64)

Ref

0.94 (0.76 to 1.17)

Ref

1.18 (0.91 to 1.55)

Ref

0.95 (0.71 to 1.27)

0.94 (0.73 to 1.20)

Ref

1.28 (0.76 to 2.18)

PR* (95% CI)

Work/life duress (n=99)

*PR, prevalence ratios.
†Fisher’s exact test.
‡Destinations exclude India (n=20) and others (n=5).
§Gulf Cooperation Council countries: Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain.

6 (22.2)

 No (n=27)

Aware that migrants are sometimes deceived

55 (43.3)

 No (n=127)

Attended trainings before leaving Nepal

21 (42.9)

 No (n=49)

Have contact with migrants or contact details
of migrants or organisations

12 (30.0)

 No (n=40)

Debt for labour migration (not taken from
agent/employer)

18 (51.4)

 Within past 12 months (n=35)

When returned from most recent labour
migration

0.456†

 p Value

1.34 (0.56 to 3.18)

PR* (95% CI)

Unfree recruitment (n=62)

28 (41.2)

Continued

 >3 years (n=68)

Table 5

0.324

0.003

0.593

0.216

0.732

0.608

0.356

p Value

0.763†

15 (13.3)

4 (14.8)

0.690†

2 (15.4)

17 (13.4)

0.856

12 (13.2)

7 (14.3)

0.815

14 (14.0)

5 (12.5)

0.554†

6 (17.7)

10 (14.5)

3 (8.6)

0.021†

4 (5.9)

0.90 (0.32 to 2.49)

Ref

1.15 (0.30 to 4.45)

Ref

0.92 (0.39 to 2.20)

Ref

1.12 (0.43 to 2.91)

Ref

2.06 (0.56 to 7.61)

1.69 (0.49 to 5.78)

Ref

0.25 (0.06 to 1.01)

PR* (95% CI)

Impossibility to leave (n=19)

0.833

0.840

0.857

0.816

0.276

0.402

0.262

80 (70.8)

22 (81.5)

0.186†

12 (92.3)

90 (70.9)

0.905

66 (72.5)

36 (73.5)

0.081

77 (77.0)

25 (62.5)

0.800

25 (73.5)

49 (71.0)

27 (77.1)

0.299

0.87 (0.70 to 1.08)

Ref

1.30 (1.07 to 1.58)

Ref

0.99 (0.80 to 1.22)

Ref

1.23 (0.95 to 1.60)

Ref

0.95 (0.73 to 1.25)

0.92 (0.73 to 1.17)

Ref

1.34 (0.79 to 2.27)

0.052
49 (70.1)

PR* (95% CI)

Forced labour (n=102)
p Value

0.202

0.007

0.905

0.121

0.729

0.492

0.278

p Value
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the indicator ‘confiscation of passport’ was included
(which was not in the overall estimates).34 Similar types
of exploitations were reported by Amnesty International’s
qualitative research with returnees identified as having
had problems with their migration,29 while a small study
by The Asia Foundation6 identified a range of problems
at destination reported by returnee men and women that
included salary discrepancies, contract substitutions, as
well as food and relationships with others. Additionally,
many migrants who reported that they were satisfied with
their work conditions had experienced some violation of
their rights, indicating the need to have a comparable
measure.35 While prevalence estimates by sector are still
limited, other studies on migrant workers and exploitation in many low-wage labour sectors, both formal and
informal around the world, have shown similar types
of issues, indicating the embedded nature of these global
practices in pursuit of low-cost goods and services.36
Further research using comparable measures and disaggregated by sector would be a welcome addition to this
field.
It is clear that ‘forced labour’ is not a single act; rather,
it generally comprised multiple abuses by multiple
actors, which indicates the profound challenges involved
in developing interventions. For example, over 44% of
men in our analysis reported unfree recruitment, including
deceptive recruitment, suggesting practical information
and guidance are needed so prospective migrant workers
can assess recruiters and agencies, employment agreement terms and conditions, and to be informed of their
legal rights and strategies for redress, particularly once
at destination. Other studies have linked recruitment
practices to subsequent exploitations,29 37 while others
have highlighted the important role brokers play and
the need to involve them in safer migration strategies.38
Many workers at destination experienced restrictions in
their movements and communication and were almost
always dependent on their employer for housing. Therefore, programmes should consider interventions that do
not solely rely on migrant workers’ ability to seek help
at destination. Further development and use of mobile
technology could be an option, given that very few participants reported having their phones confiscated and
data from our household census indicate that nearly all
migrants stayed in touch using mobile phones.
Nepal has introduced various policies and governmental
entities to promote and regulate labour migration.39 40
Most of these mechanisms are focused on managing the
migration process, while protection for workers, particularly once abroad, is lacking despite the inclusion on
provisions of redress in some bilateral agreements.41
Greater advocacy is also needed to lobby destination
countries to respect the rights of migrant workers.
Our results indicate that previous experience of labour
migration may not be as protective of future forced
labour experiences as hypothesised. Although a lower
PR of forced labour was found among those who had
migrated more than once, 67% of those still reported
Mak J, et al. BMJ Open 2017;7:e015835. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2017-015835

