Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction to the study
The thesis examines the lives of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the Gulf States. It
argues that understanding of the wives’ perspectives through the social determinants of
health contributes to migration studies because: i) it deals with left-behind wives rather than
males’ migration, and ii) it takes a social-health perspective rather than a solely economic
one. From the Australian and New Zealand Standard Research Classification 2008
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013) the disciplines of Migration and Public Health and
Health Services are involved the study of the health of left-behind wives. There is no similar
research dealing with the lived experiences of the left-behind wives of the Nepalese migrants
to the Gulf States. This introductory chapter presents the aims of this research, the research
questions, a brief background, significance of the research, the study design and the
organisation of the thesis.

1.2 Aim of the thesis
The aim of the thesis is to examine the lives of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to
the Gulf States.
More specifically, the objectives of this research are to:
i.

document the lived experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to
the Gulf States;
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ii.

assess the impact of the migration process on left-behind wives, from the
perspective of the wives, with a focus on social determinants of health; and

iii.

document left-behind wives’ experiences of the availability and usefulness of
support services.

The three research questions addressed in this research are:
i.

What are the lived experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the
Gulf States?

ii.

What are the impacts of the Gulf migration from the left-behind wives’
perspective with regard to social determinants of health?

iii.

What social support services are available for, and useful to, the left-behind
wives?

1.3 Background to the research
Migration is a contemporary global issue because of its huge impact on many people. A
billion people have moved from one place to another in search of various opportunities.
Globalisation with its rapid information exchanges, low-cost international travel and
liberalisation of trade (McKeown, 2004) has impacted on migration in significant ways.
There is increased demand in developed countries for low-skilled workers. There is increased
flow of irregular migrants, and nation states are anxious to control the human flow across
their borders, while at the same time wanting to maximise trade and resource flow (Harald,
2006). The World Migration Report of 2013 estimated the total number of international
migrants in the world to be 214 million, excluding 740 million internal migrants. It further
reports one in seven of the world’s people are migrants (International Organisation for
Migration, 2013).
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In 2005 approximately 62 million people migrated South-North, that is they moved from
poorer countries located south of richer countries that are usually in the northern hemisphere.
The United States, Saudi Arabia, Switzerland, Russia and Germany in the North are the
major host countries for migrants from India, China, Mexico, the Philippines and France in
the South. South–South migration accounted for 61 million people (Orozco, 2005). Asia is
host to nearly 85.3 million migrants (International Organisation for Migration, 2008) and
much of that is South-South migration. Asia however also supplies migrants to the world.
Asia is the largest source of temporary contractual migrant workers world wide, while
simultaneously being characterised by very large intra-regional flows of migrant workers,
particularly the vast internal movements in China and India.
Within Asia, South Asia is one of the major hubs of labour migrants. South Asian
countries like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and Nepal, are all major
migrant-sending (Lokshin, Bontch-Osmolovski, & Glinskaya, 2007) and hosting countries
within the region. Migration from South Asia is more a South–South phenomenon. The
Gulf States have the highest proportion of migrant workers in the world from South Asian
and Southeast Asian Countries (Winckler, 2010). Migrants see the Gulf States as a major
magnet, where more than 40 percent of the work force consists of migrants (International
Organisation for Migration, 2008).
The remittances sent by international migrants reached USD 440 billion in 2010
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(equivalent to AUD 480 billion1), of which about 74 percent or USD 326 billion
(equivalent to AUD 355 billion) was sent to the developing countries (International
Organisation for Migration, 2013). Today the remittances received from migration have
surpassed the total development aid globally. Unlike foreign development aid, the
households directly receive the money. In spite of the widespread prevalence of this
practice, there is still debate on the relative impact of labour migration on both the sending
and receiving countries (Massey et al., 1998; United Nations, 2011) at the macro level of
the state, meso level of the community, and the micro level of the individual.
The combination of capitalism and patriarchy contribute to the impact of migration.
Patriarchy encourages male migration from the very beginning, as it is a product of
patriarchal social arrangement and ideologies (Hiller & McCaig, 2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo
2000) and capitalism (Hart, 2005). Male labour migration will continue in future (Donato,
1993; Hiller & McCaig, 2007) as it is considered to be a household strategy for risk
diversification and income maximisation in patriarchal society (Lu, 2012).
With the increasing wealth and opportunity gap between the developed and developing
countries, an increasing number of people from developing countries are seeking
employment opportunities in other countries. It is a historical phenomenon that people
migrate in order to contribute to their economy and livelihoods (International Organisation
for Migration, 2005). Poverty, unemployment, declining natural resources and, lately,
political instability and insurgency have pushed labour migration and it has become an
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increasingly important strategy for developing nations. The economies of industrialised
countries, newly industrialised countries and the Gulf States depend heavily on cheap
labour from the developing countries, including Nepal (Azeez & Begum, 2009; Gamburd,
2010).
In Nepal, labour migration has a long history that started about two centuries ago with men
moving from the hills of Nepal to cities of India (Seddon, Adhikari & Gurung, 2002). The
Anglo-Nepal war of 1814–1816 worked as a catalyst in continuing the tradition of the men
from the hills going to work as soldiers in the British army (Bhattrai, 2007), which resulted
in the creation of Gurkha regiments and continues today.
Broadly, international labour migration in Nepal can be classified into two categories: nonregulated or open-border migration to India; and regulated migration to overseas countries
including the Gulf States (Gurung, 2011). Labour migration to India is cheap due to low
travel and transaction costs. Migration to other countries such as the Gulf States or East
Asian countries involves higher transaction costs. Overseas migration includes costs
associated with applying for migration such as fees to the recruitment agencies, medical
tests, local and international transportation, accommodation, service charges and visa fees. It
is, therefore, the less skilled, less educated and less privileged men from poor households
who migrate to India, and the slightly better skilled and educated men who can manage to
afford the transaction costs to fly to the Gulf States.
Poverty and lack of internal opportunities promote Nepalese migration. Because of the costs
of brokerage fees and travel expenses, poverty is exacerbated by the migration process itself.
These costs mean debt bondage (O’Riordan, 2010) for the men and their left-behind wives.
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The Central Bureau of Statistics of the Government of Nepal (2009) reports that one of
every three households in Nepal has at least one member living abroad and receives
remittance from their migrant family members. The majority of the Nepalese overseas
migrants are in the Gulf States constituting two-thirds of a total 1.5 million overseas
migrants. Nevertheless, India hosts 2.5 million migrants from Nepal (Adhikari & Gurung,
2009), but their contribution to the national economy is less than that from the overseas
migrants (Ministry of Finance, 2009/10).
For better understanding migrants’ left-behind wives, this study considers the original work
of Massey, Arango, Hugo, and Kouaouci (1993) and Hagen-Zanker (2008). There is no
single theory that explains the complex regulated migration phenomenon. Massey et al.
(1993) in their pioneering work have thoroughly reviewed the theories dealing with
international migration. These authors classifying the theories of migration into two groups:
those that deal with the initiation of migration, and those that explain the perpetuation of
international migration. Hagen-Zanker has further reviewed the theoretical literature from
the 1950s through to the present and has shown the complementarities between the different
approaches and also the inherent differences. He has categorised those theories under three
levels of analysis: micro, meso and macro focusing on economic, sociological, geographical
and anthropological concepts.
This study discusses migration with theories and three levels of analysis as applied by Ditton
(2012, p. 20) and adapted from the work of Massey et al. (1993) and de Haas (2010). Three
sociological theories at three different levels are considered in discussing migration in this
study. The world system theory is used to consider the impact of globalisation on migration at
macro level. At the meso level, social capital theory illuminates the shape of society and the
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impact of the migration process on society. At the micro level, the social system theory helps
frame understanding of the living conditions of individuals left behind in the migration
process.
The empirical research on international migration is concerned at the national level about
the impact of remittances on the home country. Two main categories of remittance transfer
channels are used by international migrants for sending remittances across borders: they
are banks (formal) and non-bank (informal) money transfer services normally known as
Hundi  delivering money personally or through friends or relations or through friends
and relations (Seddon, 2004). The non-bank money transfer is more commonly used
(Hussain, 2005). The World Bank estimates that remittance receipts were equivalent to
nearly 6.7 percent of developing countries’ imports and 7.5 percent of domestic
investment. They were larger than total trade exports in 13 countries (Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Cape Verde, Gaza, Haiti, Jamaica, Kiribati, Lebanon, Nepal, Samoa, Serbia,
Montenegro, and Tonga), while in 28 countries they were larger than the most important
foreign exchange earning export item (World Bank, 2006).
Despite impressive contributions of remittances to foreign exchange earnings and national
income in some countries and their other positive features, remittance inflow has made
rather limited impact on the growth and development of the states. In some countries,
remittances were seen as the prime mover for an economic take-off or sustained growth of
the national economy. For instance, although remittances to Kerala, a leading remittancereceiving state in India, have helped improve the welfare of the migrants’ households and
raised levels of economic activity in construction, trade, transport and personal services,
their contribution to the state’s economic growth in terms of agriculture and industry has
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been extremely small (Nair, 1998). Considering the available theoretical and empirical
evidence for Africa, Gubert (2005) concludes that despite the remittance’s positive role as
welfare safety nets for those left behind and in alleviating transitory poverty, the inflow of
remittances alone cannot create the right conditions for the meaningful development and
are they are often criticised for their low impact on the structural causes of poverty and for
perpetuating inequality.
Nepal is one of the least developed countries in the world, the poorest country in South
Asia and was ranked 157 amongst 179 nations listed in the Human Development Index in
2011 (United Nations Development Programme, 2011). Nepal has a population of 27
million people, with an average life expectancy of 63.7 years. Though globally Nepal is
considered to be a country with a medium human development, poverty remains a
significant challenge. Poverty in Nepal continues to be a mainly rural phenomenon, and is
associated with substantial disparities across ecological zones, castes and ethnicity (United
Nations Development Programme, 2005).
Since the Nepalese Government signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the Gulf
States to regulate the labour migration in 1991, the Gulf States have hosted more than one
million Nepalese under regulated labour contracts (Jones & Basnett, 2013). Of that one
million, about 700,000 have left Nepal for the Gulf States in the last five years because of
the poverty, lack of jobs and the chaotic situation caused by the Maoist conflict (Adhikari,
2011). According to the Department of Foreign Employment of the Government of Nepal
(2008/09), of these six Gulf States, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait,
Bahrain, and Oman, the first three countries host the higher number of legally regulated
Nepalese migrants.
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The international migration literature reveals that migration impact is multi-dimensional
and mixed in the country of origin. De Haas (2007) states that migration has direct
economic impact through remittance and also non-pecuniary consequences like sociopolitical factors that cause health, gender, education, socio-culture and psychological
changes in the societies of origin. These economic and social impacts are also seem with
Nepalese migration.
In order to document the lived experiences and impacts of the migration process on the
left-behind wives from the socio-health perspective, the framework on social determinants
of health developed by the Commission on Social Determinants of Health of the World
Health Organisation (2008) is adapted in the study. Social determinants refer to those
economic, political, cultural, environmental and social factors related to interactions
among people and communities that create pathways to health or to illness and that can
potentially be altered or influenced to create better health (World Health Organisation,
2005). These are manifested at global, national, community, and household levels (Blas &
Kurup, 2010; Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008). As a result, the social
determinants of health have been described as 'the causes of the causes' (Syme, 2004, p.
40). According to Obregon (2010) the latest thinking about the determinants of health
explains why some people are healthy and others are not—how the wellbeing of
individuals, communities, and populations is shaped. The Commission on Social
Determinants of Health (2008) has categorised social determinants of health into five areas
including living, growing and working, behavioural context, shape of the society, health
service system and the societal context that determines the laws, policies and programmes
of the state.
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Assessing the impact of migration depends on the perspective taken. The structural level of
analysis at the macro level employs economic theories of migration that have, as their basis,
supply and demand of labour and the resulting wage differentials between countries
(Arango, 2000; Hagen-Zanker, 2008). At the meso level, theories such as social capital
theory and network theory are based on aspects of social relationships of migrants which
they use to negotiate the migration process (Castles, 2007; Massey et al., 1998). At the
individual level, theories such as the push/pull factors focus on rational decision making of
individuals to make a costbenefit appraisal on migration, and the system theory reveals
daily living experiences (Hagen-Zanker; King, 2012) of the left-behind wives.
Various researchers have discovered that remittances are mostly used for daily living
expenses rather than on creation of assets (Rogaly & Rafique, 2003). International
migration with higher remittances is mostly used for capital investment. Migration to the
Gulf States is increasingly evolving as the leading overseas destination for the Nepalese
migrants in terms of numbers of migrants/value of remittance to the Nepalese economy.
However the impact of this migration on left-behind wives from their own perspective is
not researched thus far.
In all migration literature left-behind families are defined in similar ways. The literature
focuses on the wife and/or the parents of the male migrant (Hull, 1979; Jantrana, Toyota, &
Yeoh, 2005; McKeown, 2004) and children as the left-behind family members of the male
migrants. In the Nepalese context, the family group not only includes wives, children and
parents but may also include a group of people related to one another by blood or marriage
who live in their own household but share the same kitchen as a family. In general, a
family group sharing the same kitchen has an adult male as a controlling head. He is
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responsible for the all affairs of the family unit and holds strong power in decision-making
in relation to economic, social and political affairs (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001).
In regulated labour migration, healthy adult males who go to the Gulf States leave their
extended family units where one of the parents heads the household, if they share the same
kitchen. In nuclear families, left-behind wives may head the household if their husbands
have migrated. In the Nepalese context, female-headed households may be the result of the
breakdown of male-headed households by death and marital instability, or the males’
migration. In patriarchal Nepalese society, wives are subordinated to their seniors in
extended families (Ghimire, 2001). When husbands migrate, leaving their wives and families
behind, wives have a full burden of work leaving little time for leisure (Thieme, 2006).
These women are illiterate and live within their husband’s husbands’ extended families. In
Nepalese society able-bodied women are expected to work long hours inside and outside
their homes.
Most migration research deals with migrants in the destination country and it usually takes
an economic perspective (Adams & Page, 2003; Viruell-Fuentes, 2007). Asis and Piper
(2008) found many studies in the economics, sociology, demography and geography
disciplines in Asian and Pacific Migration Journal. Some research has considered the health
of migrants. Buttenheim, Goldman, Pebley, Wong, and Chung (2010) take a social
determinants of health approach because poverty is the most important factor influencing
health. This approach aims at understanding the lived experiences of left-behind wives so
that health programmes can be developed to improve their wellbeing. With more than one
million males migrating to the Gulf States, this means that this migration impacts on more
than five million family members left in Nepal.
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1.4 Significance of the research
The research about the lived experiences of left-behind wives is significant for two major
reasons. The first deals with the living, growing and working conditions of the individuals
left behind, and the second reason deals with the socio-cultural effects on Nepalese
communities as large numbers of vulnerable people are no longer living in family units
headed by adult males.
i) Most commonly wives of the migrants become either household heads with decisionmaking authority or a family member with higher responsibilities but without a major
decision-making role in the families, once their male members migrate. Female-headed
households are less well off in the socio-economic sense than male-headed households,
and female-headed households are at greater risk of poverty (Aday, 2006; Momsen, 2004).
While the migrant is away, the wife has greater responsibility to be the breadwinner of the
family or to provide for the socio-economic security of the family (Murdock, 2001).
According to international literature, women left behind live in extreme poverty in absence
of the male migrant; they are susceptible to socio-economic and health problems, harm and
neglect (Aday, 2006; Gitterman, 2001) and all work long hours (Momsen, 1991). Malla
(2001) observes that wives of the Nepalese migrants are responsible for supporting the leftbehind family members in absence of the male.
Vulnerability is situationally determined, and family units that are not consistent with
patriarchal values are marginalised (Misztal, 2011: Rogers, 1997). Female-headed
households in developing countries are vulnerable to extreme poverty and cultural exclusion
(Seddon & Adhikari, 2003). Married women of returning migrants are at risk of human
immunodeficiency virus infection/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS)
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(International Labour Organisation, 2005; Thieme et al., 2005). In both situations, whether
wives of the migrants head the household or not, they are more vulnerable and overburdened
in the absence of their husbands.
ii) Socio-cultural issues: The sheer numbers of people involved in migration in Nepal is
significant for its impact socio-culturally. The left-behind families in Nepal number 5.4
million people or 23 percent of the population. Nepali society is characterised by its
extraordinary diversity of castes and ethnic groups (Dahal, 2003). The caste system
remains strong and it often defines access to resources and opportunities (Frankenberger,
Walters, Kiff, & Awasthi, 2010). According to Gurung (2001), caste and/or ethnicity is a
major element that reflects variations in poverty rates, the lower the caste the higher the
incidence of poverty. Discriminatory practices, rooted in the caste system and patriarchal
structures, have dominated Nepal’s culture for centuries. Despite the prohibition of all
forms of discrimination (National Country Code of 1963 and Constitution of 1990), and
the implementation of new rules and regulations replacing many old values and traditions,
traditions, such practices have not disappeared. Discrimination remains the norm and is
still in evidence (United Nations Development Programme, 2009).
Women generally occupy a lower position in the patriarchal societal hierarchy than men
(Malla, 2001) and they are exploited and discriminated against in every aspect of life. It is
the Nepalese patriarchal system that discourages women’s formal ownership of property.
Women in more than 80 percent of households have no ownership rights over land, houses
or livestock (Acharya et al. 2004). The lack of ownership puts women in an inferior
position in Nepalese society. The social mobility of women is highly restricted. They are
often discouraged from participating in many public activities and development
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opportunities. Because of this, they often lack access to goods and services (Pradhan &
Shrestha, 2005).
Besides the patriarchal social structure, other social variables such as class, caste and
ethnicity are linked to gender inequalities. Significant differences exist between the
average daily wages received in cash or in kind between men and women working as
agricultural and non-agricultural labourers, with men earning 27 to 35 percent more than
women (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2009). At the same time, rural women are, in many
cases, left to carry the full burden of earning income and managing households because of
the increasing migration of men to foreign lands to escape from poverty (Seddon, 2005).
This study is significant because it is studying the other side of Nepalese migration. The
dominant and patriarchal view talks about the economic benefits of migration to Nepal and
of its 23 percent contribution to Gross Domestic Product (Ministry of Finance, 2013;
World Bank, 2011). This study is examining the impacts of male migration on the lives of
the left-behind wives from the wives’ perspectives. The World Migration Report (2013)
makes the point that migration impacts on health and this study is examining the impact of
the male migration on the left-behind wives who live in poor rural Nepalese communities.
The other side of migration has two aspects: 1) the other side deals with the wives left
behind; and 2) the other side deals with the health of these left-behind wives rather than
solely economic impacts of migration.

1.5 Study design
This is an interpretative study in the social reality of the lived experiences of the leftbehind wives. Mixed methodology is used to address the research questions. The aims of
the research are realised by adopting:
14

i.

Quantitative methods to:
o

examine the health-related impacts of migration by assessing the degree of
achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) of the left-behind
wives.

o

assess the demographic information and other related information that influence
the lived experiences of the left-behind wives.

ii.

Qualitative methods to:
o

document the lived experiences of the left-behind wives’ perspective of the
migration process.

o

document the impacts of the migration.

o

identify support services for left-behind wives and assess ways to improve
services.

A mixed methods is appropriate for this study because it produces greater insight that can
be achieved through a single method (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). A face-to-face
survey based on the health-related Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) was used to
gather quantitative data. Some demographic data were also obtained in this survey. Indepth interview is the instrument used in the qualitative component of this research to
explore the lived experiences of left-behind wives, and the availability and usefulness of
the support services.

1.6 Organisation of the thesis
This thesis is presented in six chapters. The first chapter, the introduction, begins with
background to the research, objectives of the thesis and significance of the research, and
study design, and concludes with the organisation of the thesis. Chapter two provides a
15

literature review discussing migration as a contemporary issue, migration in Nepal, and
international labour migration and left-behind Nepalese wives. Chapter three sets out the
methodology that underpins the research. It discusses how this research project is
undertaken to understand the experiences of the left-behind wives. The results of
quantitative data are presented in chapter four and the qualitative data in chapter five.
Finally, chapter six integrates the results of the quantitative and qualitative data and
critically analyses the results. The conclusion and final remarks, recommendations,
implications and areas for further research conclude this research study. The process of
research is presented in Figure 1.1.
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Social problem of left-behind wives in long-term regulated labour migration
Migration Studies
Public Health and Health Services

Discipline

Applied Research
Research problem: Health of left-behind wives

Research Questions

1. What are the lived experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the
Gulf States?
2. What are the impacts of the Gulf migration from the left-behind wives’ perspective
with regard to social determinants of health?
3. What social support services are available for, and useful to, the left-behind wives?

Concepts

Migration and patriarchy
Left-behind wives
Social determinants of health

Data

Quantitative
- Survey of health-related MDGs
Qualitative
- In-depth interview about social determinants of health
framework

-

Construct

Interpretative study of left-behind wives’ health in the context of regulated labour
migration
Understanding ‘practices similar to slavery’, the timeframe for change and the factors
that determine the health status of left-behind wives
Conclusion and final remarks, recommendations and implications

Figure 1.1. Process of research
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
The literature review critically analyses factors that impact on the lives and wellbeing of leftbehind Nepalese wives after their husbands migrate to the Gulf States. Therefore this review
critically analyses migration studies in three sections: migration as a contemporary global
issue; migration and Nepal; and international migration and left-behind Nepalese wives and
families. Throughout these sections there are three themes that determine the impact of
migration and these themes are: the perspective one takes; the migration process; and the
socio-cultural context of the home population from which the migrant departs.

2.2 Migration is a contemporary global issue
Migration is a contemporary global issue because of its impacts on so many people. In this
section the evolution of migration is discussed, reaching its current patterns as influenced by
globalisation. The combination of capitalism and patriarchy contribute to the impact of
migration and these concepts are discussed in relation to international migration. In this
section the types of migration and the theoretical perspectives of migration are critically
reviewed and significant issues, such as debt bondage and remittances, are analysed. The
practical contributing factors—the push and pull factors—are reviewed together with debt
bondage, remittances and general impacts of migration.
2.2.1 The nature of migration
The United Nations Multilingual Demographic Dictionary states (United Nations, n.d.) that
migration is a form of geographical mobility or spatial mobility between one geographical
unit and another, generally involving place of departure to the place of destination or place
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of arrival. Lee (1966) asserted that migration is a permanent or semi-permanent change of
residence with no restrictions upon the distance involved and the nature of the act involved
in the movement. The United Nations Development Fund for Women (2006) defined
international migration as people moving for various reasons to a country other than that of
their usual residence, for a period of at least twelve months, so that the country of destination
effectively becomes the new country of usual residence. A wide range of migrant type is
recorded in various studies in different terminologies (Vearey, 2010; World Health
Organisation, 2003). Migration is categorised into various types depending on aspects of the
migration such as time period (permanent, temporary or seasonal), purpose (labour
migration, forced migration), location (internal or international), and process involved
(regulated, legal or illegal migration) (International Organisation for Migration (2011, p xiv).
Piper (2008) listed permanent migration, student migration, marriage migration, irregular
migration and temporary contract migration as common type in her study. Some of the types
of migration are briefly discussed below.
i.

Labour migration: An international migrant worker is defined by the 1990 United
Nations International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Members of their Families as a person who is to be engaged, is engaged
or has been engaged in remunerated activity in a state of which he or she is not a
national (International Organisation for Migration, 2005). Labour migration may be
regulated or irregular. Irregular labour is based on informal arrangements, whereas
regulated labour is based on contractual mechanisms.

ii.

Temporary labour migrants: These are unskilled and semi-skilled guest workers or
overseas contract workers compliant with a variety of restrictions on international
labourers concerning the length of stay and the entry of dependents imposed by host
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countries (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2011).
According to Piper (2008), this type of migration is popular among low skilled
migrants in Asia. Migration today is often for work and, as such, comes under the
International Labour Organisation’s overall Decent Work Agenda. Migrant workers
(those who migrate for employment) and their families accounted for about 90 percent
of the total 214 million international migrants in 2010 (International Organisation for
Migration, 2013). The largest numbers of contract workers are now in the Middle East,
and they are occupied in unskilled or semi-skilled work.
iii.

Permanent migration: This refers to people who settle permanently in their new
country following the immigration rules and procedures of the host country. Popular
host countries are the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.

iv.

Student migration: This type of migration commenced from the 1970s. Students move
away from their home country for more than a year to gain a higher education and/or
to acquire new knowledge and skills for their professional development.

v.

Refugee: According to the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees, a refugee is a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or
political opinion, is outside the country of their nationality, and is unable to or, owing
to such fear, is unwilling to avail him/herself of the protection of that country
(International Organisation for Migration, 2005).

vi.

Irregular migration: Irregular migration occurs outside of the rules and procedures
guiding the orderly international movement of people because of poverty, conflict,
environmental degradation or lack of development. International labour migrants of
this category will continue to look for employment opportunities and will be mediated
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by established inter-country networks based on family, culture, and history
(Morehouse & Blomfield, 2011). Illegal immigrants are vulnerable to exploitation by
terrorist groups, organised crime and corrupt practices, all of which affect regional and
international security and stability. “Irregular” is Stalker’s (1994) terminology to
denote illegal migrants and it is widely acceptable in the migration literature (Ditton,
2012, p. 31).
In addition to these voluntary movements, forced migration has also been an enduring
phenomenon in the world. People can be forced to migrate across national boundaries
because of conflict, poverty, and development-induced displacement. Among the many types
of migratory movements, the movement of contract workers dominates the migration pattern
(International Organisation for Migration, 2005), and in Asia most of these workers are low
skilled (Asis & Piper, 2008).
2.2.2 Theoretical perspectives of migration
Generally, policy makers are interested in what initiates and perpetuates migration and many
theories have been developed to facilitate knowledge on these matters. There is no single
theory that can comprehensively explain the international migration phenomenon (Hammar,
2001). It is a multidisciplinary issue that has been studied by demographers, sociologists,
geographers and political analysts, each bringing their own approaches and concepts to their
research (Castles & Miller, 1998; Massey et al., 1993). Hagen-Zanker (2008) has reviewed
the theoretical literature from the 1950s and has shown the similarities between the different
approaches as well as the inherent differences, and divided migration theories by into three
levels of analysis: micro, meso and macro, focusing on economical, sociological,
geographical and anthropological concepts.
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Theories that deal with the macro and institutional level of analysis in studying migration
deal with concepts relating to international trade, international patterns of migration, national
policy labour mobility and cultural context. One such theory is the world systems theory of
migration (Arango, 2000; Massey et al., 1998). Building on the dependency theory which is
a world economic theory that states that some countries, usually the richer countries, are
developed to the detriment of others, usually poorer countries, Wallerstein (1974 & 1980)
developed the world system theory in the 1970s. It links migration to the macro-organisation
of socio-economic relations, the geographic division of labour and the political mechanisms
of power and domination (Castells & Miller, 1998; Petras, 1981). In dealing with regulated
international migration the world systems theory of migration is essentially an historicalstructural explanation of international migration (Portes & Walton, 1981; Sassen, 1988) and
it incorporates:
the view of migration as one more product of the domination exerted by core
countries over peripheral areas, in the context of international relationships fraught
with conflict and tension. Therefore, migration also stems from inequality—in this
case an unbalanced international order. (Arango, 2000, p. 290)
Home and host countries try to manage the conflict and tension by regulating the flow of
migrants and other work conditions, but inequality persists because of the lack of power of
home countries to act for their citizens in foreign countries. Capitalistic societies seek cheap
labour and creates human flows thereby provoking transnational movement from areas of
excess labour supply to areas of labour demand (Massey et al., 1998). The low cost of this
labour ensures more profit for investors.
In developed countries, educated people resist taking low-paying jobs at the bottom of the
occupational hierarchy and this creates a strong demand for immigrants (King 2012; Massey
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et al., 1998). Places of capitalist expansion and investment, such as global cities, require
skilled professionals and unskilled labourers (gardeners, waiters, hotel workers, domestic
workers) with the expansion of the construction and service sectors (Massey et al., 1998).
Migration of professional people, although following supply and demand forces, is different
to that of unskilled people because professional people have greater power within the system
to manage their affairs, but this is not the case for low skilled workers who are without
personal power or financial resources to negotiate the power imbalances that operate within
international migration.
Economic theories rest on the concept of the migration decision being a rational choice.
Migrants tend to go to the destinations where a higher net return is expected, after carefully
considering all available alternatives (Arango, 2000). However, this is not the situation in
developing countries where people many have no other choice of employment.
The second level of analysis (meso) considers concepts of integration, social capital, social
relationships and social networks, which are concepts that are not included in the previous
macro economic theories. Social capital theory is one of the most popular theories in the
present times (Curran, Garip, Chung, & Tangchonlatip, 2005).
Social capital theory is rooted in nineteenth century social science (Woolcock, 2003) and
Portes (1997) provides a comprehensive literature review on social capital presented by
Bourdieu (1994), Coleman (1986), Layder (1994), Putnam (1995) and other authors. This
theory offers frameworks to understand community cohesion, individual relationships and
social networks (Massey, 1990a & 1990b; Massey & Garcia, 1987; Taylor, 1986). Bourdieu
(2007) believes ‘social capital is the sum of the resources—actual or virtual, that accrue to
an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less
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institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’(p. 27). Social
networks are defined as webs of social relationships that surround an individual (Berkman &
Glass, 2000; Coleman, 1986 & 1990; Putnam). Social ties operating through social networks
integrate individuals within society and that grouping creates the resources that make up
social capital and consequently social support (House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988; Keyes,
1998; Rogaly, 2009).
Migrant networks are an important source of social capital for potential migrants. A migrant
network refers to a set of interpersonal ties that connect the migrants, former migrants, and
non-migrants in origin and destination areas through ties of kinship, friendship and shared
community origin (Massey, 1999).
The existence of this network is assumed to have increased the probability of migration, by
other non-migrants in the community, by lowering the costs and risks of migration and by
increasing the flow of employment and high wages from migration (Massey et al., 1998; ).
The new economics of migration theory emphasises that migrants make decisions not only to
maximise expected income, but also to minimise risks and constraints associated with
various market failures (Katz & Stark, 1986; Lauby & Stark, 1988; Massey et al.; Tayler
1986). Cumulative causation theory argues that, in addition to the growth of networks and
the development of supporting institutions, migration changes the social and economic
context within which individual and household decisions are made in ways that make
subsequent migration more likely over time, a process Myrdal (1957) named cumulative
causation (Massey, 1990b). According to this theory social, economical and cultural changes
brought about by international migration in home and host countries promote international
migration flow outside of governmental action (Curran, Garip, & Chung, 2005). It notes that
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there is an opportunity of advancement in migratory movement through the information that
flows from migrants in host countries.
Theories that analyse the third and individual level of migration engage with concepts about
individual decision-making, family resources and impacts at the individual and family level.
The social system theory was built on the work of Talcott Parsons in 1937 (Parsons, 1951).
Examining the work of Max Weber, Alfred Marshall, and Vilfredo Pareto, Parsons grounds
social theory in a theory of individual action (Fuchs, 2001). Applying this theory of social
systems to migration, the migrant’s actions are seen as purposeful and goal directed, guided
by interests or values and by the rewards and constraints imposed by the social environment
(Portes, 1997). Hence, the functioning of society as well as the engine of social change could
be grounded in the purposive actions of individuals, taken in particular institutional and
structural settings that shaped the incentives and thus the action. Thus, the theory posits that
individualism is fully compatible with recognition of the constraints on action that a social
structure creates. Therefore, the theory of social system considers that actors behave
purposively and actions are caused by their anticipated consequences (Coleman, 1986).
The neoclassical micro migration or equilibrium theory developed by Lewis (1954 cited in
Ranis and Fei, 1961) and elaborated by Todaro (1969), and Lee’s pull and push framework
(Lee 1966) are more focused on the economic return on an individual’s decision. Migration
is thus a part of the push and pull approach, striving to establish equilibrium between labour
supply and demand. Positive net returns encourage an individual migrant to make a decision
(Todaro, 1989). In the table below, these theories and their levels of analysis have been
constrctued by Ditton (2012, p. 20) adapting the work of Massey at al. (1993), and de Haas
(2010).
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Table 2.1.Theories of migration defined by level of analysis
Macro level
Neoclassical macro migration theory, migration as a system, dual labour market theory, world system
theory, mobility transition
These economic theories of migration have as their basis the supply and demand of labour and the resulting
wage differentials between countries. They get more sophisticated with considerations of the opportunistic
use of low-paid and low-skilled labourers to fill gaps as the labour market changes.
Meso level
Social capital theory, institution theory, network theory, cumulation theory, New Economics of Labour
Migration (NELM)
These theories are based on aspects of the social relationships of migrants. These relationships are resources
that migrants use to negotiate the migration process.
Micro level
Lee’s push/pull factors, neoclassical micro migration theory, behavioural models, theory of social systems
These theories focus on the rational decision-making of individuals to make cost-benefit analysis about
migration. Migration is a form of investment in human capital.

Note. From Ditton, 2012, p. 22.

2.2.3 Phases and patterns of migration
International labour migration has always occurred, as people move across boundaries for
trade, work and to see other places. Migration can be categorised into two phases in terms of
migration practices—uncontrolled and controlled. Uncontrolled migration is known as
chattel slavery and indentured labour migration, while controlled migration is a labour
migratory process through the restriction of admission policies of the host countries
(International Organisation for Migration, 2011).
International labour migration originated in the form of chattel slavery from Africa to
Europe and America, and then indentured labour, mainly from Asia (mostly Chinese and
Indian) to Europe (Castles, 2000; Potts, 1990). Europeans began to use African slaves for
domestic purposes, initially in about 1445, and that was the start of the forced labour
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movement in world history until the late nineteenth century (Potts). By 1850, about fifteen
million African slaves had been transferred to the Americas alone to meet the demand for
labour on sugar plantations (Castles & Miller, 1998). Lewis (1982) estimates that there were
about ten to fifteen million additional African slaves before the abolition of state-sanctioned
slavery that occurred along with the European colonisation of Asia.
In turn, indentured labour from Asia (mostly China and India), Oceania (Melanesians and
Micronesians) and Java became vital surrogate labour for slaves used by all colonial powers
in plantations, mines, railroads and construction (Castels & Miller, 1998; Potts, 1990:
Stalker, 1994) with a fixed term contract usually for three to five years without the provision
of renewing contracts and settling in the receiving country. Potts defined the indentured
labour system as “a mixture of various labour systems and [which] stood somewhere
between slavery, forced labour and debt bondage on the one hand and free wage labour on
the other” (p. 65).
The indentured labour system, begun in 1850, was still subject to exploitation and involved
extremely arduous work was and was thus a new system or a new form of slavery according
to Peach (1994) and Potts (1990). According to Peach, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, a considerable number of indentured labour migrants originated from India and
China followed by Oceania, Japan and Java. Between 1880 and 1915, a large number of
indentured workers were moved from Melanesia and Micronesia to Australia, Fiji, Samoa,
Hawaii, New Caledonia, France, Nauru and Peru (Potts; Stakler, 1994). From 1885 to 1924,
Japanese indenture labour worked in the United States, Korea and Asiatic Russia, and a
relatively small number in China, Brazil and Peru (Kenwood & Lougheed, 1999), The
Dutch, in the main, used about one million Javanese labourers in their colonised territories
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until indentured labour was abolished in middle of the nineteenth century (Potts, 1990).
The indentured labour migration was considered a contractual arrangement but it was almost
like free migration to North America, Australia, Southeast Asia, the East Indies and the
Philippines (Knenwood & Lougheed, 1999; McKeown, 2004). This free migration was
suddenly dropped through the implementation of Anti-Asian immigration laws in America
around the 1880s and the enforcement of the “White Australia” policy in 1901 (McKeown,
p. 175).
During the industrial revolution in Europe, as a result of colonisation, international migration
was greatly affected by the concept of the “nation-state” (Bohning, 1984, p. 29). The British
created the world’s first ‘nation-state’ that controlled the formal migration process from
1793. It was not until the First World War that the world witnessed the largest movement of
humankind, when over fifty million people, mostly European, moved to new labour-scarce
destinations—America, Australia and South Africa (Baines, 1995). Other host countries
were Canada, Argentina, Brazil and New Zealand. Stalker (1994) argued that the migration
mainly involved political refugees and those seeking adventure rather than migrant workers.
However, the huge labour movement actually began between 1880 and 1915 with
industrialization, and demographic and economic changes in the new destinations (Castles,
2000). Between 1918 and 1945, economic stagnation, political turmoil and war caused
massive migration to the developed countries (Castles, 2000).
However, after the Second World War, international migration grew tremendously in scale
and size (Castles & Miller, 1998; Salt, 1976). The previous form of settlement (permanent)
migration evolved into a new form of temporary labour migration in the image of guest
worker or contract worker systems for the reconstruction and creation of economic
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prosperity in Western Europe (Castles & Miller, 1998). Consequently, a significant number
of people were involved in migrations around the globe. Western Europe attracted migrant
workers from other parts of Europe; North America and Australia attracted migrants from
Europe, Asia and Latin America; later Argentina and Venezuela were destinations for
migrants from Uruguay and Colombia, respectively; and the oil-rich countries of the Gulf,
and Ivory Coast and Nigeria attracted migrant workers from other West African countries
and also from East and Southeast Asia (Cholewinski, 1997).
In spite of the fact that international migration is the third constituent of globalisation,
people’s movements are likely to be restricted by the migration policy of states and decisions
pertaining to admission. Globalisation consists of three major issues, namely, trade, nationstate and migration (Ditton, 2012). The increasingly restrictive national border controls and
entry requirement policies have further restricted some people from crossing national
boundaries, especially after 2001, but migration continues to increase despite all these
restrictions (Yeoh, 2009).
Patterns of migration
The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed a mass movement of people from
Europe to North America and Australia (Page & Plaza, 2006). Migrant flow in the future is
likely to increase in scale and complexity due to growing demographic disparities, new
global politics and economic dynamics, technological innovation and social networks
(International Organisation for Migration, 2011). Despite the challenges in the migratory
process and movement, there are opportunities for the host and home countries of the
migrants.
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All countries of the world are exposed to migration and roughly one in every seven people in
the world is a migrant (International Organisation for Migration, 2011). Broadly there are
five destinations which are specific targets. For Pacific Islanders, the destination is New
Zealand; for Southeast Asian people, Australia; for Mexicans it is the US; Asian workers
largely migrate to the Arab States; and Eastern Europeans migrate to Western to Europe
(Ditton, 2012). For example, the total number of migrants in the world was estimated to 214
million people in 2010, an increase of 12 percent from 2005 (International Organisation for
Migration, 2011) and it is expected to be double by 2050 (International Organisation for
Migration, 2010). Currently, Europe (including Central Asia) hosts the largest number of
migrants (37 percent) followed by North America (24 percent), Asia (13 percent), Middle
East (10 percent), Africa (9 percent), South America (4 percent) and Oceania (3 percent).
Internal migrants number 740 million, moving from rural to the urban areas within the
country (International Organisation for Migration, 2010). Both international and internal
migrants number about a billion, excluding the huge number of illegal migrants. Accurate
estimations are difficult due to the heavy influx of illegal migrants caused by on-going wars,
political conflicts and inequitable development in many parts of the world.
Within Asia, South Asia is one of the major hubs of labour migrants. South Asian countries
like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and Nepal are major migrantsending (Lokshin et al., 2007) and hosting countries within the region. The Gulf States have
the highest proportion of migrant workers in the world from South Asian and Southeast
Asian countries, with more than 40 percent of their workforce being from these two areas
(Winckler, 2010). Countries in the European Union and North America are other migrantreceiving destinations (International Organisation for Migration, 2008).
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2.2.4 Patriarchy and migration
Gordon and Hunter (1998) stated that the term patriarchy is “densely packed” (p. 72) as it is
associated with cultural, historical, and political meanings (Hart, 2005). According to
Hunnicutt (2009), “patriarchy is a social arrangement that privileges males, where men as a
group dominate women as a group, both structurally and ideologically—hierarchical
arrangements that manifest in varieties across history and social space” (p. 557). It is a
domination of a family or organisation by the father or adult male (Freeman & Herron,
2004), and inheritance follows male lines.
There are patriarchal systems at the macro level (e.g. bureaucracies, government, law,
market, religion), as well as patriarchal relations at the micro level (interactions, families,
organisations, patterned behaviour between intimates) (Hunnicutt, 2009). A family might be
represented as patriarchal in structural terms, or an individual might hold patriarchal views.
Both macro and micro interplay with each other within gender relations (Blumberg, 1984).
Despite gender hierarchies, patriarchal systems run through age, race, class, sexuality,
religion, historical location and nationality, and assign social value, privilege and power
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992).
The patriarchal system is referred to as a system of domination that applies within fields of
hierarchy where old dominate young, men dominate women, men dominate men, white
dominate people of colour, developed nations dominate developing nations and humans
dominate nature (Hunnicutt, 2009). In some cultures, senior women occupy some position of
respect and status in their patriarchal systems, so they exercise their power to control many
daughters-in-law as well as shape the activities of the family (Feldman, 2001; Fuchs, 2001;
Kibria, 1990).
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Considering the limited literature on migration and patriarchy, it can be argued that the
patriarchal system encourages male migration from the very beginning, as it is a product of
patriarchal social arrangement and ideologies (Hiller & McCaig, 2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo,
2000), and capitalism (Hart, 2005). Patriarchy is deeply rooted in father or fraternal right as
being primarily located in the family or individual household, co-existing with modern forms
of male supremacy that promote male migration (Gordon & Hunter, 1998). Consequently,
patriarchal structure is the manifestation among cultures and clans that insists the head of a
household becomes the person responsible for maintaining the family. In this role, men in
particular as breadwinners, and, in their absence senior women, help to sustain the system of
domination. Labour migration will remain dominated by male migration in years to come
(Donato 1993; Hiller & McCaig) because it is considered to be a household strategy for risk
diversification and income maximisation in the patriarchal culture (Lu, 2012).
Migration studies are predominantly centred around male migrants and have been slow to
focus on women and migration. Historically, women have been seen as followers after male
migration. Feminists such as Goldring (1998), Hondagneu-Sotelo (2000) and Jones-Correa
(1998) have made the point that contemporary migration needs to consider gender and
incorporate concepts of power, authority and resources that impact on men and women
differently in the migration process (Hondagneu-Sotelo).
2.2.5 Globalisation and migration
Patterns and processes of international migration are linked to globalisation. Globalisation
does not only promote a vast flow of capital, goods, raw materials and information, but also
human beings across national boundaries (McKeown, 2004). Globalisation refers to “the
political, economic, and social activities that have become interregional or intercontinental

32

and to the intensification of levels of interaction and interconnectedness within and between
states and societies” (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999, p. 202). The impacts of
globalisation are being experienced in a wide range of socio-economic, political, cultural and
environmental aspects because of the reduction of barriers imposed on the flows of goods,
services and capital but not on the movement of people. The restrictions on the movement of
people remain intact, or have become tighter, and migration is largely decided by the
admission policies of the host states (International Labour Organisation, 2004). Despite the
fact that international labour migration is rising, there are problems of international
relationships between migrants’ home and host countries, human rights abuse of the
migrants and inequality between the states and people within the migrants’ home countries.
Globalisation is connected with liberalisation that greatly increases the mobility of labour
across borders as in the case of capital and technologies (Castles 1999; Portes, Guarnizo, &
Landolt, 1999). A new network of global communication, and fast and cheaper
transportation technologies further accelerate the flow of workers by helping potential
migrants connect to their destinations (Levitt, 2001). The expansion of global markets
(Arango, 2000; Massey, 1999) creates a demand for a huge labour force internationally and
results in millions of labourers migrating each year (International Organisation for
Migration, 2010).
On one hand, globalisation has increased international labour flow and, on the other, has
seen raising conflict and tensions between the host and home countries of migrants. The
restricted policies and the benefit package for the migrants raise the tensions and conflict
primarily for the developing countries (Castles & Miller, 1993; Massey & Liang, 1989)
because they do not have any, or very little, influence on the host country’s employment
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policies. The lack of consultative processes in the development of bilateral labour mobility
agreements and the effective implementation of such polices are the obstacles for the
promotion of a win-win situation between states. For example, the national policy of Sri
Lanka on labour migration, which was designed based on the decent work principle of the
International Labour Organisation, was not successfully implemented (International
Organisation for Migration, 2010) by the Gulf States. Consequently, it has led to serious
problems relating to protection of human rights and good working conditions (International
Labour Organisation, 2006).
Host countries’ exploitation and violation of rights of migrant workers is significant as there
is a large gap between promise, and delivery and actual practice (Wickramasekara, 2008).
Despite the enforcement of the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of
All Migrant Workers and their Families (1990) along with the eight International Labour
Organisations’ core conventions (freedom of association, right to organise, abolition of
forced labour, equal remuneration, discrimination, minimum wage and child labour) and the
Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration 2006 to protect the human rights of the
migrants, the results have been disappointing (International Labour Organisation, 2006).
There is a clear need to go beyond a statement of intent. For migration to be workable
migrants need to experience decent work conditions and have their fundamental human and
labour rights respected (Wickramasekara, 2008). Workers desire decent work conditions
with the assurance of employment, guaranteed rights at work, social dialogue and social
protection, and these key elements are part of achieving fair globalisation.
Globalisation has increased economic disparities between countries and within the country
of origin. Stalker (2000) argued that flows of goods and capital between rich and poor
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countries are not large enough to offset the need for employment in poorer countries. For
example, host countries and multinational business houses benefit more by international
labour migration, maximising their profit from the services of international labour. Lipton
(1980) concluded that globalisation is more beneficial to wealthy and educated people as it
creates a wide gap between the wealthy and the poor in the home countries. He argues that
the better-off and better-educated are selective in the selection of destination and the cost
and barriers, including the access to information associated with migration, tend to benefit
the rich over the poor.
Furthermore, the World Banks’ report on Global Economic Prospects: Economic Implication
of Remittances and Migration (2006) asserted that migration exacerbates inequality between
the migrants and non-migrants by widening a gap in the home countries. There is a neverending debate on globalisation and its impacts on the both the host and the home countries of
the migrants. However, the World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalisation
(International Labour Organisation, 2004) noted that if migration is wisely managed, making
multilateral organisations more democratic, accountable, transparent and coherent, it can
offer unprecedented material progress, generate more productive and better jobs for all, and
contribute significantly to reducing inequality and world poverty.
2.2.6 Contemporary factors in international migration
Contemporary factors behind migration are complex but fall into several categories. Global
migration occurs as a result of poverty relieving strategies, escaping from conflict and
environmental hazards, and the attraction of better job opportunities. Debt bondage and the
remittances are other important factors in the contemporary phenomenon.
Migration is an effort to get away from inferior economic or political circumstances in the
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source country by going to a country with better opportunities; this is called the push-andpull theory (Lee, 1966). The volume and scale of the migration are determined by
intervening obstacles such as physical barriers, transportation and communication, and the
restrictive admission laws of the destinations.
2.2.6.1 Poverty relieving strategy
People migrate to search for better and more secure livelihoods. Livelihood refers to assets
and resources in cash and kind that people can access. Strategies are connected to social
institutions, namely kin, family, village and other social networks facilitating and sustaining
diversified livelihoods (Ashley & Carney, 1999). Achieving better livelihoods by migration
can thus be seen as a poverty relieving strategy involving the use of limited resources
(Nyberg-Sorensen, Hear, & Engberg-Pedersen, 2002). For example, a billion people migrate
internally, moving within the borders of a country, and internationally as workers, refugees
or irregular migrants in order to relieve poverty (International Organisation for Migration,
2011).
2.2.6.2 Escaping conflict and environmental hazards
When people fear persecution from any type of violence and feel threatened by armed
conflict, they have no choice except to migrate. The large numbers of migrants from
Myanmar to Thailand, and from Afghanistan to Pakistan are examples of people fleeing
from armed conflict. The political upheavals of 2011 in North Africa and the Middle East
have had a tremendous impact in the migration pattern. By the end of June 2011, 600,000
migrants (including 280,000 third country nationals) from Tunisia and Arabian countries,
including Egypt, have made major cross-border migrations because of civil conflict
(International Organisation for Migration, 2011).
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Several country-level comparative studies reveal that any kind of violence that arises from
civil war, international war, genocide and human rights violations increases migration out of
the affected area (Davenport, Moore, & Poe, 2003; Melander & Oberg, 2006). Compared to
relatively peaceful times, migration flows during conflict are large and sudden and migrants
arguably are less prepared for life at their destinations (Williams & Pradhan, 2008). Ditton
(2012), in her recent book, asserted that much of the migration is forced in nature. For
example, refugees and internally displaced persons in conflict areas are subject to risk and
threats that hinder the pursuit of their livelihoods (Fearon & Laitin, 2003). In 2011,
worldwide, there were 16.3 million refugees and asylum seekers, constituting eight percent
of international migration (World Bank, 2011) and 28.8 million internally displaced people
as a result either of conflict or environmental degradation (International Organisation for
Migration, 2013). According to the Global Trends Report of 2012, 3,000 people become
refugees each day (United Nations High Commission of Refuses, 2012). They are forced
from their homes, work and families by environmental problems and war, conflict or
persecution and moved elsewhere.
2.2.6.3 Employment opportunities
The most obvious and popular reason why people in developing countries migrate to
developed countries is to pursue employment opportunities and higher wages. The economic
disparities among groups of Asian countries range from a low of USD 200 (equivalent to
AUD 369), in the poorest countries to around USD 35,000 - 40,000 (equivalent to AUD
64,500 - 73,700), per year in the advanced countries. This is another reason why people
move to Japan, the Republic of Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong from other poor
South-Asian countries (Wickramasekera, 2002). There are 27.4 million people who are
contractual labour migrants and are documented as such. There are an additional 20-30
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million contractual labour migrants who do not have appropriate documentation to work or
cross national borders (International Organisation for Migration, 2008).
2.2.6.4 Debt bondage
Migration mostly starts with indebtedness and this carries with it the risk of migrants falling
into a cycle of ever-increasing debt (Thieme & Wyss, 2005). People are forced to migrate
because of debt (Chuang, 2006). Many more become indebted as a result of the cost of
migrating. Both group stand the risk of falling into a cycle. Increase in movement has led to
more opportunities for exploitation as the workers are in great need of employment and can
easily become desperate and that makes them vulnerable. They are vulnerable in two ways:
1) employers manipulating the working conditions against workers’ rights and 2) the
unbearable debts incurred during the migration process due to exploitative recruitment
methods in international labour migration (O’Riordan, 2010).
Deception during the recruitment process leads to forced labour migration and the cost
increases considerably because of excessive and often unlawful recruitment fees (Southern
Poverty Law Centre, 2007). This situation strongly propels economically desperate migrants
to borrow at a high interest rate and it takes several years to repay the debt. This is “debt
bondage” according to O’Riordan (2010, p. 4). He further stated that victims lose at least
USD 21 billion (equivalent to AUD 27 billion), in unpaid earnings from international labour
because the recruitment fees vary widely. It ranges from USD 500 to 5,000 (equivalent to
AUD 640 - 6,400) for the guest workers.
The corrupt labour recruitment system, debt accumulation and exploitation of the guest
workers trap forced migrants into debt bondage. According to the United Nations
Supplementary Convention of 1956 debt bondage is defined as:
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the status or condition arising from a pledge by a debtor of his personal services or of
those of a person under his control as security for a debt, if the value of those
services as reasonably assessed is not applied towards liquidation of the debt or the
length and nature of those services are not respectively limited and defined.
There are 12.3 million people who are forced into debt bondage and slavery (International
Labour Organisation, 2005) and they contain elements of forced labour. When debt bondage
is excessive it amounts to forced labour which is regarded by Jordan as “a new form of
modern slavery” because of the “practices similar to slavery” (Jordan, 2011, p. 1). Lassen
(1988) states that slavery and slavery like practices still continue in the modern world. For
example, in a debt bondage situation, a person who agrees to repay a debt of AUD 5,000
(equivalent to AUD 6,560) for recruitment fees and travel costs has to work for a lower wage
which then takes longer to repay, sometimes years. Debt bondage is practised all over the
world. There are about 9.5 million forced labourers in the Asia-Pacific region. Latin
America, Africa and Russia and almost all regions in South Asia also have forced labour
(Upadhaya, 2008).
2.2.6.5 Remittances
There are several definitions of remittance in the migration literature. Remittance is money
earned by migrants working abroad that is sent back home. It can be monetary and/or or
payment in kind and it flows constantly between migrants and their countries of origin.
According to Seddon (2004), it is the “transfer of money” (p. 405) by migrants from where
they live and work to their relatives or other people in their country of origin. It also includes
other forms of transfers such as social remittances, knowledge or technology remittances,
and political remittance (Goldring, 2004).
Remittances are transferred through two sources, either from formal sources such as banks,
financial entities and microfinance institutions or through informal channels that are outside
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of government supervision and regulation (Seddon, 2004). Informal sources have different
names in different regions: hawala and hundi in East and South Asia, fei ch’ien in China and
Southeast Asia, chit in China, Phei kwan in Thailand, chuyen tien tay ba in Vietnam, and
kyeyo in Uganda (Rahman and Yeoh, n.d.). Globally, informal systems of remittance transfer
grow together with economic controls, political instability and low levels of financial
development (Kapur, 2004). Of the total volume of the remittances transferred, namely,
USD 440 billion in 2010 (equivalent to AUD 483 billion), nearly four-fifths has gone to the
developing countries. This is more than twice the amount of Official Development
Assistance, and this amount of remittances excludes the informal system of money transfers.
(International Organisation for Migration, 2013). Globally, the estimated value of informal
transfer of remittances is even larger than that of formal remittances (International
Organisation for Migration, 2008).
International experiences show that remittance is the important source of earning for the
developing countries. However, the use of remittance and its impacts vary across nations. In
the developing countries, remittance as an important source of national economy augments
reserves of foreign currency, and contributes to stabilising the balance of payments (Levitt,
2001; Russell, 1992). According to the latest report of the World Bank (2011) in Migration
and Remittance Factbook 2011, the United States, Saudi Arabia, Switzerland, Russia and
Germany are the major host countries and India, China, Mexico, the Philippines and France
are the top major remittance recipients. For some governments, for example, Tajikistan,
Tonga, Lesotho, Moldova, Bangladesh and Nepal, remittance accounts for more than 20
percent of the Gross Domestic Product. Likewise, for many developing countries, such as
Lesotho, Tonga, Lebanon, Samoa, Jordan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kiribati, Cape Verde
and Albania, remittance is not only the major source of foreign exchange but also contributes
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to the balance of payments and makes a tremendous positive impact on bank deposits and
credit to Gross Domestic Product. In addition, several countries such as Brazil, El Salvador,
Mexico, Panama and Turkey have used the future flows of remittances as collateral to raise
funds in the international capital market (Ghosh, 2006).
Remittance has played a significant role in the reduction of national poverty in several
countries. Latin America (especially the Andean countries), Central America and Mexico,
South Asia, the Middle East and Maghreb, and some countries in East Asia (especially the
Philippines and Indonesia) are examples of states where this has been the case
(Sriskandarajah, 2005). Adams and Page (2005) conducted a macro-level study of seventyfour low- and middle-income countries where remittances showed a strong poverty-reducing
impact. China also experienced positive effects in poverty reduction according to the study
of effects of remittance (Yang, Park & Wang, 2005). Specially, remittance makes positive
changes on low-income groups (de Haas, 2005).
In many developing countries, remittances take on the role of social welfare. Giuliano and
Ruiz-Arranz (2005) reported positive impacts of remittances on economic and social
growths in less developed countries. Two studies, conducted over a period of ten years,
(Azeez & Begum, 2009; Nair, 1998) found an impressive contribution of remittances in
Kerala in the south-west region of India in improving socio-economic conditions. The latter
study showed that Kerala provides 50 percent of the total Indian migrants to the Gulf
countries and remittances amount to 22 percent of the Net State Domestic Product and this
has dramatically improved welfare in certain regions in Kerala (Azeez & Begum, 2009).
In contrast, remittance has further widened income inequality in the developing countries.
Gubert (2005) showed that despite the positive role of remittance in alleviating transitory
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poverty, it has had little impact on the structural causes of poverty, but rather perpetuates
inequality. In parallel, Chami, Fullenkamp, and Jahjah (2005) found a negative correlation
between remittance and Gross Domestic Product growth in 113 countries. In addition, liberal
taxation policies in the formal transfer of remittances have invited inequity in the developing
countries. For example, the World Bank (2006) showed that the liberal tax policies increased
the volume of remittance inflow in Vietnam in 1997, Sri Lanka in 2002 and Tajikistan in
2003, but ultimately increased inequality among people.
In several developing countries, remittances harm the balance of payments by stimulating
imports and the appreciation of the local currency (Amuedo-Dorantes & Pozo 2004; Bourdet
& Falack, 2006; de Haas, 2005; Mendola, 2006; Ruiz & Vargas-Silvia, 2009; Vargas-Siliva,
2009). The large influxes of foreign exchange lead to an appreciation of the local currency
and, thus, make exports less competitive. Ratha (2007) concluded that remittance has caused
currency appreciation in El Salvador, Kenya, and Moldova. Chami et al. (2005), using panel
data for 113 developing countries, found that remittances have a negative effect on economic
growth.
Remittance has both a positive and a negative impact on the community or local areas. In
particular, collective remittances contribute to the development of villages and local
communities as they help build social assets and facilities such as schools, hospitals,
community centres and small infrastructure projects. Ghosh (2006) described how, mainly in
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean region, remittances are used to build social
assets and facilities that contribute to the welfare and economic fortunes of small
communities. In parallel, studies in other developing countries have revealed that
remittances have strengthened education systems, health systems and increased the
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productivity of the rural economy through increased investment, and such investments have
made significant contributions to poverty alleviation and the welfare of rural communities
(Ghosh; Massey, 1999; Rogaly, 2009). The Mexico National Rural Household Survey 2003
concluded that international remittance reduces poverty in the local areas (Mora & Taylor,
2004).
In contrast, there are several countries where remittance has had a negative effect on poverty
and economic equality. For example, Francis and Hoddinott (1993) observed increased
differentiation and inequality in accessing education in migrants’ villages in Western Kenya
and Mali (Massey, 1999; Rogaly, 2009). Studies in Kenya and Ethiopia (Knowles & Anker,
2008) concluded that, unless a community establishes equitable policies, migrants’ families
benefit more than the poorer families of non-migrants and this results in a new stratification
between migrants and non-migrant households in developing countries (Ghosh, 2006).
Remittance is used for the promotion of small enterprises and entrepreneurial skills by
easing credit constraints and providing risk insurance for the households. The promotion of
new small-scale enterprises and entrepreneurial skills in the non-farm sector has led to local
development in Egypt, (McCormick & Wahba, 2003) and Mexico (Cornelius, 1990).
Woodruff and Zenteno (2001), in their survey of more than 600 small firms in 44 urban
areas, concluded that remittances from the United States were invested in the development
of micro-enterprises in Mexico. This is consistent with the Chinese experience. For example,
poor migrants have been able to use their savings to start small retail businesses, and those
who were not able to finance their children’s schooling could afford to send them to the
same schools attended by the children of the wealthy. This has helped to develop
relationships in local areas (Mendola 2006; Rozelle, Taylor, & deBrauw, 1999).
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Remittances are used to take advantage of modern technologies and production inputs,
thereby contributing to local development. For example, China experienced a positive
impact on crop yields because of the use of chemical fertilisers (Taylor, Rozelle, &
deBrauw, 2003). In another study from China, Croll and Hung (1997) declared that that
remittance benefits individual families only. In several Asian countries, including Pakistan
and Thailand, migrants’ families use remittances to hire labour and purchase farm
equipment, leading to output growth, but this depends on the amount of the remittance
(Knerr, 1996).
Increased remittance is used for purchasing food whilst leaving the land uncultivated. In
Morocco, Carter (2004) noted a different experience, where remittances had a negative
impact on agricultural production because some farmers were able to live from remittances
and they abandoned their farming pursuits. Several scholars (Lipton, 1980; Palmer, 1985)
have argued that, mostly in the agrarian countries of Asia and Africa, there is an increasing
food shortage due to massive migration (Lucas 2005), and especially the loss of young
wage-earning men (de Haan, 2000). A study in Chittagong village, Bangladesh, described
how negative consequences outweigh the positive impact of remittances from the Gulf. They
found that land of migrants’ families is often not farmed or is under-utilised in the absence
of men and this leads to a reduction in agricultural production (Islam, 1991).
The impact of remittance use depends on the spending priority of the migrants’ families and
the period time over which the remittance is received; the longer the time, the more
remittance is received. For example, Helweg’s (2001) longitudinal study of Punjab India
showed that the way of spending the remittance changes over time. In the first stage, they
spend on family maintenance; in the second stage, spending tends to be on immediate needs;
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and in the third phase, remittances are also invested to start commercial, non-agricultural
activities. Stark, Taylor, and Yitzhaki (1986) concluded in their study that the size and the
method of delivering remittances to the home countries determine the impact. In West
Africa, Findley (1997) noted that remittances sent by poor people does not enable their
families to make major improvements in their standard of living because of the small amount
of money involved. However, Taylor and Martin (2001) concluded that remittance brings a
significant socio-economic positive impact on the source communities in the long run.
In the midst of all these controversies, international experiences of the positive or negative
effects of remittance are not conclusive but rather point to an intricate set of mixed
influences, both at national and community level. It can be argued that the effects of
remittances sent by migrants to their countries of origin are highly complex and depend upon
a series of variables. The impact of income inequality, described in various studies (Stark et
al., 1986), depends on the remittance history and size of the remittance transfer. Some
studies have found that remittance does reduce income disparities, for example, the study of
Zhu and Luo (2010) of Hubei province in China, and Pfau and Giang (2009) in Vietnam.
However, some other studies reveal that migration increases inequalities, for example, the
research of Adams, Cuecuecha, and Page (2008) of the situation in Ghana, and of Adams
(1991) in rural Egypt. Also, some studies have shown that the impacts vary according to the
method of payment (Barham & Boucher, 1998), choice of destination (Wouterse, 2010) and
size of the remittance (Brown & Jimenez, 2007).

2.2.7 Summary
Migration is a contemporary global issue and has a long history. Initially, it started in the
form of slavery and indentured labour where there were no restrictions on movement. This
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type of migration continued until the Second World War when it became regulated and
restrictive admission policies effectively controlled international boundaries. Globalisation
has has led to an unprecedented increase in the volume of people flowing from developing
countries to developed countries due to a large gap between economic opportunities,
employment and social protection. The restricted migratory process imposed by the host
countries has been affecting the relationships between the home and host countries. Abuse of
human rights, decent work agenda of the migrants and widening economic inequalities in the
country of origin are the significant issues in international migration that is governed by
capitalism in the name of globalisation.
Capitalism harmonises with patriarchy and has promoted male migration for the improved
livelihoods of the families. In the migration process, migrants suffer because of the cost
associated with the migratory process which can turn into debt bondage, a form of modern
slavery. The use and impact of remittance varies differently across developing nations and
the communities or local areas, although remittance accounts for a major source of earning
for the developing nations.

2.3 Migration and Nepal
In this section, migration is examined at the Nepalese context. Initially relevant aspects of
the socio-political and economic context of Nepal are discussed and the nature of this
international migration is analysed. Nepalese employment policies and migration to the Gulf
States are discussed to understand how regulated migration is taking place in Nepal. To
understand the nature of this migration, particularly its affect on rural community life, the
social determinants of health impacting on the rural population and the available public
services to the rural people are discussed.
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2.3.1 Context of Nepalese migration
Nepal, one of the least developed countries in the world and the poorest country in South
Asia, has become increasingly dependent on labour migration. The improvement in the
poverty level over a period of fifteen years has seen a change in those below the national
poverty line from 42 percent in 1996 to 24 percent in 2010 (National Planning Commission,
2012); however, 24 percent below the poverty line is still very high in a global context.
Although migration is not a new phenomenon to Nepal, a decade long intra-country conflict
has resulted in a death toll of more than 13,000 people nationwide (Do & Iyer, 2010) and
caused considerable damage to property and infrastructure. Livelihoods became very
insecure and this propelled a huge number of Nepalese to leave their country. As in many
conflicts, including the Maoist insurrection in Nepal, men rather than women are specifically
targeted in assaults, abductions, imprisonment, and forced conscription. The coercive
behaviour of the warring parties further pushed men to escape from the threat and
insecurities (Bhattarai, 2004; Moore & Shellman, 2004). Nepal recorded the highest number
of disappearances in any country in the world in 2002 (Human Rights Watch, 2005). The
migration to India occurring during the intra-state war has been estimated to be from the
hundreds to thousands to millions (Thapa, 2009). This situation was repeated in Myanmar
and Afghanistan, where a large outflow of migrants took place to Thailand and Pakistan,
respectively, as a result of dislocations caused by armed conflict (Wickramasekera, 2002).
During the intra-state conflict, the lives of a vast number of people were insecure and
vulnerable, and this situation has continued in the post-conflict period (Human Rights
Watch, 2011). Nepal is one of the most fragile states in the world (Australian Agency for
International Development, 2011; Department for International Development of United
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Kingdom & Department of Forest, 2010) because governance is hampered by unstable
politics (Lokshin & Glinskaya, 2009). The present government is seen as corrupt, repressive
and working against, not for, the interests of ordinary people (Transparency International,
2012; Seddon & Hussein, 2002) and therefore is unable to provide adequate public services
for its people.
Despite the continuation of poverty, massive unemployment and declining natural resources,
the perceived untrustworthiness of politicians has accelerated regulated international
migration overseas (Adhikari, 2011; Amnesty International, 2012). Adhikari (2011) observes
that armed conflict has altered the patterns of migration. A large number of migrants are
heading towards the Gulf States, East Asia and South Asian countries. In Nepal, migrants to
India are called lahures and so those men that go to the other countries are called new
lahhures (Seddon et al., 2001 & 2002). Inevitably for men from poor families in Nepal
(Bhattarai, 2004), in pre and post intra-state conflict situations, leaving the family behind is
their only option to ensure the safety and survival of their families.

2.3.2 Demographics about castes and patriarchal society
Nepalese society is characterised by its extraordinary diversity of castes and ethnic groups
co-existing (Frankenberger et al., 2010). There are over 100 different caste/ethnic
/religious/linguistic/cultural groups (Bhattachan, 2001). The hierarchical differences in the
caste/ethnic groups are the manifestation of patriarchy. Usually the higher the caste the more
wealthy are the people in that caste compared to those people in the caste below them.
Brahmin and Chhetri are in the top category of caste and account for 46 percent of the
population. They are followed by ethnic groups such as the Magar, Tamang, Newar, Majhi
and Danwar in the second category, representing 37 percent, and the lower castes
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(untouchables also called dalits) such as Kami (blacksmiths), Sarki (cobblers) and Dhami
(tailors cum musicians) account for almost 12 percent. The remaining five percent are
represented by religious minorities and other castes in the population (Centre Bureau of
Statistics, 2001).
Wide socio-economic disparities are seen among castes and ethnic groups in Nepal (Gurung,
2003). Caste and/or ethnicity are major elements that reflect variations in poverty rates; the
lower the castes, the higher the incidences of poverty (United Nations Development
Programme, 2009). Despite the prohibition of all forms of discrimination through a series of
government efforts, for example, the National Country Code of 1963, the Constitution of
1990 and Interim Constitution of 2006, the discriminatory practices among caste systems
have heavily dominated Nepal’s culture for centuries and remain established as a societal
norm.
The Nepalese caste system often defines access to resources and opportunities.
Consequently, the higher caste groups enjoy more education and health facilities than people
from other castes. Most ethnic groups are minorities in terms of their small population and
have limited influence on national public services, education, health and political activities
(Pradhan & Shrestha, 2005). Caste and ethnic identities in Nepal result from a complex
interplay of different social processes aimed at diverse economic and political goals (Bista,
1991). In many caste/ethnic communities in Nepalese society, women generally occupy a
lower position than men (Malla, 2001) and so, lack access to and have little control over
resources and opportunities (Pradhan & Shrestha).
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2.3.3 Nepalese economy and migration
Migration is a new sector evolving rapidly, though it is not a new phenomenon for Nepal.
Until 1985, the Nepalese economy was dominated by agriculture and at that time about 86
percent of the population were involved in agriculture-related activities. However,
remittance has since changed the basic economy (Gurung, 2003; Seddon 2005). Along with
the introduction of a policy of liberalisation and deregulation of the agriculture sector,
agriculture received low priority for investment from the private sector. This has resulted in
80 percent of the land being taken out of permanent cultivation, although the majority (60
percent) of the Nepalese people are engaged in agriculture.
Consequently, the contribution of the agriculture sector to the Nepalese economy has
declined from 60 percent in 2001 to 32 percent in 2008 and now its contribution is equal to
that of remittance (Adhikari & Gurung, 2009). Recently, Nepal was ranked the fifth highest
recipient of remittance in the world and the highest in South Asia. In Nepal remittance
contributed to 23 percent of the Gross Domestic Product. Remittance reached USD 3.5
billion in 2009 (equivalent to AUD 3.4 billion) (World Bank, 2011), and USD 3.6 billion in
2010 (equivalent to AUD 3.9 billion) according to the Nepal Living Standards Survey
Report 2011. About 26 percent of the remittance comes from the Gulf migration (Centre
Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Nepal receives more than 78 percent of the remittance through
formal channels after the promotion of overseas migration. Remittances entering Nepal from
India via formal channels amount to less than 10 percent. These formal remittance transfer
sources have significantly contributed to the Nepalese economy (Ministry of Finance, 2013;
Sharma, 2011a).
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Obviously, remittance is an vital component of the national and household economy despite
the problem of inequality. The Nepalese Government uses remittance to increase the balance
of payments and foreign currency reserves of the country (Lokshin et al., 2007), as it is the
main source of earning foreign currency. It has helped to reduce the national poverty level
but, at the same time, inequality has widened between the rich and poor, and the urban and
rural people due to unequal distribution of resources (Acharya & Leon-Gonzalez, 2012).
Lokshin and his colleagues used cross sectional data and a Full Information Maximum
Livelihood method to find that increased remittance contributed to about one-fifth of poverty
reduction in Nepal during 1995 to 2004.
Similarly, the contribution of remittance to household economies has been growing. About
56 percent of households receive an average of USD 1,200 (NPR 80,436) (equivalent to
AUD 1,308) annually from remittances. In 2010/11, households receiving remittance
experienced an increase in their incomes from remittances of 31 percent of their household
income. In 1995/96 remittances contributed to only 23 percent of households’ income
(Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011). However, remittance has considerably increased
inequality in Nepal between migrants and non-migrant families (Acharya & Leon-Gonzalez,
2012; Lokshin et al., 2007).
Poverty, lack of employment opportunities and conflict are not mutually exclusive. It is most
likely that in many cases they operate concurrently. People have no alternative to migration
because the sluggish economy, low agricultural productivity, slow industrial growth and
civil war has caused massive unemployment. These weak socio-political and economic
situations resulted in an unemployment rate of 39 percent in Nepal. This unemployment rate
is the highest in South Asian countries; Bangladesh, for example, had 19 percent
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unemployment in 2010 (National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team
Nepal, 2010). Moreover, the economy cannot absorb the approximately 40,000 new entrants
to the Nepalese labour market each year (Amnesty International, 2012; Ministry of Health
and Population, New ERA, & ICF International Inc., 2011; Gurung, 2011). This further
promotes migration to the Gulf States and Malaysia. Currently, more than four million
Nepalese are working in other countries, of which more than a million are in the Gulf States
(Adhikari & Gurung, 2009).
Overseas migration to the Gulf in particular depends heavily on debt. For poor rural and
low-skilled people the only way they can manage the cost of migrating to the Gulf is to
borrow money, and therefore be in debt. This is the situation for more than 67 percent of
these migrants (Thieme et al., 2005). It is stated in a recent survey (Centre Bureau of
Statistics, 2011) that poor rural people depend on informal debt for migration purposes as
well as for daily living expenses. The same report reveals that per capita debt among poor
families increased two-fold within seven years (2003/04 to 2010/11) and this was due mainly
to the impact of high interest migration debt. Thieme and Wyss (2005) showed that migrants
need at least four years to repay the transaction costs for migration. In many cases, this leads
to a vicious circle of debt and debt bondage that keeps Nepalese youths away from their
homes for many years.
2.3.4 Nature of migration
Labour migration has a long history in Nepal, starting about two centuries ago with men
moving from the hills of Nepal to the city of Lahore in the northern region of Punjab to serve
there as soldiers. The popular term Lahure, which refers to men working outside the country,
was derived from this connection (Seddon et al., 2002). The Anglo–Nepal war of 1814–1816
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acted as a catalyst in continuing the tradition of the men leaving the hills to work as soldiers
(Bhattrai, 2007; Seddon, 2005).
When India achieved its independence in 1947, some of the Gurkha regiments remained
with the British, and others merged with the Indian army. This was the starting point of
Nepalese youths working in the Indian army, the demand for which continues even now.
Apart from the military, development “hill stations” or resorts in the North Indian states also
created a demand for Nepalese workers in jobs such as porters and construction workers. At
present, coal mines and security services are popular sources of employment for many
Nepalese youths in India. Currently, there are 2.5 million Nepalese people working in India
(Adhikari & Gurung, 2009) without any restrictions because Nepal and India share an open
border.
Livelihood strategies in rural areas of Nepal are categorised into three broad groups:
subsistence agriculture, livelihood diversification through non-agricultural activities and
seasonal or permanent migration (National Planning Commission, 2012). Since the Nepalese
Government has failed to provide the necessary economic opportunities for the growing
population, people are compelled to search for employment opportunities outside the country
for their livelihoods (Lokshin et al., 2007). This is, therefore, why the Nepalese migrate to
Southeast Asia (Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei), the Far East (Hong Kong, Japan and
Korea) and the Middle East (particularly Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait
and Qatar). Europe and North America are other destinations for skilled Nepalese migrants
(Gurung, 2011).
The Nepalese Government has taken the opportunity afforded by the labour shortage in
developed countries and has signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the Gulf States to
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provide unskilled and low-skilled labourers in an attempt to improve the country’s economic
state. This has resulted in more than one million Nepalese migrants heading to the Gulf. Of
that one million, more than a half have left Nepal for the Gulf States in the last five years,
hastened to do so not only because of the poverty in Nepal, but also the escalating armed
Maoist conflict (Adhikari & Gurung 2009; Gaire, 2009; Jha, Plummer, & Bowers, 2001).
Three of the six Gulf States, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, are major
destinations for Nepalese migrants (Seddon et al., 2002) whereas Kuwait, Bahrain, and
Oman attract a relatively small number of Nepalese migrants. The dominant and patriarchal
view talks about the economic benefit of migration for Nepal which has resulted in 24 major
destinations in 108 overseas countries targeted for the international migration (Department
of Foreign Employment 2010/2011; Gurung, 2011). The major features of the international
labour migration to India and the Gulf are presented in Table 2.2.
Table 2.2. Features related to migration process between India and the Gulf States
Nature of migration
Type of work in host
countries
Period of migration
Wage
Remittance arrangement
Migration transaction cost
Methods of learning about
migration process

India
Informal/unregulated
As available
Seasonal, extended for indefinite
period on will
NPR 3,200-6,400/month
(equivalent to AUD 40-80/month)
Mostly informal
Informally managed by family
Social networking

Gulf States
Formal/regulated requiring travelling,
brokers, visa cost
Pre-defined mainly in construction,
service and domestic
A minimum of 2-year contract
Commonly extended
NPR 24,000-32,000/month
(equivalent to AUD 300-400/month)
Mostly formal
Managed through loans and debt
bondage
Brokers and institutional networking
Social networking

Note. India adapted from Adhikari & Gurung, 2009; Centre Bureau of Statistics 2001; Department of Foreign Employment,
2010/11; Gurung, 2001; Jones and Basnett, 2013; Kaur & Metcalfe, 2006; Seddon, 2005; Seddon et al., 2002; Thieme &
Wyss, 2005.
The Gulf adapted from Adhikari & Gurung, 2009; Centre Bureau of Statistics 2001; Department of Foreign Employment
2010/11; Gurung 2001; Jones and Basnett, 2013; Seddon 2005; Seddon et al., 2002.

Migrants to the Gulf stay for a minimum two years under a contract to work on defined tasks
and the contract period is commonly extended. However, migration to India is seasonal and
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extended for indefinite periods based on the migrant’s interest. Labour migration to India is
informal and the open border makes the migration/transaction cost cheaper than the
regulated migration to the Gulf. The transactional cost is associated with the regulated
migration process for the Gulf, such as fees to the recruitment agencies, brokers, travel, visa
fees and other service charges.
The family informally manages migration costs to India. However, the Gulf migration
requires debt because the cost of migration is significantly higher. Official costs per migrant
to Gulf States range from NPR 60,000–90,000 (equivalent to AUD 850–1,200) that includes
the visa, airfare, arranged place of work and fee for the services of the recruitment agencies
(Department of Foreign Employment, 2010/11). Unfortunately, unofficial migration cost per
person varies between NPR 90,000 to 160,000 (equivalent to AUD 1,200–2,200). Up to 12
percent of the package cost is the legal service charge of the recruitment agency (Thieme &
Wyss, 2005).
Social networks play a vital role in promoting migration to India due to the interpersonal ties
between people in the country of origin and the destination (Thieme, 2006). The situation is
different with the Gulf countries. Regulated migration takes place through institutional
networking such as recruitment agencies and brokers. In some cases, information received
by prospective migrants through migrants’ social networking is also helpful to the Gulf
migration.
The geographical regions and the economy of the people also define labour migration
destinations. According to the Centre Bureau of Statistics (2001), mainly lower caste, lowincome, low educated or illiterate people migrate to India as labourers in contrast to those
who can afford the migration cost of flying overseas, especially to the Gulf States. Nepalese
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migrants to India come mostly from the relatively undeveloped regions of the country such
as the mid- and far-western regions and overseas migration is high from western, central and
eastern regions of Nepal (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001). Major features related to human
aspects of the migration are depicted in Table 2.3.
Table 2.3. Features related to human aspects of migration to India and the Gulf States
Type of people migrating

Gender
Origin of migrants
Family accompanying

India
Low socio-economic and
unskilled workers
Majority male
Mainly from mid- and far-west
Nepal
Sometimes accompanied by
family to host country

Gulf States
Low socio-economic and low-skilled, and
who can manage migration/transaction
cost
Mostly male
Mainly from western, central and eastern
Nepal
Always alone and leave family behind in
home country

Note. India adapted from Adhikari & Gurung, 2009; Centre Bureau of Statistics 2001; Department of Foreign Employment,
2010/11; Gurung, 2001; Jones & Basnett, 2013; Kaur & Metcalfe, 2006; Seddon, 2005; Seddon et al., 2002; Thieme &
Wyss, 2005.
The Gulf adapted from Adhikari & Gurung, 2009; Centre Bureau of Statistics 2001; Department of Foreign Employment
2010/11; Gurung 2001; Jones and Basnett, 2013; Seddon 2005; Seddon et al., 2002.

After the late 1980s, Nepalese migration overseas increased rapidly. For example, the
number of migrants moving overseas increased dramatically in 1999/2000 and it continues
to date. In 1993/94, the number of migrants moving overseas was 3605. This has increased
to more than one million to the Gulf out of a total of 1.5 million overseas migrants.
However, India has 2.5 million migrants from Nepal (Adhikari & Gurung, 2009). Among
various destinations chosen by the migrants, Qatar is the most popular destination followed
by Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates in the Gulf (Department of Foreign Employment,
2010/11).
The Nepalese traits of honesty, humbleness and hard work are recognised by employers in
the Gulf States (Girgis, 2002). In addition, the mutually agreed minimum wage for the
different types of workers and the direct transport services are other reasons that favour the
Gulf migration (Department of Foreign Employment, 2010/11) in spite of having different
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religions, cultures and hot climatic conditions in the host countries.
Women are also participating in international labour migration especially as domestic
workers. Women account for 2.6 percent of the total international migration. Saudi Arabia
attracts the most women (45 percent) followed by Malaysia and Israel together making up 11
percent. The increase in female migrants between 2007 and 2010 was possibly due to the
ban lifted on female migrant workers to the Gulf States and Malaysia in 2007 (Department of
Foreign Employment, 2010/11), and the cheaper and direct air fares to those countries
(Adhikari & Gurung, 2009).
2.3.5 Nepalese employment policies relating to migrants to the Gulf States
Regulated migration is in a developing stage in Nepal. In the process of formalising the
employment through bilateral agreements with recipient countries, the Nepal Government
has recently identified 109 countries where Nepali workers can be recruited officially,
involving 559 registered recruitment agencies. Of these, 24 countries are major destinations
for Nepalese migrants. Some of the most popular destinations are Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait and Iraq. Malaysia, Brunei, Hong Kong,
Spain and South Korea are other destinations (Department of Foreign Employment
2010/11).
With the view of controlling and managing foreign employment to maintain economic
interests and conveniences of the general public, the Foreign Labour Act of 1985 was
formulated and amended twice (in 1992 and 1998). The Ordinance for Making
Arrangements Regarding Foreign Employment Act in 2005 and Regulation (2008) were
enacted to replace the Foreign Employment Act 1985 as per the guidance of the Tenth Plan
with the mission of regulating and streamlining the labour and employment sector and
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protecting the rights and providing security to these workers (Department of Foreign
Employment, 2008/09).
A special welfare fund was created for emergencies and for the welfare of the workers in
foreign countries, orientation material was prepared, and a revolving fund was created to
provide legal support to the workers in the workplace and for emergencies. Programmes for
raising awareness regarding labour rights, child labour, and risks have been implemented.
Institutional frameworks for dialogue between employers and employees within the country
and abroad have been initiated (Department of Foreign Employment, 2008/09).
The Government of Nepal has issued various acts and policies to promote safe foreign
employment such as the Foreign Employment Act 2007 which stipulates no gender
discrimination in foreign employment. The Foreign Employment Board envisaged by the
Act is expected to oversee the safety of workers engaged in foreign employment. The Act on
Sexual Harassment at Workplace proposed by the Three Year Interim Plan (2007-2010) is
also underway (National Planning Commission, 2011).
However, the legal basis for international labour migration has failed to address the issue of
the promotion of safe foreign employment. In fact, some of the acts have made things worse.
The second amendment to the Foreign Employment Act 1985 banned the migration of
children with women for labour works; this requires permission from the government, local
authorities and guardians.
Foreign labour migration was specifically mentioned and highlighted for the first time only
in the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997-2002), the official documents for the plan, policies and
programmes. However, since then, foreign labour migration has been gaining attention in all
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the successive plans, the Tenth Five Year Plan (2002-2007) and the Three Year Interim Plan
(2007-2010). These plans highlight foreign labour migration as an important factor in
poverty reduction and unemployment problems. The Government has taken a number of
steps towards the promotion of foreign employment such as the decentralisation of the
passport issuing authorities, the opening up of Consulates and Labour Attaches in the major
destination countries and signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between the
countries, for example, with Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates and Qatar.
All these have proved to be a big hindrance to women migrants who had to opt for more
dangerous and illegal means of going abroad for labour purposes (United Nations
Development Fund for Women, 2006). These policies tend to deal with the migration
process for the countries involved and the workers involved but do not deal with those left
behind in the home countries.
2.3.6 Rural community life in Nepal
Rural people live in a subsistence economy and have very few real choices to make. The
majority of the people who work in the agriculture sector in rural areas are women who hold
a small plot of land of about 0.2 hectares or less that can produce enough rice for about three
months household consumption (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Not only does the size
of their land determine their income level, the quality of land also makes a great difference
to their crop production (Bhattachan, 2001 & Malla, 2001). In addition, they engage in
construction work to earn a cash income (Acharya, 2001; Acharya & Bennett, 1981) even
though they are paid 30 to 40 percent less than men for the same work (Sharma, 2001).
Since rural families’ incomes are inadequate to maintain their families, they rely on informal
debt at a higher interest rate. Nepal Rural Credit Review Study, conducted by Nepal Rastra
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Bank (1991/1992), revealed that rural women are more prone to be exploited by the village
moneylenders than their male counterparts.
Family groups are made up of two types—joint family and nuclear family. In a joint family,
all family members of a senior male live together in a house and eat in the same kitchen, the
typical joint family comprising father, mother and their children, their spouses and their
children. The case is different in a nuclear family where husband and wife with their
unmarried children live together in a house (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001). Usually,
women living in joint families are more submissive towards their seniors, but this is not
always the case in nuclear families, as they are not sharing the same kitchen.
Nepalese live in a patriarchal society. Specifically, patriarchal institutions in Nepal and in
other South Asian societies include family, religion, the legal system, political institutions,
media, and educational institutions (Bhasin, 1994). Women are subordinate to men and their
more senior women in Nepalese society as required by the Nepalese legal system and the
Hindu religion. Moreover, practices based on patriarchy have further intensified the culture
of male domination and female subordination. Gender discrimination is another problem
associated with patriarchy in Nepal. It begins in the home and is institutionalised in the
culture (Ghimire, 2001) which results in men controlling women’s labour power,
reproduction, sexuality, mobility, and economic resources including property (Bhasin;
Bhattachan, 2001: Sangroula, 2001).
Women are regarded as sex objects by men. Being the object of male sexuality is a material
reality of women’s lives, not just a psychological, attitudinal or ideological one (Sangroula,
2001). Nepalese women do not have rights over their own bodies and their reproductive
health (Bhattachan, 2001) and do not speak out against the violence of their male family
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members (Bhattachan; Malla, 2001). Husband and wife relationships change substantially if
both husband and wife live in a nuclear family (Bhattachan; Ghimire, 2001). The Human
Development Report of the United Nations Development Programmes Nepal (2009) affirms
the low status of women in all human development measurements in Nepal.
The local labour exchange system in the village, called arma-parma, has supported lives of
the rural people in general and women in particular. This informal system allows rural
people to help each other on an exchange basis. Polyani (1957 cited in Shrestha, 2008)
describes this system as a mutual interdependence practice for basic goods and services.
Dahal and his colleagues (2001) reported that these kinds of social support practices are an
informal arrangement that greatly assist poor rural families who cannot manage to pay for
extra labourers on their farms (Dahal, Uprety, & Subba, 2001).
Rural community lives are assisted by the civil society organisations that exist in the form of
self-help groups, cooperative and non-government organisations (Acharya, 2001). Although
these organisations are not able to reach out to all the rural people, they are helping more
rural people, especially women, to enhance their confidence level, to engage in incomegenerating activities through their own saving and credit programmes, and to empower them
to resist anti-social practices like alcohol consumption, smoking, violence against women
and HIV/AIDS-related issues, and thereby to address rural poverty (Bharadwaj, 2012; Rural
Economic Development Association, 2009). Intensifying the successful lessons of some
traditional civil society organisations such as Guthi—providing religious and social
organisational support to their community members; Dhikuti—helping their own community
members with credit through their own group saving; Rodi—encouraging members to
participate in socio-culturural events; and Bheja—promoting social, economic and political
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awareness (Dahal, 2001). More than 200,000 such entities and 37,000 local non-government
organisations (Dhakal, 2007), and 20,000 cooperatives are active throughout Nepal to
empower and help rural poor and disadvantaged people improve their socio-economic
position (Bharadwaj, 2012).
2.3.7 Social determinants of health and migration
The World Health Organisation (1946) defines health as “a state of complete physical,
mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (p. 100).
This state of health is influenced by genetic and biological factors as well as social factors.
Over the last fifteen years, a great deal of work has been done to relate social conditions to
health. The social determinants of health have been described as “the causes of the causes”
(Blas & Kurup 2010; Syme, 2004). “The causes of the causes” of ill health are embedded in
policies and practices at global, national, community and household levels (Commission on
Social Determinants of Health, 2008).
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Figure 2.1. Conceptual framework of social determinants of health
The Commission on Social Determinants of Health final report (2008) Closing the Gap in a
Generation, provides the conceptual framework for the social determinants of health. In
essence, the social position of the individual is determined by social stratification within a
social context and this social stratification engenders differential exposure to healthdamaging conditions and differential vulnerability to health conditions as well as differential
access to material resources. Social stratification also determines differential consequences
of ill health (World Health Organisation, 2007).
In Figure 2.1 on the left hand side, the societal contexts that impact on health are shown. The
socio-economic and political context for migrants relates to international trade, international
patterns of migration, national policy, labour mobility and cultural context. The middle
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section of the figure deals with social position. Social position is determined by social
inclusion/exclusion in society. According to the Commission on Social Determinants of
Health (Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008), society is determined by the
social relationships, networking and social support systems that operate within and around
other structural elements, such as education, occupation, income, gender, ethnicity and race.
The shape of society is determined by the socio-economic and political context and
structural factors which together influence the social cohesion that is possible for various
groups within society. Social position determines individual socio-economic status in the
society. At the individual level, on the right side of the figure, the health-determining factors
relate to living, working and growing capacities. The health care system is positioned at the
bottom right of the figure and access to health services does impact on health. There are
several types of access, specifically geographical, economic and cultural access.
Operationally, the development of this conceptual framework is shown in Table 2.4 with
different categories: 1) the daily conditions in which people grow live and work; and 2) the
structural drivers of those conditions of daily life. The structural drivers are considered at
two different levels and these shape society with the social cohesion and social capital
operating in the socio-economic and political context, and the societal context with the laws,
policies and programmes of the State.
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Table 2.4. Operational framework of social determinants of health
Daily conditions
Living
Working
Growing
Shape of society
Societal position
Social capital, networks, cohesion
Gender
Ethnicity
Education/ occupation
Societal context
National labour policy, laws
Public services, programmes

2.3.8 Millennium Development Goals for Nepal
The world conference on Social Determinants of Health, Rio de Janeiro, stated that that it
was a global priority to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (World Health
Organisation, 2011). The MDGs initiative began with the Millennium Declaration produced
by the United Nations to ensure every individual’s right to dignity; freedom; equality; a
basic standard of living that includes freedom from poverty, hunger and violence; and to
encourage tolerance and solidarity (United Nations Development Programme, 2009). The
MDGs were made to implement these ideals with eight time-bound goals (Ditton & Lehane,
2009) and sixty indicators for reducing poverty, disease and exclusion over the fifteen-year
period. Poverty reduction is considered as the driver of the social determinants of health
under the MDGs (Mattson, 2010).
The impact of social determinants of health and health inequalities are shown on health
status and population health (Attaran 2005; Commission on Social Determinants of Health,
2008). MDGs help to relate to the progress towards achieving the health-related goals and
targets. Health-related targets are generally linked to the overall achievement of a nation,
thus reflecting only the national average. Among other, the Public Health Association of
Australia (2012) acknowledges the explicit links between the social determinants of health
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and maternal mortality, one of the important goals of the MDGs. It argues that maternal
mortality is impacted by the social determinants of health such as poverty, education,
employment, access to health care, health status and gender inequality. Combination of
social determinants of health framework and MDGs is an appropriate way to examine the
health of the people (Alston, 2005; Chowdhury, Hossain and Halim, 2009; World Health
Organisation and United Nations Children Education Fund, 2012).