forced labour during their most recent labour migration.
Previous migration may have shaped men’s views on the
process and how they assess their experiences, which
may have impacted how they responded to certain questions. Although forced labour was determined using a
large number of questions on their actual experiences,
rather than perceptions, this should not have altered
the results too much. This indicates that interventions
need to target both experienced and first-time labour
migrants. However, experienced migrants may not recognise the benefits of participating, possibly believing that
their prior experience offers sufficient protection. They
may also normalised their experiences as the realities of
labour migration rather than a violation of their rights.
Interventions may have to reach out differently to these
two groups. Interventions that make use of returnee
migrants to offer guidance to other prospective migrants
should also recognise that simply being returnees may be
insufficient, particularly with the changing labour migration regulations in Nepal.
Many Nepali migrant workers do not consider India
as a destination due to the two countries’ open-border
policy that ensures citizens of both countries are given
equal rights to move, live and work freely without specific
documentation in either country.27 Our findings did
indicate that forced labour was lower among men who
worked in India and that those experiences were largely
in destination.
Our findings confirm previous research that debt
increases vulnerability to forced labour. Excessively high
fees charged by recruitment agencies and agents may
lead prospective migrants to take out loans at far higher
interest rates, resulting in them staying in jobs with
exploitative conditions until the debts are repaid.6 11 29
Furthermore, if men had taken loans to fund their migration and only learnt of the actual job and conditions after
arrival at destination, returning home empty-handed and
in debt may not be a realistic option for many. Our results
indicate that longer stays are associated with higher prevalence of forced labour, which may also be related to
the increased pressure to repay debts.42 Current policies
aimed at restricting the costs to prospective migrants and
initiatives such as ‘free ticket free visa’ may help protect
migrants from such exploitations.43
Somewhat surprisingly, men who reported that they
were aware of the possibility of agreement breaches had
a slightly higher prevalence of forced labour than those
who reported being unaware. Recall bias and reverse
causality are possible explanations. Although we phrased
the question to ask about awareness prior to leaving Nepal,
it is possible men reported current awareness resulting, in
part, from their experience.
Precarious labour conditions, where workers have little
or no security, low wages, little power or agency, have been
linked to poor physical and mental health outcomes.44
Such working conditions are typical of migrant workers
in our sample. Health protections and medical services
for migrant workers must be provided in both destination
11
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and return settings in order for migrant workers to maintain their health and well-being and future capacity to
work.
Limitations
Recall bias, particularly among men who returned to
Nepal many years ago, is a concern. To minimise the
potential influence, a shorter questionnaire was used
among men who returned over 10 years ago, excluding,
among other things, a number of indicators that make
up the forced labour measure. As a consequence, the
sample that could be used to estimate the prevalence of
forced labour was reduced by one-quarter. Due to the
small sample size, this study had low power to detect
statistically significant associations. It is therefore difficult to draw conclusive results about exposures where
data were suggestive of an association but CIs were wide.
It also precluded more complex multivariate analysis,
adjustment for potential confounders or exploration of
potential pathways of effect, which had been the original
intent. Nevertheless, important observations on the scale
of forced labour experiences were made, and potential
factors were identified that would be worthy of further
investigation. Further research, using larger samples, is
needed to better understand the relationships observed.
It is difficult to capture the true prevalence of forced
labour using the ILO measure itself as those who have
not returned to Nepal may include those who have done
well and continue their stay and those who have experienced the worst forms of exploitation and could not
make it back. The latter has been highlighted by the
increasing numbers of migrant worker fatalities at destination.20 Additionally those who do return to their village
of origins and are included in our study are likely to be
different from those who relocated to another part of
Nepal. This affects the generalisability of study results —
they provide an estimate of experience of forced labour
among male returnees to study regions rather than one that
is generalisable to all male migrants from these regions.
Nevertheless study results are useful to gauge the extent
of forced labour, explore correlates with forced labour
and help plan services for the population of returnees.
A further limitation affecting the generalisability of
study results is the relatively low response rate to the
survey, a common issue in studies of mobile populations. Although intended to be representative of all male
returnee labour migrants from the study sites, over 40%
of the original men identified in the enumeration were
abroad during fieldwork and were thus not interviewed.
As a result, our sample likely disproportionately excludes
migrants who migrate multiple times. Since tendency
to remigrate might be directly affected by experiences
during prior migrations, our prevalence estimate may be
biased upwards, for example, where past bad experiences
mean repeat migration is necessary to pay off outstanding
debts.
The binary measure of forced labour itself would be
better conceptualised as a spectrum of experiences.
12

Although it is widely recognised that exploitation happens
along a continuum, with ‘decent work’ at one end and
‘forced labour’ at the other, there is little consensus
on when exploitation becomes forced labour, making
measurement challenging.42 45 46 The ILO measure is
nevertheless helpful in disaggregating the different
exploitative experiences separately from the binary
outcome.

Conclusion
The fact that large numbers of Nepali labour migrants
experienced forced labour across a variety of destinations and work sectors indicates the widespread nature
of migration-related and labour-related abuses. Until
there are shifts in the structural factors that underpin
these exploitations, migrant workers need better advice
and guidance on how to assess recruitment agencies
and brokers, and how to access services at destinations.
Interventions need to consider the potential restrictive
realities of migrant workers. Simultaneously, states that
employ migrant workforce need to become more aware
of and establish measures to prevent and punish the
tactics used to exploit workers. Further research should
disaggregate exploitative experiences by sector, as well as
assess the strength and direction of the associated factors,
accounting for confounders and mediators. As labour
migration from Nepal is not likely to reduce in the near
future, interventions need to better address the challenges prospective migrants face and help them achieve
safer migration and health outcomes.
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