Gender inequality, an important social determinant of health, develops from power structures
in the society, and degrades the social position of women both in the family and society and
their reproductive rights (Saunders, Peerson & Keleher, 2013; World Health Organisation,
2009). These lead to an unmet need for family planning and increased use of unsafe abortion
practices. Accordingly, violence against women impacts on maternal mortality through
physical and sexual abuse, lack of contraceptive choice, greater risk of sexually transmitted
infections, including acquired immunodeficiency syndrome and unwanted pregnancies,
adverse pregnancy outcomes or maternal death (Matson, 2010; Sevoyan & Agadanian,
2010).
The country-specific objectives are customised in line with each country’s specific needs.
Many health inequalities are linked to poverty and influenced by social determinants apart
from economic growth. There is a pact between the developing and developed countries to
reduce world poverty through the achievement/pursuance of the eight goals; they are2:

2

* = health related MDGs
66

*Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women
*Goal 4: Reduce child mortality rate
*Goal 5: Improve maternal health
*Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases
*Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development
Many of the goals address social determinants of health and inequality. Specifically, five of
the goals that are directly related to health are: goal 1, eradicate extreme poverty and hunger;
goal 4, reduce child mortality rate; goal 5, improve maternal health; Goal 6, combat
HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; and some of the indicators of goal 7, ensure
environmental sustainability (Sanders & Chopra, 2006).
Table 2.5 shows that Nepal is slightly better off than Bangladesh in terms of the Human
Development Index and its values, however, when compared to developed countries the
human development index for Nepal is poor.
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Table 2.5. Human Development Index of the selected countries in 2011
Countries
Nepal (developing country in South Asia)
Bangladesh (developing country in South Asia)
Thailand (developing country in South East Asia)
Qatar (developing country in middle East Asia)
Australia (developed county)
Source: United Nations Development Programme, 2011.

Human development
index
157
146
103
37
2

Human development
index values
0.458
0.500
0.682
0.831
0.929

The level of poverty and the achievements relating to selected Millennium Development
Goals are presented in Tables 2.6 and 2.7. In these tables achievements in five nations
relating to the MDGs are compared across five countries: Nepal, Bangladesh (South Asia);
Thailand (Southeast Asia), Qatar (middle East Asia) and Australia (the developed country).
From these tables it can be seen that Nepal and Bangladesh have a long way to go to reach
the targets of the MDGs that a developed country such as Australia enjoys. Nepal stands
relatively better than Bangladesh in Goal 1: eradication of extreme poverty (e.g. people
below poverty line, underweight children under five years of age, population below
minimum directory consumption proportion), and Goal 5: improved maternal health
indicators such as maternal mortality ratio and birth attendance by skilled health personnel.
It is significant to note here that in Bangladesh contraceptives are widely used. The
percentage of tuberculosis patients is less in Nepal than in Bangladesh.
The current progress that is seen in poor developing nations like Nepal (157th in Human
Development Index) and Bangladesh (146th in the Human Development Index) is possibly
due to the significant portion of remittance contribution to the national economy (National
Planning Commission of Nepal & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). Nepal, in
spite of a decade-long conflict and political instability, is close to realising some MDG
targets for 2015. Overall, achievements can be categorised into three levels: likely to be
achieved, potential to be achieved and unlikely to be achieved by 2015. Those likely to be
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met by 2015 are: (i) halving the proportion of people with less than one dollar a day income,
(ii) reducing mortality of children under five years old by two-thirds, (iii) reducing maternal
mortality ratio by three-quarters, (iv) reducing, if not halting the spread of HIV, (v) reducing,
if not halting, the incidence of malaria and other major diseases, and (vi) halving the
proportion of the population without regular access to clean water.
Table 2.6. Progress towards meeting MDG one to four in selected countries
Country Goal Indicator (2010)
Nepal
Bangladesh Thailand
Qatar
Goal 1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger by half
1.1 Population below USD 1 per capita per 24.1
40.0
0.4
4.43
day (%)
1.2 Prevalence of underweight children
36.4
41.3
7.0
NA
under five years of age (%)
1.3 Prevalence of stunted children under
46.8
NA
NA
NA
five years of age (%)
1.4 Proportion of population below
36.0
43.8
5.0
NA
minimum level of dietary energy
consumption (%)
Goal 2. Achieve universal primary education
2.1 Net enrolment in primary education
86.8
74.4
92.0
96.2
(%)
Goal 3. Promote gender equality and empower women
3.1 Ratio of girls to boys at primary school 0.90
1.13
0.97
0.99
3.2 Share of women in wage-earning
NA
20.1
45.0
12.51
employment in non-agriculture sector (%)
Goal 4. Reduce child mortality ratio under 5 years by two-thirds (per 1000 live births)
4.1 Under-five mortality rate (per 1000
50.0
48.7
14.2
7.7
live births)
4.2 Infant mortality rate (per 1000 live
41.0
38.6
12.2
6.4
births)
4.3 Proportion of one-year-old children
85.0
94.0
96.0
99.0
immunized against measles (%)

Australia
1.5
NA
NA
5.0

97.0
1.0
47.0
4.5
4.1
94.0

NA= Not available
Source: National Planning Commission and United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010; United Nations, 2010.
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Table 2.7. Progress towards meeting MDG five to seven in selected countries
Country Goal Indicator (2010)
Nepal
Goal 5. Improve maternal health
5.1 Reduce maternal mortality ratio by
229.0
three-quarters (per 100,000 live births)
5.2 Proportion of births attended by
29.0
skilled health personnel
5.3 Contraceptive prevalence rate (%)
45.0
Goal 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and others
6.1 Prevalence of HIV/AIDS in age
0.50
group 15-49 years (%)
6.2 Tuberculosis cases detected and
244.0
cured under directly observed treatment,
short course (DOTS) in 100,000
population
Goal 7. Ensure environmental sustainability
7.1 People with sustainable access to an
80.0
improved water source (%)
Rural
78.0
Urban
91.0
7.2 People with sustainable access to
43.0
improved sanitation e.g. latrine (%)
Rural
37.0
Urban
83.0

Bangladesh

Thailand

Qatar

Australia

240.0

54.0

7.0

7.0

24.4

97.3

100.0

100.0

55.6

71.5

43.0

72.0

0.43

1.40

0.00

0.10

412.0

70.0

87.0

88.0

81.0

96.0

100.0

100.0

80.0
85.0
54.0

95.0
97.0
96.0

100.0
100.0
100.0

100.0
100.0
100.0

52.0
57.0

95.0
96.0

100.0
100.0

100.0
100.0

Source. National Planning Commission and United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010; United Nations, 2010.

Likewise, potentially realisable targets with some adjustments cover: (i) reducing hunger, (ii)
primary school completion, (iii) gender parity in education, (iv) universal access to treatment
for HIV, (v) and reforestation. Three targets unlikely to be realized are: (i) full, productive
employment and decent work for all, (ii) universal access to reproductive health, and (iii)
reduction of current proportion of population without regular access to sanitation by half
(National Planning Commission of Nepal & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). In
essence, Nepal is on track to realise six out of the eight MDGs by 2015. Quality of services
and inclusiveness are the major challenges in order to realise the MDGs, and other targets
(National Planning Commission, 2012).

2.3.9 Nepalese development policies and programmes
Poverty reduction was one of the national development priorities even before the first
national development plan (1956-60) (National Planing Commission, 1992). Since the mid70

1970s, various programmes have been initiated. These have had different names and utilised
different strategies to improve the standard of living by fulfilling basic needs (National
Planing Commission, 1985). Supported by various aid agencies, eleven integrated rural
development programmes were initiated between 1974 and 1986. The first programme,
Integrated Hill Development financed by the Swiss government, commenced in 1974. This
was followed by the Rasuwa Nuwakot Development Project supported by the International
Development Association and the United Nations Development Programmes; and
Sagarmatha supported by the Asian Development Bank, the International Fund for
Agriculture and Development, and the European Economic Commission.
The Koshi Hill Area was supported by Official Development Assistance of United
Kingdom; Mahakali supported by International Development Association and United
Nations Development Programme; Rapti supported by United States Agency for
International Development; Karnali Bheri supported by Canadian International Development
Agency; Dhading Development project supported by German Technical Cooperation; Seti
supported by Asian Development Bank, and Mechi Hill by the Netherlands government.
These programmes were focused on enhancing rural agricultural production, generating rural
employment and strengthening local institutions to improve the standard of living of the
people in Nepal (Amatya, 1989).
Another national Small Farmers Development Programme commenced in 1976 as a pilot
project in two districts, and later expanded in 43 districts over a period of 12 years under the
direct operation of the Agricultural Development Bank of Nepal (International Fund for
Agricultural Development, n.d.). The programme was supported by the International Fund
for Agriculture Development, the Food and Agriculture Organisation of Nepal and the
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German Technical Cooperation. It was handed over to the local cooperatives, a federation of
self-help groups of 50,000 small farmers in 1993. Together with the mobilisation of saving
and credit for micro enterprises, trade, and income generating activities, it has helped to
develop the confidence of the poor people through various social, health awareness and
sensitisation training sessions. The evaluation conducted by the Agricultural Projects
Services Centre in four operational districts found many small farmers had raised their
income (Baral & Khadka, 1988).
Many evaluation studies related to integrated rural development programmes conclude that
these programmes were not successful in addressing their goals due to untimely and/or
inadequate disbursement of budgets (Amatya, 1989; Pradhan, 1985; Stiller, 1989). The
commitment behind these programmes was insufficient because Nepal was and remains
poor; the mountainous terrain makes road infrastructure expensive, and caste, gender and
ethnic differences make social equality difficult to establish. Commenting on the planning
process of these programmes, Bista (1998), and Dhungel and Tips (1987) noted that the
programmes failed to address the needs of the rural people because of the top–down
programming approach, and they reduced the growth rate of agricultural production to 1.6
percent from 2.1 percent between 1989 and 1991 (National Planing Commission, 1992).
Similarly, it has been stated that the Small Farmers Development Programme was not
benefitting the targeted people because it had also covered a number of wealthier farmers,
and the majority of the genuinely poor farmers were untouched by the programmes
(Agricultural Projects Services Centre, 1993). These poor performances meant that there was
a far lower per capita income for rural people than of urban people, and the gap between
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geographical locations, wellbeing, and caste and ethnicity further widened. With all these
efforts poverty remained at 42 percent in 1990 (National Planing Commission, 1992).
From 1990, some community-based programmes with a participatory approach were
developed. The Participatory District Development Programme and the Local Governance
Programme supported by the United Nations Development Programme and Norwegian
Agency for Development Co-operation aimed to alleviate poverty of rural people through
community mobilisation and by their participation in capacity building, infrastructure
development and income-generating activities. One of the evaluation reports shows that 800
community organisations created up to 1999 have benefitted more than 160,000 rural people
in 20 districts (United Nations Development Programme, Norwegian Agency for
Development Co-operation & His Majesty's Government of Nepal, 1999).
Similarly, another project of the United Nations Development Programme, the Micro
Enterprise Development initiated in 1998, has successfully worked in 25 districts, and has
been expanding its third phase to another 13 districts of Nepal since 2008. The objective of
the programme is to reduce poverty with an integrated approach, combining
entrepreneurship training, technical skills training, micro-finance access, market linkages,
and considerable on-going advice and encouragement to new entrepreneurs. The programme
has been effective for disadvantaged groups and women, and 73 percent (32,000) of the
participating entrepreneurs have moved out of poverty according to the Impact Assessment
of Micro-Enterprises Development Programme (Micro Enterprise Development Programme,
2010).
In 2001, the Rural Access Programme began in Nepal with the financial aid of the
Department for International Development of the United Kingdom, and its third phase will
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commence in late 2013. The programme (2001-2007) has undertaken road maintenance,
labour-based infrastructure development, income generation and social protection, and
capacity building of the local government with the objective of supporting disadvantaged
rural people to ensure the maximum wealth creation and poverty reduction benefits (Thapa
& Poudel, 2005).
Over the seven years, 2001-2007, it has funded 850 kilometers of road construction and
generated ten million days of employment for 35,000 disadvantaged women, Dalits and ethic
groups organised in more than 1800 road-building self-help groups in eight rural districts. In
the same vein, the World Bank-financed programme, Improving All Seasons Access in rural
Nepal, has supported the Government of Nepal with routine maintenance of 1,000
kilometers of roads, periodic maintenance of 240 kilometers of roads, rehabilitation of 100
kilometers of roads, rehabilitation and spot improvement of 75 kilometers of major trails
using small labour-based contractors or road-user groups in the project areas. The report of
the project reveals that the project has helped in eliminating the prolonged closures of roads
and isolation of some rural communities during the monsoon rainy season, and increased
school enrolment and access to health services through road connections in 57 out of 75
districts (Interantional Development Associaton, 2002).
The second phase (2005-2009) of the Nepal Safer Motherhood programme also
complements the Department for International Development of the United Kingdom health
sector reform support programme. Incorporating lessons learned from the previous phase
(1997-2004), this programme has been working through the government, unlike the first
phase that was a directly implemented project. The aim is to build the capacity and system of
the Nepal Government’s health sector and to achieve their national health sector goals
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aligned with MDGs (Department of Health Services, 2008/09).
The programme became popular in Nepal because of its direct impact in the reduction of
maternal morality rate, and the improvement in the use of skilled birth attendants. Borghi,
Ensor, Neupane, and Tiwari (2006) state that the maternity incentives scheme which
financed transport costs for all pregnant women and gave incentives to health workers
attending deliveries, with free services and subsidies implemented in 25 districts, was an
effective intervention of this programme. It was effective because it addressed the financial
needs of the community, which is the crucial barrier to seeking health care and services in
rural Nepal. Other outcomes of this programme were a safe motherhood and newborn health
long-term plan (2006-2017), social inclusion strategies, the skilled birth attendants policy
2006, and safe abortion policy 2002 including health infrastructure strategies. This
programme helped to streamline the health sector in the realisation of the set MDGs (Barker,
Bird, Pradhan, & Shakya, 2007).
The overall objective of the Food for Work, World Food Programme, is to strengthen food
security working with the most marginalised and excluded people, particularly women from
the mid and far western hills and mountains of Nepal. These regions experience the greatest
need for food assistance because of the limited outreach of the government and nongovernment orgnisations’ support services. Along with food security, this programme
focused on the areas of nutrition, education and rural livelihood support for thousands of
people from 1963. The programme had positive impacts in achieving short-term food
security needs, enabling modest savings and increasing household assets (World Food
Programme, 2009). In addition, it has helped to substantially reduce anaemia in children,
pregnant and lactating women, and raised school attendances of girls and boys in rural hills.
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Stunting (low height-for-age), the most telling indicator of chronic malnutrition, decreased
from 51 percent in 2001 to 43 percent in 2006 (Borghi et al., 2006).
In spite of these efforts it has taken Nepal ten years from 1990 to 2000 to reduce the poverty
levels by 4 percent from 42 to 38 percent (National Planing Commission, 2002). This has
meant that 38 percent of Nepalese people have remained below the poverty level. In
reviewing some of these programmes, Rawal (2008) found that the state was compromised
in its poverty reduction commitment because of: i) the preoccupation with intra-national
conflict, and ii) lack of strategy towards relieving the poverty-related problems of the most
disadvantaged, who were generally the rural poor and those excluded because of ethnicity
and caste.
Other national plans followed continuing with development and attempts to deal with the
problems that previous programmes experienced. The Tenth Plan (2002-2007) of the
National Planning Commission was developed with the aim of poverty reduction and had
strategies to achieve the MDGs as the central feature (National Planing Commission, 2002).
This plan was aimed at addressing social inclusion and gender and included reconstruction
and peace efforts for sustainable development (Acharya, 2008).
The Tenth Plan consisted of four pillars of development, economic growth, social sector and
infrastructure development, social inclusion with targeted programs, and good governance
(National Planning Commission, 2003). Economic growth gave priority to agriculture,
forestry, and the industrial and water resources sectors for generating income and
employment opportunities encouraging private sector involvement. Social sector and
infrastructure development emphasised education, health and safe drinking water as the
special priorities to enhance human development. Social inclusion involved targeted
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programmes such as food for work programmes, youth skill training, and pedestrian
infrastructure connecting isolated rural communities, assisting women, poor people, Dalits
(low caste) and ethnic communities, and other vulnerable minorities. Good governance dealt
with strengthening the monitoring and evaluation system of these programmes (International
Monetary Fund, 2007).
This Tenth Plan was the joint effort of government, aid agencies, non-government
organisations, the private sector and civil society, and reduced the poverty level from 38
percent to 31 percent in the five years it was in operation until 2007. In spite of this success
the gains were unevenly distributed with the rural people again being most disadvantaged
(Acharaya, 2004; National Planing Commission, 2010).
A poverty level of 31 percent is still a great challenge. In questioning the slow improvement
over the last decades, Metz (1995) suggested several reasons. He found that the power
imbalances that operated under the influence of feudal elites were still operating in Nepal
and worked against efforts to improve the wellbeing of the poor. The feudal elites are the
people who have class-based privileges and exercise power within economic and political
spheres. These elites, characteristically, favour themselves and this gives rise to social
exclusion, uneven development and extreme poverty in some sections of society. Classbased privileges still operate in Nepal, and a recent newspaper article in the Kathmandu Post
stated ‘Feudalism is alive and well’ (Bista, 2013) and feudalism poses a serious threat to
future prosperity and sustainable peace in Nepal. Metz (1995) also suggested that the
physical infrastructure had been prioritised above social development, and that external aid
agencies had not developed local skills and capacities to ensure ongoing development after
the external agencies left the country (Seddon & Hussein, 2002).

77

This development in Nepal was highly reliant on external money and external skilled
workers (Sharma, 2008). This influx of money meant that the contracting Nepalese
bureaucrats were vulnerable to corruption in these negotiations (Jones & Basnett, 2013;
Kernot, 2006). Some of the conditions associated with these aid contracts meant that some
areas were preferred sites for development above others (Khatiwada, 2006). These factors,
relating to the reliance on external development money and skills, led to the general
underutilisation of resources and poorer outcomes from development investment than
otherwise would have been the case (Baral, 2000; Sharma, 2008).
2.3.9.1 Strategies and programmes for achieving Millennium Development Goals
Nepal has been assisted by the global community in its effort to reach the MDGs target by
2015. The majority of the 40 aid donors are multilateral donors. In 2011/12, according to the
government report of Nepal, the top five multilateral donors were the World Bank Group
(USD 269.60 million) (equivalent to AUD 271.03 million), the Asian Development Bank
(USD 193.40 million) (equivalent to AUD 187.25 million), the United Nations Country
Team (USD 108.17 million) (equivalent to AUD 104.7 million), the European Union (USD
43.97 million) (equivalent to AUD 42.59 million) and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis and Malaria (USD 15.09 million) (equivalent to AUD 14.61 million). The
World Bank, Asian Development Bank and the United Nations Country Team contributes
approximately 55 percent of the total disbursements. The top five bilateral benefactors and
their contributions were: the United Kingdom (USD 84.24 million) (equivalent to AUD
81.57 million), India (USD 50.62 million) (equivalent to AUD 49.01 million), Japan (USD
44.09 million) (equivalent to AUD 42.69 million), Norway (USD 41.68 million) (equivalent
to AUD 40.36 million), and Germany (USD 38.83 million) (equivalent to AUD 37.60
million) (Ministry of Finance, 2013).
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The same report (Ministry of Finance, 2013) further states that the aid commitments to
Nepal during 2006-10 averaged USD 852.2 million (equivalent to AUD 825.2 million) a
year and in 2011-12 averaged USD 1214.5 million (equivalent to AUD 1175.9 million). This
external aid represents about 26 percent of the national budget and 67 percent of total capital
expenditure (United Nations, 2011). Between 2001/02 and 2009/10, the annual average
foreign aid was 4.1 percent of gross domestic product.
In effect, the management of this aid budget and the complexity that arises from its various
sources is challenging, however further national plans, such as the Three Year Interim Plan
(2007-2010) and the Three Year Plan (2010/11 - 2012/13), addressed the economic political
and social problems of Nepal so that Nepal’s overall poverty level reduced to 25 percent
(National Planning Commission, 2012).
These donors from around the world have developed various programmes to tackle specific
goals, including some programmes to improve MDGs targets. To demonstrate the combined
effectiveness of these programmes in relation to health aspects the following sections are
presented with the donors responsible for specific programmes marked in brackets after the
programmes, where available.
Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Programmes operating from 2000 to current (Ministry of Finance, 2013)
o Sustainable agriculture programme (Switzerland, Asian Development Bank, World
Bank)
o Integrated water resources management projects (International Development
Association)
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o Agriculture commercialisation and trade (International Development Association)
o Commercial agriculture development project (Asian Development Bank)
o Mountainous agribusiness and livelihood improvement project (Asian Development
Bank)
o Nepal economic, agriculture and trade (United States Aid Agency for International
Development)
o Food for Education Programme (World Food Programme)
o Enhanced education, vocational education and training project (World Bank)
o Skills for employment (Asian Development Bank)
o Local governance and community development programme (Asian Development
Bank, Canadian International Development Agency, Denmark, Department for
International Development, Norway, Switzerland)
o Rural reconstruction and rehabilitation sector development (Asian Development
Bank, Department for International Development, Organisation of Petroleum
Exporting Countries, Switzerland)
o Decentralised rural infrastructure and livelihood project (Asian Development Bank,
Switzerland)
o Nepal rural access programme-2 (Department for International Development)
o Community support programme phase-2 (Department for International Development)
o Food for work programme for food deficit districts (World Food Programme)
o Nutrition support programme in the selected districts (United Nations Children’s
Fund)
These programmes have the following combined achievements (National Planning
Commission/United Nations Country Team of Nepal, 2010).
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o Twenty-four percent of the Nepalese population are now living below the poverty
line.
o Thirty-six percent of the children under five-years of age are underweight.
o Thirty-six percent of the Nepalese population are living below the minimum dietary
energy consumption level.
Goal 4: Reduced child mortality
Programmes operating from 2000 to current (Ministry of Finance, 2013)
o National neonatal programme in 11 selected districts
o National measles campaign
o Safe

motherhood

programme

(Department

for

International

Development,

Norwegian Aid for Development Cooperation)
o Mother safety programme and birth preparedness programme in all 75 districts
o Safe delivery incentive programmes
o Community-based newborn care package support
o National immunisation programme in all districts
These programmes have the following combined achievements (National Planning
Commission/United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
o Fifty children under five years old die in 1000 live births.
o Forty-one infants die in 1000 live births.
o Eighty-five percent of the children under one year receive immunisation against
measles.
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Goal 5: Improved maternal health
Programmes operating from 2000 to current (Ministry of Finance, 2013).
o Nepal health sector programme (Australian Agency for International Development,
Department for Foreign Development, International Development Association,
Kreditanstalt fur Wiederaufbau of Germany)
o Safe motherhood programme
o Sector programme health and family planning in 75 districts (Kreditanstalt fur
Wiederaufbau of Germany)
o Maternal, child health and nutrition services for women, children and adolescent girls
(United Nations Children’s Fund)
These programmes have the following combined achievements (National Planning
Commission/United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
o The national maternal mortality rate is 229 per 100,000 live births.
o Twenty-nine percent of the mothers receive services from skilled birth attendants.
o Forty-five percent of the women use contraceptives.
Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (Ministry of Finance, 2013)
o National malaria control programme in 65 districts (except 10 malaria free districts)
o Free distribution of insecticide-treated nets from 2005 in 13 high-risk districts
o National tuberculosis programme in all districts (Global Fund)
o Heart and lung association support programme (Norwegian Government)
o Regional programme for tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS support (South Asian Regional
Cooperation)
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These programmes have the following combined achievement (National Planning
Commission/United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
o Two hundred and forty-four tuberculosis cases were detected and cured in 100,000
population.
Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability (Ministry of Finance, 2013)
o Rural water supply and sanitation fund board (1996-2015) in 40 districts (World
Bank)
o Rural water supply and sanitation project in Western Nepal (Finland)
o Nepal water for health programme (Australian Agency for International
Development)
o Water resources management programme (Switzerland)
o School and community-led total sanitation programme (United Nations Children’s
Fund)
o School sanitation and hygiene and education programme in over 100 schools
These programmes have the following combined achievements (National Planning
Commission/United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
o Eighty percent of the Nepalese people have access to safe drinking water
o Forty-three percent of the Nepalese people have use of pit latrine.
2.3.10 Public services in Nepal
The State is visible to its citizens through the public services it provides. The delivery of
public services is a set of institutional arrangements adopted by the government to provide
public goods and services to its citizens (Organisation of Economic Co-operation and
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Development, 2008). Some of these services are public infrastructure such water provision
and electricity, education, agricultural support and health services (Migdal, 2001). However,
the advancement of Nepalese public services is limited and unequal in terms of reaching the
rural area and the poor people. The characteristics of these services are not uniform across
people, gender, caste/ethnicity and location, and this is discussed in this section.
Transport infrastructure in Nepal is poor with the poor condition of the road network
contributing to high road user mortality. For example, in the last ten years (2002-2001),
more than 10,000 people have died and many more have been injured due to poor public
transport services (Sharma, 2011b). Access to transport greatly varies across the rural and
urban areas, and the socio-economic status of the region. The terrain is difficult. In Nepal,
only 56 percent of the 21,455 km of roads are all-season roads, and the rest are only useable
in the dry season (National Planning Commission, 2011). Inadequate maintenance of roads,
excess traffic density for the limited capacity of the road, difficult geography, more than a
decade of conflict and a poor economy are major reasons for the slow growth of a reliable
and equitable transport infrastructure in Nepal.
Nepal has a policy of free education for all up to primary level, but the public education
facilities in terms of schools and teachers are inadequate in rural areas. In reality, education
services are uneven across income, gender, caste/ethnicity and geographical locations
(United Nations Development Programme, 2009). Consequently, 39 percent of the people
are still illiterate. Illiteracy is substantially higher in rural areas (47 percent) than urban area
(33 percent). Literacy directly relates to income; 79 percent of the rich are literate compared
to 45 percent of poor people. Gender difference prevails in the literacy rates with 72 percent
of males literate as against 51 percent of females (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011).
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A significant number of people in Nepal (60 percent) are engaged in agriculture and the
Nepalese Government has developed an agricultural extension service to educate,
disseminate information and provide support services for the adoption of improved
technologies, and inputs to improve their productivity, incomes and standards of living
(Department of Agriculture, 2005). Unfortunately, these agricultural services are inefficient
in serving their purpose. Inherent discriminatory practices are the challenges for outreach to
the poor and remote farmers (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2010).
Incorporating the lessons of the health policy implemented in 1991, the Nepalese
Government has developed a twenty-year Second Long-Term Health Plan for 1997–2017
along with the Nepal Health Sector Implementation Plan, under a sector wide approach. It is
considered to be a new health reform in the health sector because the Millennium
Development Goals received priority and the performance-based results have been
implemented (Department of Health, 2009/10). The impact of the limited and uneven health
facility services is seen in the difference in the mortality rate of under-five-year-old children
between the national average (50 deaths per 1000 live births) and the Dalits communities
(171.2 per 1000 live births) (National Planning Commission of Nepal & United Nations
Country Team Nepal, 2010).
Public services in Nepal are all limited because of the poor economy of the nation. Low
delivery of the services is impacted by the systemic corruption that is seen in the Corruption
Perceptions Index 2012. Nepal is ranked as the most corrupt country in South Asia
(Transparency International, 2012). Corruption was identified as one of the key risks in
Nepal and affects the public, private and political sectors (Department of Foreign
International Development of United Kingdom, 2004; Jones & Basnet, 2013). It is argued
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that the impact of petty corruption that exists in Nepal in the form of the bribery that takes
place in the delivery of public services like education, health, agriculture support, drinking
water and other essential services, may be a question of life and death to a poor and
marginalised citizen (Pandey, 2005).
2.3.11 Summary
Nepal is a poor Asian country that has been affected by internal conflict for more than a
decade. These factors and the discrimination inherent in the caste system have meant that
migration to neighbouring India and more recently the Gulf States has had major influences
on the Nepalese economy. In fact, Nepal gains 23 percent of its gross domestic product from
remittances from those Nepalese who migrate to other countries for employment, and mainly
in the 3 Ds—difficult, dirty and dangerous work.
Those Nepalese who migrate to the Gulf States to work in the construction industry come
from poor rural families where there are no other employment opportunities. The Nepalese
Government has regulated this migration. Initially it is a long-term arrangement that starts
with a two-year contract, but some men are away from Nepal and their families for a longer
period as they are in debt bondage. Since 1993/1994, more than 1.5 million Nepalese men
have migrated for work, and of those, one million have gone to the Gulf States leaving more
than five million people behind who are intimately connected to the migration process.
Women suffer from the patriarchal norms and systems. Women who live with the parents’
families spend their lives in subordination to their senior family members, especially their
mothers-in-law, while those who live in nuclear family units with their children have more
autonomy.
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Despite the socio-economic turbulences caused by a decade-long intra-country war in Nepal,
the progress seen in the health indicators is considerable, although some indicators, for
example those related to maternal health care services, are poor. Importantly, some
community social support systems exist to assist rural communities, but public services are
very limited in the rural areas.

2.4. International labour migration and left-behind Nepalese wives
The focus of this section is the left-behind wives of men who migrate for work. In reviewing
the literature that is relevant, other international situations are analysed to understand factors
influencing the lives of left-behind wives. Specific Nepalese studies are analysed to
illuminate what is known about the experiences of left-behind Nepalese wives after their
husbands migrate for work to the Gulf States.
2.4.1 Vulnerability and women
Women are vulnerable, whether they live in joint households and live subordinate to the
husband’s family or live in nuclear families and head the households themselves. This is
particularly the case in rural areas of Nepal. Vulnerable persons are defined as those who are
at risk of a poor economical, physical, psychological and/or social situation (Aday, 2006). In
Misztal’s recent book, vulnerability is referred to as an individual who is weak, defenceless,
helpless, exposed, who has liability (Misztal, 2011) and needs protection (Miller, 1991).
Several typical vulnerable groups are the poor, homeless or chronically ill or disabled,
abusive families, immigrants, refugees and their infants, frail elderly people and those who
are mentally ill. Migrants’ families back home are also vulnerable (Aday; Gitterman, 2001).
The vulnerability is associated with a number of factors such as age, gender, race and
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ethnicity, social support, education and income, and it is a situational phenomenon as well
(Rogers, 1997).
Living in extreme poverty in absence of men, women act as the breadwinners and manage
the socio-economic security of the family (Murdock, 2001). Living in joint families in a
subordinate position, in the patriarchal society, leaves women without autonomy and
recognition. In these vulnerable positions, they have a heavy workload. The experience of
being vulnerable affects their health (Aday, 2006; Phillips, 1992) and increases stress and
anxiety (Rich, 1992). For example, it is well researched that some sections of society are
more vulnerable to ill health than others (Rich). Women live at risk of HIV/AIDS from their
migrant husbands. Furthermore, vulnerability leads to social exclusion, isolation and
alienation (Hall, Stevens, & Meleis, 2004) because of their low level of education, poverty
and ignorance of their rights, as well as a lack of decision-making power and negotiating
skills needed to obtain resources and opportunities (Gitterman, 2001).

2.4.2 International labour migration and left-behind wives
In this section twelve studies of international migration that deal with left-behind wives are
critically analysed. Initially the findings of the studies are categorised and then the
challenges to understanding left-behind wives that become apparent in this research are
discussed.
2.4.2.1 Findings of international labour migration with left-behind wives
All the studies presented in Table 2.8 deal with aspects of the impacts of international labour
migration. Several studies focused on the social impacts of the migration on left-behind
wives (Desai & Banerji, 2008; Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Khalaf, 2009; Menjivar &
Agadjanian, 2007; Sarkar 2012; Yabiku, Agadjanian, & Sevoyan, 2010); some dealt with
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socio-economic and health impacts (Hadi, 2001; Jacka, 2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010;
Wilkerson, Yamawaki, & Downs, 2009) and a few studies dealt exclusively with the impact
on health (Agadjanian, Yabiku, & Cau, 2011; Roy & Nangia, 2005).
The studies that deal with the impact on health of the left-behind wives are few in number
(Agadjanian et al., 2011; Roy & Nangia, 2005). Left-behind wives suffer from more
reproductive health problems that lead to fertility decline and high morbidity compared to
non-migrants’ wives. In the case of Mozambique, an analysis of wives’ fertility showed that
left-behind wives have low birth rates compared to non-migrants’ wives and increased birth
rates after migration ceases for those wives who are economically benefitting from the
migration (Agadjanian et al.). In India, left-behind wives of migrants face more reproductive
morbidity compared to non-migrants’ wives due to increased mental stress in spite of some
improvements in the economic conditions of the migrants’ families after male migration
(Roy & Nangia, 2005).
Wives left behind face a higher risk of HIV/AIDS transmission from their husbands than
non-migrants’ wives because being away from home may influence husbands’ sexual
behaviour and consequently influence the risk level for their wives. For example, a study
conducted in Armenia reveals that, despite an increased income for migrants’ families, wives
left behind are powerless weak to negotiate sexual practices with their partners, which
results in a higher risk of STD/HIV infection (Sevoyan & Agadanian, 2010).
Increased mental stress for the left-behind wives is a consequence of the additional
workload. In India, women bear the burden of increasing responsibilities of managing their
households and meeting social expectations when their husbands are away. This usually
leads to greater mental stress (Roy & Nangia, 2005). A study conducted in Mexico found
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that when husbands migrate, the wives are often left with the responsibilities for tasks that
are part of the husbands’ at-home roles, such as maintaining the households and contributing
to agriculture, and this produces greater stress and decreases wives’ mental health
(Wilkerson et al., 2009).

Male migration has resulted in the improvement of the socio-economic situation of the
women left behind and their families in China and Bangaldesh (Hadi, 2001; Jacka, 2012). In
Mexico, it also provides opportunities for wives left behind to take up new tasks and learn
new skills that can transform gender relations and improve a wife’s status (Wilkerson et al.,
2009).
In Guatemala and Armenia, in spite of new responsibilities, strong patriarchal norms
maintain women’s subordinate position during a husband’s absence (Menjivar &
Agadjanian, 2007). Similarly, in India, it is the household structure which influences the
autonomy of the left-behind wives. Wives in non-extended families have a greater degree of
autonomy, mobility and responsibility compared to women in extended families (Desai &
Banerji, 2008). Male migration has led to women becoming more vulnerable (Desai &
Banerji, 2008; Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007).
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Table 2.8. International labour migration studies of left-behind wives
Author

Aim of study

Jacka, 2012

To compare the impact
of migration on leftbehind wives and nonmigrant wives
To understand the
impact of migration on
left-behind women

Sarkar, 2012

Home to host
country
China
rural-urban

Methodology

Findings

Survey

India
rural-urban

Survey

Health: No findings
Social: Only small differences between groups
Economic: Minor beneficial socio-economic
effects
Health: No findings
Social: Mature left-behind wives (30-44 yrs)
enjoyed more personal freedom compared to
young wives (19-24 yrs) who were subordinate,
worked harder and felt the pain of separation
Economic: No findings
Health: Lower birth rate in left-behind wives
but an increased birth rate after migration
ceases
Social: No findings
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: When women have been left behind for
more than five years they develop more
autonomy
Economic: No findings
Health: Higher risk of STD/HIV for migrant
wives compared to non-migrant wives
Social: Poverty level of household may
influence husband’s sexual behaviour and
consequently influence risk level for the wife
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Increased autonomy of women occurs
during male migration and persists after
husbands’ return
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Left-behind women make decision on
family expenditure but family property
decisions stay as the prerogative of the husband
Economic: No findings
Health: Left-behind wives had decreased
mental health
Social: Changes in gender role related to
migration precipitate poor mental health
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Household structure determines leftbehind wives’ degree of autonomy and
responsibilities. Women not in extended
families have greater autonomy and
responsibilities compared to left-behind women
in extended families
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Strong patriarchal norms maintain
women’s subordinate position in spite of new
responsibilities during husbands’ migration
Economic: No findings
Health: Increased mental stress in left-behind
wives and higher reproductive morbidity
Social: No findings
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Left-behind wives have more autonomy
Economic: Increased financial capacity

Agadjanian,
Yabiku, & Cau,
2011

To compare the fertility
of left-behind wives
with wives of nonmigrants

Mozambique to
South Africa

Survey

Ganguly &
Negi, 2010

To examine the
decision-making of leftbehind wives

India
destination not
stated

Survey (National
Family Health
Survey-3)

Sevoyan &
Agadjanian,
2010

To study risks of
STD/HIV among
women left behind

Armenia to
Russia

Survey

Yabiku,
Agadjanian, &
Sevoyan, 2010

To examine the
decision-making of
wives left behind

Mozambique
destination not
stated

Survey

Khalaf, 2009

To examine decisionmaking of wives left
behind

Lebanon
destination not
stated

Survey

Wilkerson,
Yamawaki, &
Downs, 2009

To examine the mental
health of left-behind
wives

Mexico to US

Survey
(General health)
Questionnaire -12)

Desai &
Banerji, 2008

To examine decisionmaking of wives left
behind

India
destination not
stated

Survey: Indian
human
development
survey 2005

Menjivar &
Agadjanian,
2007

To assess the
consequences of male
migration on leftbehind wives

Guatemala to
Russia and US
Armenia to
Russia and US

In-depth interviews

Roy & Nangia,
2005

To compare
reproductive health in
left-behind wives and
wives of non-migrants
To assess the
consequences of male
migration on leftbehind wives

India
Rural urban

Survey

Bangladesh
destination not
stated

Survey

Hadi, 2001
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In Lebanon (Khalaf, 2009) and Mexico (Wilkerson et al., 2009), in the absence of men,
wives make decisions on family expenditure, but not on family property as those decisions
stay the prerogative of the husband. This is often only temporary as the power of decisionmaking reverts to their husbands when they return. According to Wilkerson et al. (2009), in
Mexico, it is the forced gender role change of the wives left behind that negatively affects
their mental health. The case is similar in Bangaladesh where a left-behind wife enjoys more
autonomy in decision-making until her migrant husband’s return (Hadi, 2001). In
Mozambique, once a left-behind wife increases her autonomy during his migration, it
continues after her husband’s return (Yabiku et al. 2010).
A study undertaken in India stated that the autonomy of women’s decision-making is
determined by the duration of migration, as it takes more than five years to develop
autonomy after a man migrates (Ganguly & Negi, 2010). Another study in India revealed a
woman’s maturity determines the level of freedom. Mature left-behind wives (30–44 years)
enjoy more personal freedom and autonomy compared to young wives (19–24) who were
subordinate, work harder and suffer from the pain of separation (Sarkar, 2012).
2.4.2.2 Challenges faced by research with left-behind wives
Some of the challenges in research dealing with left-behind wives are apparent. Critical
analysis of those studies in Table 2.8 reveals different terminologies and methodologies
employed in research in this field. The two broad areas of concern with terminology are the
nature of migration and the definition of left-behind wives. The challenging areas of
methodology are defining the target group and methods employed. The methods employed
in many of the studies do not indicate the timeframe involved, such as how long the migrant
has been away from the home country and how often re-entry to home countries occurs.
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Terminology
The research into left-behind wives is challenged with confusing terminologies in the areas
of i) the nature of migration, and ii) the definition of left-behind wives. The nature of
migration is fundamental in this type of research and in some instances the studies do not
state the home and host country. In some studies, researchers stated only the host countries
(Agadjanian et al., 2011; Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007; Sevoyan &
Agadjanian, 2010; Wikersoon et al., 2009), some stated both the home and host countries
(Agadjanian et al., 2011; Jacka, 2012; Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007; Roy & Nangia, 2005;
Sarkar, 2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010; Wikersoon et al., 2009), while other researchers
named only one country, either the home or the host country (Desai & Banerji, 2008;
Ganguly & Negi, 2001; Hadi, 2001; Khalaf, 2009; Yabiku et al., 2010), and still again there
are a small number studies that did not clearly state the destination but mention overseas or
international migration broadly (Desai & Banerji, 2008; Hadi, 2001; Khalaf, 2009; Yabiku et
al., 2010). Some of the studies focused on rural to urban migration (Jacka, 2012; Roy &
Nangia, 2005; Sarkar, 2012).
Migration also needs to be classified according to the reason for migration, but the research
may not explicitly state this purpose. However, the implicit message is economic. There is a
lack of consistency in using words for labour migration. Some studies used labour migration
(Sarkar, 2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010); men migration (Agadjanian et al., 2011:
Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007); husband migration (Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Wikersoon et
al., 2009; Yabiku et al., 2010); male migration (Desai and Banerji 2008; Khalaf, 2009; Roy
& Nangia, 2005) and other studies (Jacka, 2012; Hadi, 2001) are silent about it. Also, the
majority of the studies talked about migration (Agadjanian et al., 2011; Desai & Banerji,
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2008; Jacka, 2012; Khalaf, 2009; Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007; Roy & Nangia, 2005;
Sarkar, 2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010; Yabiku et al., 2010); some literature talked
about out-migration (Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Roy & Nangia, 2005), and one study used
international migration (Hadi, 2001) to refer to migration. One significant area of migration
that is not dealt with in these studies is whether the migration is regulated or not.
In the research studies, the definition of left-behind wives varies widely. The majority of the
studies have not defined left-behind (Agadjanian et al., 2011; Desai & Banerji, 2008;
Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Khalaf, 2009; Sarkar, 2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010;
Wilkerson et al., 2009; Yabiku et al., 2010), but these studies assume left-behind families are
those families of the male migrants away from home—their wives, children and parents in
their home country. Some studies describe left-behind as those people in the families who
are left by the migrants (Ganguly & Negi, 2010), and one study defined it as the husband
being away elsewhere (Desai & Banerji, 2008). However, there are some studies that define
left-behind in terms of the duration of the migration of the male, which can range from three
months to more than two years (Hadi, 2001; Roy & Nangia, 2005).
Sometimes the impact of migration on left-behind wives is embedded within literature that
discusses the impact of migration on left-behind families and children (Asis, 2006; Biao,
2007; Farook & Javed, 2009; Gao, Li, Kim, Congdon, Lau, & Griffiths, 2010; Hadi, 1999;
Paris, Singh, Luis, & Ghossain, 2005). From a Philippines migration study, it was found that
children left behind when both mother and father migrate suffer loneliness, sometimes feel
suicidal and would prefer that their mothers stayed with them (Gao et al., 2010). Another
study from the Philippines (Asis, 2006) found that left-behind wives and children felt the
lack of emotional security that men normally provide. A study of Pakistani children left
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behind after the father migrated (Farook & Javed, 2009), showed that they experienced
considerable social disadvantage that impacted negatively on their schooling. In this
Pakistan study, the research is silent about the left-behind wives, which may have been a
specific intention of the researcher or may reflect the cultural lack of importance placed on
women, wives and mothers. The relationship between husbands and wives is also a focus of
research that deals indirectly with left-behind wives. Paris et al. (2005) concluded in their
study of Indian migration that increased decision-making capacity, increased workload and a
longer period of migration negatively affects the relationship between husbands and wives.
Methodology
The methodology of the various studies presented in Table 2.8 indicates that there is a lack
of consensus about describing the target population and lack of specificity about methods.
Indeed it is sometimes hard to link aims, methodology and results because of the lack of
conceptual and theoretical frameworks for the studies. Some researchers (Desai & Banerji,
2008; Ganguly & Negi, 2001; Wikersoon et al., 2009) used large-scale survey tools that are
well known and provide the opportunity for comparisons, but these studies are the
exceptions in this literature.
In the migration research, survey interviews dominate data collection. Only one study used
in-depth interviews for collecting data (Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007). The majority of the
studies interviewed left-behind wives or women of the migrants (Agadjanian et al., 2011,
Jacka, 2012; Khalaf, 2009; Menjivar & Agadjanian, 2007; Roy & Nangia, 2005; Sarkar,
2012; Sevoyan & Agadjanian, 2010; Wikersoon et al., 2009; Yabiku et al., 2010), and some
studies interviewed both men as the household heads and wives left-behind (Desai &
Banerji, 2008; Ganguly & Negi, 2010; Hadi, 2001). Only one study (Desai & Banerji, 2008)
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explicitly stated that women researchers interviewed women to gain an understanding of
their situation, while other studies are silent on this important issue.
2.4.3 Nepalese labour migration and left-behind wives
Nepalese labour migration and left-behind wives is the research topic of seven studies. These
studies, which are presented in Table 2.9, are critically analysed. Challenges apparent for the
literature are discussed at the end of this section.
2.4.3.1 Findings on Nepalese labour migration and left-behind wives
The plight of left-behind wives is an important research area in Nepal, not only for the
established researchers as illustrated in Table 2.9, but also for novice researchers who find it
an interesting topic for their master’s thesis. The author was able to locate four such master’s
studies (Karki, 1998; Kaspar, 2005; Paneru, 2006; Shahi 2005) from the Tribuhvan
University Central Library, Nepal, when doing fieldwork.
In the absence of their men, left-behind wives must work hard to support their family and
avoid poverty. Whether women live as de facto heads of the households or stay with their
parents-in-law, they engage in their farm and other work unless their remittance is sufficient
to meet their needs. This is confirmed by Karki’s (1998) study in Syanja, Paneru’s (2006)
study in Kaski, and Kasper’s (2005) study in Bajhang. Kasper argued that male migration
has further increased gender inequality because the women have to take over males’
responsibilities. These studies conclude that the type of family determines women’s
workload, the relationships with the family members, landholding size, amount of remittance
as well as duration of migration.
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Table 2.9. Research on Nepalese labour migration and left-behind wives
Author

Aim of the
study
To understand
the impact of
migration on
left-behind
wives

Home to
host
Nepal
(Jhapa) to
the Gulf
and
Malaysia

Methodology

Findings

Survey
In-depth
interview

Maharjan,
Bauer, &
Knerr, 2012

To compare
wives left
behind with
those wives
whose husband
have not
migrated

Nepal
(Hills)
destination
not stated

Survey
Case study

Gartaula,
Niehof, &
Visser, 2010

To examine the
decision-making
of wives left
behind

Nepal
(Jhapa)
destination
not stated

Survey
In-depth
interview

Shrestha, 2006

To examine the
impact of
migration on
left-behind
women

Bhaktapur
to the Gulf
States and
Malaysia

Survey

Thieme, 2006

To understand
impact of
migration

Nepal
(Hills) to
India

Survey
Focus groups
discussion

Thieme &
Wyss, 2005

To examine the
impact of
migration on
left-behind
wives

Nepal
(western
region) to
India and
overseas

Survey

Paudel, Jimba,
Okumura,
Joshi, & Wakai,
2004

To assess the
consequences of
HIV/STD to
left-behind
wives

Nepal
(Doti) to
India

Survey
Focus groups
discussion

Health: Separation leads to sleepless nights
Worries for timely debt repayment
Social: Wives not in extended families have more
autonomy and workload than extended families’
wives
Increases child enrolment in private schools
Increases social respect from relatives and
neighbours after remittance
Mobile communications are instructive to leftbehind wives but beneficial to left-behind wives to
build confidence
Economic: Helps for assets creation after nine
years of migration
Health: No findings
Social: Lower the workload for the left-behind
wives compared to non-migrants’ wives
Increases operational level decision-making
autonomy among left-behind wives more than
non-migrants’ wives
Feminisation increased in agriculture in migrant
families
Increased women’s access to the low valued assets
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Patriarchal norms maintain women’s
subordination position and each of autonomy of
left-behind wives during husbands’ migration
Economic: First increases feminisation in
agriculture and then wives move away from
agriculture to other business
Health: Worries about timely debt repayment that
can take 3 months to 4 years
Social: Women not in extended families have
greater autonomy, decision-making and
responsibilities than do left-behind extended
families’ wives
Increased child enrolments in private schools but
children are less serious in their studies
Economic: No findings
Health: No findings
Social: Social capital and networking has greater
effects on lowering the efforts and cost of
migration because of the migrant associations in
the destination country
Economic: Help to improve socio-economic
conditions
Health: Wives are vulnerable to HIV/AIDS
Worries about extremely high interest on debt
Social: Women not in extended families have
greater autonomy and responsibilities compared to
left-behind extended families’ wives
Helps children’s education
Economic: In the beginning migration helps to
secure livelihoods and later it is beneficial due to
rise in socio-economic conditions
Health: Women are at greater risk of HIV
transmission from Indian migration
Social: No findings
Economic: No findings

Gartaula,Visser,
& Niehof, 2012
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Shahi (2006) records that those women who live with uncooperative parents-in-law have
more work than others. Kasper (2005) shares the same view as Paneru (2006), who, in her
study, argued that the workload of women depends on their age, number of children, type of
family, the age of in-laws, financial status, and quality of the cultivated land. Another study
reveals that feminisation of agriculture has increased the work burdens of the wives left
behind in absence of men (Gartaula et al., 2010) and after some period of time with
increasing saving, women move to a non-agriculture income source. They regard this as one
of the unexpected outcomes of the remittance. Interestingly, the ability to hire labour
decreases a wife’s engagement in workload; however, Maharjan et al. (2012) found in their
study that the traditional labour division in agriculture is disappearing and feminisation of
agriculture is on the rise in Nepal so there is not much difference between the migrant
households and non-migrant households in terms of women’s involvement in agriculture.
Women received autonomy and decision-making power as a result of male migration (Karki,
1998; Paneru, 2006) and this has helped to empower Nepalese women (Maharjan et al.
2012). Kasper (2005) states that women’s decision-making role is largely influenced by their
financial position, age, number of children and types of decision being made in the absence
of men. Generally, in the strategic decisions, such as capital investment (house and land,
etc.), women have a lesser role than in that of daily family maintenance decisions, such as
purchasing food, clothes, paying fees for their children, meeting health expenses, hiring
labour and irrigation management (Maharjan et al.). Kasper found that the increased
participation of women in decision-making is limited to the length of a husband’s absence.
When the man returns, the original power relations are generally re-established.
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Increasingly, remittance is used for their children’s better education. Several studies reveal
that migration benefits the children’s education as it helps to increase enrolment in schools
(Gartaula et al., 2012; Shrestha, 2006; Thieme & Wyss, 2005), particularly in private schools
(Shrestha, 2006). However, enrolment of children alone may not fulfil the expectation of the
migrants’ families because the fathers’ absence leads to higher absenteeism and has negative
influence on children’s discipline (Thieme & Wyss, 2005) ultimately leading to poorer
outcomes (Shrestha, 2006). Karki (1998) briefly stated that health care is the lowest priority
for the migrants’ families, as they are more concerned with matters to do with daily living.
Wives of the migrants who work in India are vulnerable to contracting HIV or other sexually
transmitted diseases from their husbands (Paudel, 2004).
Wives left behind live with psychological stress, as they are not prepared for living alone.
For example, the long separation from husbands, sleepless nights and loneliness (Gartaula et
al., 2012), unhealthy relationships with the parents-in-law and additional work burden (Karki
1998; Paneru, 2006) all have a negative affect on the children’s behaviour (Shrestha, 2006).
The decision-making burden in the absence of men, the lack of knowledge about the
migration process (Gartaula et al., 2010) and the indebtedness (Gartaula, 2012; Shrestha,
2006) are serious worries for the wives left behind. Gartaula and his colleagues (2012) stated
that wives who live with parents-in-law are not prepared to live alone, take over additional
roles and run their family in absence of men as they are not involved in the decision-making
and migration process. They suffer much from the male migration compared to women in
nuclear families. This is consistent with the findings of Theime and Wyss (2005) that newly
married women living in the parents-in-law’s house have an especially weak position in the
household when their husbands are away.
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Mobile communication helps to build trust and confidence of the women with their
husbands, though their husbands control their activities from overseas (Gartaula et al., 2010).
The study of Gartaula et al. (2010) also revealed that increased remittance income has a
positive role in improving the social relationships with kin, relatives, friends and neighbours
in the society.
Most studies confirm that remittance is used for assets creation, repaying debts, improving
food consumption and livelihoods. Shahi (2005) concluded that the migrants who go to India
barely survive for the first seven years, but after that time their situation improves. They then
can invest money in assets, such as house repairs and purchasing a small plot of land. In the
same vein, Gartaula and his colleagues (2012) argued that women are able to diversify their
income source from the agriculture to non-agriculture sector only after accumulating a
reasonable amount of savings. It is initially a livelihood strategy and later there is a
possibility of raising one’s standard of living (Theime 2006; Theime & Wyss, 2005) in case
of overseas migration.
2.4.3.2 Challenges faced by Nepalese research on left-behind wives
The broader challenges of terminology and methodology in the international literature on
labour migration and left-behind wives are also present in the Nepalese literature. A further
challenge in the Nepalese literature is its lack its lack of specificity in a number of important
areas within the terminology and methodology domains.
Terminology
The migration destination is important to the examination of the impact of migration, as the
place of migration relates to the amount of the remittance sent. Nepalese migration can be
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categorised into two types of migration: open or cross-border migration to India, and
overseas migration. Overseas migration results in a greater improvement due to high
remittance (Maharjan et al., 2012). The Nepalese studies presented in Table 2.9 have
examined the impact of the migration in different destinations, but it is difficult to compare
the findings when the destinations are unclear. Only three studies are clear about the
international destination (Gartaula et al., 2010; Gartaula et al., 2012; Shrestha, 2006); three
other studies are unclear in indicating the destination (Gartaula et al., 2010; Maharjan et al.,
2012; Thieme & Wyss, 2005) though they deal with cross border migration to India and
overseas; and one study exclusively focuses on migration to India (Thieme, 2006). All those
studies which deal with overseas migration relate to regulated migration and are silent about
the way migration is organised. The organisation of the migration for labour is very complex
and impacts on many people so the organisation of migration needs to be understood in order
to actually evaluate the research involved.
Nepalese labour migration is described in the literature in different terms. Most studies use
“migration” (Gartaula et al., 2012; Gartaula et al., 2010; Thieme 2006; Thieme & Wyss,
2005; Paudel et al., 2004), use “male out migration” (Maharjan et al., 2012) or “labour
migration” (Shrestha, 2006) to indicate Nepalese male labour migration.
The left-behind wives are often not distinguished from left-behind families. Some studies
use “women” (Gartaula et al., 2012; Maharjan et al., 2012; Gartaula et al., 2010), another
study uses “wives” (Paudel et al., 2004) and other studies cite “left-behind families”
(Shrestha, 2006; Thieme, 2006; Thieme & Wyss, 2005). In addition, the Nepalese migration
literature employ words like “wellbeing” (Gartaula et al., 2012) and “livelihoods” (Thieme,
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2006; Thieme & Wyss, 2005) to examine the economic impacts of Nepalese labour
migration.
Only one research project, which deals with HIV/sexually transmitted diseases (Paudel et al.,
2004), has implicitly focused on the health issues of the left-behind wives; most studies tend
to focus on economic impacts (Gartaula et al., 2012; Maharjan et al., 2012; Shrestha 2006;
Thieme, 2006; Thieme & Wyss, 2005). Temporary migration is implied in the Nepalese
research but length of absence of migrants and the lengths of time migrants before return are
not mentioned in this filed of research. It is an irony that these researchers examine the
impact without understanding the exact amount of remittance and the way the migrants’
families receive it.
Similarly, there have been no Nepalese studies conducted on the nature of communication
and its impact on the wives left behind. Until one and half decades ago, left-behind wives
had to face enormous constraints in communicating with their husbands due to lack of
reliable and fast communication services. In rural Nepal, communication depended on the
very unreliable postal services as well as limited and expensive landline telephones and
wireless services. If relying on postal service, left-behind wives had to depend on other
people to read and reply to letters, as they are mostly illiterate. If relying on communication
by telephone, they often had to wait many hours in a telephone booth for a call from their
husbands and frequently, due to technical or personal reasons, the calls did not connect.
There was no confidentiality in their communication until mobile communication was
introduced.
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Methodology
There are methodological variations in the research looking at the impact of migration on
wives left behind. The studies adopted different methods. Some of the methods are a survey
interview followed by in-depth interview (Gartaula et al., 2010; Gartaula et al., 2012), case
studies (Maharjan et al., 2012), or focus group discussions (Paudel et al., 2004; Thieme,
2006), and the remaining studies are entirely based on survey interviews (Shrestha, 2006,
Thieme & Wyss, 2005). Several studies have interviewed both the head of the household, to
collect objective information, and the wives of the migrants, to understand their experiences.
However, all the research is silent about who interviewed the women. These studies are also
silent on the timeframe related to the migration process.
It is, therefore, difficult to generalise from these studies about whether or not migration
benefits the wives left behind, as there are challenges related to the use of the various
terminologies and methodologies. Nevertheless, since these studies are in the context of
Nepal, they are helpful in portraying the picture of Nepalese migration and the left-behind
wives in Nepal, in general.
2.4.4 Summary
Left-behind wives are increasingly becoming the target of migration research. Using a
variety of methods, researchers around the world try to understand the impact of male labour
migration on the health, social and economic wellbeing of left-behind wives. However, the
research is complex, and there are no easy generalisations to be made.
The international literature demonstrates the challenges in this area of research and generally
those challenges are: defining left-behind wives; the nature of migration; and the nature of

103

host and home country. The research that dealt with Nepalese left-behind wives focused on
these general challenges as well as more specific ones including: dealing with the socioeconomic and cultural context of the home country of the left-behind wives; explaining the
methods of communication between the husbands and wives; discussing the nature of the
family in which left-behind wives lived; and the type of migration and the nature of
migration with specific reference to the length of the absence of the husband and the
frequency of their return visits.

2.5 Summary
This literature review has discussed the contemporary nature of global migration and
examined the Nepalese context of international migration to the Gulf States. Most migration
research deals with migrants in the destination country and it usually takes an economic
perspective. Some research has considered the health of migrants. Because poverty is the
most important factor influencing health, this research takes a social determinants of health
approach.
In Nepal the left-behind wife usually lives with the husband’s family. This arrangement
means that the wife is the new worker within the household, subordinate to the father-in law
and mother-in law. Some left-behind wives in Nepal head women-only households. In both
situations, women are vulnerable because of the heavy burden of work, and discrimination
against them due to the patriarchal society. Left-behind wives also suffer from the corruption
that prevails in the public services.
The review concluded with a critical analysis on the literature that deals with left-behind
wives of migrants. The literature review identifies that Nepalese left-behind wives, after the
international migration of their husbands to the Gulf States, are vulnerable and their health
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needs are as yet not properly understood because it is hard to compare and contrast the
findings of the migration studies as it is a dynamic and complex social process (Sakar,
2012). The following chapter describes the methodology used to research this population
with the aim of addressing the research questions.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a description of the research methodology employed to understand the
lived experiences of the left-behind wives of male migrants to the Gulf States. It is an
interpretative study into the social reality of left-behind wives whose husbands migrated for
work. This research seeks to discover the needs of the left-behind wives in relation to the
social determinants of health and develop recommendations based on the real life context
(Woolley, 2009).
The study employed mixed methods in its research design. Quantitative and qualitative
components were used in a complementary fashion to gather composite rich data on the lives
of the left-behind wives. The mixed methods design was chosen as the most appropriate to
fulfil the research aims for the following reasons:
i.

The quantitative component seeks direct answers to questions of demography and
community health achievements, as measured by the health-related MDGs. The
quantitative component renders data that can be directly compared to national statistics.
The quantitative method does not capture the dynamics of the lives of the left-behind
wives. In contrast, qualitative methods answer questions like why and how, and helps
to bring out the unheard voices of marginalised people (Mertens, Beldsoe, Sullivan, &
Wilson, 2010). Therefore, the mixed methods design provided a “pragmatic”
understanding of various measures (Creswell, 2010, p. 59) in the lives of left-behind
wives and an in-depth understanding of the routine daily lives of left-behind wives.
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ii.

Mixed methods studies are synergistic and complementary (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, &
Turner, 2007). The synergy produces data that is greater than the sum of the individual
parts (Hall & Howard, 2008).

iii.

Mixed methods confirm or complement each other ensuring the reliability and validity
of the conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1989).

The schema of the methodology in Figure 3.1 shows the major sections of this chapter:


The nature of the study, the ethical consideration and use of female research
assistants for the field work, the research method used and its problems, and the
means used to overcome them.



Separate discussion of quantitative and qualitative components in relation to:
i.

Methods

ii.

Sampling

iii.

Data collection

iv.

Analysis

v.

Evaluation criteria for each component

vi.

Validity and reliability of the research

vii.

Integration of quantitative and qualitative data
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Interpretative nature of study

Ethical Process
- Ethics approval
- Recruitment and training of female research assistants
- Informed consent of participants

Mixed methods

Quantitative
Survey interviews (including health
related MDGs)

Sampling

Random  90 left-behind wives

Conducted face-to-face survey
interviews by the researchers

Data collection

Qualitative
In-depth interviews

Purposive  24 left-behind wives from the
surveyed participants
Conducted in-depth interviews,
transcribed.

Researcher and female research
assistant

Researcher and female research assistant

Collected demographic and healthrelated data

Collected lived experiences of left-behind
wives

Analysed results comparing with
district and national statistics

Analysis

Validity and reliability

Evaluation

Social determinants of health affecting
left-behind wives (Chapter 4)

Results

Interpreted in relation to contemporary
framework for social determinants of
health
Rigorous technique and adherence to Gerber
(1999)
The lives of left-behind wives (Chapter 5)

Integration-Triangulation (Chapter 6)

Figure 3.1. Schema of the methodology
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3.2 Description of the nature of the study
This is an interpretive study which seeks to understand the subjective meaning of the lives of
the wives of Nepalese labourer migrants, from the point of view of the left-behind wives
themselves. Several authors write about the features of interpretative studies and the nature
of this study is supported by this work:
i.

Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010b) considered studies as interpretative when the
subjective meaning of participants is incorporated in a methodological fashion. This
study explored the opinions of the left-behind wives of male migrants within the
framework of structured research, and collected and analysed data following some
identified theoretical traditions (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) in order to produce
meaningful findings.

ii.

Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, and Alexander (1996) emphasised understanding
people’s experiences in their own words rather than as members of a large group or
class. The detailed study of individuals in their own context provides substantive
insight about lived experiences of the left-behind wives that it would not be possible to
gain from the aggregate data (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003).

iii.

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) emphasised the emotional impacts of interpretative studies
that capture the voices, emotions and actions of the participants. This study allows rich
information related to everyday lives of the left-behind wives of migrants to be directly
accessible to the readers through the narratives of the wives.
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3.3 Ethical process for the research project
This study is fully compliant with “research ethics” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010a, p. 247)
and was undertaken in accordance with the guidelines, and with the approval of the Human
Research Ethics Committee at the University of New England. The researcher prepared
participant information sheets and consent forms. The ethics approval, information sheets
and consent forms are in Appendix 1.
3.3.1 Female research assistants in fieldwork
Prior to the fieldwork, the researcher employed two local qualified and experienced female
assistants, one in each district, to assist the researcher in conducting field research. These
research assistants were undergraduates in Sociology, with more than five years research and
development implementation experience. They were trained prior to commencing the
fieldwork, and supervised during the fieldwork by the researcher. Their training consisted of
explanations, discussions and debates about the following factors:
o The purpose of the research;
o The aims of each part of the research;
o The survey and its components;
o The in-depth interview schedule;
o The method of interview; and
o The importance of informed consent for participants.
They assisted the researcher to:
o Identify local stakeholders;
o Arrange meetings with stakeholders;
o Provide access to the research location;
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o Sample participants;
o Ensure informed consent of participants;
o Interview participants for both survey questions and in-depth interviews;
o Provide feedback to the researcher; and
o Discuss research with the Principal Supervisor.
The research assistants helped in arranging meetings with the local stakeholders
(representatives of local government and local non-government organisations) in the study
districts. They introduced the project, the purpose of the visit, and solicited the cooperation
of stakeholders in accessing research sites. According to Fielding (1993), local influential
people, known as “gatekeepers” (p. 159), create unnecessary hassles in the fieldwork if the
researcher does not have rapport with them from the beginning. However, the two-member
research team comprised of the researcher and the female research assistant gained easy
entry to each study location, with good local acceptance, and access to the participants for
gathering data.
In addition, the local female researchers helped the researcher to visit the study location,
prepare the list of left-behind wives’ households, and ensure representations of various
castes/ethnicities in the study sample. Their assistance was valuable, not only to locate and
access the participants, but also to seek in advance their informed consent for the research.
Because the participants of the research were illiterate and vulnerable women, the female
research assistants’ primary duty was to explain the nature of the research and what was
required of the participants if they were willing to be a part of the study. In order that the
left-behind wives were clearly informed about their rights in relation to the research, the
research assistants spoke to each potential participant once at length about the project. She
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then returned to discuss the study again and answer any of their questions about the research.
She made it clear on both occasions that the left-behind wives were free to decline to
participate if they felt so inclined. If the left-behind wives agreed to participate after the
second discussion about the project, the research assistant recorded the participant’s name on
the consent form. Again, when the participants were surveyed their approval was sought and
the questionnaire was only answered with the agreement of the participants. At the time of
the qualitative interviews, the consent of the participant was recorded verbally on the tape
recording of the interview at the start of proceedings.
The research assistants reduced the problem of social distance between interviewer and
interviewee as both share the same gender socialisation and critical life experiences (Oakley,
2003). In much the same way, Hammersley and Atkinson (1996) argued that female
researchers were found to be more relevant to gain access to women and to explore culture
sensitive issues, especially in the culture where division of sexes prevails. With the
establishment of mutual and trust, the female researchers were able to explore the
perceptions of the participants at greater depth (Orb, Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2000).

3.4 Research methods used in the study
This study used quantitative and qualitative approaches to answer the questions by collecting
and analysing related but different data. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2009) argued that mixed
methodologies make perfect sense, especially when the issues and concerns of participants,
elucidated through qualitative means, can be complemented by information that can be
generated by quantitative methods (Creswell, 2010); and multiple techniques increase the
probability that findings of the inquiry are trustworthy (Blake, 1989).
The research used a concurrent and parallel mixed methods design (Tashakkori and Teddlie,
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2010a) meaning that both quantitative and qualitative types of data are gathered at the same
time or approximately the same time and implemented simultaneously. Creswell and Clark
(2011) stated these two types of data are concurrent but separate within the overarching
research question, and according to Tashakkori and Teddlie (2009), a parallel mixed methods
is:
… two parallel and relatively independent strands: one with QUAL [Qualitative]
questions, data collection, and analysis techniques and the other with QUAN
[Quantitative] questions, data analysis techniques…Inferences based on the results
from each strand are integrated to form meta-inferences at the end of the study.
(p. 152)
The inferences from the quantitative approach do not determine the questions or procedures
of the qualitative approach. The two different types of data, methods of analysis and both
types of inferences from each component of the mixed method study are discussed at the end
of the research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2009).
Mixed methods are appropriate to answer different research questions by collecting and
analysing quantitative and qualitative data that cannot be achieved through a single method
alone (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). This method is widely applicable in studying individual
behaviour and lifestyle, social determinants of health and wellbeing, poverty, and MDGs
(Mertens et al., 2010; Quimbly, 2006), and helps to translate findings into real life situations
(Dunning et al., 2008; Nastasi, Hitchcock, & Brown, 2010).
The mixed methods research design proved to be an effective method of research, as it
provided precise descriptions of the complexity of a phenomenon with the use of
quantitative and qualitative methods in the research (Shepard et al., 2002). The main
justification for mixed method research is that it can provide comprehensiveness by
providing both depth and breadth of information, for which quantitative or qualitative
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research alone cannot account (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010a). The
other advantage of this research method is that it provides the flexibility to use all possible
methods combining “inductive and deductive thinking” (Creswell & Clark, 2011, p. 13) to
address the problems under examination.
Greene (2007) provided three perspectives about the alliance of quantitative and qualitative
methods: the incommensurability of quantitative and qualitative data is more similar than
different in two methods; the combined information provides greater validity to the
conclusions; and the complementary perspectives suggest that quantitative and qualitative
data are widely different and present contradictory points of view, but paradoxically this can
be complementary in researching complex phenomena. The complementary perspective was
the approach taken in this thesis as it can integrate concepts in the multi-discipline area
under investigation (Creswell, 2010). According to Morgan (1998), a complementary design
is more appropriate for health research.
In the study, there is a significant difference between the quantitative and qualitative data.
The quantitative data measures the health-related indicators of the MDGs at one point in
time and reflects health experiences over the recent past. In contrast, the qualitative data is
not restricted to this time scale. Therefore, in the qualitative data, the past and the present
health experiences are discussed as well as the anticipated health behaviour for the future.
This method provides opportunities for exploring in-depth insights about the left-behind
wives relating to the specific context (Patton, 1999).
Some of the drawbacks of the mixed methods are cost, time and complexity (Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 2010a & b), the last of which requires integration and synthesis of the results across
methodologies (Creswell & Clark, 2011). In this thesis, the advantage of using mixed
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methods was the ability to investigate multiple perspectives of the left-behind wives in the
given context; this outweighed any disadvantages. The mixed method is suitable to
understand the “social, cultural, political, ethical and practical realities” (Nastasi et al., 2010,
p. 329) that lead to pragmatic aspects, rather than philosophical worldviews (Creswell, 2009;
Niglas, 2009), and that helps to produce knowledge (through a quantitative approach) and
change the worldview of the phenomenon under consideration (through a qualitative
approach).
3.4.1 The quantitative component
A short survey questionnaire was used as the quantitative method in this study. It was
developed to help describe a wide range of information relating to demographic factors,
education and occupation, aspects related to the husbands’ migration, health-related MDG
indicators and economic impacts of male migration (see Appendix 2.1). Demographic data
have an effect on an individual’s perceptions and acts in everyday life (Mackenbach &
Kunst, 1997). The information related to each category is presented in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1. The five categories of data in the survey questionnaire
Category
Demographic

Education and occupation

Factors related to husband’s
migration

Health-related MDGs for left-behind
wives

Economic impacts of male migration

Variables
Age of the participants
Household size
Sex composition in the participants’ households
Age of household members
Family type of the participants
Caste/ethnicity in the households
Literacy level of the participants
Education level of household members
Types of work of the participants
Working hours of the participants
Perception of safety at work
Occupation of household members
Country of destination
Work type
Length of absence from home country
Periods of migration
Purpose of migrants’ return to visit home
MDG-1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger (three indicators)
MDG-4: Reduce child mortality (three indicators)
MDG-5: Improve maternal health (three indicators)
MDG-6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (two
indicators)
MDG-7: Ensure environmental sustainability (two indicators)
Types of participants’ houses
Income of households of the participants
Spending priority for the participants
Economic comparison of the participants with other villagers

3.4.1.1 Demographic category
Age of the participants, household size, sex composition in the household, age of the
members of households, family type and caste/ethnicity were covered in this demographic
category. The definitions of these variables in the demographic data for participants are:
o

Age of the participants: Age was recorded and divided into two categories: i) young
wives between 18-34 years old; and ii) wives older than 35 years old.

o

Household size: The number of members in the participant’s household.

o

Sex composition in the households: The male and female members in the
participant’s household.
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o

Age of the members in the households: Age was chronologically recorded and
grouped into five groups:
i) up to 5 years old;
ii) 6-14 years old;
iii) 15-34 years old;
iv) 35-59 years old; and
v) 60 years old and above.
The people between 15–59 years are working age population in Nepal. The age
classifications are grouped according to the Centre Bureau of Statistics (2001).

o

Family type: Families were divided into two types:
i) joint family; and
ii) nuclear family.
A joint family is an extended family of parents, their children, the children’s spouses
and offspring in one household. A nuclear family consists of parents and dependent
children living in one house (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001).

o

Caste/ethnicity of the households: Caste/ethnicity were categorised into four groups:
i) Brahmin/Chettry;
ii) Janajaties;
iii) Dalits; and
iv) Muslims (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001).

3.4.1.2 Education and occupation category
The education and occupation data provides information on the literacy level of the
participants, education level of household members, type of work for the participants and
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work safety, average daily working hours of the participants, and occupation of household
members. The definitions for each variable are:
o

Literacy level of the participants: Literacy levels of respondents were classified into
two categories:
i) literate, and
ii) illiterate.
Literate people are able to read and write a short, simple statement in any language in
everyday life (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011); and those people who cannot read
and write are illiterate.

o

Education of household members: Formal schooling ranges from one to sixteen years
in Nepal. The sampled household members were divided into five education levels.
They were:
i) primary level which included first to fifth years of schooling (1-5 class);
ii) secondary level was sixth to tenth year of schooling (6-10 class);
iii) tertiary education refers to those people trained in the occupational skills after
secondary education;
iv) higher education means eleven or more years of education in college or higher
secondary schools; and
v) illiterate (defined above).

o

Types of work of the participants: The work of the participants was classified into
four types:
i) paid employment: the participants who work in paid jobs;
ii) non-paid employment in agriculture: the participants who work on their own
agricultural land without pay;
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iii) voluntary community work: the participants who participate in voluntary work in
the community; and
iv) household work: the participants who perform household duties.
o

Working hours for the participants: Participants were asked to allocate their average
daily working hours in four major job fields as defined above:
i) paid employment;
ii) non-paid employment in agriculture;
iii) voluntary community work; and
iv) household work.

o

Perception of safety at work: The participants were asked whether they felt safe at
work. There were two possible answers:
i) ‘yes’; or
ii) ‘no’.
The participants were asked to give reasons why and where they felt safe or unsafe.

o

Occupation of household members: The occupation was recorded for those
household members who were in the working age of 15–59 years old (Centre Bureau
of Statistics, 2011). The occupations were divided into four categories:
i)

paid/non-paid employment in agriculture;

ii) paid employment in service sector;
iii) paid employment in construction, either roads or houses; and
iv) paid/non-paid employment in trade/business.
3.4.1.3 Factors related to husband’s migration
This category of information relates to the husbands of the left-behind wives. It consists of
five variables: country of destination; types of work; length of absence from home;
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frequency of return; and purpose of the husband’s return home visit. The definitions of the
variables for the factors related to this category are:
o Country of destination: This is the country where a participant’s husband is currently
working.
o Types of work: The participants were asked what types of work their husbands did at
the time of interview. The responses of the participants were divided into four:
i) construction;
ii) manufacturing;
iii) service; and
iv) camel rearing.
o Length of absence from home country: Length of a husband’s absence from Nepal
was divided into three periods:
i) less than two years;
ii) two to five years; and
iii) greater than five years.
o Frequency of return to home country: Frequency of the return of a participant’s
husband to Nepal is grouped into five possible options:
i) nil;
ii) one time;
iii) two times;
iv) three times; and
v) more than three times.
o Purpose of the husband’s return home visit: The purposes for the man’s return to visit
home were divided into three possible reasons:
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i) renewal of employment contract;
ii) celebrating holidays; and
iii) attending emergencies, such as the migrant parent’s funeral.
3.4.1.4 Health-related MDGs for left-behind wives
There are five MDGs that are health related. The study adopted the definitions and
measurement procedures in line with the United Nations (2003) and they are discussed
sequentially. Because of the nature and size of the data, all health indicators are not possible
to measure directly. Therefore, proxy indicators were considered for the assessment of the
health impacts on the left-behind wives.
Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Consideration of Goal 1, the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, helps to show the
poverty level in the country. In this research, three indicators, population below minimum
level of dietary energy consumption, underweight children who are under five years old, and
stunted children who are under five years old are considered to demonstrate the poverty of
migrant households, including child malnutrition. Child malnutrition is linked to poverty,
low levels of education and poor access to health services. The indicators used in this study
are shown in Table 3.2.
1. MDG indicator: Proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy
consumption
The percentage of the population whose food intake falls below the minimum level of
dietary energy requirements is used as an indicator of the prevalence of undernourishment,
and reflects the poverty and hunger of the people (United Nations, 2003).
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Table 3.2. The MDG 1 indicators and survey questions with research indicators
Goal/Indicators
Survey
Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Are all your family
1. Proportion of
members able to eat
population below
enough food daily?
minimum level of dietary
energy consumption
Who does not have
enough food to eat?
Weight of children under
2. Underweight children
five years old measured
aged under five years
and their ages asked
Height of children under
3. Stunted children aged
five years old measured
under five years
and their ages asked

Measurement/indicator
Number of people who did not have enough food to
eat

Weight/age/height*
Number of underweight children under five years
old
Weight/age/height*
Number of stunted children under five years old

* Source. World Health Organisation, 2006.

Because of the small size of the study sample, this indicator was not possible to measure
directly. Therefore, an indirect indicator, the number of people who did not have enough
food to eat daily, was used to measure poverty and hunger. In response to the question, “Are
your family members able to eat enough food daily?” answers of the participants were
classified into two categories: i) yes, and ii) no. This study data was compared with the
district and national average. If the answer was ‘no’, a follow-up question was asked, “Who
does not have enough food to eat?”
2. MDG Indicator: Underweight children aged under five years
The prevalence of underweight children is the percentage of children under five years old
whose weight for age is less than minus two standard deviations from the median for the
international reference population aged under five years (United Nations, 2003). All the
participants’ children aged under five years were weighed and their height measured. The
weight/age/height table of the World Health Organisation (2006) was used to measure
underweight children aged under five years.
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3. MDG Indicator: Stunted children aged under five years
Low height for age or stunting is defined as minus two standard deviations from the median
height for the age of the reference population aged under five years. All the children of under
five years old were recorded and their height measured. This data were only compared with
national statistics, as there is a lack of district data. The weight/age/height table of the World
Health Organisation was used to identify stunted children aged less than five years.
Goal 2: Reduce child mortality
Reduced child mortality, one of the health-related MDGs, is measured with the assistance of
three indicators as shown in Table 3.3. They are: the under-five mortality rate; infant
mortality rate; and the children immunised against measles.
Table 3.3. The MDG 2 indicators and survey questions with research indicators
Goal/Indicators
Survey
Goal 2: Reduce child mortality
Did any of your children
1. Mortality rate of
die before reaching the
children under five
age of five years?
2. Infant mortality rate Did any infant children
die before reaching the
age of one year?
Did any of your children
3. Immunisation
under twenty-four
against measles
months receive the
measles vaccine

Measurement/indicator
Number of children under five years who have died
Number of infants who have died
Number of one-year-old children immunised against
measles

1. MDG Indicator: Under-five mortality rate
The under-five mortality rate is the probability (expressed as a rate per 1000 live births) of a
child born in a specified year dying before reaching the age of five, subject to current agespecific mortality rates of that period (United Nations, 2003). Although it is not possible to
measure this indicator, as discussed above, this research records the number of children born
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and the number of children under five who died in the participants’ households. This study
compared these data with the district and national average.
2. MDG Indicator: Infant mortality rate
This indicator is the number of deaths of infants under one year of age in an indicated year
per 1000 live births in the same year (United Nations, 2003). As discussed above, this
indicator is difficult to compute in this study. Therefore, the number of infants who died in
the participants’ households was measured. This indicator was compared with district and
national figures in the study.
3. MDG Indicator: Immunisation against measles
The indicator is estimated as the percentage of children under one year of age who received
at least one dose of measles vaccine either at any time before the survey or before the age of
twelve months in accordance with the United Nations’ (2003) definition. The gathered data
on the number of children of the participants’ households immunised against measles were
compared with district and national statistics.
Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Maternal health is a common problem in developing countries. This goal was examined
employing three indicators, namely, maternal mortality rate, birth attended by skilled birth
attendants and contraceptive prevalence rate. Further, two indicators, knowledge about
contraceptives, and their availability, were employed in this research to understand the
underlying causes of the reported contraceptive prevalence rate. The indicators are presented
in Table 3.4.
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Table 3.4. The MDG 5 indicators and survey questions with research indicators
Goal/Indicators
Survey
Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Do you know any mothers in your
1. Maternal
village who died during
mortality rate
pregnancy or childbirth or within
42 days after pregnancy?
2. Birth attended by Who helped you to give birth to
your babies?
skilled birth
attendants

3. Contraceptive
prevalence rate
Knowledge about
contraceptives
Availability
of contraceptives

Do you use any way of avoiding
pregnancy?
Do you know about
contraceptives?
Are contraceptives readily
available to you?

Measurement/indicators
Number of participants who reported death of a
mother in the village
Number of children who were born with the
assistance of skilled birth attendants
Number of children who were born with the
assistance of local women
Number of participants who used contraceptives
Number of participants who have knowledge
about contraceptive use
Number of participants who reported ready
availability of contraceptives

1. MDG Indicator: Maternal mortality rate
This indicator is defined as the number of women who die from any cause related to, or
aggravated by, pregnancy or its management (excluding accidental or incidental causes) or
who die during pregnancy or childbirth or within 42 days of termination of pregnancy,
irrespective of the duration and site of the pregnancy (United Nations 2003; World Health
Organisation & United Nations Children Education Fund, 2010). Because of the small size
of the study population, this research did not collect data as defined above. Since it was
difficult to measure this indicator directly, the number of participants reporting the death of a
mother in the village was used as an indirect indicator in the research. To solicit this data,
participants were asked about their knowledge of a mother who had died from any cause
related to, or aggravated by, pregnancy and its management (excluding accidental or
incidental causes) during the pregnancy or childbirth or within 42 days of termination of
pregnancy up to the time of interview. Despite these data not being compared with district
and national figures, these statistics are presented.
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2. MDG Indicator: Births attended by skilled birth attendants
According to the World Health Organisation and United Nations Children Education Fund
(2010), skilled health personnel are midwives, doctors or nurses who have been educated
and trained to be proficient in skills needed to manage normal (uncomplicated) pregnancy,
childbirth. They are also trained to identify, manage and refer women or newborns who
present with complications in the immediate postnatal period. Considering this definition,
these data are presented according to: i) the number of children who were born with the
assistance of skilled births attendants, and ii) the number of children who were born with the
assistance of local women.
3. MDG Indicator: Contraceptive prevalence rate
The defined indicator is the number of women aged 15-49 years in marital or consensual
unions who report that they are using condoms to avoid pregnancy (United Nations, 2003).
The indicator used for the study was the number of participants who used contraceptives. In
order to measure this indicator, in response to the question: “Do you use any way of
avoiding pregnancy?” the answers were recorded in two categories: i) yes; and ii) no.
If a negative response were received from the participant, a follow up question, “Do you
know about contraceptives?” was asked. Similarly, with the positive response, a follow up
question, “Are contraceptives readily available to you?” was posed. The contraceptive
prevalence rate in the study was compared with district and national statistics.
Goals 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
Although this goal aims to reduce HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, this research
focused on two indicators relating to malaria and tuberculosis. They were: children under
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five years old using effective malaria prevention and treatment measures; and tuberculosis
cases detected and cured under directly observed treatment, short course (DOTS).
1. MDG Indicator: Children under five years old using effective malaria prevention and
treatment measures
Malaria prevention was measured by the number of children aged 0-59 months sleeping
under insecticide-treated bednets (United Nations, 2003). In addition, the number of children
who died from malaria is also reported in the study.
2. MDG Indicator: Tuberculosis cases detected and cured under directly observed treatment,
short course (DOTS)
Two indicators used with this research were:
i)

number of tuberculosis cases diagnosed by a clinician; and

ii)

number of tuberculosis cases diagnosed and treated under a full course of DOTS
(United Nations, 2003).

These data were related to the participants’ household members and compared with district
and national statistics.
Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
The goal of ensuring environmental sustainability, was measured with two indicators;
members of the left-behind households who had access to sustainable drinking water, and
improved sanitation facilities. The source of drinking water and the distance of a drinking
water source were assessed while examining the first indicator. Population access to soap
and use of soap by the left-behind household members were dealt with to better understand
the latter indicator. The details are provided in Table 3.5.
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Table 3.5. The MDG 7 indicators and survey questions with research indicators
Goal/Indicators
Survey
Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
Where do you go to fetch safe
1. Population with
drinking water?
sustainable access to
improved water sources
Source of drinking water
Where do you fetch safe
drinking water?
2. Distance of drinking
water source

How far do you go to fetch
drinking water?

3. Population using
improved sanitation
facilities
4. Population’s access to
soap
5. Number of people using
soap for routine hand
washing

Do you use a toilet?
Does your family have access
to soap?
Do all of your family
members use soap for routine
hand washing?

Measurement/indicators
Number of people with access to sustainable
drinking water
Number of people fetching drinking water
by source: individual piped water,
community piped water, natural well, hand
pump
Number of people with access to drinking
water less than 500 metres, 500-1000
metres, and more than 1000 metres from
home
Number of people who used pit latrines
Number of people used open defecation
Number of people with access to soap
Number of people who use soap for routine
hand washing

1. MDG Indicator: Population with sustainable access to improved water sources
The research adopted the definition of the United Nations (2003) to assess the extent to
which improved drinking water sources were available. This source, by nature of its
construction or through active intervention, is likely to be protected from outside
contamination, in particular from contamination with fecal matter. Furthermore, a
sustainable improved water source is regarded as one which can supply 20 litres per capita
per day at a distance no more than one-kilometre (1000 metres). Using this definition, the
study adopted the indicator, a protected source of drinking water within one-kilometre, to
measure access to sustainable drinking water (United Nations, 2003). The study did not
consider the volume of water per person per day as it was assumed to be met.
This indicator, the number of people with access to sustainable drinking water, was
measured using two indicators. They were: i) source of drinking water; and ii) the distance to
the drinking water. The sources of the drinking water were divided into seven categories: i)
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piped water at home; ii) public or community tap; iii) hand pump/bore, iv) protected
well/spring; v) non-protected well/spring vi) rainwater; and vii) rivers. Similarly, the
distance to drinking water was classified into three categories:
i)

less than 500 meters;

ii)

500–1000 meters, and

iii)

more than 1000 meters.

2. MDG Indicator: Population using improved sanitation facilities
The United Nations (2003) defines improved sanitation facilities as correctly constructed and
properly maintained pour-flush latrines, simple pit or ventilated improved pit latrines and
private latrines. The use of a latrine by the participant’s household members was divided into
two responses: i) yes; or ii) no. The response ‘no’ means that the participants use open
defecation. Further, follow-up questions were asked to seek answers on: i) number of people
with access to soap; ii) number of people who used soap for routine hand washing; and iii)
those who did not regularly use soap.
3.4.1.5 Economic impacts of male migration
The economic impacts of male migration are grouped in four variables: i) type of house of
the participants; ii) income of households of the participants; iii) spending priority for the
participants; and iv) economic comparison of the participants with other villagers. The
definitions of these variables are:
i.

Types of house of the participants: The permanency of housing that is widely used as
a durable house is defined by different criteria in different countries. The report, State
of the World’s Cities 2006/7, prepared by United Nations Human Settlements
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Programme (2006) defines durable housing as “a unit that is built on a non-hazardous
location and has a structure permanent and adequate for extreme of climate
conditions such as rain, heat, cold, and humidity” (p. 65).
There is a complication in defining houses in developing countries because, unlike
developed nations, they lack building standards. Often, the location is ignored in defining
houses in the context of developing nations, as cited in the same report of the United Nations
Human Settlements Programme (2006). The Nepalese Government has classified houses into
two broad types considering the materials used for the roof and walls: durable and nondurable. Durable houses are deemed permanent if they are made of burnt brick, stones,
concrete, tiles and the like. In contrast, non-durable houses are temporary because they are
constructed with non-permanent materials that are replaced frequently (straw, thatch, mud,
wood, plank and the like).
However, this study classified houses into two types taking account of the material used for
roofing, regardless of the type of materials used for the walls. Durable houses were classified
as those roofed with galvanized sheet, rod, cement and concrete including tiles and slate;
whilst houses roofed with straw, thatch, mud, wood, plank and similar materials were
classified as non-durable. More specifically, the study gathered data on three types of
houses, based on the roofing material (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001). They were:
o

Thatched roof: Household dwelling structure roofed with straw/thatch and
walled by mud-bonded bricks/stones in the Hill region, and/or wood/tree
branches, in the Terai;
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o

Galvanised sheet roof: Household dwelling structure roofed with galvanised
sheet and walled by mud-bonded bricks/stones or cement bonded bricks/stones,
both in Hills and Terai; and

o

Concrete roof: This type of house is called concrete house roofed over with
rod, cement and concrete and it falls within the durable house category.
Household dwelling structure roofed with concrete and outer walls mainly
cement bonded bricks/stones and concrete, both in the Hills region and Terai.

ii.

Income of households of the participants: The annual household incomes of the
participants were divided into five levels before and during the time of interview
when their husbands were working in the Gulf States. The income levels are
presented in Nepalese Rupees (NPR) and Australian Dollars (AUD) with an
exchange rate of NPR 80 equivalent to AUD 1, (Nepal Rastraya Bank dated 23 June
2012). These five levels of annual household income are:

i.

up to NPR 40,000 (AUD 500);

ii.

NPR 40000 to 80,000 (AUD 500–1,000);

iii.

NPR 80000 to 120,000 (AUD 1,000–1,500);

iv.

NPR 120 000 to 160,000 (AUD 1,500–2,000); and

v.

greater than NPR 160,000 (AUD 2,000).

The survey divided the annual income levels of the participants’ households into two
periods: just before the year of migration of their husbands, and at the time of
interview, indicating October 2010 to September 2011 as the reference year. This
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indicator helped to examine the effect of male migration in the improvement or nonimprovement of the poverty level.

iii.

Spending priority for the participants: The top four spending priorities of the
participants from October 2010 to September 2011 are divided into four priorities:

iv.

i.

food;

ii.

education;

iii.

house; and

iv.

loan/debt repayment.

Economic comparison of the participants with other villagers: The participants were
asked to compare their economic wellbeing to others in the village at the time of
interview into five major levels: i) much better off than most; ii) better off then most;
iii) average; iv) worse off than most; v) much worse off than most.

The significance of this variable was to examine how the participants compare themselves
with others in the village after their husbands left for the Gulf. These variables indicate
participants’ perceptions of their economic wellbeing resulting from their husbands’
migration.
3.4.1.6 Population and sampling
The population studied in this research was the left-behind wives of the male migrants to the
Gulf States. The sample size for the study was determined according to the nature of the
quantitative and qualitative methods to reflect adequate power (quantitative) and generate
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rich data (qualitative) to develop the quality inferences (Collins, 2010). Different sampling
strategies for the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the research are described in the
relevant sections.
3.4.1.7 Survey sampling process
The research followed a multistage sampling process to determine the sample. At the outset,
the study area was selected and then a sample was drawn randomly from the identified
population.
Firstly, the study was conducted in one of five development regions, the Western
Development Region in Nepal, from where a large number of men migrate to the Gulf States
(Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2001) was compared to the other four regions, Eastern, Central,
Mid Western and Far Western. This western region comprises three ecological regions, the
Mountain, the Hill and the Terai (plains) Regions. Other development regions in Nepal are
similar. There are 16 districts, 12 from the Mountain and Hills and four Terai districts in this
development region. Two districts, Palpa in the Hills and Rupandehi in the Terai, were
selected for the study because they have recorded a higher number of migrants to the Gulf
States. The study area is shown in Figure 3.2.
Nepal’s administrative system has three tiers: national, district, and Village Development
Committee, with the Village Development Committee being the lowest administrative unit.
The latter two units are local government. The two researched districts have differences in
terms of sociocultural practices, relative employment opportunities and access to public
services, including transportation and communication (District Development Committee
Rupandehi, 2009). Terai districts are a little better off in comparison to the Hills Region due
to easier access to road infrastructure. However in spite of some geographical differences
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these two districts are similar in their poverty, rurality, caste distribution and distance from
Kathmandu. Statistics for the MDGs are available for both these districts and therefore
comparisons can be made for sub-populations within those districts.
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Figure 3.2. Map of Nepal showing research area
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Secondly, two remote Village Development Committees were selected, in consultation with
the local government officials and the representatives of non-government organisations in
each district headquarters, to form a cluster of a study area in Palpa and Rupandehi. The
following three criteria were taken into account when selecting the Village Development
Committees to form this cluster:
i)

the remoteness of the study location—more than three hours walking distance from the
district headquarters;

ii) inclusiveness of different caste/ethnicity of Nepal; and
iii) high numbers of male migrants to the Gulf States.
These criteria were considered important in a study of the rural communities of Nepal, and
necessary for the study to be representative of the population nationally. The cluster
approach helped the researcher to better understand the socio-culture dynamics of the people
in minimum time and with fewer resources, without compromising on the data quality
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996). After selecting the cluster area for the study, the sample
was drawn as follows:
First, in the selected cluster Village Development Committees, a list of males who had
migrated to the Gulf States for more than two years was developed in consultation with the
Secretary of each Village Development Committee and the representatives of local nongovernment organisations active in the study clusters. The available statistics relating to
migration within each Village Development Committee area were also considered in the
development of the list of the migrant households.
Second, on the basis of the prepared list of the migrant households in the cluster area, the
numbers of left-behind wives’ households were selected randomly. Altogether, 90 left136

behind wives who belonged to 90 households, that is, one left behind-wife from each
household, were selected out of 524 households where the husband had migrated to the Gulf
States for more than two years. There were 45 wives from each study district selected for
face-to-face survey interviews. The details about the population and the sampled households
for the research are presented in Table 3.6.
Table 3.6. Selection of sample population
Description
Number of households
Number of migrant households
Number of households of male migrants to the
Gulf
Number of households of male migrants who
went to the Gulf States for more than two years*
Number of sampled households of male migrants
who went to the Gulf States for more than two
years

Study districts
Palpa
Rupandehi
1227
2126
878 (71.6%)
1433 (67.4%)
302 (34.4%)
306 (21.4%)

Total

256 (84.8%)

268 (87.6%)

524 (86.2%)

45 (17.6%)

45 (16.8%)

90 (17.2%)

3353
2311 (68.9%)
608 (26.3%)

Source: Village Development Committee Feka, 2010.
Village Development Committee Palung Mainadi, 2010.
Village Development Committee Khada Bangai, 2010.
Village Development Committee Man Pakadi, 2010.
*Estimation in consultation with local stakeholders

3.4.1.8 Data collection, manipulation and data analysis
The data were collected with the use of a survey questionnaire and a direct interview with
the sampled participants by the female research assistant in presence of the researcher. The
quantitative data collected from September to December 2011 were coded and recorded in
an electronic file for data manipulation and analysis by the researcher using spreadsheets in
Excel. The study relied on simple statistics, such as total and mean comparison between the
two study districts (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996).
The first part of the survey variables related to demographic information as well as education
and occupation of the selected participants, factors related to husbands’ migration and their
households were compared with national statistics, where available. The second part deals
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with the health-related MDGs indicators of the study people and their comparison to the
national achievements. However, the third part of the quantitative information related to
husband migration, presented without national comparison due to the absence of comparable
similar information.
Health-related MDG indicators were defined and measured, as appropriate, according to the
United Nations (2003) ensuring the reliability and validity of the data collection and data
analysis. The household information in this research was compared to the corresponding
districts and the national average. The districts (Palpa District Development Committee,
2010; Rupandehi District Development Committee, 2010) and national average data (Centre
Bureau of Statistics, 2011; National Planning Commission and United Nations Country
Team Nepal, 2010) were located in the official reports of the Government of Nepal. The last
component of the quantitative data deals with the economic impact of the male migration
and is presented without comparison because of the absence of comparable national
statistics.
3.4.1.9 Evaluation of quantitative method
The quantitative methods ensure validity and reliability for the following reasons:
i.

This research adopted the standard definitions of the health-related MDG indicators
and the measurement tools (United Nations, 2003) to examine the health of the leftbehind wives and their families. Gendek and Ware (1998) argue that the international
standard is considered a reliable and valid measure of the health impact. This standard
measurement allowed the researcher to compare the results with national statistics
because it is the standard way to collect and report the progress of Nepalese MDGs at
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the international level. It is widely known and accepted as a valid and reliable tool in
the health literature.
ii.

The demographic data were also collected according to the national standard, and then
subsequently compared with national statistics. Therefore, the tools employed to solicit
data, and the interpretation of the findings, ensured validity of the method.

iii.

The use of female research assistants to interview the left-behind wives helped to
create a relaxed, (non-threatening) interview, and none of the participants were unclear
about the questions in the interviews. Rather, they responded well. The consistent
engagement of the female research assistants made sure the research questions were
correctly asked, and understood by the participants. Thus, the collected information
reveals the reliability of the data and the results. Reliability refers to the extent to
which measures give “consistent and accurate” results (Sim & Wright, 2000, p. 13).

3.4.2 Qualitative component
The qualitative approach used to understand the lived experiences of the left-behind wives of
male migrants to the Gulf States in relation to social determinants of health included indepth interviews. Further, the social support services that were available and useful to the
left-behind wives were also explored using their own words.
3.4.2.1 Sampling process in the in-depth interviews
A purposive sampling strategy was deployed to recruit 24 left-behind wives of migrants who
had already participated in the initial survey interview. This sampling strategy was drawn
from quantitative research where cases were selected from previously surveyed groups
(Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). The researcher exercised judgement in recruiting wives from
those survey interviews who communicated their lived story more confidently and who
agreed to participate in the in-depth interviews. The objective of the sampling was to select
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respondents who were “willing to reveal” and would provide “rich information” that would,
according to Patton (1990, p. 189) “illuminate the questions under study”.
The important considerations with the sampling process were to recruit participants who
could provide deep understanding of the issue under investigation and that they were
recruited and selected in such a way as to ensure credibility of the findings, which could be
potentially generalised to another context or a larger population (Patton, 1990).
The detailed sampling process adopted in-depth interviews, and the openness in providing
powerful information (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) by the left-behind wives offered
opportunities for triangulation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996). The sample size of the
group and the inclusive representation of the participants in terms of caste/ethnicity, and the
method of conducting interviews allowed “theoretical saturation” to occur, meaning,
crucially, that it “represents the concepts, not a person” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 188) and
that there was no new relevant data emerging (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005; Minichiello et al.,
1996). Thus, the limitation of sampling was overcome.
Face-to-face, in-depth interviews were conducted with the left-behind wives to document the
rich lived experience in the light of the social determinants of health until saturation of
collecting new data was reached (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005; Minichiello et al., 1996) or
there was no possibility of collecting new data (Padgett, 2008). Collins (2010) claims that
the sample size for the qualitative research is smaller than the quantitative but it allows
collection of “subjective meanings from the participants” in a greater depth and this leads to
“reliability of the data” (p. 356).
Individual interviews generated empirical data that the survey instrument would not provide.
The perceptions and experiences of the left-behind wives were obtained with qualitative
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interviews. The in-depth interviews were conducted from September to December 2011 with
the help of female research assistants. The digitally recorded interviews were transcribed
from Nepali to English from February to May 2012. The researcher’s engagement in
collecting and transcribing data of the study further reinforced the “credibility of the study”
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996, p. 153). Within in-depth, open-ended interviews the
question below offered an avenue for the open interaction with the participants: “What are
your lived experiences in the absence of your husband?”
This ice-breaking question was designed in a way to encourage a left-behind wife to tell her
story about her husband’s migration and her experience. It was anticipated that this broad
open question could provide the most significant insights of maximum value to the research.
In order to steer the in-depth interviews and to focus within the scope of the study, a leading
question related to each of the five key areas of the social determinants of health was found
appropriate and stimulative. They were:
1.

Living, growing and working:

Key question: Tell me how do you manage to live and care for your family?
2.

Behavioural context

Key question: How do your family members pass their spare time?
3.

Shape of society

Key question: How do you seek support, as and when required?
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4.

Health services support

Key question: What do you do if you fall sick?
5.

Societal context

Key question: What are the public services you usually receive and tell us about your
experience of them?
Since this kind of interview was the first for all the participants, it took more than one hour
in many cases. Interviews were conducted in Nepali language, except two interviews in a
local dialect, Bhojpuri. In order to follow the social determinants of the health framework,
the interview schedule presented in Appendix 2.2 was found extremely helpful. The
language for the interview never became a barrier for the researchers, as they were familiar
with the local dialect.
3.4.2.2 Data collection for interviews
Left-behind wives were interviewed to collect data. According to Taylor (2005) the
interview is a “superior technique for the exploration of areas” (p. 39) as it encourages the
greatest possible freedom and honesty of expression. Compared to survey questions, which
are framed objectively, in-depth interviews are “open and flexible” in order to collect the
experiences of the participants (Layder, 1994, p. 130). In-depth interviews help to explore
the “insider’s” perspectives, which means it captures the “own words of the participants”
(Taylor, 2005, p. 39) and their thoughts, perceptions, feelings and experiences related to the
study questions. There were 24 interviews conducted with the left-behind wives who lived in
the Hills (12) and the Terai region (plain) (12).
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The researchers’ observations supplemented the in-depth interviews to further illuminate the
phenomenon (in providing details, cross-checking different meanings, and testing the clarity
on the participants’ conscious reflections of their words) (Bryman, 2008; Carpenter & Suto
2008). This was possible because the questions were revised depending on the situation
(Minichiello et al., 2008).
Each interview was carefully recorded and reviewed immediately, probing questions were
anticipated in light of similar issues evident in the previous interviews. This process allowed
the researcher to explore concepts that other informants had mentioned in their interviews by
using some specific probing questions. These were leading questions seeking deeper
meaning; testing questions seeking the limits of the concept under discussion; steering
questions that invited the discussion back to the topic; and sometimes factual questions that
reduced the personal risk for the participants (Carpenter & Suto, 2008). This was possible
because the questions were revised considering the situation (Bryman, 2008; Minichiello,
Aroni, & Hays, 2008), and the advice of the female research assistants.
The concept of probing and adjusting the questions in subsequent interviews, according to
Minichiello et al. (2008) means that the researcher is checking the data for different
conceptions and meanings; testing the clarity of the informants’ meaning by probing their
conscious reflections; and delving more deeply into the same or similar issues that had been
raised by other participants, all of which resulted in “thick” descriptions of left-behind
wives’ experiences (Minichiello et al., 1996, p. 403). Thick description, according to Patton
(2002), refers not only to the microscopic detail of descriptive data, but also to the
interpretation of that data in its socio-cultural context. In this research probing questions
allowed the researcher to solicit worldviews of the participants in order to study the course
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of a phenomenon. Flexible probing provokes deeper insights of the issues as the process
continues so that the interpretation of the data, in the cultural context of the lived
experiences, is improved.
At the end of each interview, participants were given an opportunity to ask any question of
the researchers. This opportunity allowed the participants to interact, expand ideas, clarify
issues and ensure their participation in the interview process (Taylor, 2005).
In order to validate the questions and their usefulness, in-depth interview questions were
piloted in Nepal with four left-behind wives of migrants to the Gulf during the second week
of September 2011, before conducting interviews with research participants. Consequently,
the researcher learnt how to introduce the subject matter with the research participants so
that the interview questions stimulated the participants to recount their experiences. It
became apparent to the researcher that it was imperative to explore the general knowledge
about migration in the village at the outset of the interview with the participants. To this end,
the first question asked was one which encouraged the participants to speak generally on the
topic of migration before getting into specifics about their husbands’ migration to the Gulf.
In addition, minor rewordings were also made to some of the questions in the study.
The locally recruited female research assistants were closely supervised by the researcher
while carrying out the fieldwork as the researcher was present in every interview. Collected
data were reviewed every day by the researcher for completeness, comprehensibility,
consistency, and reliability after completion of scheduled interviews.
The Principal Supervisor visited Nepal from 11 to 20 November 2011 during the time of the
field data collection. The purpose of her visit was to interact with the candidate about his
fieldwork. This visit helped to identify the gaps in information and allowed the researcher to
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explore preliminary thoughts about the data. She reviewed the results of the quantitative
survey and the English translation of some of the transcripts of the research participants.
The researcher had obtained permission for his previous employer Helvetas Nepal, a Swiss
Cooperation for International Development, to use their car to access research sites during
the Principal Supervisor’s visit. While preparing to visit the filed sites, the Security Officer
of Helvetas Nepal briefed Dr. Ditton about the security arrangements for the car trip to the
field sites because of the on-going risks associated with political unrest in Nepal. Each day
the car driver was briefed by the Security Officer about the most up to date security
information to ensure safe travel.
The ten-hour car trip from Kathmandu to Tansen, Palpa (Hills) was arduous and the
Principal Supervisor could not then walk 5-6 kilometres to the hill village. However, she was
well enough to proceed to the research site of Rupandehi (plain) the following day. While
she was at Rupandehi, she discussed the research with the researcher and female research
assistant of the area; she walked around the villages, met stakeholders, interviewed research
participants with assistance of the research assistant and suggested areas for further
exploration.
The areas that were explored in more detail as a result of the Principal Supervisor’s visit
were:
i)

the role and use of mobile communication between husbands and left-behind wives, and

ii) safety of left-behind wives in agriculture and construction work.
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3.4.2.3 Analysis of qualitative data
The researcher transcribed the digitally taped interviews and analysed the qualitative data
manually after completion of the field visits. Afterwards, the data were imported into a
qualitative analysis software package NVivo 9, developed by Richards (2009). The
researcher used NVivo to develop codes, concepts and themes to ensure their linkages to the
data before analysing the results.
Considering the interpretative approach to the data, the concepts in the data with the
explanatory theories from the literature were matched. The data were analysed to explore the
meaning of the left-behind wives’ experiences in the light of the identified concepts and
themes to ensure the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis (Bryman, 2006; Patton,
2002).
In addition, the researcher’s knowledge about the study locations and the local dialects
further helped to understand the interviewed left-behind wives, the nuances of their words,
jargon and silence, not only in collecting authentic data but also in the analysis (Kvale,
2007). Analysis of the data involved describing patterns, linkages and plausible explanations
in data relating to the contemporary theories of migration and patriarchy within the
perspective of social determinants of health.
The evolved concepts from the analysis of the 24 interviews were discussed in the light of
social determinants of health, focusing on the daily conditions, shape of society and societal
context that governs the policies and programmes of the government. These fields of
analysis discuss the lived experiences of the left-behind wives of the Nepalese migrants to
the Gulf States, the impacts of the prolonged migration on the wives, and the status of the
social support services available and their usefulness. The results of the qualitative data offer
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insights about the left-behind wives after their husbands’ migration to the Gulf for work, the
availability and usefulness of the public services, and what can be done to improve their
health and wellbeing.
This research used pseudonyms for the participants, the pseudonym followed by a letter ‘P’
referred to Palpa and “R” denoted Rupandehi. The letter either “P” or “R” were used to
locate the participants’ residence because this helped to provide insights into the
phenomenon by geographical location, as it is important for the study to relate to the
contextual situation.
3.4.2.4 Evaluation of qualitative method
There are two elements of qualitative research that are pertinent to the evaluation of the
qualitative method—thoroughness, and credibility on hermeneutic rules, rather than
empirical rules, provide the criteria to evaluate quantitative data, according to Gerber (1999).
The analysis of data capture the participants’ subjective meaning of the lived experiences in
relation to social determinants of health and wellbeing, and the conceptions that relate to that
central phenomenon. The stories of the different participants are equally important for what
they share about the issue. Orientating the analysis of the interviews towards the lived
perception and opinion of the left-behind wives and looking with clarity on the issues by
probing the participants for insights was done consistently to build up a complex
understanding of the multifaceted socio-cultural issues. These rules of interpretation were
adopted in the data analysis in such a way that the answers to the research questions were
dealt with well and the inferences drawn were plausible.
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3.5 Integration of quantitative and qualitative data
Triangulation combines the results of the quantitative and qualitative data. According to
Minichiello and Kottler (2010), triangulation is a process by which the issue is investigated
in a variety of ways so that different types of evidence are produced to support the findings.
The type of triangulation used in this study refers to the methodological and data type
according to Denzin’s classification (1978). In this study, methodological triangulation was
used because data were integrated from two methods, and data triangulation was used
because qualitative data were collected from participants from various castes and diverse
geographical locations.
In addition, the study sought the lived experience from the same group of participants who
had been interviewed in the survey and had shown willingness to participate in an in-depth
interview. This process allowed the researcher to further combine two methods of data
collection which helped to check the consistency and accuracy with multiple methods
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010).
Data analysis integrated quantitative and qualitative data at the level of discussion, The
quantitative data were collected to understand the health impacts of migration on left-behind
wives. The qualitative approach allowed an in-depth understanding of their health and
wellbeing in relation to the socio-cultural context, as prescribed by Polit and Beck (2010).
This process affirmed the validity of the research as the two different sets of data,
quantitative and qualitative, had different methods of analysis. The different inferences
developed from each method were pulled together to complement each other, and to enable
understanding of the research aims (Greene, 2007; Greene & Caracelli, 1997). This process
involved combining the results of the quantitative and qualitative data, interpreting the
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results of two data sets in the light of the literature, and analysing them in accordance with
the elements of social determinants of health.

3.6 Validity and reliability of research project
The evaluation of the quantitative and qualitative methods was discussed in Section 3.4.1.9
and 3.4.2.4, respectively, therefore the research project is regarded as valid and reliable
because:
o

This research provides sufficiently detailed descriptions about the research setting,
participants, and the process to permit transferability (Polit & Beck, 2010). This study
contains both objective and subjective data related to the left-behind wives.

o

Woolley (2009) believes that mixed methods research reduces measurement errors and
produces a fuller account. Following Wolley’s suggestion, this study combined the
health impacts of the participants with the assistance of survey questions and explored
the lived insights of the participants in a deeper fashion, and thus this entire process
ensured greater validity to achieve better results (Bryman, 2006).

o

Since this research has followed a step-wise approach to select the research
participants and analyse the data, it can be argued that this study can be validated at
any time by any researcher as it as it features “generalisability” (Creswell & Clark
2011, p. 78; Fry, Chantavanich, & Chantavanich, 1981). According to Freshwater
(2006), these mixed methods allow for the cross-validation of results by avoiding
threats to validity, and thus, offer replication of results and generalisability of the study
findings (Creswell & Clark, 2011).

o

The research ensured completeness by basing the results on an appropriate integration
of both quantitative and qualitative research approaches. The data from each method
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were analysed and results are reported separately. Later, in Chapter 6, the results are
discussed together. As discussed by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003), this process helps
to maximise interpretative rigour and the credibility of the research (Bryman, 2006).

3.7 Summary
This chapter discusses the methodologies used in the research. This interpretative nature of
the research used both quantitative and qualitative methodologies to gather and analyse data
drawn from left-behind wives of migrants to the Gulf States. The quantitative component
included data obtained from the direct survey, interviewing left-behind wives. The
qualitative component, which further explored their lived experience in relation to social
determinants of health, comprised in-depth interviews with the purposively selected leftbehind wives who initially completed the survey interview.
The input of qualified female research assistants throughout the fieldwork has added value to
this research. Particularly, their role in developing rapport with the research participants
before conducting interviews, and helping to interview them in the Nepalese society was
imperative to ensure the quality of data.
The application of both quantitative and qualitative methods ensured in-depth investigation
of the phenomenon from the point view of the wives who stayed behind. The rationale for
using mixed methods for the study, and the methodological discussion in relation to both the
components of this method were dealt with separately in each section. The following three
chapters present and discuss the findings of the research based on the methodologies
revealed in this chapter.
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Chapter 4: Social Determinants of Health Affecting Left-behind
Wives

4.1 Introduction
The quantitative approach to the health of left-behind wives involved the use of a survey that
considered aspects of social determinants of health impacting on their lives. This chapter
presents the results of the quantitative component of the research in five sections:
demographic information, education and occupation of the participants and their households;
factors related to husbands’ migration; achievements of MDG goals in relation to left-behind
wives, and the economic impacts of the Gulf labour migration on them. The MDGs
attainments for the sub-populations of left-behind wives will be compared to those of the
district and national statistics.
These results contribute to an understanding of aspects of the three research questions, which
are:
i.

What are the lived experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the
Gulf States?

ii.

What are the impacts of the Gulf migration from the left-behind wives’
perspective with regard to social determinants of health?

iii.

What social support services are available for, and useful to, the left-behind
wives?
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4.2 Demographic information
To understand the nature of left-behind wives as a group in Nepalese society basic
demographic information was gathered and, in most instances, this information was
compared to district and national figures. The demographic information collected related to
the age group of the participants, household size, sex composition, age distribution, family
types and caste composition of the left-behind wives’ households.
4.2.1 Age of left-behind wives
The age of the left-behind wives and the distribution of age are presented in Table 4.1. The
average age of the wives was 30.3 years with a range of 19 to 50 years among 90 sampled
left-behind wives who represented 90 households. There were 60 wives younger than 35
years and these women made up 66.7 percent of the research population, with women older
than 35 years making up the remaining 33.3 percent.
These groupings of left-behind wives into the younger group of 18 to 34 years and the older
group 35 to 50 years were useful. However, the ages of all participants were elucidated and,
therefore, the average age could be calculated; for the Palpa groups, the average age was
30.4 years, and the average age of Rupandehi participants was 30.1 years. This means the
average age of left-behind wives in the study was 30.3 years.
Table 4.1. Age distribution of left-behind wives
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

18-34

Age in years
35-50

Total

33 (73.3%)

12 (26.7%)

45 (100.0%)

27 (60.0%)

18 (40.0%)

45 (100.0%)

60 (66.7%)

30 (33.3%)

90 (100.0%)
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4.2.2 Households of left-behind wives
The left-behind wives belonged to 90 households and there were 502 members making up
these households. Household size was defined as people living in the same house and
sharing food from the same kitchen. The average household size of the wives in the study
area was 5.6 people. This figure was arrived at by dividing the total number of household
members, namely, 502, by 90. This is higher than the national average of 4.7 people (Central
Bureau of Statistics, 2011). In Palpa the average household size of six was quite high
compared to that of Rupandehi with an average household size of 5.2.
4.2.3 Sex composition in left-behind wives’ households
The male and female composition and ages of the household members were determined.
Table 4.2 shows that the percentage of females outnumbered males in the age range of 15 to
59 years old. Specifically, the percentage of male members was higher in the age group of 0
to 5 years and 6 to 14 years groups, whilst the number of females was higher in older aged
groups including 60 years and above. This composition of sex appears similar to the national
average. The working ages were considered to be between 15 and 59 years.
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Table 4.2. Age and sex composition in households of left-behind wives
District

Age in years

Total

0-5

6-14

15-34

35-59

60+

Palpa
Male
Number

17 (53.1%)

29 (53.7%)

58 (51.3%)

23 (45.1%)

8 (40.0%)

135 (50.0%)

Female
Number

15 (46.9%)

25 (46.3%)

55 (48.7%)

28 (54.9%)

12 (60.0%)

135 (50.0%)

Sub-total
Number

32 (100.0%)

54 (100.0%)

113 (100.0%)

51 (100.0%)

20 (100.0%)

270(100.0%)

Rupandehi
Male
Number

13 (59.1%)

36 (54.5%)

41 (44.6%)

24 (52.2%)

3 (50.0%)

117 (50.4%)

Female
Number

9 (40.9%)

30 (45.5%)

51 (55.4%)

22 (47.8%)

3 (50.0%)

115 (49.6%)

Sub-total
Number

22 (100.0%)

66 (100.0%)

92 (100.0%)

46 (100.0%)

6 (100.0%)

232 (100.0%)

Total
Male
Number

30 (55.6%)

65 (54.2%)

99 (48.3%)

47 (48.5%)

11 (42.3%)

252 (50.2%)

Total

24 (44.4%)
54 (100.0%)

55 (45.8%)
120 (100.0%)

106 (51.7%)
205 (100.0%)

50 (51.5%)
97 (100.0%)

15 (57.7%)
26 (100.0%)

250 (49.8%)
502 (100.0%)

National*
Male
Female

50.9%
49.1%

50.4%
49.6%

40.7%
59.3%

48.8%
51.2%

50.5%
49.5%

49.1%
50.9%

Total

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Female
Number

* Source. Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011.

4.2.4 Household members by age in left-behind wives’ households
The age distribution of the 90 households is in categories in Table 4.3. The highest number
of household members, namely, 205 (40.8 percent), was recorded in the age range 15 to 34
years, followed by 5 to 14 years with 120 (23.9 percent), 35 to 59 years with 97 (19.3
percent), under five years with 54 (10.8 percent) and the remaining 26 (5.2 percent) were
aged dependents that were in the 60 years and over age group. Aged dependents numbered
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more in Palpa than in Rupandehi. The age distribution of households of left-behind wives in
the study population was similar to that of the Nepalese national statistics.
Table 4.3. Age distribution in households of left-behind wives
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number
National*

0-5

5-14

Age in years
15-34
35-59

60+

32 (11.9%)

54 (20.0%)

113 (41.9%)

51 (18.9%)

20 (7.4%)

270 (100.0%)

22 (9.5%)

66 (28.4%)

92 (39.7%)

46 (19.8%)

6 (2.6%)

232 (100.0%)

54 (10.8%)

120 (23.9%)

205 (40.8%)

97 (19.3%)

26 (5.2%)

502 (100.0%)

10.6%

26.1%

30.7%

23.5%

9.1%

100.0%

*Source. Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011.

Total

4.2.5 Family type of left-behind wives
Left-behind wives lived in two types of families as presented in Table 4.4. A joint family
was an extension of the nuclear family consisting of parents, their children and the children’s
spouses and offspring in one household. A nuclear family consisted of parents and
dependent children only living in one house. In the study area, 47 (52.2 percent) out of 90
left-behind wives resided in joint families and 43 (47.8 percent) in nuclear families. It was
less common for Palpa participants to live in nuclear families compared to those from
Rupandehi. In fact, there were 14 (31.1 percent) nuclear family households in Palpa
compared to 29 (64.4 percent) in Rupandehi. The national information related to the family
type was not available to compare with the study population.
Table 4.4. Family type of left-behind wives
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Joint

Family type
Nuclear

Total

31 (68.9%)

14 (31.1%)

45 (100.0%)

16 (35.6%)

29 (64.4%)

45 (100.0%)

47 (52.2%)

43 (47.8%)

90 (100.0%)
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4.2.6 Caste/ethnicity of left-behind wives’ households
The study divided left-behind wives households into caste/ethnicity types:
o Brahmin/Chhetri: Upper caste group;
o Ethnic: Indigenous group;
o Dalits: Disadvantaged group; and
o Muslim: People who belong to Muslim religion.
Table 4.5 shows that out of the 90 households, 43 (47.8 percent) were of the Brahmin/Chettri
caste, followed by 33 (36.7 percent) in the ethnic class, 13 (14.4 percent) were Dalits, and
only 1 (1.1 percent) household was Muslim. According to the district, the distribution of
Brahmin/Chettri was higher in Palpa compared to Rupandehi, but the case was reversed for
ethnic caste in both these districts. Nevertheless, all castes were represented in the study
population and the distribution of the population was similar to the national statistics.
Table 4.5. Caste/ethnicity distribution in households of left-behind wives
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number
National*

Brahmin/Chhetri

Ethnic

23 (51.1%)

Caste

Total

Dalits

Muslim

14 (31.1%)

7 (15.6%)

1 (2.2%)

45 (100.0%)

20 (44.5%)

19 (42.2%)

6 (13.3%)

0 (0.0%)

45 (100.0%)

43 (47.8%)

33 (36.7%)

13 (14.4%)

1 (1.1%)

90 (100.0%)

46.4%

37.1%

12.0%

4.5%

100.0%

*Source. Central Bureau of Statistics, 2001.

4.3. Education and occupation
Education and occupation are important social determinants of health. This section considers
education and occupation in five categories:
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i)

literacy level of the left-behind wives;

ii)

education level in their households;

iii)

work type for the participants and their average daily working hours in those
activities;

iv)

the nature of work and its safety, and

v)

occupation of the participating household members.

4.3.1 Literacy of left-behind wives
Literacy was measured in terms of the ability to read and write a short, simple statement in
any language about everyday life (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Table 4.6 shows that
more than half of the left-behind wives 48 (53.3 percent) were literate and the reminder 42
(46.7 percent) were illiterate. There were more literate left-behind wives in Palpa 25 (55.6
percent) than in Rupandehi 23 (51.1 percent). Overall, the left-behind wives were more
literate compared to the female national average of 44.5 percent (Central Bureau of
Statistics, 2011).
Table 4.6. Literacy rates of left-behind wives
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Literate

Literacy
Illiterate

Total

25 (55.6%)

20 (44.4%)

45 (100.0%)

23 (51.1%)

22 (48.9%)

45 (100.0%)

48 (53.3%)

42 (46.7%)

90 (100.0%)

4.3.2 Education levels in households of left-behind wives
The education level of households of left-behind wives is presented in Table 4.7. Education
was measured in accordance with the years of formal schooling, ranging from one to sixteen
years in Nepal. The study has divided education of the population into five categories:
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i)

Primary: This includes schooling up to the fifth year, that is, class one to five.

ii)

Secondary: This level of education includes sixth to tenth years of schooling, that
is, class six to ten.

iii)

Tertiary education: This refers to those people trained in occupational skills after
secondary education.

iv)

College or higher secondary education comprises the eleventh and twelfth years
in education.

v)

Higher education comprises thirteen or more years of education indicating a
bachelor or higher qualification from a college or university.

In the surveyed households, the highest number of household members, namely, 171 (34.0
percent) were at a primary level, followed by secondary with 131 (26.1 percent), tertiary
with 37 (7.4 percent) and higher education 33 (6.6 percent). Overall, 130 (25.9 percent) of
household members were illiterate meaning they could not read or write a short, simple
statement in any language about their everyday life (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011).
There were more illiterate members in the Rupandehi households (66, 28.5 percent) than in
the Palpa households (64, 23.7 percent). The illiteracy rate in the left-behind households was
lower (25.9 percent) than the Nepalese national average for women (55.5 percent), while the
male illiteracy rate was almost half (28.4 percent) that of the female rate (Central Bureau of
Statistics, 2011).
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Table 4.7. Education levels in households of left-behind wives
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Education level
Tertiary
Higher
education

Illiterate

Total

Primary

Secondary

86 (31.8%)

69 (25.6%)

20 (7.4%)

31 (11.5%)

64 (23.7%)

270 (100.0%)

85 (36.6%)

62 (26.7%)

17 (7.3%)

2 (0.9%)

66 (28.5%)

232 (100.0%)

171 (34.0%)

131 (26.1%)

37 (7.4%)

33 (6.6%)

130 (25.9%)

502 (100.0%)

4.3.3. Type of work for left-behind wives
The left-behind wives worked in many capacities. This study categorised their work into
four areas as shown in Table 4.8. These areas were:
i)

Paid employment

ii)

Non-paid employment in agriculture

iii)

Voluntary community work

iv)

Household work

The left-behind wives worked in a variety of jobs. Only 21 (46.7 percent) from Palpa and 22
(48.9 percent) from Rupandehi were engaged in paid employment. All the wives from Palpa
were engaged in non-paid agriculture, usually cultivating maize and rice in their own small
allotments. Only one left-behind wife from Rupandehi did not work in the agricultural field.
In both districts all left-behind wives worked in the domestic sphere. Some wives (52)
worked in a non-paid capacity in various community projects. In Palpa, the involvement of
left-behind wives in voluntary community work was more prominent (30, 66.7 percent) than
in Rupandehi, (22, 48.9 percent).
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Table 4.8. Work type of left-behind wives
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Work type
Voluntary
community work

Paid employment

Non-paid
employment in
agriculture

Household work

21 (46.7%)

45 (100.0%)

30 (66.7%)

45 (100.0%)

22 (48.9%)

44 (97.8%)

22 (48.9%)

45 (100.0%)

43 (47.8%)

89 (98.9%)

52 (57.8%)

90 (100.0%)

The time spent by the left-behind wives in these various work types varied; the details are
presented in Table 4.9. On average, the left-behind wives worked 13.4 hours daily, with
wives from Palpa working longer hours (13.6 hours) compared to those in Rupandehi (13.2
hours). Generally speaking, these women worked for paid wages for only a small portion of
the day (1.9 hours), and the bulk of their time was spent in non-paid agricultural work (4.3
hours) and household duties (6.4 hours), with community work (0.8 hours) being only a
minor activity in the day.
Table 4.9. Average work hours of left-behind wives
District

Palpa
Rupandehi
Total

Paid
employment
1.4
1.9
1.9

Average hours of work per day
Non-paid
Voluntary
employment in
community work
agriculture
5
0.9
4.2
0.8
4.3
0.8

Household
work
6.3
6.4
6.4

Total

13.6
13.2
13.4

4.3.4 Work safety for left-behind wives
The survey inquired about whether the left-behind wives felt safe in their work environment.
Table 4.10 reveals that although most of them (73, 81.0 percent) reported that they felt safe
at work, a significant portion of the left-behind wives (17, 18.9 percent) who were in paid
employment in construction and other work activities outside the homes and their own
villages said that they felt unsafe at work. The left-behind wives in both studied districts
160

faced the same level of concerns for their personal safety at work.
Table 4.10. Left-behind wives who reported feeling unsafe at work
Study area
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Yes

Response/place of feeling “unsafe”
No

Total

36 (80.0%)

9 (20.0%)/outside village

45 (100.0%)

37 (82.2%)

8 (17.8%)/outside village

45 (100.0%)

73 (81.1%)

17 (18.9%)/outside village

90 (100.0%)

4.3.5 Occupation of household members
The occupations of members of left-behind households were divided into four categories:
agriculture, construction, small trade and business, and service industries. Service industries
refer to a person employed in government or non-government offices as an employee.
The distribution of occupation type by those in the households of left-behind wives is
depicted in Table 4.11. About half of the household members were engaged in agriculture
(157, 51.9 percent), followed by road and/or house construction (111, 36.7 percent), service
(29, 9.7 percent), and only five (1.7 percent) in small trade and business. One hundred and
seventeen (57.4 percent) people in Palpa were engaged in agriculture and 39 (40.5 percent)
in Rupandehi. However, the percentage involvement in construction work was greater in
Rupandehi (45.9 percent) than in Palpa (32.3 percent). Notably, there were less people
engaged in agriculture (51.9 percent) from these households compared to the national
average (64.1 percent) and, in contrast, construction work was more popular among the leftbehind households (36.7 percent) than the national average (20.2 percent).
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Table 4.11. Occupations of workers in households of left-behind wives
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number
National*

Paid/non-paid
employment in
Agriculture

Occupation
Paid
Paid
employment in
employment
service sector
in construction

Paid/non-paid
employment in
trade /business

117 (57.4%)

17 (8.5%)

66 (32.3%)

4 (1.8%)

205 (100.0%)

39 (40.5%)

12 (12.2%)

45 (45.9%)

1 (1.4%)

97 (100.0%)

157 (51.9%)
64.1%

29 (9.7%)
13.4%

111 (36.7%)
20.2%

5 (1.7%)
2.3%

302 (100.0%)
100.0%

*Source. Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011.

Total

4.4 Factors related to husbands’ migration
The nature of the husbands’ migration may impact on the lives of left-behind wives. To
understand this, the survey sought information about the countries of destination and work
types, periods of migration, frequency of return and the purpose of return.
4.4.1 Country of destination and work type
The survey asked about the destination of the men, who were the husbands of the
participants, at the time of interview. Of the eight Gulf countries, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates, Iran, Iraq, Bahrain and Oman, the husbands migrated
for work to four countries, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. The
country of destination for husbands is presented in Table 4.12. Of the 90 migrant husbands,
the majority (56, 62.2 percent) went to Qatar, followed by Saudi Arabia (20, 22.2 percent),
the United Arab Emirates (8, 8.9 percent) and Kuwait (6, 6.7 percent). The pattern of
migration to the host countries was similar in both studied districts.

162

Table 4.12. Husbands’ destination country
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Saudi Arabia

Country of destination
Qatar
United Arab
Emirates

Kuwait

Total

11 (24.4%)

26 (57.8%)

5 (11.1%)

3 (6.7%

45 (100.0%)

9 (20.0%)

30 (66.6%)

3 (6.7%)

3 (6.7%)

45 (100.0%)

20 (22.2%)

56 (62.2%)

8 (8.9%)

6 (6.7%)

90 (100.0%)

In the light of Table 4.13, of the 90 husbands of the wives, most (77, 85.6 percent) worked in
the construction, followed by manufacturing (6, 6.7 percent), (4, 4.4 percent) in service in
hotels and business houses, and (3, 3.3 percent) in camel rearing. The pattern of work
undertaken by the migrants in the Gulf States was alike in both the study districts.
Table 4.13. Type of husbands’ employment
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Construction

Work type
Manufacturing
Service

39 (86.7%)

2 (4.4%)

3 (6.7%)

1 (2.2%)

45 (100.0%)

38 (84.5%)

4 (8.9%)

1 (2.2%)

2 (4.4%)

45 (100.0%)

77 (85.6%)

6 (6.7%)

4 (4.4%)

3 (3.3%)

90 (100.0%)

Camel
rearing

Total

4.4.2 Periods of migration
The periods of migration of the left-behind wives’ husbands to Gulf States were divided into
three categories: less than two years, two to five years and more than five years according to
the responses of left-behind wives. This information is presented in Table 4.14. The majority
of the husbands, (63, 70.0 percent), were away for more than five years followed by two to
five years (25, 27.8 percent), and very few (2, 2.2 percent) for less than two years. In
Rupandehi, the majority of the migrants, (39, 86.7 percent), were away for more than five
years and the remainder (6, 13.3 percent) for two to five years. However, in Palpa, more than
half of the men were away for more than five years, followed by two to five years (19, 42.2
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percent). A very small percentage of men, (4.4 percent), were away for less than two years.
Table 4.14. Periods of migration for husbands going to the Gulf States
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

<2

Period in years
2-5
>5

Total

2 (4.4%)

19 (42.2%)

24 (53.4%)

45 (100.0%)

0 (0.0%)

6 (13.3%)

39 (86.7%)

45 (100.0%)

2 (2.2%)

25 (27.8%)

63 (70.0%)

90 (100.0%)

4.4.3 Frequency and purpose of return
The survey obtained information relating to the frequency of husbands of the left-behind
wives returning to their country. This is shown in Table 4.15. Of the 90, 40 (44.5 percent)
husbands returned to their home twice, 31 once (34.4 percent), 9 three times (10.0 percent)
and 3 more than four times (3.3 percent). Two men had not returned. The purpose of the
return visits of the husbands is presented in Table 4.16. Of the 151 times husbands returned
to their homes, the purpose of the majority was to enjoy a short holiday or break, about a
quarter were to renew their work contract and there were two visits for attending a parent’s
funeral their holidays for a short break, while 35 (23.2 percent) were for renewing work
contract, and very few 2 (1.3 percent) for attending their parents’ funerals.
Table 4.15. Number of return visits of husbands working in the Gulf States
District
Nil
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Number of return visits by husbands

Total

1

2

3

>3

1 (2.2%)

9 (20.0%)

27 (60.0%)

5 (11.1%)

3 (6.7%)

45 (100.0%)

6 (13.3%)

22 (48.9%)

13 (28.9%)

4 (8.9%)

0 (0.0%)

45 (100.0%)

7 (7.8%)

31 (34.4%)

40 (44.5%)

9 (10.0%)

3 (3.3%)

90 (100.0%)
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Table 4.16. Purpose of return visits by husbands
District
Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Renew contract

Purpose
Holidays

Funerals

Total

24 (26.4%)

67 (73.6%)

0 (0.0%)

91 (100.0%)

11 (18.3%)

47 (78.4)

2 (3.3%)

60 (100.0%)

35 (23.2%)

114 (75.5%)

2 (1.3%)

151 (100.0%)

Collectively, the 90 husbands of left-behind wives returned 151 times. In the study, the
average number of years the husbands were away was 7.1. As a group, the husbands of leftbehind wives experienced the equivalent of 640 years of migration, with only 151 return
visits to their families over that period.

4.5 Millennium Development Goals
This section examines five of the eight Millennium Development Goals. These five MDGs
relate to health, and the survey was concerned with thirteen indicators across these five
MDGs.
MDG 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
i)

Proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy consumption

ii) Underweight children aged under five years
iii) Stunted children aged under five years
MDG 4: Reduce child mortality (three indicators)
i)

Under five mortality rate

ii) Infant mortality rate
iii) Immunisation against measles
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MDG 5: Improve maternal health (three indicators)
i)

Maternal mortality rate

ii) Birth attended by skilled birth attendants
iii) Contraceptive prevalence rate
MDG 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (two indicators)
i)

Children under five years using effective malaria prevention and treatment
measures

ii) Tuberculosis cases detected and under directly observed treatment, short course
(DOTS)
MDG 7: Ensure environmental sustainability (two indicators).
i)

Population with sustainable access to improved water sources

ii) Population using improved sanitation facilities
4.5.1 Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Population below minimum level of dietary consumption
The survey deployed left-behind wives reporting on inadequate food consumption as a proxy
for examining the minimum level of dietary energy consumption among the migrants’
families. This helped to understand the poverty level of the left-behind households.
The left-behind wives were asked to report whether all their family members were able to eat
sufficient food daily. Table 4.17 shows that 38 (42.2 percent) of the total 90 households did
not have enough food for their households. These households were reported to be more
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hungry than other households in the study districts. In Rupandehi 16 (35.6 percent)
households suffered from hunger, while 22 (48.9 percent) in Palpa suffered from hunger. As
part of the patriarchal hierarchy, in households, the left-behind wives eat after everyone else
in the house has eaten. The food resources are distributed in an uneven fashion within the
households. This may partly explain why 28 of the 90 left-behind wives reported having
insufficient food to eat. These findings indicate that hunger was a common phenomenon
among the left-behind wives, in particular, and households, in general.
Evaluating the national level of achievement against the MDG indicator “population below
minimum level of dietary consumption”, shows that 36.0 percent of Nepalese people fall
below this indicator (National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal
2010).
Table 4.17. Households with inadequate food consumption annually
Indicator
Number of households
Households who did no have enough food
to eat in the study area (No.)
Households with inadequate food in the
district* (%)

Palpa
45
22 (48.9%)
37.0%

District
Rupandehi
45
16 (35.6%)
34.0%

Total
90
38 (42.2%)
NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009
NA = Not available

Underweight children aged under five years
Children whose weight-for-age is below minus two standard deviations from the median of
the reference population are classified as underweight (World Health Organisation, 2005).
Of the total of 54 children who were younger than five years in the study area, 29 (53.7
percent) were under weight, without much difference between the two study areas, as shown
in Table 4.18. However, this ratio was higher than the district average ratio in both the study
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districts and far greater than the national average of 36.0 percent (National Planning
Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
Table 4.18. Underweight children aged under five years
Indicator
Number of children under five years old in
the study area
Number of children under five years old
underweight in the study area
Children underweight in the district*

Palpa
32

District
Rupandehi
22

Total
54

17 (53.1%)

12 (54.5%)

29 (53.7%)

41.0%

45.0%

NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Stunted children aged under five years
Children whose height-for-age is below minus two standard deviations from the median of
the reference population are classified as stunted (World Health Organisation, 2005). There
were slightly fewer stunted children than underweight children in the study area. Of 54
children, 26 (48.1 percent) were stunted as revealed in Table 4.19. There were more stunted
children in Rupandehi (54.5 percent) than in Palpa (43.8 percent). Stunted children were
marginally higher in the study area than the national average, which was 46.8 percent
(National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). The district
level figures relating to stunted children aged under five years were not available.
Table 4.19. Stunted children aged under five years
Indicator
Number of children in the study area
Number of stunted children in the study
area

Palpa
32
14 (43.8%)
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District
Rupandehi
22
12 (54.5)

Total
54
26 (48.1%)

4.5.2 Goal 2: Reduce child mortality
Under-five mortality
In understanding the under-five mortality rate, the survey asked for the number of children
under five years old who had died. This number was then compared to the total births in the
left-behind wives’ households. However, Table 4.20 shows that of the 217 children born to
the 90 wives, 35 (16.2 percent) children under five had died. A higher percentage of child
death was reported in Palpa than in Rupandehi. Although a direct comparison was not
possible with the district under-five mortality rate, the numbers of children who died indicate
that the mortality rate for young children was high. The district under-five mortality rate was
165 per 1000 live births in Palpa and 103 per 1000 live births in Rupandehi, and the national
figure was 50 per 1000 live births (National Planning Commission & United Nations
Country Team Nepal, 2010).
Table 4.20. Under-five mortality rate
Indicator
Number of children born in the study area
Number of children under five died in the study
area
*District under 5 mortality rate (per 1000 live
births)

Palpa
108
22 (20.3%)
165

District
Rupandehi
109
13 (11.9%)
103

Total
217
35 (16.2%)
NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Infant mortality
Of the 217 children born to the 90 left-behind wives, 15 (6.9 percent) children died before
the age of one year, as presented in Table 4.21. The reported death of infants was higher in
Palpla than in Rupandehi. It is not possible to make a direct comparison of this figure with
the district infant mortality rate and the national figure, which was 41 per 1000 live births
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(National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). However,
the study population figures of infant mortality were high.
Table 4.21. Infant mortality rate
Indicator
Number of children born in the study area
Number of infant deaths in the study area
*Infant mortality rate in the district (per 1000
live births)

Palpa
108
10 (9.3%)
98

District

Rupandehi
109
5 (4.6%)
76

Total
217
15 (6.9%)
NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Immunisation against measles
In Table 4.22, the percentage of one-year old children immunised against measles is shown.
The left-behind wives reported that only 7 (46.7 percent) of 15 children received
immunisation against measles. This level of progress was much lower than the study districts
and national average (85 percent) (National Planning Commission & United Nations
Country Team Nepal, 2010). More children in Rupandehi (60 percent) were immunised than
in Palpa (40 percent).
Table 4.22. One-year children immunised against measles
Indicator
Number of 1-year-olds in the study area
Number of 1-year-olds immunised in the study
area
1-year-olds immunised in the district*

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Palpa
10
4 (40.0%)
78.0%
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District
Rupandehi
5
3 (60.0%)
87.0%

Total
15
7 (46.7%)
NA

4.5.3 Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Maternal mortality
According to Table 4.23, in response to the question asked of the left-behind wives about
their knowledge of the number of women who died from any cause related to, or aggravated
by, pregnancy or its management (excluding accidental or incidental causes) during
pregnancy and childbirth or within forty-two days of termination of pregnancy, irrespective
of the duration and site of the pregnancy during their life time; they reported that maternal
mortality was a problem that they were familiar with. Although the number of deaths they
reported was not comparable to the national maternal mortality rate (229 in 100 000 live
births) or the study districts’ mortality rates, it indicates that maternal health was a problem
among the left-behind wives.
Table 4.23. Knowledge of maternal mortality
Indicator
Number of households
Number of participants who reported death of
mother in the study area
Average number of deaths reported in the study
area
Maternal mortality rate in the district (1000,000
live births)*

Palpa
45
45

District
Rupandehi
45
45

Total
90
90

3

3

6

221

198

NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Births attended by skilled birth attendants
Of the 217 childbirths of the left-behind wives, Table 4.24 shows that only 41 (18.9 percent)
births were attended by skilled birth attendants and the remaining 176 babies (81.1 percent)
were born with the support of local untrained women. The proportion of births in Rupandehi
(21.1 percent) attended by skilled birth attendants was higher than in Palpa (16.7 percent).
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Skilled birth attendants were used less frequently by the left-behind wives compared to the
average in their districts, and the national average (29 percent) (National Planning
Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
Table 4.24. Births attended by skilled birth attendants
Indicator
Number of total births in the study area
Number of children who were born with the
assistance of skilled birth attendants in the
study area
Percentage of children who were born with the
assistance of skilled birth attendants in the
district*

Palpa
108
18 (16.7%)
32.0%

District
Rupandehi
109
23 (21.1%)
43.0%

Total
217
41 (18.9%)
NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandeni, 2009.

Use of contraceptives
The adoption rate of contraceptives by left-behind wives is presented in Table 4.25. Only 15
(16.7 percent) of the 90 wives had used contraceptives, which was far lower than the study
districts and the national average (45 percent) (National Planning Commission & United
Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). The use of contraceptives, especially pills, was
reported to be two times higher in Palpa (22.2 percent) than Rupandehi (11.1 percent). Only
21 (23.3 percent) of the 90 left-behind wives had knowledge about contraceptive use, as
presented in Table 4.26. Out of those 21 left-behind wives, 11 (52.3 percent) reported a lack
of easy availability of contraceptives in their areas.
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Table 4.25. Contraceptive prevalence rate
Indicator
Number of left-behind wives
Number of left-behind wives who used
contraceptives
Percentage of women who used contraceptives
in the district*

Palpa
45
10 (22.2%)
48.0%

District
Rupandehi
45
5 (11.1%)
37.0%

Total
90
15 (16.7%)
NA

*Source. Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandeni, 2009.
NA = Not available

Table 4.26. Knowledge about the use of contraceptives
Indicator
Number of left-behind wives
Number of left-behind wives who had
knowledge about the contraceptives
Number of left-behind wives who had
knowledge about the contraceptives but
reported difficulty in accessing them

Palpa
45
12 (26.7%)
6 (50.0%)

District
Rupandehi
45
9 (20.0%)
5 (55.5%)

Total
90
21 (23.1%)
11 (52.3%)

4.5.4 Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
Children under five years old using effective malaria prevention and treatment
measures
The left-behind wives were asked about the use of insecticide-treated bed nets as an effective
malaria prevention measure for their children. None of the women had any knowledge of
these and consequently there were none being used. Only two mothers from Rupandehi had
lost a child each to malaria, the disease being diagnosed after death. None of the children
were treated with appropriate anti-malaria drugs. The prevalence of malaria among the leftbehind wives’ children under five years and to other children in Nepal is still a problem.
Malaria is seen in 65 out of 75 districts in Nepal and about 73 percent of the population is at
risk. The prevalence rate of malaria was 15 in 100,000 population in 2010. However, 70.0
percent of all cases were in the age group of 15 and above, and 5.0 percent were in children
under five (Department of Health Services, 2009/10). According to the report of the National
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Planning Commission and United Nations Country Team Nepal (2010), 96.7 per cent of the
children in Nepal were using insecticide-treated bed nets.
Tuberculosis cases detected and cured under directly observed treatment, short
course (DOTS)
The prevalence of tuberculosis in the 90 households of left-behind wives is shown in Table
4.27. In the study area, of the total of 502 household members, 9 were diagnosed with
tuberculosis and were under DOTS treatment. Rupandehi had 6 of these cases and Palpa 3.
The prevalence of tuberculosis in this study population indicates that tuberculosis is more
common than in the national population, which has a prevalence of 244 in 100,000 of the
population (National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
However, tuberculosis is a problem in both the study districts, but more so in Rupandehi
(1356 in 100,000 population) than in Palpa (446 in 100,000 population).
Table 4.27. Prevalence of tuberculosis
Indicator
Number of households
Total number of population in the study areas
Number of people with tuberculosis in the study
area
Number of people with tuberculosis in the
district (100,000 population)*

Palpa
45
270
3
446

District
Rupandehi
45
232
6
1356

Total
90
502
9
NA

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

4.5.5 Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
Population with sustainable access to improved drinking water sources
An improved drinking water source is one that is considered to be protected from outside
contamination, in particular from contamination with fecal matter. In the international arena,
piped water, a public tap, borehole or pump, protected well, protected spring or rainwater are
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considered to be protected sources of drinking water. The availability of 20 litres of water
per capita per day from a protected source and at a distance of no more than one kilometre of
the source (World Health Organisation, 2010) is considered as sustainable access to
improved sources. However, in the context of Nepal, safe water supply refers to the
withdrawal or abstraction of surface or ground water, including rainwater harvesting, and its
subsequent treatment, storage, transmission and distribution for drinking purposes should
meet the national quality standard (National Planning Commission and United Nations
Development Programme, 2005).
Nevertheless, this study used the World Health Organisation (2010) definition of access to
improved drinking water. In the research area, 412 (82.1 percent) of the 502 population had
used safe drinking water from within one kilometre of their household as shown in Table
4.28. This proportion corresponds to the district average, and was slightly higher than the
national average (80.0 percent) (National Planning Commission & United Nations Country
Team Nepal, 2010). All the left-behind wives’ households in Rupandehi (232), which is in
the geographical plains region, had access to drinking water, having hand pumps at their
doorsteps. In contrast, the left-behind wives’ households in Palpa, in the Hills, did not have
this type of access.
Table 4.28. Proportion of population using safe drinking water
Indicator
Number of households
Number of people in the study area
Number of people using safe water in the study
area
Proportion using safe water in the district*

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

Palpa
45
270
180 (66.7%)
70.0%
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District
Rupandehi
45
232
232 (100.0%)
88.0%

Total
90
502
412 (82.1%)
NA

The distance of drinking water is presented in Table 4.29. Those in Rupandehi were better
off than Palpa, as they did not have to walk to fetch the drinking water. However, the
situation was different in Palpa, where 90 (33.3 percent) of the 270 household members had
to walk more than one kilometre to fetch drinking water and therefore according to the
World Health Organisation (2010) they lack sustainable access to improved drinking water.
Those who did not have to travel a kilometre or more to collect water, still had considerable
distances to travel for this purpose. Ironically, still one half of the left-behind wives had to
walk for 500-1000 metres to fetch drinking water in Palpa, except some 20.0 percent leftbehind wives who had to walk less than a half a kilometre.
Table 4.29. Distance to safe drinking water
Indicator
Number of households
Number of people in the study area
Percentage of population fetching safe water from less than
500m
Percentage of population fetching safe water from 500-1000m
Percentage of Population fetching safe drinking water from
more than 1000m

Palpa
45
270 (100.0%)
54 (20.0%)
126 (46.7%)
90 (33.3%)

District
Rupandehi
45
232 (100.0%)
232 (100.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)

The left-behind wives households’ access to various sources of drinking water is shown in
Table 4.30. All 232 wives’ household members in Rupandehi depended on hand pumps on
their doorsteps, while most of the 270 people (150, 55.6 percent) in Palpa relied on a natural
well or water piped to a central point for community access (102, 37.8 percent), with a few
(18, 6.6 percent) having water piped to their individual households.
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Table 4.30. Sources of drinking water
Indicator
Number of households
Number of people in the study area
Percentage of population using individual piped water
Percentage of population using community piped water
Percentage of population using natural well
Percentage of population using hand pump

Palpa
45
270 (100.0%)
18 (6.6%)
102 (37.8%)
150 (55.6%)
0 (0.0%)

District
Rupandehi
45
232 (100.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
232 (100.0%)

Population using improved sanitation
In Nepal, safe sanitation is defined as the safe management of human excreta, including the
hardware (latrines, etc.) and software (regulation, hygiene promotion, etc.) needed to reduce
faecal oral disease treatment (National Planning Commission and United Nations
Development Programme, 2005). This definition corresponds to that of the World Health
Organisation (2010). In Table 4.31, the number of the left-behind household members using
latrines is shown. The majority of the household members (85.0 percent) used pit latrines.
There were, however, some people who did not have access to pit latrines (15.0 percent) and
use open defecation. Reports of the practice of open defecation were higher for Rupandehi
than in Palpa. None of the left-behind wives had flush latrines. Interestingly, left-behind
wives’ household members were better off in terms of using latrines than other people in the
study districts and the nation (43.0 percent) (National Planning Commission & United
Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010).
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Table 4.31. Population using pit latrines
Indicator
Number of households
Number of people in the study area
Number of people using pit latrines in the study
area
Number of people using open defecation
% of population using pit latrine in the district*

*Source. District Development Committee Palpa, 2009.
District Development Committee Rupandehi, 2009.
NA = Not available

District
Palpa
Rupandehi
45
45
270 (100.0%)
232 (100.0%)
234 (86.6%)
193 (83.2%)

Total

36 (13.4%)
54.0%

75 (15.0%)
NA

39 (16.8%)
46.0%

90
502 (100.0%)
427 (85.0%)

In addition, the access to soap, and soap use for routine hand washing were two indicators
considered in relation to improved sanitation practices. The population’s access to soap is
shown in Table 4.32. More than half of the population (287, 57.2 percent) had access to soap
in their house. Households in Palpa (204, 75.5 percent) had more access to soap in their
home than Rupandehi households (83, 35.8 percent). Of the 287 household members who
had accessed soap, 50.0 percent of them had used soap for routine hand washing and the rest
did not use soap for any purposes. Routine hand washing with soap was more common in
Palpa than in Rupandehi.
Table 4.32. Population’s access to soap
Indicator
Number of households
Number of people in the study area
Number of people with access to soap in the
study area
Percentage of population who used soap for
routine hand washing of the population who had
access to soap

Palpa
45
270
204 (75.5%)
62.5%

District
Rupandehi
45
232
83 (35.8%)

Total

44.4%

50.0%

90
502
287 (57.2%)

4.6 Economic impacts of migration
The economic impacts of migration are important for the health and wellbeing of left-behind
wives. The economic impact of the husbands’ migration on left-behind wives were
considered in four categories, namely, house type, change in their annual household income
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level after migration of their husbands, spending priority, and their perception of their socioeconomic wellbeing compared to the other people in the village at the time of interview.
4.6.1 Type of houses of left-behind wives
In this research, left-behind wives were living in three types of houses. These were classified
in terms of material used for roofing into two broad categories: non-durable and durable as
shown in Table 4.33. Non-durable houses are those roofed with straw, thatch, mud, or wood,
and durable houses are roofed with galvanised sheet, and houses with rod, cement and
concrete including tiles or/and slate roofs (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The durable
houses have “permanent structure” that protects from “extreme conditions such as rain, heat,
cold, and humidity” (United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 2006, p. 65).
At the time of interview, 63 (70 percent) of the 90 left-behind wives lived in durable roofed
dwellings and the other 27 wives (30.0 percent) resided in non-durable houses with thatched
roofs. Galvanised roofed houses were more common in Palpa (71.1 percent) than in
Rupandehi (55.6 percent). None of the Palpa respondents had rod, cement and concrete
roofed houses. Left-behind wives resided more often in non-durable houses (30.0 percent)
relative to the general Nepalese population (21.0 percent).
Table 4.33. Houses of left-behind wives by type of roof materials
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number
National*

Non-durable
Thatched

Type of roof
Durable
Galvanised sheet
Concrete

Total

13 (28.9%)

32 (71.1%)

0 (0.0%)

45 (100.0%)

14 (31.1%)

25 (55.6%)

6 (13.3%)

45 (100.0%)

27 (30.0%)

57 (63.3%)

6 (6.7%)

90 (100.0%)

21.0%

28.0%

50.0%

100.0%

*Source. Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011.
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4.6.2 Income of households of left-behind wives
The income of households of left-behind wives was made up largely of remittance from their
husbands’ work in the Gulf States and supplemented by the small amount of paid work that
the wives did themselves. The answers to the survey questions about any changes in the
annual household income resulting from their husbands’ migration were categorised into five
levels. The levels are listed below in Nepalese Rupees (NPR). The exchange rate of NPR to
Australian Dollars (AUD) was NPR 80 = AUS 1 on 23 June 2012.
i)

less than NPR 40,000 (less than AUD 500) per year;

ii)

NPR 40,000–80,000, (AUD 500–1,000) per year;

iii)

NPR 80,000–120,000 (AUD 1,000–1,500) per year;

iv)

NPR 120,000–160,000 (AUD 1,500–2,000) per year; and

v)

above NPR 160,000 (above AUD 2,000) per year.

The response of left-behind wives in the above five categories are presented in Table 4.34.
The research revealed that, before their husbands were working in the Gulf States, 62
percent of the households had an annual income below AUD 500, whereas after migration of
the husbands all households had an income greater than AUD 500. This indicates that there
was a significant growth in income for the households after the husbands had migrated to the
Gulf.
A person in Nepal earning less than NPR 14,430 (AUD 180) per year is regarded as being
below the poverty line (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011). This is based on a daily intake of
2200 calories. Considering this poverty line, an average household income for Palpa is NPR
86,580 (AUD 1,082) (household size of 6 persons), and for Rupandehi, NPR 75,036 (AUD
180

938) (household size of 5.2 persons) with the national average being NPR 67,821 (AUD
848) (household size of 4.7 persons). Following this income threshold for a household, an
average of NPR 80,800 (AUD 1,010) is required for a household to move above the poverty
line with an average household family size of 5.6 people. It is apparent that 80 left-behind
wives’ households, that were below the poverty line, have moved above the threshold during
the husbands’ migration to the Gulf States. Consequently almost all 85 (94.4 percent)
households have crossed the poverty line, leaving five households below the poverty line.
Table 4.34. Annual income in the households of left-behind wives before and during their
husbands migration to the Gulf States
District

Palpa
Before
Number
During
Number
Rupandehi
Before
Number
During
Number
Total
Before
Number
During
Number

Income in NPR ‘000 (AUD)
Below poverty line
Above poverty line
<40
40-80
80-120
120-160
(<500)
(500-1,000)
(1,000-1,500)
(1,500-2,000)

>160
(>2,000)

33 (73.3%)

9 (20.0%)

3 (6.7%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

45 (100.0%)

0 (0.0%)

3 (6.7%)

24 (53.3%)

13 (28.9%)

5 (11.1%)

45 (100.0%)

29 (64.4%)

9 (20.0%)

7 (15.6%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

45 (100.0%)

0 (0.0%)

2 (4.4%)

20 (44.4%)

16 (35.6%)

7 (15.6%)

45 (100.0%)

62 (68.9)

18 (20.0%)

10 (11.1%)

0.0 (0.0%)

0.0 (0.0%)

90 (100.0%)

0 (0.0%)

5 (5.6%)

44 (48.9%)

29 (32.2%)

12 (13.3%)

90 (100.0%)

Total

4.6.3 Spending priority for left-behind wives’ households
The spending priorities of the wives is shown in Table 4.35. With regards to the spending
priority of the 90 wives of their remittance at the time of interview, food received the top
priority (47.8 percent) followed by education of the children (40.0 percent), loan repayment
(6.7 percent) and investment in house repair and maintenance (5.5 percent).
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Table 4.35. Left-behind wives report of spending priorities
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Food

Top four spending priorities
Education
House

30 (66.7%)

13 (28.9%)

0 (0.0%)

2 (4.4%)

45 (100.0%)

13 (28.9%)

23 (51.1%)

5 (11.1%)

4 (8.9%)

45 (100.0%)

43 (47.8%)

36 (40.0%)

5 (5.5%)

6 (6.7%)

90 (100.0%)

Debt
repayment

Total

In Rupandehi, a higher number of left-behind wives (51.1 percent) reported education as
their first priority followed by food (28.9 percent), house repair and maintenance (11.1
percent), and loan repayment (8.9 percent). Slightly differently, respondents of Palpa
ascribed food (66.7 percent) as their first priority, followed by education (28.9 percent) and
then debt settlement (4.4 percent).
4.6.4 Economic comparison of left-behind wives households’ with other villagers
The survey asked left-behind wives to compare their economic advantage to other people in
the village. There were five categories for comparison.
i)

much better off than most;

ii)

better off than most;

iii)

average;

iv)

worse off than most; and

v)

much worse off than most.

More than one-third of the ninety wives (36.6 percent) perceived themselves as better off
than most and another third (35.6 percent) regarded their household income as average.
However, 18 (20.0 percent) said they were worst off than others. Only 5 (5.6 percent) wives
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reported they were much better off than most and only 2 (2.2 percent) thought themselves
worse off than most in the village. None of the left-behind wives thought that they were
much worse off than most. Notably, their perception about the comparison of their wellbeing
to other people in the village was similar in the two study areas. The comparison of the
economic wellbeing of the left-behind wives’ households with other people in the village is
presented in Table 4.36.
Table 4.36. Economic wellbeing of left-behind wives’ households compared to other
households
District

Palpa
Number
Rupandehi
Number
Total
Number

Much better
off than
most

Economic wellbeing comparison
Better off
Average
Worse off
than most
than most

Much worse
off than
most

Total

3 (6.7%)

16 (35.6%)

17 (37.7%)

8 (17.8%)

1 (2.2%)

45 (100.0%)

2 (4.4%)

17 (37.8%)

15 (33.3%)

11 (22.3%)

1 (2.2%)

45 (100.0%)

5 (5.6%)

33 (36.6%)

32 (35.6%)

18 (20.0%)

2 (2.2%)

90 (100.0%)

4.7 Summary
There were 90 left-behind wives from 90 households comprising 502 members. The leftbehind wives were young and they lived in joint families. They represented all castes in
Nepal and although they were illiterate they worked in their house, in the agriculture fields
and worked for wages in low-level occupations. They faced unsafe working conditions in
construction activities. Their husbands were away for years and returned infrequently. Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Kuwait in the Gulf States were popular destinations
where the husbands worked in low level manual jobs.
Evaluating the socio-economic conditions of the left-behind wives and their household
members against the MDGs shows a picture of social disadvantage resulting in poverty,
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hunger, high infant and under-five mortality rates, poor maternal health, and children
suffering from malaria and other members of the households from tuberculosis. Relative to
the national average, households studied fared poorly in all areas of the health-related MDGs
except for access to safe drinking water and sanitation facilities. The left-behind wives did
not get their fair share of household resources. Migration was important in lifting the
households above the poverty line and the perception of themselves correspondingly
improved. With their increased income, their spending priorities became food, education,
housing and debt repayment.
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Chapter 5: The Lives of Left-Behind Wives

5.1 Introduction
The qualitative results of this research provide an understanding of the lives of the leftbehind wives of Nepalese migrant workers who have found work in the Gulf States. These
results are presented in three sections that have a chronological order. The first section deals
with the process of migration as a desperate act, the second section deals with the initial
impact of migration on the wives left behind, which is the survival stage for the young
wives, and the third section describes the long-term impacts of migration on the wives who
have endured years of being left behind. In this later section the young wives have moved
beyond the survival stage. Within these sections the issues presented in the Social
Determinants of Health Framework in Section 2.3.7 are considered. These results provide
preliminary answers to the following three research questions:
i.

What are the lived experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the
Gulf States?

ii.

What are the impacts of the Gulf migration from the left-behind wives’
perspective with regard to social determinants of health?

iii.

What social support services are available for, and useful to, the left-behind
wives?
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Description of Participants
In-depth interviews were conducted with 24 left-behind wives from two districts of Nepal,
Palpa and Rupandehi. They shared their lived experiences with regards to key social
determinants of health. The average age of the participants was 30.5 years. Of 24
participants, 7 of them were older than 34 years and up to 45 years, and the reminder were
between 21 to 34 years. The average size of household was 5.7 members and ranged from 3
to 11 persons. Fewer than half of the participants were literate. Many were of ethnic
Nepalese origin, followed by Brahmin/Chettrri, Dalits and one Muslim. The range of caste
within the participants is similar to rural communities. Aside from household duties,
agriculture was the main occupation for all left-behind wives. In addition, many of them
were in paid employment in the construction of roads and houses. The participants’
descriptions are presented in Table 5.1.
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Table 5.1. Description of participants
Name

Age

Residence

Family type

Caste

Education

Tilu
Maya
Saros
Tulasi
Sanu
Bhimu
Jami
Minu
Mint
Kalu
Binu
Gothu
Kali
Suni
Cheli
Gyni
Fuli
Dhani
Riti
Gi
Susi
Sabi
Usi
Gumi

35
45
22
43
28
34
33
21
22
32
28
36
22
29
35
31
30
35
26
30
26
36
26
26

Palpa (Hills)
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Palpa
Rupandehi (Terai)
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi
Rupandehi

Nuclear
Joint
Joint
Joint
Nuclear
Joint
Nuclear
Nuclear
Nuclear
Nuclear
Joint
Joint
Joint
Nuclear
Joint
Nuclear
Nuclear
Joint
Nuclear
Nuclear
Nuclear
Joint
Nuclear
Nuclear

Ethnic
Dalits
Dalits
Ethnic
Brahmin/Chettri
Brahmin/Chettri
Muslim
Ethnic
Brahmin/Chettri
Dalits
Ethnic
Ethnic
Brahmin/Chettri
Ethnic
Ethnic
Ethnic
Ethnic
Dalits
Dalits
Dalits
Brahmin/Chettri
Ethnic
Ethnic
Brahmin/Chettri

Illiterate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Literate
Literate
Literate
Literate
Literate
Literate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Literate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Literate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Illiterate
Literate
Illiterate
Literate

All participants’ names have been replaced by pseudonyms, to make sure that they are not
identifiable. Since this study was conducted in two locations, Palpa (P) and Rupandehi (R),
the name of each participant is followed by an initial, either P or R to indicate their location.

5.2 Migration is a desperate act
In this section, the process of migration from the point of view of the left-behind wives is
related to the first research question. From the in-depth interviews, it is apparent that
migration is a desperate act because Nepalese youth have no other option than migration to
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the Gulf States to seek employment. The decision to migrate, debt bondage, and the cultural
context of Nepal are also discussed based on the lived experiences of the left-behind wives.
5.2.1 No other choice but to migrate for work
The perceptions of left-behind wives are presented in this section. Key themes include
poverty, absence of employment opportunities for the husbands in Nepal, and intra-country
conflict, all of which affect daily lives of the left-behind wives and their families.
5.2.1.1 Poverty
All interviewed women were of the strong opinion that their husbands should work in the
Gulf, otherwise their families would starve. They had neither sufficient land to cultivate nor
available employment opportunities. The left-behind wives, such as Tilu, talked about not
having enough food every day. For her, migration of her husband to Dubai meant improving
her circumstances in two ways: having one less mouth to feed with the husband being away,
and receiving the money he sent home for his overseas work.
It was very difficult for us to survive until my husband went to Dubai. I used to eat
half meal everyday… On his absence, at least, we were able to save one person’s
mouth to feed, which is great for us. (Tilu P)
Tilu’s story was not an isolated one. Many left-behind wives (Maya P, Tulasi P, Sanu P,
Binu P, Gothu P, Suni R, Dhani R and Gi R) had to survive with what food was left over
after the rest of the family had eaten. The small rice farms did not produce enough for all the
family for the year.
I usually do not have adequate food, what we grow ourselves is not enough for our
family (Suni R)
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Binu does not hesitate to say that there would have been no possibility of survival if her
husband had not gone to the Gulf, despite her own wages.
We have to depend on outside earning because we have a little land and the
production is not adequate for our family. Even if I work for wages they are
inadequate to run our family. So my husband had to leave us so we could survive.
(Binu P)
Dhani and Gi recalled that, prior to their husbands’ migration, they were so poor that they
had no money to purchase even a little kerosene oil to light one lamp in the house and use it
for the kitchen, reading, and moving about.
Our children had never got adequate light to read in the evening and I used to grind
grains in the light of the wood fire. (Dhani P)
One night, my husband fell down from the first floor because we had no kerosene oil
to light the lamp to see. (Gi R)
Many wives said that it was not only a shortage of food that had compelled their husbands’
migration, but also the need for their children’s education. Sanu describes how her husband
had to go to the Gulf mainly to better the children’s education and improve their position in
society.
I have two children, they are currently studying in a private school and they are
regular in attending schools. We were not in a position to offer such a school to our
children before their father went to Arabia. My husband has sacrificed for the
betterment of our children’s education so that they do not have to face severe poverty
as their father has done. (Sanu P)
Similarly, Cheli stated that if her husband had not gone to the Gulf after working for fifteen
years in India, her children would have left school to become beggars.
My husband has sacrificed his whole life for the betterment of our children so that we
can gain some social position in the society. My husband’s fifteen years of struggle
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in India did not pay for our children’s education so he went to Qatar. Now all my
three children are in a private school. My son is a junior champion in cricket so
everyone in the villages knows my son and our family. We are gaining social
prestige. (Cheli R)
She further explained that the children’s education has helped to build social relationships,
especially for women and families of lower caste.
Since my children are studying in a private school they have many friends in the
village. They are studying and playing with everyone in the village not limited to our
own community and this was possible only because of my husband’s sacrifice. (Cheli
R)
Most women had delivered their babies in the absence of their husbands. The necessity for
husbands’ migration was even greater when their wives were pregnant. None of the
husbands postponed their migration in such circumstances, owing to increased pressures to
earn a living.
Mint and Sanu each missed their husband during the time of their deliveries. They
considered it a necessity.
…no one can really make compensation of my husband’s absence during the time of
delivery…I missed him a lot and also could not sleep well for a number of days
especially the first time. But there is no way that my husband can live with us as his
priority is to help family from being in severe poverty. (Mint P)
My husband went to Arabia when I got pregnant and I had to look after my farm,
family and cattle. On one hand, I felt unlucky, but there were no other options to
survive except him leaving us alone, although it is a life and death situation for me.
(Sanu P)
In every situation, the left-behind wives had to manage by themselves. Before migration,
Tilu had not received support from the neighbours because they were poor.
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Before my husband went to the Gulf, we didn’t have adequate food to eat, school
fees, money for clothes, and so on. Though I live with my mother-in-law and fatherin-law with two children, I have only one friend with whom I am comfortable to
share my happiness and sorrows. It was the most difficult time for me when my
second infant son died. During that incident, I did not get support either from my
mother-in-law or from other relatives, which led me to depression. I had no money
for the check-up, but no one turned up to help me except my only friend. Now since
my husband has started sending money, those relatives and villagers have changed
their attitude towards me. They perceive me as a resourceful woman. Now I can
receive other support, as I need. (Tulasi P)
Poor families have no option but to send their able-bodied men to the Gulf with the hope of
rescuing the family from severe poverty. Among the interviewed women, about one-third of
the participants did not produce sufficient food to eat throughout the year. Gothu sums it up:
We can survive with our own production for a maximum of four to five months. For
the rest of the year, we have to look for paid work or borrow money to survive.
(Gothu P)
5.2.1.2 Lack of job opportunities
Due to a lack of job opportunities, as well as poverty, men had no option except migration
for work. One of the participants represents a common perception of most of the migrants’
families stating that there were no job opportunities for their husbands in the village and that
all young men had no option but to go away for work.
We can’t see youths in our country due to lack of job opportunities. My husband had
tried to find work but he did not get any work that allowed us to live together. So he
had to leave us for our survival. (Mint P)
Dhani and Fuli both held a similar view.
We have neither enough land to cultivate nor work in the village or locality. My
husband had no choice but to leave us for our future. (Dhani R)
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Now, I can understand why Nepalese youths have left our country for work because
they have no choice. Similarly, my husband can’t fulfil his responsibilities towards
us without work so he had to go away. (Fuli R)
Sanu told how her husband developed mental health problems due to the unavailability of
work for him in the country.
Before he left us, he worked on road construction for five months. When that work
was finished, he had to stay without work for a few months and he got mental
sickness. Since he went to Arabia, he is fine. (Sanu R)
Finding jobs is difficult not only for labourers, but also for educated men. These men also
migrate. Kali, an educated participant, explained that her educated husband had to ultimately
go away from home because of the lack of employment opportunities, despite all efforts that
were made in searching for work for him in the country.
My husband who passed intermediate level with the financial support of his father
had to discontinue his study in order to earn money… With all efforts, he did not get
a job and had no money to start a business. He became frustrated and my father-inlaw encouraged him to go to Qatar. (Kali P)
In addition, political unrest in Nepal has exacerbated unemployment, making international
migration inevitable, especially for the rural poor. Usi said that she had no alternative but to
let her husband migrate in order to find work.
Though I want my husband to live together with me as rich people do, we can’t
survive without work and it was impossible to find it. My husband had no other
choice except leaving us. (Usi R)
5.2.1.3 Continuous intra-country conflict
The majority of the women interviewed felt that the unofficial Maoists’ practice of taking at
least one male from each family to be a soldier was another reason for the men to migrate.
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The brutal security operations and repressive behaviour of police and army also discouraged
men from remaining at home. Binu says:
We were in a trap during the time of conflict [intra-country conflict]. Maoists
threatened to take my husband and the State army and police charged us for
supporting Maoists. So to escape from this difficult situation, my husband left us
hastily without clear information about the work he would do. (Binu P)
According to Binu, “many were of the opinion that there was no choice left for the rural
males. Either they had to join a political party or run off from the village” (Binu, P). In the
same vein, Minu, a newly married woman (21), said that her husband would have been made
a guerrilla if he had continued working in Nepal:
My husband, a driver, never received his agreed wage on time despite his 24 hours a
day duty with the politicians, so he was frustrated. Luckily, with his friend’s
assistance he was able to find a work in Qatar. Though he left me alone after three
months of our marriage, I am fine. At least he is safe, otherwise he would have had
already spoiled his life. Maybe by now, he would have been dead or converted into a
guerrilla! (Minu P)
Similarly, Usi pointed out that she had to part from her husband after four months of their
marriage due to life threats from the conflicting parties.
After four months of my marriage, my husband had to leave us due to the threat of
abduction if he refused to join the Maoists’ camp. They wanted my brother-in-law
[elder brother of my husband] to resign from the police and support their war.
Despite severe pressure from my father-in-law, my brother-in-law refused the
proposal. Then, they destroyed our only house and captured our agricultural land and
gave an ultimatum for my husband to join them. In a very short time, my husband
was able to fly to Qatar with the support of our relative and his friend or he would
have been killed. (Usi R)
5.2.2 Debt bondage
Migration to the Gulf is an expensive undertaking. Unlike open-border informal migration to
India, migration to the Gulf requires money and time, as it is a contractual agreement
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between the two states. Migration to India has a long history for Nepalese, while the Gulf is
a relatively new destination for migrants. Labour migration to India is cheap and accessible
to extremely poor, less educated and less privileged people. By contrast, the Gulf demands
slightly educated or low-skilled people who can afford to get loans for the costs associated
with travel, documentation and commission for the recruiting agencies.
None of the migrant’s families had managed their migration trip without borrowing from
local moneylenders and paying the characteristically high interest rates. Many migrants to
the Gulf had previously worked in India. Low wages, more difficulty in finding better work,
and an unsecured future in India led to the Gulf becoming the preferred destination despite
the unfamiliar hot climate and different religions, culture and languages.
Wives left behind live with debt. Credit from informal sources tends to be expensive for the
migrants’ families. They rely more on local moneylenders to meet their costs for food, health
care, rituals and finance for international migration, and therefore leave in debt. The
informal loans range between NPR 90,000 and 200,000 (equivalent to AUD 1,125 to 2,500)
at high interest rates with collateral usually being their land and huts. Most of the women we
interviewed had debt at the time of their husband’s leaving.
Kalu felt nervous when she thought of her debt.
I have two loans of NPR 170,000 (AUD 2,125)one borrowed for our living and the
other for the Saudi trip of my husband. We have more than two thirds to repay.
Sometimes I feel nervous about the debt and getting rid of it from our lives. (Kalu P)
Saros worried about the chance of losing her collateral if her debt to the local moneylenders
was not paid on time.
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My husband went to Dubai by borrowing from the local moneylender with the help
of his brother-in-law. He was considered a rowdy person. His father forcefully sent
him overseas. Now our small property is kept for the mortgage. Since we belong to
the lower caste, we have no opportunities except moving away from our house. Our
future completely depends on my husband’s seriousness. We may be in debt forever
if my husband is careless. (Saros P)
Gi, lilke Saros, explained that her husband had no choice apart from going away to repay
their multiple debts or else she would to lose her hut.
We were not able to repay a loan of NPR 12,000 (AUD 150) on a 36 percent interest
rate, which was borrowed for our marriage four years ago. Last year, the
moneylender gave us an ultimatum that if we could not repay even half of the loan
with interest by nine months he would seize the hut and land which was kept as a
mortgage for the loan. This situation had severely upset my father-in-law. So he has
no other option than to force his son to go to Saudi removing him from the school
[class 10]. Now, we have already paid some portion of the loan. And we have still
another loan of NPR 120,000 (AUD 1,500) that was borrowed for my husband’s
migration. (Gi R)
In the male-dominated society, most left-behind wives living in joint families did not know
about the amount borrowed for migration. The case was the different in nuclear families, as
wives were mostly informed. Gothu continued to live in the shadow of their debt.
Often parents and their son are involved in borrowing loans. I do not know about the
exact amount of the debt, which worries me, as I am ultimately responsible to repay
it. (Gothu P)
Although loans are a way of life for the poor people, it is embarrassing if a woman does not
know about the source or amount of a loan. Binu had a bitter experience.
When my husband’s parents left me alone with my children, I came to know that I
was indebted. A moneylender gave me an ultimatum to repay NPR 90,000 (AUD
1,125) borrowed for my husband’s journey to Kuwait four years ago. I felt
humiliation and shock about not knowing the amount of the debt and who the
moneylender was. (Binu P)
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5.2.3 Cultural context of Nepalese migration to the Gulf States
Nepalese migration to the Gulf States must be seen in the context of the patriarchal Nepalese
society. In this section, findings are presented to give an understanding of women’s lives of
subordination, aspects of castes and discrimination, lack of knowledge about the realities of
migration, and the cooperation between left-behind wives.
5.2.3.1 Subordination of women and their workload in the Nepalese patriarchal society
This section is divided into four sub-headings. They are: subordination and workload,
submission to senior women, little autonomy in decision-making, and crisis of insecurity.
Subordination and workload
Men leave their wives and children with their in-laws. The left-behind wives occupy a lower
position in the patriarchal societal hierarchy than men and senior women. Wives left behind
are entrusted with the responsibilities of looking after the home, and caring for the children
and the elderly parents and relatives. Despite their hard work, they are not recognised by
their senior members. Tilu related her experiences.
I work for fifteen hours a day to keep my family going. I look after the home and
children and in-laws who are unwell. Despite this, I have to be alert with my motherin-law as she is very arrogant. She always tries to find my faults. I not only do
household activities but I also work for wages, as available, and help in other
villagers’ farms. (Tilu P)
Saros, a newly married woman, feels that she was not able to win the hearts of her in-laws in
spite of her hard work as their subordinate.
I have not even got time to sleep well in this house, which I moved into three years
ago. My husband left me after three weeks of my marriage. I am not working these
days because my leg is swollen-up and I can’t walk. …My father and mother-in-law
say that I am pretending…and making an excuse not to work in the busiest period of
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rice harvesting. When I was well, I was working for 16 hours a day like a servant
undertaking all household chores, agricultural farm work and working in the
construction of roads for wages. (Saros P)
Further, she goes on to say:
I am not a member of a family. My husband married me to serve his family as a
servant. (Saros P)
Women receive the help of relatives and neighbours to perform the outside activities
culturally done by men such as paying land tax, collecting old-age allowance for the elder
family members and accessing public services. They often depend on their relatives or
friends for such tasks as they feel overburdened and lack confidence. Gi is one of them, who
says:
I don’t have time to do outside activities or confidence to do so, therefore I often
request my relatives to pay my land tax and school fees for the children. (Gi R)
By contrast, Riti, one of a few women living in a nuclear family, deals with public service
activities regardless of any difficulties that she has to face, but feels stressed with the
additional work.
Whenever I visit any government or non-government offices, I felt insulted and
embarrassed because I was alone. But I am helpless. I have to pay land tax annually.
I can’t depend on other people. It consumes more than one day in some cases, which
affects my other priorities, and it stresses me further. (Riti R)
Women commonly engaged in many activities as a subordinate to senior members of a
family. Consequently they did not get time to think of themselves due the work
commitments:
I have to maintain my family. Since I am the only able person to work in the family, I
have to make decisions on how to arrange and maintain family. I have to work hard
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in our farm and in others’ farms. Sometimes, I go to sell surplus vegetables in the
market with the permission of my mother-in-law. In offseason, I work in road
construction. Therefore, I never get time to think of myself. (Cheli P)
Submission to senior women
Left-behind wives are typically dependent and submissive towards their senior family
members, especially to their mother-in-law. Riti said that she has no option other than to
accept her mother-in-law.
I mostly don’t get the chance to receive my wage personally from my employer. My
mother-in-law receives my wage on behalf of me. She does nothing except for
collecting our wages and criticising me to my husband. I am not sure how long my
relationship will remain like this with my husband. Unfortunately, my husband never
listens to me. I could not do anything against the family. I just keep silent. (Riti R)
Mostly daughters-in-law living in a joint family are not free to make any decisions. Even
Gothu, who is in a nuclear family, reported no autonomy in making decisions because her
husband still tries to control her even when he is away:
I went to work in house construction as a labourer for six months against my
husband’s wish. I have to work for the survival of my family not for my own fun!
(Gothu P)
There is always an exception; all mothers-in-law do not treat daughters-in-law as
subordinates. Mint spontaneously said that she had full cooperation from her mother-in-law.
…my mother-in-law completely agrees with me. She fully depends on me. I make all
the decisions such as children’s education, cultivation of our land, animal raising,
marketing of surplus vegetables, dealing with government offices. Maybe because of
that, I have no time to think of myself. (Mint P)
Little autonomy in decision-making
Women must seek permission from their in-laws and husband to be involved in activities
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outside home. They are often discouraged from participating in public activities, especially
in joint families. Women from nuclear families do not face such barriers to involvement in
community activities. Dhani struggled to convince her senior members to allow her to take
part in the community work:
I had to convince my mother-in-law to work in the community for which I faced a
difficult time in my family. Ultimately, with the pressure of my community fellow
participants, I was able to join community work. (Dhani R)
Women not only face a challenge to take on additional work, but they are also under
pressure to become pregnant after marriage even though they have little time with husbands.
Their voice is never heard in the family.
… I hear that my mother-in-law is preparing for the second marriage for him [my
husband] because I am ‘badluck’ for them for not giving babies. Ironically, they
cannot realise that how I can be a pregnant since my husband was away after
marriage. When he came back two years ago, he was mostly not with me. Who can
listen to my voice? Our culture does not allow me to divorce, even if my husband
gets a second wife. (Saros P)
Crisis of insecurity
Since men leave the country, couples undergo enforced separation for a long period and do
not have enough quality time to maintain their relationship. Consequently, the relationship
between the couple is compromised.
My husband came back in holidays last year. He was here for four weeks. I used to
see him late in night almost everyday, as he was either drunk or tired. He used to take
food from his mother, not from me. I never saw him playing with his children. I did
not know about his schedule, when he comes and takes his food and so on. Maybe
his mother knows all about him! He just gave me NPR 500 (AUD 6) when he flew
back to Arabia. (Sabi R)
Most of the women said that they are not secure in their marital lives, as their husbands left
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them for long periods. Minu regrets her marriage with a migrant.
A stay behind wife has no life. It is always stressful. I don’t have a conjugal life in
the true sense. If I had known such details before, I would not have married a migrant
whatever he earns. (Minu P)
Mint thinks that it is difficult to trust a man if he leaves his wife for indefinite periods and
that makes her life insecure.
Now I can realise the hidden story of the wives who live in absence of husband. I feel
insecure because I am here without a husband. He left me after one month of our
marriage so I did not get a chance to know him well. I may be deceived at any point
of time since he is young and handsome. It is hard to believe a man who lives
without a wife for a long time. I have much suspicion. (Mint P)
In contrast, there are positive aspects in the Nepalese culture where left-behind wives receive
support from the husband’s parents and that encourages them to maintain their family.
Regardless of family type, wives left behind do not leave their small plot of land unattended.
Rather, they take over land cultivation in the nuclear family or work under the supervision of
in-laws, as this is the only source of income left for these people. Fuli, a nuclear family
woman, relies on her father-in-law’s guidance for the cultivation of crops.
Until four years ago, I had to follow the instructions of my mother-in-law on what to
do. She used to make my daily schedule. I was just her subordinate so I could not
learn how to manage a field and do it independently. But, now after living alone, I
have been cultivating my land for four years following the advice of my father-inlaw. I am still dependent on him. (Fuli R)
5.2.3.2 Women, caste and discrimination
In Nepal, the caste system remains strong and it often defines access to resources and
opportunities. Caste is the major element that reflects disparities in the poverty level; the
lower the caste, the higher the incidence of poverty. Discriminatory practices rooted in the
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caste system and patriarchal structures still dominate Nepal’s culture. Social relationships
are guided by the caste system. Mostly, Dalits, the so-called lower caste referred to as the
“untouchable caste”, are disadvantaged groups in the country.
Social exclusion in terms of caste/ethnicity is a deeply rooted problem in Nepalese society.
Six of the 24 women interviewed in this study were Dalits. The Dalit women from Palpa
found some improvement in the relationships between the Dalits and the non-Dalits (upper
caste). One of the Dalit women, Kalu, explained:
A decade ago, I was not invited to many functions by the upper-caste. Though they
[upper caste] still keep a distance between us, they are very helpful. Now everyone
uses the same community tap regardless of castes unlike eight-nine years ago. In
those days, Dalits were not allowed to fetch drinking water from the same
community tap because we were considered to be untouchable [impure] in our
society. (Kalu-P)
In recent years, Dalits and their children have been invited inside the houses of the upper
caste families. Previously this was not possible. If they wanted to visit, they had to remain
outside their houses. Now Dalit children can play with children from upper castes.
Traditionally, they had to stay outside of the upper castes’ people houses when they want to
see them, and their children did not play with other children in the community. Kalu further
adds:
… as I am living around upper caste families and my children play in their houses
when I am away for work and their children also do the same in my house. (Kalu P)
Saros was satisfied with the non-Dalits but not with her own Dalits’ community because of
unhealthy jealousy among themselves.
We are more jealous among ourselves [Dalits]. We were not supposed to touch those
upper caste people but now many of the younger generation are relatively more
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liberal and they treat us [Dalits] well. Now, we are allowed to stay inside their living
room and take food with the young people, but still not with their old parents. There
is no problem to eat together outside their house. (Saros P)
Dhani felt some sort of discrimination in the community.
I don’t feel like I am discriminated against openly in public places, but there are
some people who migrated from the Hills who still treat us like Dalits [untouchables]
in their house. (Dhani R)
However, Riti spoke out strongly against the discrimination.
We are the most neglected people in the community. They [non-Dalits] invite us for
dirty work in the village. Still, they do not touch us. They see us as dirty. We don’t
care about anything except our work. (Riti R)
Some Dalit women dreaded accessing public services:
I have never received a good response from any government offices: the health
centre; agriculture and veterinary centres; and even from the bank. I think it is simply
because I am an illiterate Dalit women. The elite people and politicians discriminate
against us. (Gi R)
Similarly, gender inequalities exist in the Nepalese culture. Women earn less than men for
the same amount of work. The average daily wage for a male labourer in Nepal is NPR 17500 (equivalent to AUD 2.20–2.50). The difference between male and female wages ranges
from NPR 50 per day (equivalent to AUD 0.62/day) to NPR 75 per day (equivalent to AUD
0.94/day). No woman has protested about the wage, inequality as it is a male-dominated
society. Suni had no option other than accepting the given wage.
I receive NPR 125 per day [AUD 1.60/day] and a man gets NPR 175 per day [AUD
2.20/day] without lunch while working in the construction of houses and roads for
eight hours. I see it is unfair but there is no choice rather than accepting the work.
(Suni-14)
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5.2.3.3 Knowledge about the reality of migration
It is not surprising in the Nepalese context that most left-behind wives have some knowledge
about migration to India. Many of these women have experienced the consequences of
Indian migration. However, the wives of the migrants have little knowledge about the Gulf.
They understand that working in the Gulf seems to be a better place for wages and their
husbands’ safety due to strict laws on drinking, playing cards and visiting women. A few
women (Tulasi P and Riti R) were happy about their husbands’ migration to the Gulf
because of these moral issues.
I am happy, at least, Arabia is a strict Muslim country where visiting women is
prohibited while such a practice is common in India. (Tulasi R)
Adding to this, Suni explained Gulf countries have a closed religion and culture, a different
language and an extremely hot climate and she considered the migration of men a great
sacrifice by them.
I have to face what I have to face…Its my fate. Anyway, I am in my place but my
husband is working as a labourer in others’ country where no one is there to look
after him for his health, food and shelter… His work is hard in the hot weather in the
closed religious country with a different language. What a great sacrifice this is!
(Suni R)
In a male dominant society, the majority of the women do not know the exact wage of their
husbands. They are only concerned with the amount they receive for their family
maintenance.
I receive NPR 45,000 (AUD 562) in every three months but I don’t know how much
my husband earns. I am mostly concerned about my expenses. (Maya P)
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I have no idea about my husband’s income in Arabia, but one of his friends told that
he earns NPR 20,000 (AUD 250) monthly. I should be happy with what he sends to
me. (Gi R)
5.2.3.4 Culture of helping one another
For the most part, there is a culture of helping one another in Nepalese society. Most women
consider the importance of helping one another in their everyday lives as a part of their
culture. Minu sums up:
I have to depend on others for everything…Somehow I am managing to address any
kinds of problem through our personal relationships and mutual trust among
relatives, friends and neighbours. It is a social asset for us. (Minu P)
Left-behind wives believe that it is hard to live alone in the absence of their husbands if they
do not receive support from other women in the village. Usi said that she could not think of
staying alone if she had not received support from her friends.
I don’t know what would happen to me if I would have no friends who were ready to
share my joys and sorrows, and cooperate with me in all difficult times. (Usi R)
5.2.4 Summary
Migration is considered a desperate act in Nepal. Nepalese men who go to work in the Gulf
States have no other work choices because of the poverty, lack of jobs within the country,
and the threat due to internal conflict in the State. The process of migration is associated
with debt bondage that means working for years to pay off the debt incurred with the
process. The cultural context of Nepalese patriarchy puts significant pressure on the leftbehind wives and they have to endure great hardships in their daily family lives.
Left-behind women occupy a lower position in the patriarchal hierarchy than men and senior
women. They perform multiple jobs aside from the routine household chores, such as
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managing their house, children and elders, cultivating their own land and other villagers’
land, working for wages in construction jobs, marketing of surplus vegetables, and dealing
with men’s outdoor tasks. Though they carry heavy workloads, they are barely recognised as
family members; rather, they are treated as subordinates. Women are less prepared for these
responsibilities in the absence of their husbands.
Despite some improvements noticed in the discriminatory practices between Dalit and nonDalit women, there are still noticeable areas of discrimination. Gender discrimination
persists in terms of knowledge about their husbands’ migration, particularly the debt and the
income of their husbands, and about the Gulf. Left-behind wives know more about Indian
migration than migration to the Gulf because of the latter’s short history. They rely more on
the informal social network of neighbours and friends than on relatives to cope with the
difficult situations in the absence of their husbands.

5.3 The young wives: the survival stage
5.3.1 Introduction
While men migrate, left-behind wives and their families experience some change in their
daily lives as an initial impact of the migration. This section broadly addresses the first two
research questions through the lens of social determinants of health. Living, growing and
working, and the relationships of the left-behind wives with their family members, relatives
and other people in the society are the important social elements that affect the health of
wives left behind. This section deals with the daily lives of the young women in terms of
their working and living; housing, drinking water and sanitation; family relationships;
relationships with husbands; young wives with children; and the psychological stress of the
left-behind wives in the absence of their husbands.
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5.3.2 Working and living
This section presents results under six sub-headings: maintaining the family structure; sexual
harassment of vulnerable women; occupational health and safety; remittances for women;
participation in an informal social system; and cooperatives.
5.3.2.1 Maintaining the family structure
The young wives were left with the responsibility of taking care of their family without
having adequate time to get to know and understand their husbands and other family
members. Most newly married wives started their conjugal life without getting quality time
to relate to each other and then after their husbands migrate they are left alone with their inlaws. Saros said:
I do not know much about my husband as he left me within a month of our marriage.
Also, I did not know my in-laws well. (Saros P)
Minu is another woman who shared the same experience as Saros:
My husband left me alone within three weeks of our marriage without letting me get
to know about the household matters. I had to struggle to take up all the household
responsibilities. (Minu P)
Poor young wives not only start married life without their husbands, they also have to work
hard to run their family. The day-to-day struggle in seeking enough food is not relieved by
their husbands’ working in the Gulf States. Most of the women had a small block of land and
a few animals to manage as well as the responsibility of maintaining their family. Some
women (e.g. Maya and Usi) were heavily involved in domestic duties, caring for their
extended family, and cultivating the land, and were also engaged in paid work outside the
household.
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We are five family members in our family. I am working 15 hours a day. I am fully
engaged in the household activities, looking after three children, both my parents and
one brother-in-law. Since our own production is only adequate for five months, I
work in my farm, raise animals, work on others’ farms and also work as an
agricultural worker and a construction labourer for wages. (Maya P)
After three months of my marriage, my husband left me a small plot of land and few
goats and a cow…Although, I was a daughter of a farmer, I have no idea about
cultivating land. This was the only thing my husband left for me. There was hardly
enough grain for two months. I work like a mule for the survival of our family. (Usi
R)
Young wives in joint families go to work in paid jobs to support these joint families in the
absence of their husbands. Bhimu was in this situation. She explained:
I have to maintain my family. Since I am the only person able to work in the family, I
have to make decisions on how to arrange and maintain the family. I have to work
more on our farm and engage in exchange labour. Also, I continue working in others’
land for wages. In offseason, I work in road construction sites. (Bhimu P)
Aside from household activities, left-behind wives work hard in their fields to cultivate crops
for their survival. They do not have the opportunity to learn about the effects of chemical
fertiliser and pesticides on their health. Gomi’s experience exemplifies this.
I use my hands to mix the pesticides/insecticides and chemical fertilisers in addition
to farmyard manure as available. I often notice allergy on my hands when I use
chemicals but I am not sure which chemical, as I touch several things while I work
on the farm. Also, I have never really thought of it. (Gomi R)
Another woman, Susi, often felt irritation and drowsiness when she used chemical
insecticides but she was not sure it was caused by the chemicals or not.
I use farmyard manure, traditional inputs, for the cultivation of crops but when I
work in others’ field for wages, I have to use both hands and sprayer for the
insecticides. I often feel irritation and drowsy when I use pesticides. But I am not
sure if it is because of pesticides or something else. (Susi R)
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Most women do not know about the chemical hazards and even if they know, they are not
trained on how to use them safely. Kali, the most highly educated woman among the
participants, would not used chemical inputs unless or until she was trained.
I use farmyard manure. I have never use bottled [modern] insecticides. I use firewood
ash in vegetables to control insects. My elder sister-in-law showed me how
insecticides had affected her skin on her hands. So I don’t want to use chemicals
unless I am trained, whether I work on my farm or on others’ farms. (Kali P)
Many women work for wages to get cash to purchase items that are not grown on their land.
I went to work in the house construction as a labourer for six months. I used my
wage to purchase those items that I do not grow in my land such as oil, salt, spices,
meat and clothes. I earn NPR 120/day [AUD 1.50]. (Gothu P)
Despite the increased workload of left-behind wives, they do not receive additional help
from their in-laws. Riti said that days are shorter for her to take a sleep, as she is
overburdened with work.
I often wake up right after midnight [2-3 a.m.] to complete household chores by 7.30
a.m. to go to work on the road construction site especially in the monsoon season
[gravelled roads are frequently obstructed during that time]. It takes 45 minutes to
reach the construction site. When I return back to my house at 5 p.m., not only am I
stared at by my mother-in-law, but also I have to clean all the dishes and cook meals
for the evening and get the next morning’s meal ready. I hardly get time to sleep so I
feel the days are too short to get all the work done. (Riti R)
Many illiterate women face challenges in their everyday life when they stay behind. Sabi had
to deal with officials over a range of issues.
We see many brokers in front of the land revenue office in out district headquarters.
In fact, the most challenging tasks for me are to deal with unknown people. These
activities increase my workload (Sabi R)
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The left-behind wives have to negotiate with public servants, for example, agricultural
services and banks. They find this difficult because they are not used to talking and dealing
with people outside the family.
Suni described how she had multiple debts due to poverty.
We were very poor and had severe problem of hand to mouth, but now we are
surviving and my one child is in school. We had settled our loan for my husband’s
trip to Qatar and small portion for the family maintenance. But all of a sudden my
father-in-law died while he was under medication and I borrowed another loan for his
funeral, which is yet to be settled. I am not sure what happens next. (Suni R)
Not surprisingly, wives left behind do not find adequate time to look after their children.
Cheli reported that she thought her children were living in difficult circumstances.
My children are living in a crisis. I hardly get time to think of my children during the
daytime. I am rushing for work and work…I used to leave both my grown up
children [2 to 4 years] in home together until they go to school. Before that I used to
carry my child on my back until she was two years old or keep the sleeping child
with my four-year-old girl in the field while I was working. (Cheli R)
Some women (Gi R, Gothu P, Cheli R, Dhani R and Gumi R) concluded that they do the
best they can with meagre food:
I always give good food to the children as available. My two children were breastfed
until one year, along with cows’ milk as available. They consume one egg every
three days, meat monthly, milk once a day, and ghee [butter] almost every day until I
had a milking cow. I don’t eat full meals. They eat everything so they are alive. Our
children are not selective until they grow up and are exposed to markets for food and
dress. (Gi R)
Wives left behind endure their separation from their husbands throughout their active life,
hoping for a better future. Some young women such as Susi and Kali had a dream to live in a
better house in the future once they have fulfilled their basic necessities like food, clothes
and children’s education:
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Once we get adequate food to eat and arrange fees for the children, I wish to have a
house with tall doors so that we don’t have injuries hitting on heads. (Susi R)
5.3.2.2 Sexual harassment of vulnerable women
The type of work, work place and work conditions affect women and their health. Women
work in three places: their farm, on the villagers’ farm and out of the village for wages,
mostly in construction jobs.
The work environment is arduous for the young women and they face harassment in the
work place. Fuli described an embarrassing situation with a contractor, which may have led
to her suicide had she not received support from another female worker.
I am surviving without my husband simply because of the help of my friend.
Otherwise, I would have suicided long ago. She supported me throughout my
distress, which was caused by sexual harassment by the contractor at work. (Fuli R)
Gyni explains there is no choice but to ignore the attitudes of contractors unless there is a
great threat.
I usually work in house construction for the villages. Some contractors abused me
and they made fun of me. Since I need to work with them for my own living I don’t
have any option rather than pretending. I did not do anything unless there is really
bad. But it really puts me off. (Gyni R)
Saros experienced problems working together with her co-workers rather than with
contractors and felt this may distance her from her husband. For example, co-workers, too,
are guilty of harassment and of spreading rumours which can damage relationships.
As I am a young woman, I have to face abuse from male co-workers on the
construction site and unnecessary rumours about my relationships. For a young
woman who lives without husband, it is a very worrying situation. It may spoil my
relationship with my husband. (Saros P)
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Bhimu also worried about her relationship with her husband.
I work in a school as a support staff, which is good. When I work in the road
construction, I have to walk 45 minutes one way. I have to work together with
various kinds of people, especially men from everywhere. Often they try to abuse me
saying dirty words and sharing their sexual ideas. I have no future if my husband and
his family think I am bad. I am very careful…(Bhimu P)
Many left-behind wives have to face difficulties with contractors but they hide them from
their in-laws because the latter are often critical rather than supportive of them. However,
there are a few exceptional women like Riti, who received assistance from her parents to
address the problem successfully with the contractor, without disclosing it to her mother-inlaw.
I thought my mother-in-law may accuse me instead of helping me, so I did not share
my difficulties with her rather I shared it with my father. I cried with my father seven
years ago. Then, my father personally spoke to the contractor whom I worked with
but he did not listen to him. So my father talked to another contractor for work. I did
not get trouble working with the new contractor, but I got problems with the male coworkers. They tried to emotionally abuse me. I managed to help myself at that period
of my life. I was adolescent when I started working with them. I had difficult times
working with them until three years ago, when I was pretty and young. Now, they
don’t care to worry me because I am skinny and malnourished. (Riti P)
5.3.2.3 Occupational health and safety
Some of the young wives found work just too difficult and were overwhelmed by it.
Generally this was due to the constant arduous work. Women were engaged in the
construction of roads and houses. Their health and safety were not considered. Saros who
worked in the construction of roads showed her frustration about safety.
In early days, we were advised to use helmet and gloves at work for safety, but now
no one talks about it. There are only two male supervisors with yellow helmets at
work. (Saros P)
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One third of the women thought that the contractor was negligent for not ensuring adequate
safety for the workers. Bhimu explained:
When one male co-worker requested the safety boots, helmets, and gloves and baby
care services for the workers he was threatened by the road contractor. He said,
“don’t disturb work. One who wants these things can better leave the work. It is not
your business”. Our other friends comment that the contractor is related to the current
government so he is very influential. So he does not care about anyone. (Bhimu P)
Women know that contractors are taking undue advantage of their difficult times. They do
not protest about the health hazards because they rely on the income and know there is a lack
lack of alternative employment to support their hand-to-mouth existence. When Dhani raised
an issue of work safety with her employer, she was asked to resign from her job.
When one of our co-workers got his leg fractured last month, I raised the issue of
support for treatment while working in road construction. The contractor simply
replied, “just leave this work”. (Dhani R)
Women working in the construction industry are aware of the health and safety risks they are
exposed to, but realise that there is no alternative work for them and therefore have to accept
the situation. Women toiling in construction are exposed to the highest physical risk, but
they have no other alternatives to survive.
5.3.2.4 Remittances for women
Women left behind withdrew remittance ranging between NPR 40,000 and 50,000
(equivalent to AUD 500 and 625) every trimester or quarter, which was more than a half of
their husbands’ average monthly salary (NPR 20,000) (equivalent to AUD 220), from banks
or legal money remit agencies. Some of the women (Tilu, Bhimu and Cheli) received money
directly in their name, but they had no knowledge about the bank’s commission:
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In early days, my husband used to send money to my name via Himalaya Bank and
now via International Monetary Express (IME), which is in town. I have no idea how
much commission he pays to the bank but I often collect NPR 45,000 [AUD 562]
every four months, in different branches from the Bank or IME. (Tilu P)
I withdraw NPR 40,000 [AUD 440] from IME every three to four months. I don’t
know what fees the bank charges. (Jami P)
My husband sends NPR 50,000 [AUD 625] every four months in my name. (Cheli R)
Some women receive money from their mothers-in-law or fathers-in-law as they live in joint
families and are not allowed to withdraw money themselves, as long as there are seniors in
the family. Bhimu said:
He [my husband] sends money in his father’s name through IME. My father-in-law is
so generous. He shares with me all the details about the expenses. (Bhimu P)
Generally, women do not get money directly until their mothers-in-law die, and they have to
depend on others to find out about their husbands’ income. Women feel proud when
withdrawing remittance directly. Tulasi and Usi were two of these women.
My husband sends money in my name after the death of my mother-in-law. I
withdraw from IMF Tansen ever three months. Now, I feel I am an in-charge of my
house. Before, I had to believe my mother-in-law to know about my husband’s
income. (Tulasi P)
5.3.2.5 Participation in an informal social system
Every woman participates in community-run labour exchange activities. It is a traditional
system of exchanging human labour and animal power among the like-minded community
members on a rotational or needs basis. This loose network enhances informal social ties
among the community people. It helps to address the agricultural labour needs of the
community member to cultivate their farm without cash transactions. Rather, every host
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household offers a light meal for everyone during working days. In addition, it opens up the
space to communicate problems and assistance requests, constantly updates members
whereabouts, and helps in exchanging information related to migrant husbands among leftbehind wives.
Most women found the work arrangements inherent in this system conducive to their
wellbeing as well as beneficial for the cultivation of their land without having to make cash
payments. Minu, a newly married young woman, experienced these benefits, allowing her to
easily mix with the community, and proving an advantageous way of living in the village.
In fact, I am pretty new in this village. I hardly get time to interact with the villagers
at home, as my seniors are culturally responsible for meetings. I got an opportunity to
familiarise with everyone in a short time in exchange labour system with like-minded
people. (Minu P)
Many women were able to receive help from their friends and neighbours for outdoor
activities through this labour exchange platform. Fuli was one of the women who firmly
believed that the labour exchange programme helped her to make a friend when she was a
newly married young wife:
After getting married, I joined the labour exchange programme in this village. Since
then I have been able to make some good friends. Now we are like sisters, sharing
talks of our normal lives and helping each other out of our miseries. This is a
wonderful custom for the women like us whose husbands are away from home. (Fuli
R)
Nearly two thirds of the left-behind wives perceive that they are inter-dependent on each
other. Some wives (Mint P, Minu P, Jami P, Sanu P, Gothu P, Susi R and Gumi R) were of
the opinion that they were surviving in the village in the absence of their husbands because
of the solidarity among the left-behind wives.
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I have to depend on others for everythinghousehold duties, family maintenance,
accessing government services, and in times of illness of family members. Somehow
we are managing to cope with any kind of problem through our mutual trust and
relationships in this labour exchange system. (Mint P)
Minu summed up the significance of this system for the left-behind young wives in many
ways.
I prefer working together in the field rather than working alone at home. We can
exchange information that occurs in the village and sometimes in the country. At
least, this platform makes me relax and become stress free. I have developed some
good, and a few intimate, friends in the village with whom I can look for any type of
help. I was able to borrow grain from my friends few months ago. I believe many
wives left behind find this a wonderful system to keep them alive. (Minu P)
5.3.2.6 Cooperatives
Added to informal social relationships such as the community-led labour exchange system,
women who stay behind also accessed formal social support through two local NonGovernment Organisations (NGOs) in the study area. Those organisations facilitate saving
and credit activities among their group members. They implement energy support activities,
awareness raising on health and hygiene, and income generation activities for their members
One fifth of the literate women interviewed participated in these types of community
initiatives and this has helped them to build confidence. Women members can access
information, receive emotional and physical support, and receive public services, unlike
women who do not take part in these activities.
Since I joined the NGO funded by the Agriculture Office, I can easily access
government offices, agriculture extension services, livestock services and health
services and so on because of my direct and indirect connection to these offices.
Nowadays, I am privileged due to my active engagement in the programme. I can
deal with everyone confidently so that I don’t need to be cheated or manipulated
even by businessmen, unlike in my previous situation where I was charged more than
25 percent extra price while purchasing construction material for my house. They are
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offering me free transportation services for the delivery of materials these days. (Kali
R)
Though Dhani had had easy access to the public services since she joined the cooperative,
she was dissatisfied about their poor services to poor women. She was looking for an
appropriate moment to raise this issue of discrimination.
When I joined the cooperative, I had to work with government agencies and
participate in different meetings. Then gradually I obtained good support from all the
government offices including agricultureunlike other poor fellow women who
have to face disappointment when dealing with them. I am planning to raise the
discrimination issue in a meeting. I am waiting for the right time. (Dhani R)
Members associated with this kind of local organisation not only benefit from public
services, but are also able to access various kinds of support from the cooperatives. Wives
left behind and attached to self-help groups benefit in their difficult times.
When I was sick I borrowed money from my friend, but now I am able to repay it
due to my involvement in the self-help group [saving and credit scheme]. I feel more
comfortable in having a loan from our self-help group rather than from a
moneylender. (Susi R)
5.3.3 Housing, drinking water and sanitation
This section describes the houses of the migrants’ families, and sources and use of drinking
water. Toilet use, and use of soap for routine hand washing are included in this section to
understand the lived experiences of the left-behind wives regarding sanitation and hygiene.
5.3.3.1 Housing
The young wives live in houses with earth floors. The first floor generally has only two
rooms, a bedroom and a storeroom. The ground floor is divided into two parts, one for cattle
and one open space used as a kitchen. This room has very small windows and dirty walls
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owing to cooking indoors over smoky open fires. Usually, each house has a small courtyard
at the front and this space is often used for threshing rice, wheat and maize aside from being
a playground for children. The courtyard is also used for religious functions. About one third
of the women had houses with thatched roofs. Six of them had durable houses with a
corrugated sheet roof, but only one lived in a rod, cement and concrete-roofed house. The
houses have no furniture other than a slat bed, and perhaps a cupboard. In general the huts
are arranged in small islands of raised land within paddy fields.
Sanu, one of the participants, said she lives in a thatched roof house without separate rooms
and found this unhygienic.
We have one small house with a thatched roof but we don’t have separate rooms. We
have a cattle shed, and a kitchen-cum-bedroom on the ground floor. We all live
together … it is not healthy. (Sanu P)
Although some women live in two-storied houses, they often face problems living on the
first floor due to narrow, steep staircases which are dangerous for the frail. Saros found her
room very inconvenient when she fractured her leg.
I had difficulty with the narrow, steep ladder made of bamboo, which is not fixed
properly. It really caused a problem for going to the toilet. (Saros P)
After seven years of migration, most Palpali migrants’ families have replaced thatched roofs
with corrugated sheet roofs. People in Rupandehi constructed new houses with rod, cement
and concrete roofs. Sabi described her old hut that was used for the cattle.
This is a newly built durable house with rod, cement and concrete roof. Our old
house is used for the cattle shed. It took more than eight years of my husband’s
migration for this change. (Sabi- R)
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Maya wished to replace her thatched-roofed old house, which was uncomfortable due to
water leakage, with one with a corrugated sheet roof, once she had saved enough money
from her husband’s remittances:
I have a thatched house and one very old livestock shed inherited from my father-inlaw. I was not able to repair them permanently, as it is not our priority. I wish to have
corrugated sheet roof so that I can be relieved from the work of repairing it every
year. (Maya P)
5.3.3.2 Drinking water
In Rupandehi, everyone had a hand pump at their doorstep. In Palpa, young wives had to
fetch drinking water from a distance. During the summer, one third of the women left behind
in Palpa fetched water from the natural well one kilometre away. They had to fetch water
two to three times a day depending on the size of the family and the number of cattle. Bhimu
was one who walked for more than a kilometre along rural trails to fetch water.
I fetch water three times a day from a temporary source of water during the monsoon
period, that is 2-3 months only, or else I walk for more than a kilometre to fetch a
year-round source of well water. (Bhimu P)
Not only were people worried about access to drinking water, but also they were also
ignorant about the quality of the drinking water available. One of the literate women, Kali,
commented on the quality of the water.
I have used a hand pump for water for a long time but we are not sure whether the
water is contaminated with arsenic or not. Nowadays, people are talking about
arsenic but I don’t know much about it... (Kali R)
5.3.3.3 Sanitation
The use of toilets and soap was used to gauge the health and hygiene conditions of the leftbehind wives and their families. Most families used simple pit toilets, but there reluctance by
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some to use them. As the poor Nepalese women were not used to using toilets, they made
various excuses to avoid using them. However, lack of money to construct toilets is not
always the problem, traditional local culture and beliefs are also contributing factors. Cheli
commented that she felt claustrophobic using the toilet, so preferred to defecate in the open:
My son and girls use that toilet but I don’t use it because I feel uneasy inside so I go
to the open field as I have been doing from my childhood. Even God will not be
happy if we use toilet. (Cheli R)
Although there is some awareness about the use of soap for routine hand washing, not all the
family members use it, because it is not accessible or they are not in the habit of using soap.
Suni had soap for routine hand washing but she herself did not use it:
I have not noticed any one in our family who uses soap except my husband. We
have only washing soap for clothes, not hand-washing soap. (Suni R)
Literate women were proponents of the use of soap, whereas the opposite was found to be
the case with illiterate women. One of the literate women, Sabi commented:
I know we have to use soap but it is hard to convince my father and mother-in-law
and children. I have arranged to have soap at home but they don’t use it. (Sabi R)
5.3.4 Family relationships
The left-behind wives were interviewed to gain an understanding of their family
relationships, as these are an integral component of the social determinants of health. This
section presents the relationships of left-behind wives with their family members under three
different headings: relationships with mothers-in-law; sexual exploitation from male
members of the households; and benefits of being with family.

219

5.3.4.1 Relationships with mothers-in-law
Most mothers-in-law do not want to be seen as typical mothers-in-law who control their
daughters-in-law in the society, but they are possessive of the family. Among many with
similar stories, Sabi said her mother-in-law pretended to be a good mother in the society.
She [my mother-in-law] did not ask a single word about me while I was pregnant,
though she looked after me after the delivery. Honestly, I did not get enough food to
eat when she served me. She has done this simply because she wants to be seen as a
good mother-in-law among her friends. (Sabi R)
In contrast, there are some mothers-in-law who do not care about the society, and they are
selfish. Tulasi found her mother-in-law selfish and possessive:
My mother-in-law never loved me, but gave me a hard time throughout my life. She
is very demanding even if she has got paralysis and she cannot move by herself. She
always looks for my mistakes. She is very strict. (Tulasi P)
Usually, mothers-in-law are seen as rude in the eyes of their daughters-in-law. Maya
complained that her mother-in-law was a barrier between her and her husband:
My husband talks much with his mother and father not with me. So, I don’t know
about their talk and also I don’t know whether he knows about my unwell condition
or not. My mother-in-law does not like us to talk. (Maya P)
Riti expressed her unhappiness with her mother-in-law for accusing her rather than
protecting her in front of outsiders.
Although my mother-in-law collects my wage monthly from a contractor, she does
not hesitate to insult me in front of co-male workers who are looking for a chance to
sexually abuse me. (Riti R)
5.3.4.2 Sexual exploitation from male members of the household
In addition to the difficulties presented by their mothers-in-law, young wives left behind are
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vulnerable to sexual exploitation from male members of the family. Sanu shared her bitter
experience with her brother-in-law.
My brother-in-law used to visit me when he was drunk and try to sexually abuse me.
In the early days, I had to take his help, but in return he had bad intentions. One day,
he tried to rape me in the forest while I was collecting fodder and firewood. Then I
sought help from others. Afterwards, he warned me not to disclose this to anyone,
otherwise he would be the cruellest person ever. Since then, I reject his help, but I
have to talk with him, as he is my brother-in-law, or else other people start
backbiting. (Sanu P)
Male relatives also try to take advantage of women who are isolated and do not having legal
rights to bring the culprits to justice. They have to cope up with the situation in the maledominated society. Gi related.
I am living in a separate house, which is in the corner of the village so it is quiet. My
brother-in-law used to come at night with different excuses. He attempted to rape me
one evening but my elder daughter cried so he left the place. I don’t know how I
could tackle the situation. Now, I lock my door with two locks in early evening
[dusk] and I don’t open the door. Still he knocks on my door. I cannot share this with
anyone or go for legal support. (Gi R)
Dhani, by contrast, gained confidence to manage sexual assault differently after talking with
people at the cooperative.
My elder brother-in-law is a widower without children who lives in our house. He
attempted to sexually abuse me until I joined the cooperative. In one moment, when
he had attempted to rape me, I intentionally sought help from my mother-in-law,
unlike in previous incidents. Since then, I have not faced such a moment with
anyone. (Dhani R)
5.3.4.3 Benefits from being with family
Both in joint and in nuclear families, wives left behind were supervised when they worked
on their small farms. Very often in nuclear families the left-behind wives worked under the
supervision of in-laws. Sabi described good relationships with her senior family members.
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I was lucky to have my sister-in-law [wife of my elder brother-in-law] who kindly
helped me to recover well after I gave birth by providing enough fats and protein
food and by washing my clothes. They are incredibly helpful to me in everything.
(Sabi R)
For wives left behind, all mothers-in-law are not rude; some are affectionate. Riti was one of
the women who had a good relationship with her mother-in-law.
My mother-in-law is like my own mother. She takes care of me well although I have
to do all household activities like others. I am privileged because my mother-in-law
looks after my baby when I go to work in the road construction project. I was well
taken care of by my mother-in-law when I gave birth to my babies and fell sick. (Riti
R)
Similarly, Bhimu praised her in-laws for their generosity.
My in-laws are very generous towards me in many ways, especially my father-inlaw. Therefore, I am working in the school and in the road construction during the
school holidays leaving my children to them. (Bhimu P)
Obviously, left-behind wives relied more on their older children for their support. Fuli’s
daughter had taken on a mother’s role to her brothers and sisters, and shared domestic
responsibilities.
Since my first girl was 11 years old, she cared for her three-year-old brother and me.
Sometimes, she also took goats for grazing. She helped me incredibly. (Fuli R)
5.3.5 Relationships with husbands
Relationships with husbands are affected greatly by the migration process. These
relationships were examined from two aspects: the time before separation, and
communication with husbands.
5.3.5.1 Time before separation
In a male-dominated society, wives are typically dependent on their husbands even if they do
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not know each other well. Most of the women surveyed had had little time to live together
with their husbands before separation, so they were not very confident in their relationships
with their husbands. Due to the short association with their husbands, wives were suspicious
of infidelity. Saros, Minu and Gi pointed out:
I can’t trust my husband since he has left me alone and now he is out of my sight.
(Saros P)
I am worried about my future because I don’t know much about my husband’s
attitude. (Minu P)
Man can do anything in absence of wife. (Gi R)
On the other hand, young wives are frequently concerned about allegations against their
husbands and about their behaviour. Similarly, the husbands have suspicions about their
wives. A relationship breakdown caused in this way would be more serious for the wives
than the husbands.
I am very serious about my relationship with my husband; it may be broken in any
time from him and it would be costly for me. (Susi R)
Kali experienced a good relationship with her husband from the beginning.
My husband fully trusts me and I am confident about him too. (Kali R)
5.3.5.2 Communication with husbands
The mobile telephone has helped migrants communicate with their left-behind families.
Many women communicate with their husbands more easily than in earlier years when they
had to depend on unreliable postal services or landline phones. The access to landline was
rare and expensive. Sabi and Maya explained the importance of mobile communication.
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Nowadays, mobiles have become ‘the life of the left-behind women’. They allow us
to be in touch with our husbands every moment as required, unlike the previous days
when we had to live without direct communication. (Sabi R)
We have had easy access to mobiles for six years. Otherwise I was completely
isolated in my home without information of my husband. I hardly got his news via
postal services and also we do not have a landline phone service near to our village.
At least we can now contact him in any emergencies. (Maya P)
Gyni, a woman who lived in a joint family, experienced the importance of a mobile during
the time of illness of her son.
When my son got a chest infection my husband sent money for the treatment. I was
able to inform him via mobile. (Gyni R)
Most husbands are engaged in details of the family matters from a distance. Bhimu and Gyni
described the topics of their one-way communication with their husbands.
My husband talks about our children’s school, health, financial situation and
remittance transfer. He wants me to save my wage and he wants to know where I
work and with whom I work. He shows concern about his unwell father’s regular
medication. (Bhimu P)
He usually instructs me to look after our children, their education, repay this amount
of loan timely. He never listens to me... He always wants me to respect his parents.
(Gyni R)
Similarly, Fuli who lives in nuclear family added:
He [my husband] usually controls me over the phone. He is more concerned with his
parents and the children not much for me. (Fuli R)
In the patriarchal society, wives left behind are given low priority to talk with their husbands
and mostly they have to rely on their in-laws for information. Suni and Tilu depended on
their in-laws for news about their husbands.
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I have no mobile. It is with my mother-in-law. I have to depend on her to know about
my husband. (Suni R)
A mobile has made my life easier these days. I receive a call every week. But it was
not possible to talk with my husband directly until my mother-in-law died. Before
her death, I used to receive messages of my husband from my mother-in-law.
Compared with the past, it is better. He talks with me in making any decision. He has
more confidence in me. (Tilu P)
Tulasi added:
He [my husband] talks with me prior to making any decisions. He has given me
authority to arrange for my girl's marriage, but I am waiting for him to come. (Tulasi
P)
It is not surprising that most illiterate women do not even know how to operate their mobile.
Binu, an illiterate woman, said:
I don’t call him [my husband] but he calls me fortnightly. I don’t know how to
operate mobile. (Binu P)
An educated woman, in contrast, said that communication had further enhanced relationships
between couples. Sanu was one of these fortunate women.
I call him [my husband] only when I need him. He always helps to build my
confidence and he is never possessive of me. He wants our children to be educated
and healthy. He tells me not to work hard. We are doing well and now we can live
more comfortably than five years ago. You don’t need to work hard and if you don’t
like working just quit it. My income will be enough to maintain our family. (Sanu P)
5.3.6 Young wives with children
The young wives and children are vulnerable members in the migrants’ households. The
researcher sought experiences of the left-behind wives in relation to their lives with children
and the results are presented in three sections: pregnancy and childbirth; access to health
care support services; and children’s illness.
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5.3.6.1 Pregnancy and childbirth
Many of the young women stated that they used to become pregnant every time their
husbands came back home. Tilu described the common problem of all of the women who
used to become pregnant almost every time their husbands returned for holidays. For some
wives it seemed as if the husband was just exercising more dominance in getting the wife
pregnant again.
… I can’t understand why we want more children, as we are poor. I have given birth
to my babies alone with several hassles but my husband never listens to these serious
concerns. It is so difficult to grow them. I don’t get time to look after them well.
Further, my husband even used to threaten me to look after his parents, land and
animals. (Tilu P)
Similarly, Jami and Kalu added.
I gave birth of my last baby without interest, as I have already two. It is really
difficult to take care of them when we have children every two or three years. (Jami
P)
I am not sure about others, but for me becoming pregnant is a result of my husband’s
carelessness. He doesn’t care what happens afterwards. (Kalu P)
Jami and Kalu explained that, though they know about the use of contraceptives for the
avoidance of pregnancy, they hesitate to purchase contraceptives from the local market.
I buy contraceptives when I go to the district headquarters. So it is not possible to
keep stock always at home. (Jami P)
I had no stock of pills when my husband came on holidays. Also, I don’t purchase
from the local market, as I feel shy. (Kalu P)
But there are a few young, literate women who use contraceptives to avoid pregnancy
without informing their husbands, as their husbands do not like them to use them.
226

I use pills when my husband visits us but I don’t inform him. He does not like it and
he may also think negatively about my friendships with other males. This is what I
learnt from my friend to help myself or else I would be pregnant every two years.
(Gumi R)
The majority of wives left behind still do not use contraceptives and those who use
contraceptives do not purchase them openly from the local market. This means young wives
conceive almost every time their husbands return home.
Women give birth without skilled birth attendants. All women give birth with the assistance
of sudeni (untrained local woman), along with their mothers-in-law. None of the women
consult with skilled birth attendants or visit hospitals for pregnancy check-ups. Tilu, Tulasi
and Gyni described the births of their children.
All my four babies were born in home with the help of my mother-in-law. (Tilu P)
All my babies were born in my home with the help of a local woman, according to
our traditional practice. (Tulasi P)
I was very worried when I gave birth to my second child; it was difficult for a local
woman to help me and she asked the help of my mother-in-law. (Gyni R)
Only a few mothers were attended by skilled birth attendants for their younger children.
When their older children were born they could not afford birth attendants. Due to their
husbands’ income, Bhimu and Jami were able to give birth to their younger children in a
hospital.
I gave birth to my fourth baby in a hospital because I received money from my
husband. Compared to home delivery, I realised hospital is far safer. (Bhimu P)
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5.3.6.2 Access to health care support services
All the interviewed women said that there was a lack of medical services in local areas. They
reported that locally available State-run health posts and sub-centres and private medical
stores had no delivery services. The Nepalese Government health sub-centres ran maternal
health care services irregularly. Therefore, people had to go to a town to access hospital or
private clinic services. Jami represented the voices of the majority of the women in
expressing how difficult it was to access health services, despite some ability to finance the
cost of the medical services.
I was able to give birth to my last baby in Tansen hospital without my husband. But I
did not go for the regular consultation with the doctor because we lack easy access to
skilled health professionals in our local area, and reliable transportation to a hospital
even if I can afford. It took seven years for me to afford to have a safe delivery. (Jami
P)
Sanu was disappointed when visiting the government health centres.
I went to a government health centre for the treatment of my son and myself but they
did not treat us. They advised me to go to private medical store that was run by the
government health centre’s staff. (Sanu P)
Tragedies occur due to the absence of health services in the local area and irregular public
transportation services for the left-behind families, who are poor. Sabi related:
One of my friends died suddenly on the way to hospital while she was going to the
city hospital [Butwal] with her brother-in-law on a bicycle. She got severe pain and
then fell down from the bicycle on the ground. Then, after half an hour she died.
(Sabi R)
The same woman recalls recalled another tragedy.
My friend was taken for a stomach check-up in the city hospital [Butwal]. On the
way, she got severe pain and it was not possible for her to go to the city hospital due
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to unavailability of affordable transport services. When she reached the hospital, the
doctor declared death due to appendicitis. This is the life of the poor people. (Sabi R)
Public services are not for the poor. Tulasi described the predicament of poor people.
My mother-in-law would have died if my husband had not sent expenses for the
treatment in a hospital. We can go to health centre in our village but not see medical
staff who can help us. (Tulasi P)
5.3.6.3 Children’s illness
The children often suffer from various diseases. Tilu lost her youngest child due to
pneumonia for which she feels responsible because she could not spare time to look after
him.
Nine years ago, my youngest son died at the age of eight months due to pneumonia. I
am the culprit of it, as I did not spare time for him. (Tilu P)
In the same way, Dhani’s third child contracted and died from hepatitis for which she feels
guilty for not taking him to a hospital in time.
All the children were well and good, except the third one, who died in 10 months due
to hepatitis. In fact, I did not know about the disease and it was my carelessness.
(Dhani R)
In some cases, children were not only sick with diarrhoea, but died from it, and their mothers
blamed themselves for these incidents. Tulasi and Gothu share the same story.
My youngest son died [4 years] due to diarrhoea. I had to go to bed for two weeks at
that time because I was terribly shocked. I killed my son …I did not get time for the
timely check-up. (Tulasi P)
I lost one of my sons at the age of four years due to diarrhoea. It happened because I
was not in a position to look after him, as I was under pressure to run our family.
(Gothu P)
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Despite these tragedies experienced by left-behind wives, most these women are accustomed
to managing the routine illnesses of their children such as fever, diarrhoea, dysentery, and
vomiting.
5.3.7 Psychological stress
There are many factors that contribute to psychological stress of left-behind wives. These are
discussed under the following sections: many demands, little control and little support; the
strain of prolonged marital separation; and the stress of living in vulnerable and unprotected
states.
5.3.7.1 Many demands, little control, and little support
Labour shortage of one able-bodied male in the family is usually compensated by longer
hours of work by women. Gyni was overburdened with much responsibility, has and she had
virtually no time to look after herself:
I have faced many unpleasant incidents in my life with my family including husband
despite my 15 hours of daily work. Since we have an inadequate production of grain,
I work for a wage in another’s field and in construction of houses. I have not been
able to earn my seniors’ sympathy all the way through my life. I don’t find anyone to
share my workload. I am often humiliated outside the home when I have to do
outdoor activities of the male. I am worried for my future, as I feel dizzy and
depressed. I am nervous. (Gyni R).
Women feel stressed in making decisions, as they are not used to doing so in joint families.
One such woman is Bhimu, who believes making decisions is stressful for women in a maledominated society:
I have to make decisions on how to arrange and maintain the family, as I am the only
able-bodied person in the family. I work in the school, look after our own farm,
engage in labour exchange and continue road construction in holidays. I feel more
stressed in making decisions than in doing physical work. Making decisions is
problematic for a woman in the male-dominated society. It is critical work. If
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something goes wrong I am blamed. If it goes right, another family member gets
credit for the decision. I have high blood pressure these days. (Bhimu P)
Compared to the physical work burden, the majority of the women felt that bad behaviour of
mothers-in-law and other family members has greatly affected their psychological and
mental health. They used the term ‘slow poison’, meaning it gradually helped to destroy
daughters-in-law or leave them in a weakened health condition. Among them, Tulasi
recalled her experience with her mother-in-law and how she had to live compromising her
health throughout her life.
In my whole active life my mother-in-law has controlled, discriminated and exploited
me so much. She has never treated me well. I can’t share this behaviour with her son
[my husband]. He jumps on me without carefully listening to me. Now, I have a
prolapsed uterus due to heavy workload. I can’t sleep well because I am caught
everyday by different thoughts. I am worried and nervous. (Tulasi P)
Binu felt helpless when she heard that she was the second wife of her husband.
Even parents did not know I was his [my husband’s] second wife. He married after
the death of his first wife. Later, I came to discover that the house in the village and
the land in which we are currently living are the gift of my husband’s first wife. Then
I realised why am I neglected by my husband’s family because my parents did not
offer a meaningful gift for them. Now I am living alone. I am feeling distance from
my husband. He used to call me every fortnight, but now it is the third month and I
don’t know his whereabouts. It really stressed me for a couple of months. (Binu P)
When women go outside the home to work they are vulnerable and have little control over
their lives. They are always worried about being subject to undeserved allegations when
their husbands are away. Riti experienced this in her life, and felt helpless about it.
I work in the next village, which takes 45-60 minutes one way to reach the working
road site. I had faced difficult times with my mother-in-law who blamed me because
I had relationships with male working friends who lived in the other villages. Also, at
work, there are a few male workers in the construction site who tried to sexually and
verbally abuse me, as I am alone without husband and family support. I am mentally
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unwell and want to live in a dark place. I have to work like a soldier… I am equally
worried if my husband knows her allegation he would go along with his mother. I am
helpless. (Riti R)
Among many women who are typically submissive towards their mothers-in-law, Saros
shared how hard and upsetting it was to tolerate the practices and the traditional beliefs in a
male-dominated society.
I don’t want to think of it and go ahead but I am really upset and nervous as I have
seen other women who have to separate from their husbands and family for not
giving birth to babies. Who can listen to my voice? (Saros P)
5.3.7.2 The strain of prolonged marital separation
In the patriarchal society, young women encounter multiple difficulties due to the husband’s
behaviour and the family structure. These problems include controlling them, not listening
to them, not directly communicating with them via mobile, and not addressing their
physical and emotional needs. The long marital separation encourages unhealthy
relationships between husband and wife. Each is suspicious of the other, which causes stress
especially for the left-behind wives. One of the wives in this situation, Gothu, shared her
painful experience.
I don’t know about my husband now. He used to call me fortnightly, but for four
months I have no idea about him nor have I received any money from him. I am
suspicious that he has another woman or is married by now…I am completely out of
touch with him after he went back, completing his holidays, four months ago. I don’t
know what to do ahead. I have to be alive for my children. I can’t sleep. I have no
idea on how to go ahead. (Gothu P)
Gumi cried while narrating her story.
When I came to know about my husband’s relationship with another woman, I
requested him to leave but he did not listen to me. I am really worried for the future. I
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had faced my husband’s unnecessary control over me, not looking after me, not
communicating with me directly… (Gumi R)
Susi related how her husband suspected she was in a relationship with another man, and how
stressful this situation was for her.
I received a call from my husband at about 9 p.m. and he jumped on me asking,
“With whom did you go to town in a bus? You go and marry him. You are no more
with me”. He [my husband] did not want to listen to me, just banged his mobile.
Then, I shared the incident with my father-in-law, and he told my husband about the
realities for which he was an eyewitness. For the last ten months, I am using sleeping
tablets for depression. In fact, I am very serious with my relationships with my
husband because I have seen that my sister had to leave her husband’s house without
any fault last year. (Susi R)
Most wives left behind not only worried about the husbands’ negative attitude, but they were
psychologically stressed about their husband’s hard work and safety in the Gulf. This was
despite their lack of knowledge about the type of work, hardship, safety, and relationships
with co-workers and employers. Even educated wives left behind felt helpless and have little
control over the situation that worries them.
There are almost one or two negative items in the media every week about the Gulf
migrants. All this information make me worried. I cannot sleep well thinking about
my husband, but I am helpless. (Kali R)
5.3.7.3 The stress of being vulnerable and unprotected
Young women live alone in absence of their husbands with the fear of assault and
vulnerability that makes them psychologically stressed. Minu shared her story.
I received a call from one stranger saying that he has a gift for me sent from my
husband. He invited me to pick it up, but I did not respond to him unless I confirm
with my husband. When I knew it was a fake call, I kept silent. Meanwhile, he
threatened me over mobile if I do not meet him, he will assault me in home as I am
living with a small girl. I could not sleep well since that event. I had to go to the
hospital for treatment. (Minu P)
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Tilu had suffered attempted rape by a stranger in her own home.
One evening, one man came to my place and asked me for shelter. I offered him
food, and shelter for him near to our room [a first floor with false separation]. We
treat guests as god in our culture. Sometime he tried to rape me. By chance, I was
able to escape quietly and I went to my friend for help. It was very difficult to share
the incident with anyone in the village except close ones or else it causes negative
rumours and allegations because I am living alone in my house. Since then, I got a
burning sensation in my palms and head. (Tilu P)
5.3.8. Summary
The survival stage of the young illiterate left-behind wives is characterised by hard work
both in the home, caring for all members of the joint family, and outside the home, working
as agricultural and construction labourers. Many of these young women married their
husband within months of his migration for work and the wife was then placed with his joint
family. These young wives were not prepared for the subordinate position in the new
household and not prepared for the agricultural work that was demanded of them. The leftbehind wives found these early years of separation from their husbands hard and they were
sometimes harassed within the family and at work. Being an unprotected woman in the
patriarchal society was stressful.
The young wives typically became pregnant when their husbands returned briefly from the
Gulf States. Many left-behind wives gave birth without skilled birth attendants and raised
their children with minimal medical assistance when the children were ill. The relationship
with the husbands was constrained by the prolonged separation and limited communication.
The communication via mobile phone was mainly a means for the husband to control his
wife’s activities and his assets rather than support the relationship with his wife. Those leftbehind wives in nuclear families had more autonomy than the wives in joint families.
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As the early years of separation continued the left-behind wives found support on occasions
in the labour exchange customs in the rural areas. Some of the literate left-behind wives
participated in the community cooperative and tried to limit the discrimination against
women that was experienced by the left-behind wives in accessing services.

5.4 Moving beyond the survival stage: young wives growing old and still left
behind
5.4.1 Introduction
This section presents the long-term impacts of the male migration to the Gulf States on the
left-behind wives. All three of the research questions are integral to this section of
discussion. This section presents results on eight topics: assets accumulation; trying to offer
a better life for their children; changing the guard; relationships improved with husbands as
they became mature; social relationships and social status; health for the wives; permanent
consequences of migration; and barriers to public services.
5.4.2 Asset accumulation
Most of the women whose husbands were away for more than five years have started to
accumulate assets mainly by adding land to their plots to ensure food adequacy, investment
in house repair, and maintenance or replacement of their old huts. In a few cases, they have
planned to buy a small plot of land in an urban area to construct a house in the future.
Usually migrants’ families draw up a plan to use their remittances tentatively after four
years, once the debt bondage has decreased. Sanu said:
We are gradually improving our food habits and children’s education within four
years of my husband’s departure to Qatar. We have a plan to repair our hut or else it
will not last next monsoon [raining season]. (Sanu P)

235

Similarly, there are other women, like Suni, who realised that it took four to five years to
make some changes in their living conditions.
My husband is thinking of constructing a new small house, as the current one is
about to collapse. Then, I have to plan for my girl’s marriage after three years. (Suni
R)
It takes years of overseas work to get enough money for a corrugated iron roof.
I am recently able to replace the thatched roof by zinc roof after six years of my
husband’s hard work. Otherwise, I have to live under the leaking roof. (Gothu P)
Other women, like Tilu and Gi, expressed satisfaction about their economic progress
compared with their neighbours.
I was very poor until three years ago, but now we are somehow improving our
situation after seven years of my husband’s work in Dubai. I have adequate crops for
our own consumption and have repaired our house to live in. (Tilu P)
Similarly, another woman, Sabi, had added a small plot of land to ensure food sufficiency
throughout the year for their survival.
Our old cultivable land is not irrigated, but the new land purchased recently is
irrigated so now we will have adequate food to eat. (Sabi R)
There were also some women, like Dhani and Jami, who constructed a new house after more
than ten years of their husbands’ work:
After a long struggle, now I constructed a new house. (Dhani R)
Tulasi said that they were eating better food after her husband had worked for thirteen years
in Dubai.
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We are far better off than in previous years since my husband has been working in
Qatar for 13 years. We used to eat maize, rice before six years but now we take rice,
curry, sometimes beans’ soup, vegetable, spinach and meat, one time at least a
month. Our food habits changed after we bought a piece of land. We are having good
food nowadays. (Tulasi P)
Ultimately, women are able to develop a plan for their future. Maya described her future
investment plan after five years of her husband’s work in the Gulf and twenty years of
engagement in India.
It is the fifth year of my husband in Saudi and after twenty years in India, now we
can maintain our five members’ family relatively better in the village. We all can
take adequate food, pay fees for the children’s education, purchase clothes and
maintain family necessities. We are somehow able to help our relatives and
neighbours with their small economic needs too. At the age of 45 years of my
husband, we can think of using remittances for the investment in land, construction
of a house, and children’s marriage. Still we have many challenges ahead, probably,
any one of us will die before we realise our wishes. It’s better that my husband
sacrifices a lifetime with me to forge a stable life in future. (Maya P)
In rural Nepal, almost all wives left behind raise some livestock, typically a cow and a few
goats. A few women in joint families own a pair of bullocks to plough the field. Usually,
they keep their livestock in the ground floor on the other side of the kitchen of the same
house, although a few have separate cattle sheds. Dhani said:
I renovated the cattle shed last year. Since then I have not got any trouble from our
animals getting cold. (Dhani R)
5.4.3 Trying to offer a better life for their children
Most migrants’ families want their children’s education to be in private schools to gain
social prestige and a better life. Male migration has helped to improve social relationships in
the village for the left-behind wives because their children attending private school has
opened-up opportunities to interact with the well-off children. Therefore, wives left behind
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consider their children’s schooling in a private school as a symbolic representation of family
status and prestige for them, as shared by Cheli.
I have three childrentwo elder girls and a son. All are studying in a private school.
My son is studying in class 11 in the nearest town [Butwal] while the girls are in
classes seven and eight. He [my son] won the shield [playing cricket] as a junior
champion, and he is recognised all over the town [she felt proud] and our family got
prestige because of him. All my children were not doing well while they were in a
public school for five years until my husband moved to the Gulf from India. (Cheli
R)
Most women are optimistic that their children will gain better employment than their fathers
after having a better education. Fuli is one of them.
My children are currently studying in a boarding [private] school. It is possible
simply because of their father’s remittances. Otherwise, they would be in public
school, which is free of cost. My husband has laboured hard for the betterment of our
children so that they do not have to face severe difficulties for their living unlike their
father. (Fuli R)
Despite the wish of her husband to invest income in cultivating their land, Tilu sent her
children to a school to improve their prospects.
My husband has studied up to class four. He had never supported me to send our
children to school until our first child, a daughter, was six years old and a son was
four years old. I send them to a school in his absence…When he came in his
holidays, he told me that there is no return on their investment in a girl’s education,
as she has to go to her husband’s house and a son has to work as a labourer or go to
foreign land to work. My husband rather encouraged me to invest money in the land
so that children can survive working on their field in future. (Tilu P)
There were also some left-behind wives who started to become disillusioned with their
children’s education, as there were no employment opportunities in the country. Only a few
older children earned wages. None of their mothers were satisfied with their work. Maya
was one who worried about the future of her son:
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Our son is working in the school after year 12. He did not get work in the
government school due to the lack of our connection with powerful people. He is
working in a private school at a very minimal wage. I discussed with my husband, if
he does not get any work for the next coming years then he will join his father in
Dubai. (Maya P)
Children of migrants are repeating the migration cycle with slightly higher skills. Tulasi has
already decided to send her son to Saudi Arabia when he completes year 12 with additional
skill training so he can work as a skilled labourer.
It is difficult to find youth in our villages as they all migrate to other countries for
work. My son [Shiva] will also go to Saudi after his year-12. His father advised him
that he should take carpentry and painting skills before he goes to Saudi. (Tulasi P)
5.4.4 Changing the guard
After living without their husbands for seven years, women in joint families have still not
fully gained autonomy to make decisions. This is in contrast to those living in nuclear
families. Women who live with their senior family members have to rely on them, and those
who are members of nuclear families have to depend on their husbands’ instructions by
phone. There were some women (e.g. Gothu and Maya) who were fortunate to be able to
make decisions after the death of their mothers-in-law:
I never made decisions in the family while my mother-in-law was alive. Now, I am
making almost all household decisions, except some special decisions like marriage
of the daughter, and purchasing and selling of assets for which I rely on my husband.
(Gothu P)
Since I entered this house at age of 17, I never was involved in decision making as
my in-laws used to make all decisions. After my mother-in-law passed away two
years ago, I am taking all decisions by myself for the children’s education,
management of farm, and health-related issues, except major decisions like repairing
houses and assets creation, as my mother-in-law did. (Maya P)
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Wives left behind take over the seniors’ role following death or illness of their senior family
members. Some of the women shared their experiences.
Since my mother is unwell and my father-in-law passed away, I have additional
responsibilities. I am an in charge of the house. (Mint P)
While my mother-in-law was well and active I was just her subordinate. In the last
two years, I am working as a senior family member. I have to deal with all
difficulties as a breadwinner. (Sabi R)
From the last year, when my in-laws were unwell, I am the in charge in the family.
(Fuli R)
I am now getting full autonomy for doing any work after separation from my in-laws.
It took 18 years for me to prove myself in the family. (Tilu R)
A few of the wives had built their confidence due to their association with the outside
agencies, and had started gaining social support in the society. Kalu and Dhani shared their
personal growth.
… I am able to face anyone in the society now due to the increased confidence after
doing community work. (Kalu P)
Since I became the chairperson in a local cooperative, my mother-in-law feels proud
of me and she is now depending on me, unlike previous days. (Dhani R)
5.4.5 Improvement of marital relationships with maturity
Over time, as the women got older, the relationships between husbands and wives improved,
with a few exceptions. Among many, Maya, Tuli, Fuli and Cheli were respected by their
husbands after they took overall charge of the family.
These days, after the death of my mother-in-law, I am receiving respect from my
husband, unlike before. (Maya P)
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I have no problem with my husband, now he realised how important the family is.
(Fuli R)
Now, my husband can’t stay without me. I am confident. (Cheli R)
In the same vein, Tilu expressed surprise that the difficult times with her husband appeared
to be over.
I am getting all kinds of support from my husband for the last three years. He talks
well to me, and that is a big surprise for me in my old age. Now I am happy. I think
our poverty was the evil that made us unhappy! (Tilu P)
There are some dark sides to longer-term separation. Gumi and Gothu were two of the
unfortunate women in the study whose relationships with their husbands were almost
broken.
Since my mother and father-in-law have accepted my husband’s second wife, I have
almost no relationships with him. Now I am alone to look after my children. (Gumi
R)
My husband worked in India for 12 years and then six years in Qatar. He was good to
me until a few months ago. Now, I heard he has a second wife. He is so selfish.
(Gothu P)
5.4.6 Social relationships and social status
With the pace of socio-economic improvement, over time, some of the women found
improved relationships with family members and neighbours.
When I compare myself with others, my economic situation is being improved over
the period of eight years. Now I have money, therefore I am getting more respect and
all kinds of support from friends and relatives. I think our social status is increasing
day by day due to my husband’s income. (Tulasi P)
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Similarly, some women found their neighbours became supportive after their husbands
started earning in the Gulf:
Since three years ago, my neighbours have been gradually changing their behaviour
towards me. They have realised that I can help them with money too. The credit goes
to my husband, who works in Kuwait. It has indirectly helped me to hear my voice in
the society. (Binu P)
With his [my husband] support, I am getting respect from the relatives, neighbours
and the entire community. (Fuli R)
Usi also noted large changes in the behaviour of her neighbours in five years.
These days, I leave my one-year-old baby with my neighbour when I have to work in
others’ fields or go to the market. They take care of him nicely, even better than me.
We gather together to celebrate festivals. Even in the past, we extended our best
support for the needy people in the villages but they tried to avoid us. When our
neighbour’s son got a severe fever one night, they requested us to help. I
accompanied her (neighbour) to take her son to the medical centre even at that
moment. Now the situation is so different in the five years of period, now I feel this
entire village is for us. (Usi R)
There are also some women ready to prolong their separation from their husbands due to
improved relationships in the community.
My sisters-in-law are cooperative unlike my mother-in-law. I was also fortunate to
receive cooperation from my friends and neighbours. They supported me well and
will support me in future. Without reciprocal relationships among us, I could not
survive for the long time in my husband’s absence. (Tilu P)
Last year when my girl fell sick because of typhoid, my neighbour helped us like our
family members. She went to a city hospital along with me. I am receiving social
recognition and help these days, which encourages me to request my husband to
work more and earn some money for our future. (Cheli R)
My neighbours are gradually changing their behaviour towards me. They have
realised that I can help them. These days, people carefully listen to me and they
invite me every social function like school anniversary because I can donate to them.
(Binu P)
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Remittances have allowed a few literate women to take leadership roles in community
activities and this has helped to get social recognition of the family. Susi and Dhani
described how they came to have leadership roles.
I feel like people are respecting me because I can offer my time for them because of
my husband’s income or else I would have had to work like others in the field for my
survival. Now I am getting spare time to help poor and marginalised communities in
two villages and also I can offer financial help to the needy friends and relatives.
This is my family’s social status. (Susi R)
Over more than a decade of my husband’s migration, our economic situation has
been slightly improved and I got chance to became the chairperson in a local
cooperative from the last three consecutive years so everyone started recognising me.
My mother-in-law has also been getting respect from other villagers because of me.
(Dhani R)
Kali was the only one in the research group area who had the opportunity, with the support
of her husband, to continue her study.
I am the most fortunate woman who has continued study after the marriage. Also, I
got a leadership position in the energy saving programme due to my education
[bachelor]. Since then, every one in the local area knows me. It has given me good
prestige in society, though I have to commit significant amount of time. (Kali R)
Left-behind wives are receiving good offers for their children in marriage because of their
increased social and economical status in the society. Tulasi and Maya explained:
We got good offer for my girl’s marriage because of my husband’s work in Qatar,
and his support to educate our girl. (Tulasi P)
My elder son got an educated wife from a good family due to the sacrifice of his
father. It was difficult for the poor people like us to think of that kind of a lady in our
family if my son had not been educated. (Maya P)
Some women received opportunities to engage in religious activities because they could
donate money. This raised their social status in the society. Cheli and Mint feel proud of this.
243

From the last two to three years, I have been donating to the religious activities and
village youth club’s events. From the last year, I am in the biggest Hindu Festival
Committee to organise the festival. This opportunity has further helped me to interact
and build my relationships with all people. It was possible only after more than
twelve years of my husband’s migration. (Cheli R)
Since my mother-in-law has been donating to the religious charity from the last year,
she is being invited for all events in the village aside from religious activities like
school, youth clubs and so on…It was possible due to my husband’s migration. (Mint
P)
5.4.7 Health of the wives
Women who are older than 35 years and parents older than 50 years are frequently sick or
unwell. These people generally do not complain about their health unless there is a severe
problem. Almost all women older than 35 years reported ill heath. They find difficulty in
carrying out their everyday activities such as working in the field, walking, and drawing
water from a well. Maya, Tulasi and Sabi said that they did not care for their health, and
accessed health services only in emergencies when they were young, and that was the reason
why they became unwell in old age:
I did not have time to think about my health unless I had to take to bed for more than
10 days. There were no health service centres in our area when I was young. It is rare
to see medical people in the local area. Private medical centres and hospitals are far
from us. We had to spare at least one whole day to see a doctor in a town. (Sabi R)
One third of the interviewed women talked about having a prolapsed uterus. Most women
who are older than 35 years complain about a prolapsed uterus and pain in their bodies.
I can’t work hard because I have a prolapsed uterus since long period. I don’t know
where to go and how much it costs for the treatment. Now I don’t care about it.
(Cheli R)
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I am getting ache all over the body for many years. I went several times to check up
with local healers but it is not cured. Also, I do not take it seriously. Maybe I have to
look for a doctor. (Gothu R)
In addition, tuberculosis was in the village.
My father-in-law has tuberculosis and is getting treatment from a hospital. (Gi R)
5.4.8 Permanent consequences of migration
Wives are separated from their husbands for a long period. They have no idea how long it
will be before they return, and they have many family responsibilities to see to on their own.
Maya’s husband has been away for 18 years but still she has no answer as to when they will
have a reunion.
Now we have improved our family situation. At least, we can eat adequate food,
wear clothes and get our children into schools but my husband still wants to continue
work in Dubai as he has to pay loan of NPR 40,000 [AUD 500] for the marriage of
our first son. He wants both his boys to be educated up to intermediate and get job.
He wants to purchase some land for the future for emergency use since we don’t get
any help from the State. I am not sure when will we be together after achieving these
wishes. (Maya P)
Since finding employment is difficult in the country, wives left behind plan to repeat the
cycle of migration by sending sons to join fathers. Tulasi and Dhani explained:
My husband will not return home soon because he has to earn some more money for
the son’s marriage and has to purchase some more land for our secured future.
Rather, my elder son will join him in Qatar. (Tulasi P)
We are making some progress from the remittances in many ways otherwise,
especially for Dalits like us, we don’t have any option other than sewing other’s
clothes for very minimal charge. So, he will work unless our son goes there for work.
(Dhani R)
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Tilu had a different mission to the others; she wanted to move out of the village to look for
opportunities for their children.
I am tired … very tired so I want to move to the town where our children can receive
more opportunities than my husband did and interact with the other people and
access health services during their old age. So my husband can continue work unless
he is tired, or else we have to spend our lives in the village. (Tilu P)
Cheli had three children and she said that she had moved beyond the survival stage. The
pressure of living, however, required her husband to keep working in the Gulf.
Now we have moved from the survival stage to think for our children’s further
education in a good school. My husband, who is 44 years old, has to work until we
have to wed our two girls, which requires more money. Also, we need some savings
for the future. (Cheli R)
Most women are seriously worried about future security since the government has not
provided a good environment. None of the left-behind wives have any faith in the public
services, rather they rely heavily on social relationships. Maya described a common
experience of many older wives who were left behind.
Compared with the past, now I have good times in the family. Relatives, friends and
neighbours started recognising us well due to our husbands’ income. We can survive
with mutual help like small loans, food needs, information about the husband and
other news, companionship during the difficult times (e.g. going to a hospital or any
other government offices) so I don’t want my husband to return unless we save some
money for the future. (May P)
5.4.9 Barriers to public services
There are several barriers for the wives left behind to obtaining public services. Public
services include transportation, health, education, agriculture and veterinary, including bank
and other government facilities and services. This section discusses the results in five
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headings: ignorance; lack of easy physical access to transport; discrimination against
women; corruption; and the unstable political situation.
5.4.9.1 Ignorance
Most women face problems in accessing public services because of their lack of knowledge
about the work of the organisation, and its system and procedures. Saros and Minu did not
have any idea about the agriculture office in their village.
I don’t know what exactly the agricultural office in our village does. I never visited
any government offices. (Saros P)
I don’t need to visit the agricultural office, as I am subordinate to my mother-in-law.
(Gi R)
In the same way, women are manipulated by the bank staff while withdrawing their
remittances. Some women described how they had had problems in withdrawing remittances
from the banks due to their lack of knowledge about the services.
Even today, I take help of the support staff of the bank to fill out a form and
withdraw money, as I have no idea about it. (Cheli R)
I do not understand the process to withdraw money from the bank, so I have to
receive money as what they give to me and I have to trust them. I have not received
full amount, as requested so far. (Usi R)
I always receive less than I had filled out on the form for withdrawal. They said some
was deducted as a commission. I have no idea except believing them. (Sabi R)
5.4.9.2 Physical access to transport
In both study areas, poor migrants families suffer from unreliable and unaffordable public
transport. Transportation services are poor and unsafe in Palpa due to narrow windy
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gravelled roads compared to Rupandehi, where the road networks are good and safe. Suni
described how a pregnant woman died due to unreliable local transport.
In the last month, we took one pregnant mother to the hospital in the city [one hour
drive] due to severe pain but we did not get anything except bicycle. It took five
hours to fix the transport for the villagers, by that time she was dead. It is more
worrying than anything else. Since then, I worry much for the emergencies due to
irregular transport. (Suni R)
Another woman, Usi, expressed her worries.
We need to walk about two hours or ride bicycle for 30 to 45 minutes to reach the
Highway to catch public transport for a city. During emergency, we also use bullock
cart to go to the Highway and to catch other public transport services, although they
are not regular. Sometimes, I have to wait for more than five hours. (Usi R)
In Palpa, most women depended on a town market, as the local market was quite small with
limited goods and services. Kalu and Jami avoided travelling unless there was an emergency
otherwise the whole day would be wasted waiting for vehicles.
Our local market is a quite small and expensive so we have to go to a town for many
purposes. I often prefer to walk than wait for the irregular bus service. It disturbs my
schedule. So I tend to postpone my visits unless it is an emergency. (Kalu P)
… because of the difficulties in accessing regular transport to the hospital, I don’t
visit hospital [mission] unless it is urgent or else we have to sacrifice our busy
schedule. (Jami P)
Susi and Gi said that the road network was only for the rich people and the businessmen who
can afford private transport.
Though we have road networks in the village, our public transport services are
virtually not in place. Traders are getting more benefit from the road to export
agricultural products and to import the daily necessities and construction materials.
We usually use our own bicycle to reach the Highway to get public transport to a
city. Villagers often use a bullock cart for the transportation. Mostly, rich people who
have their own motorcycle and vehicles are using these roads. (Susi R)
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It is very time consuming for us to visit hospital in town [Butwal] since we don’t
have public transport services up to the highway. These roads are for the elite people
who have their own vehicle or can afford private transport, unlike us. (Gi R)
Women not only found local transport unreliable and unaffordable, but also dangerous.
Among many women, Tilu described the danger of using local vehicles:
I have to walk for five hours to reach the district headquarters or walk for 30 minutes
to catch the local transport to reach a town. The transport services are completely
hopeless not only because they are irregular and not reliable, but also they carry more
passengers than the vehicle’s capacity. (Tilu P)
Tulasi recalled her recent bus accident and said she was lucky to be alive.
I was going to town for the check up of my mother-in-law as she was suffering from
asthma. Since the bus was overloaded, all of a sudden the bus fell down from a
narrow road. Several were injured, three died and a few got some minor injuries.
Luckily, I was safe with a minor injury to my leg, but my mother-in-law’s hand was
broken. (Tulasi P)
5.4.9.3 Discrimination against women
Most women do not like to visit agriculture offices because of the discriminatory attitude.
Maya and Gomi had problems.
I never access the agricultural support service since they discriminate against us. We
need to waste a whole day for a small service. Everyone in the village feels that
agriculture office is for the elites and politicians. But livestock office is helpful and
responsive, although they charge fee for their home visits. (Maya P)
I feel more comfortable to deal with the local agro-traders as I heard government
agricultural office discriminate against the poor. At least, they do not discriminate. In
fact, the State is not for the poor people like us who live in the rural areas! (Gomi R)
Some women tried to access services from the agricultural office, but they were disappointed
in various ways.
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Last year, I went to the Agricultural office for their advice. I had to be there for three
hours simply to get an appointment as the staff were chatting with the local
politicians. When I got a chance to see one of them, he told me that he has no time to
listen to me. Since then, I hate to visit them. (Gothu 12)
In the last tomato-growing season, I went to seek agricultural office staff’s advice for
the tomato, when all plants were suddenly dried and if possible request them to visit
my field if necessary. One of the staff directly said that he has no time to visit my
field, as he has other priorities. (Sabi R)
Staff did not want to talk with me when I sought their advice for a problem of insects
in cauliflowers. (Binu P)
5.4.9.4 Corruption
Wives left behind have to endure inequitable services and have to pay bribes to receive
services in both the government offices and in the private sector. All the women experienced
a common frustration dealing with the government offices, exemplified by Maya and Sanu.
My husband told me to repay land tax in the Village Development Committee. I had
to undergo unnecessary hassles for two-three days by asking for unnecessary
supporting papers. When I shared this problem with my neighbour, he took it lightly
and advised me to give NPR 200 [AUD 2.5] to a support staff to get things done
quickly. Accordingly, I did my work there. (Maya P)
Some women openly stated that corruption was deeply rooted in the government.
Bribery is rampant in our country. Not only me, also my brother-in-law paid bribes to
bring timber for the construction of our house last year. I also paid bribes to receive
clearance for the construction of my house. We can’t do anything without extra
payments or else the government officials ask us to come tomorrow. Tomorrow
never comes for them. This is a very common practice in every public office. (Kali
R)
Bribery and tomorrow culture are the set norms of the government offices. (Sabi R)
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The ‘tomorrow culture’ is the way the people refer to the situation in which local officials
dismiss people and tell them to come back another day and imply they must pay bribes if
they want services that day.
It is not only in the government services that women face difficulties; they even have trouble
withdrawing their remittances from private banks in the country. Bribes to the bank staff
tend to solve any problems. Gi told a common story.
I always pay extra money for the bank staff to withdraw money on time. He helps me
filling out the form to withdraw money. Often, they don’t allow me to withdraw
more cash than the given ceiling. So I have to draw two times for which I have to
spare two-half days. (Gi R)
Susi also talked about the process of bribery.
Now for three years, I am not paying extra money to withdraw money from the bank,
otherwise I used to pay some money for their tea and snacks every time. They did not
even allow me to withdraw the money I wanted to, in a day. They used to say,” there
is a withdrawal limit per day”. Now, I don’t need to listen to these things because I
know them when I started to engage in community work. I still believe that poor
women like us can’t do anything without bribery. (Susi R)
5.4.9.5 Fragile state of post-war conflict in Nepal
Left-behind wives are still affected in their daily lives even after the end of the civil war.
Maya expressed her worries.
We feel better after the end of the Maoist’s war as we can now use mobile services
and local vehicles without disturbance. Still we have a threat that any time the
situation can be revived as they are fighting for the constitution write-up. (Maya P)
Some women were anxious about the possible dangers in the country due to the lack of law
and order.
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Our politics is the very worst. Maoists want me to donate money for their activities
even these days. They just want to snatch from others, especially from the poor.
(Tulasi R)
Compared with the past four years, now we are not listening to murder and shooting
people these days. But, still we need to take precautions to move in the nights. We
don’t feel safe outside the house due to lack of law and order. (Kali R)
No I don’t feel safe outside the village. Anything can happen in the country, as we
have no one to save us. (Gyni R)
Sanu firmly believed politicians were fighting for power, not for the betterment of the
people.
Compared with the past few years, though there are no robberies, killing, shooting
deaths after the peace agreement between political parties, but now the country is in a
mess. Everyone is fighting for the chair [power]. They have not paid attention to the
welfare of the poor people. I have no hope for the better future of the people,
especially the disadvantaged. (Sanu P)
Many women were of the opinion that, since the government was not functioning well, they
were not able to help poor people: Cheli explained:
Although the situation is better than during the wartime, the government is not there
to reach out to the poor people with employment opportunities. (Cheli R)
In addition, the women had no faith in the power-sharing politics at that time. Usi did not
have faith in the peace process. Her seized land had not been returned to her.
Maoists captured our land when my brother-in-law refused to resign from the Nepal
police. Now they are in the government, but still they have not returned the land to
us. (Usi R)
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The current political situation in Nepal is unstable. The government is corrupt and politicians
are fighting for the power. Consequently, poor people are suffering in their everyday life and
people lack optimism about the future.
5.4.10 Summary
Young wives get older, but they are still left behind. Nepalese men work in the Gulf States
for years. The long-term nature of Gulf migration impacts positively on the families’ asset
accumulation and impacts variably on their relationships and the health of the left-behind
wives. These women consider children’s education as the source of their social prestige and
future earnings for the family so they spend their income for their children’s betterment.
However, despite the great effort of male offspring to find work in the country, they
ultimately have no other alternative but to join their fathers and repeat the pattern of longterm labour migration.
Over time, and as the women aged, they became in charge of the households, exercising
decision-making and building up social relationships and social recognition in the village.
Most were able to gain the confidence of their husbands, but in a few cases their
relationships appeared to be more vulnerable because of misunderstandings—some leading
to a breakdown of the relationship. The lack of health literacy and the poverty of the leftbehind wives resulted in poor access to health services, and information. Body ache, uterine
prolapse, and diarrhoea were common health problems for them. They did not consider
health as their priority unless it was life threatening.
Left-behind wives did not access public services unless there was an emergency. They faced
difficulties in accessing limited public services including transport, health, agriculture and
veterinary services, and other government services including banks. The ignorance of
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women towards the available public services, the deeply rooted discriminatory practices,
widespread corruption in everyday practices and the unreliable, unaffordable and dangerous
road networks were common obstacles to accessing resources and services. The continuing
fragile political situation after the post-conflict war further harmed the day-to-day lives of
the left-behind wives.

5.5 Summary
Migration for the poor rural Nepalese is not a luxury. Rather it is a desperate act in which
poverty, lack of employment and intra-country conflict interconnect and operate
simultaneously to force men to migrate to places they know little about, do work they are ill
prepared for, and be away from their families and culture for prolonged periods. They are so
desperate they enter into debt that binds them in these arrangements for years without any
substantial benefits. The left-behind wives are similarly caught in an inescapable situation
where they have no knowledge and skills about this process and are ill-prepared for its
consequences.
Although away for years, the male protects his position and assets in the community by
controlling his left-behind wife who has no autonomy, being a subservient member of her
husband’s family. The early years of living with the burden of working physically hard and
living without any status or autonomy in the extended family of their husbands takes a toll
on the left-behind wives and many feel abused, lonely and bereft. Nepalese society is
strongly patriarchal and in rural communities the left-behind wife is even more
disadvantaged than most women.
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The impact of the migration process for women caught in the complex spiral of
discrimination is considerable, and many of the participants talked about their loneliness and
depression. Generally the left-behind wives felt alone. They were regarded by the husband’s
family as workhorses, and they were also required to bear and raise children. The rural
labour exchange custom did offer some personal support to these women in the absence of
their husbands.
With the husbands migrating, the wives are left to protect their husbands’ assets, both the
physical ones, such as the house and land, and also the human ones, such as the heirs and
family. Husbands demonstrate this when they communicate with their wives and instruct
them what to do.
Although the long-term nature of NepalGulf State migration is hard for young wives, after
about five years some positive impacts slowly appear. Because of the poverty and debt
bondage, the remittances from migration are used to meet living costs and only gradually
over years can assets be accumulated. With time, relationships between husband and wife
and other family members change. The left-behind wives move up in status as older women
in the family die. Both husband and wife enjoy the incremental changes in their assets.
The illiterate women do not know how to access health services. The spiral of ignorance,
discrimination against women and corrupt practices provides an effective barrier to these
left-behind wives to engaging with most important public services such as health,
agriculture, banking, public transport, and markets that exist in rural communities. Some of
the literate left-behind wives manage the discrimination and corrupt practices a little better
by involving themselves in community cooperatives activities.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the quantitative and qualitative results of the study. The findings are
critically examined in relation to the literature. In doing so, the main research questions are
addressed. This discussion enables understanding of the lived experiences of the wives of the
migrants; elucidates the impacts of the Gulf migration on the left-behind wives; and provides
insight into the social support services available and what social services might be helpful to
the left-behind wives. This chapter has five sections: the quantitative findings; the qualitative
findings; conclusions and final remarks in which the quantitative and qualitative findings are
triangulated and the research questions are answered; recommendations; and implications.

6.2 Quantitative findings
6.2.1 Introduction
This section presents a critical analysis of the quantitative results of the research. This
analysis will consider the results of this research in light of Nepal’s achievements in the
MDGs targets. This analysis has three major aspects which are: 1) the welfare of left-behind
wives compared to other Nepalese women; 2) the distribution of benefits from the Nepalese
national use of migrants’ remittances; and 3) gains of the left-behind migrants’ wives
compared to the gains of the host countries.
6.2.2 Welfare of left-behind wives compared to that of other Nepalese women
This research, using the health-related MDGs, shows that that left-behind wives experienced
social disadvantages. These disadvantages were: poverty, hunger, death of infants and
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children under five, poor maternal health, children suffering from malaria, and other
members of the households suffering from tuberculosis.
Because Nepal is a poor country, it has received much aid money for many services to
relieve poverty and improve the MDG targets. However, the organisation of these
programmes and donors (discussed in Section 2.3.9) is very challenging with the result that
the national aggregate MDG targets require further effort. Many Nepalese continue to live in
poverty and suffer from health problems related to poverty.
Nepal’s Millennium Development Goal achievements compared to other countries
In the literature review Section 2.3.8, Tables 2.6 and 2.7, the achievement of MDGs for
Nepal, Bangladesh, Thailand, Qatar and Australia were presented. Nepal has similar
problems in achieving MDGs targets as Bangladesh. However, Qatar, which is a receiving
country for Nepalese regulated labour migration, has significantly better MDG
achievements. Thailand, an Asian country, is well on track to achieving the MDGs by 2015.
This research has shown that the left-behind wives and their communities that provided the
labour migrants to the Gulf States are not experiencing the MDG achievement levels that the
aggregate figures for Nepal indicate. The Gulf States are recruiting labour from the poor and
disadvantaged groups in Nepal.
The finding of this research challenges the aggregate results for MDG achievements of
Nepal at the national level. Other authors (Ditton & Lehane, 2009) have been critical about
what is hidden in aggregate figures. Authenticity of MDG data in aggregate form is the other
reason why the current achievements need analysis. The International Monetary Fund states
that the paucity of data makes it difficult to assess the performances of the programme
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(International Monetary Fund, 2007). The absence of disaggregated data by area and
caste/ethnicity means it is difficult to reveal the real depth of the issues (National Planning
Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal, 2010). Poudyal (2008) has expressed
concern about the reliability of MDG data.
Many researchers doubt the authenticity and accuracy of data used to monitor socioeconomic progress and track the achievements of the MDG targets. They identify
inconsistent methodologies for the measurement of poverty, defining the poverty and the
gaps that exist in evaluating various interventions (Hatlebakk 2007; United Nations
Children's Fund, 2010). The data and measurement are biased and manipulated because this
is a political issue in Nepal (Bhusal, 2012). Controversy related to the authenticity of
published data is not new in Nepal. Often the government’s published data are inconsistent
and some authors have raised critical questions about the accuracy of data representing the
reality of the country and its people (Devkota & van Teijlingen 2009; Upreti et al., 2012).
The reality of the experiences of sub-populations
Nepal is reported to have one of the highest levels of inequality in South Asia (Acharya,
2004; Bienen, Kapur, Parks, & Riedinger 1990; United Nations Development Programme,
2010). Shrestha (2011) stated that the poorest 20 percent of the population has USD 210
(equivalent to AUD 203) per capita income, and the richest 20 percent of the population has
USD 1,240 (equivalent to AUD 1200), in Nepal. Gender, caste, ethnicity and geographical
remoteness promote unequal access to basic services. It can be argued that Nepal has not
been able to improve its economic performance in an environment of political instability,
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mal-governance, social fragmentation and rampant corruption (Bhattarai, 2007; Dahal,
2011).
Consequently, poverty and disparity continue to be disproportionately borne by socially
excluded, geographically isolated, and low-income groups (National Planing Commission,
2002). People of the Mid Western, Far Western and Western development regions and some
communities in the Tarai experience high levels of poverty (International Monetary Fund,
2007). The findings of this research in the Western Region supports this comment by the
International Monetary Fund (2007).
The lack of diversification of agriculture to commercial farming, dependency on irregular
remittances, and absence of effective delivery support services of the state and non-state
organisations are the major reasons why the level of poverty is so intensified in these remote
regions of Nepal (Rawal, 2008). Exploring these issues, Oommen (2010) made the point that
more accessible areas received resources for development compared to rural areas, and he
suggested that the elite feudal system was one of the causes of this preferential development.
Nepalese society is characterised by an ethnically diversified population. There are more
than 100 ethnic/caste groups and 90 distinct languages with different sub-cultures (Acharya,
et al., 2004). This research, focused on left-behind wives, corroborates the International
Monetary Fund (2007) finding that women bear the major brunt of the poverty profile.
Sub-populations that are most at risk of this uneven development are those in rural areas and
those belonging to ethnic and lower caste groups. This research deals with the rural
population of left-behind wives. Women in a paternalistic society are disadvantaged,
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specifically regarding the health-related MDGs that deal with maternal and child health,
poverty, and hygiene and sanitation.
This research indicated that MDGs for the rural population are problematic. The report by
the government of Nepal indicated that the gap between rural and urban population is
increasing. In 2009, the official statistics in Nepal showed that 95 percent of people in rural
areas experienced a poverty level of 29.5 percent, four times higher than in urban areas,
which had a poverty rate of 7.6 percent (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2009).
The impact of paternalism is seen in many areas of this research. In negotiation about
regulated labour migration, the Nepalese Government is subservient to the more developed
countries of the Gulf. This subservience is seen in the limited way the benefits flow to Nepal
compared to the benefits reaped by the Gulf the organisations that recruit the migrants and
pass the costs of migration on to the migrants. Finally, paternalism is seen in the vulnerable
position that the left-behind wives hold in the migration process and in the joint families in
which they live.
The sum effects of the connection between capitalism, migration and paternalism are that the
left-behind wives live in poverty, without husbands for years, experience child birth without
skilled birth attendants, have high maternal mortalities, have children who are stunted,
underweight and not immunised, and their family members have infectious illnesses that are
readily treatable in other circumstances.
6.2.3 The Nepalese national use of migrants’ remittances
Migration was important in moving the households above the poverty line. This
improvement, however, took many years to achieve. Nevertheless, the perception of
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themselves correspondingly improved, and their spending priorities favoured food,
education, housing and debt repayment.
Remittances make up almost one quarter of the national economy in Nepal. Prior to 2009,
the agriculture sector was the highest contributor to the Nepalese economy but remittances
now are more important to the economy. Nepal is among the top five remittance-receiving
countries in the world with remitted income of USD 3,507 million in 2010 (equivalent to
AUD 3,824 million), (World Bank, 2011). The Nepalese Government generates USD 1.3
million (equivalent to AUD 1.3 million) revenue per day directly from the migrants and the
recruitment agencies (“Remittances contribution”, 2012) through tax and fees paid by
recruitment agencies, passport fees, value added tax and other non-tax revenues.
Although the national economy depends on the remittances, the State has not been able to
offer effective support services nor implement development programmes addressing the
needs of migrants and their left-behind families despite their contribution to the national
treasury. Compared to urban areas, the basic amenities of life are significantly inferior in
rural areas (Shrestha, 2011).
In contrast to Nepal, the Bangladesh Government and the private sector have designed
different types of schemes which offer attractive incentives, such as wage earners’
development bonds with attractive interest rates, freely transferable and tax-free interest
(Buchenau, 2008) and loan schemes for the promotion of economic activities, and saving
schemes/plans and insurance for migrants and their families (Raihan, Sugiyarto, Bazlul, &
Jha, 2009). Bolivia and Ecuador, too, have provided complementary services to their
migrants’ families including insurance, housing and business loans. Likewise, Credit Union
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Guatemala offers pension funds, medical and life insurance, small business and various
saving packages to remittance recipients. Mexico (Loubi r e, Devaney, & Rhyne, 2004) and
Peru (Ebentreich, 2005), also support their migrants. In the Indian state of Kerala, 95 percent
of labour migrants go to the Gulf States (Rajan & Zachariah, 2010) and the authors claim
that the state was able to help these families with different programmes such as housing,
transportation, town planning, education, religious institutions and amenities and other
infrastructure by the utilisation of remittances at the state level. Remittances in Turkey have
made positive impacts on the welfare of the migrants’ families because the government has
proactively engaged in addressing the needs of these families as well (Koc & Onan, 2004).
For developing countries, engaged in international labour migration, remittances from the
workers are an important external source of funds (International Migration for Organisation,
2011). It as an urgent matter to ensure that this money assists the welfare of migrants’
families. The migrants’ families have not experienced the appropriate and reasonable
distribution of the benefits of these remittances.
Recently, the Nepalese Government has moved to reconsider the use of remittances from
migration and has announced a high level task force to examine other strategies to develop
productive capital formation activities using the remittances (Ministry of Finance, 2011/12).
As this stage, it is difficult to know exactly what these capital formation activities are and
how they would directly benefit the left-behind wives and their families.
6.2.4 Gains for the left-behind migrants’ wives compared to the gains for the host
countries
This research has shown that the Nepalese workers were in debt bondage for many years
because of the migration process. They stayed away many years from their families,
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sometimes up to 18 years with only infrequent return trips to see their left-behind wives,
children and parents.
This long-term labour migration has a positive impact in terms of economic improvement.
About 84 percent of 90 participants’ households (81 households) who were below the
poverty line before male migration had moved above the poverty line after migration.
Similarly, it was shown that almost one third of the participants perceived themselves as
better off or at least average compared to other in their village.
It can be argued that remittances are the major contributing factor in the reduction of
Nepalese poverty (Lokshin & Glinskaya, 2009; National Planning Commission, 2012). The
penetration of remittances to these rural families and its capacity to improve their lives and
lift them above the poverty level is a powerful argument in support of labour migration
(Ministry of Finance, 2011/12), but it must be considered in the total context of the years of
separation that the left-behind wives endure.
The gains for the left-behind wives in being raised above the poverty line are indisputable,
but those gains are small compared to the efforts that these migrants and their left-behind
wives contribute to achieving these gains. The efforts amount to lifetimes of separation and
hard, gruelling work.
In contrast to these sacrifices, the migrants’ work in the Gulf States has contributed to
significant development over the last two decades. The introduction of the liberal labour
immigration policy and lax enforcement of labour regulations in Gulf States have allowed
private employers much leeway in determining salaries and employment conditions for the
migrants (Azeez & Begum, 2009). As a result, migrant workers are receiving extremely low
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salariesno more than “a few hundred dollars monthly” and that is much below the average
salary of national employees in the Gulf (Gamburd, 2010, p. 10).
One of the Gulf States, the United Arab Emirates, has recruited workers mainly from
Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and, recently, in smaller numbers, Nepal and China (Azeez &
Begum, 2009; Rhys, 2010), to construct multi-trillion dollar projects. These migrants are
working hard to make Dubai the neoliberal ‘global city’ (Vora, 2010, p. 46), labouring on
constructions such as the Infinity Tower and Masdar Carbon Free City (Zero Carbon City)
and the tallest residential tower in Dubai. Headquarters Business Park, and the High Speed
Rail line are examples of on-going mega construction in Saudi Arabia. Similarly, Qatar has
continued massive construction since it was selected to host the World Cup in 2022 (UAE
Mega Projects, 2013). Hosting the World Cup 2022 in Qatar is a significant regional
achievement showcasing the success of the Gulf States, and has boosted development
accordingly. This kind of new development has raised values of the real estate in Dubai by
7-9 percent within a few months (Dito, 2010).
Imported labour force has profoundly contributed to the rapid development of the Gulf
countries (Kapiszewski, 2006). The Gulf is dependent on the Asian migrants because in the
United Arab Emirates 80 percent of the workforce are migrants, and this statistic is
increasing in the United Arab Emirates and in the other Gulf States. The contribution of
migrants to the Gulf has generated billions of dollars in revenue, and this has increased over
recent years. It can be argued that the contribution of migrant workers has proved to be
blessing to the Gulf States in their being able to offer world class infrastructure and support
services to their citizens and investors.
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The Gulf States gain by employing South Asians because they are: i) submissive, ii) less
expensive to employ, iii) easy to lay off, and iv) are considered to be efficient, obedient and
manageable (Ghobash, 1986, pp. 139-142). The Nepalese migrants accept the long periods
of separation and do not seek to stay as permanent residents in the Gulf States (Girgis,
2002).
This regulated labour migration is part of the global labour supply chain. The high disparity
between the gains for the Nepalese migrants and their left-behind wives compared to the
host countries makes this regulated labour migration analogous to slavery, albeit slavery in
the context of modern globalisation. International labour migration has in effect given birth
to a new form of modern slavery, where the migrants gain little in the big picture of
migration compared to the host nation’s return on their investment.

6.3 Qualitative Findings
6.3.1 Introduction
The qualitative findings are discussed in relation to the social determinants of health. This
analysis is presented in a temporal sequence as the left-behind wives experience the process
of migration. This sequence deals with: 1) engaging with the migration process; 2) the early
years of surviving as left-behind wives; and 3) the later years of growing old and still being
left behind.
6.3.2 Engaging with the migration process
Engaging with the migration process is an important contextual consideration for the two
subsequent sections of the discussion on the qualitative findings. This context provides the
backdrop for the lived experience of the left-behind wives for their early years and their later
years. Engaging with the migration process deals with ‘choice’ aspects of migration and debt
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bondage. Critically analysing this context provides a better understanding of the later
sections that more directly address the research questions.
In the light of the economic migration theories, migrants, after consideration of available
alternatives, tend to go to the destination where the highest net return is expected (Arango,
2000). However these economic migration theories do not take into account poverty in the
developing world. The qualitative results of this research reveal that migration is not a
rational choice, rather it is simply a choice by the husband for the survival of the family
because there are no job opportunities, wide-spread poverty and intra-national conflict.
Zhao (2003), while studying Chinese migrants, found that, when the poor are involved,
especially in developing countries, migration was inevitable. In Nepal, the poor have limited
choices, and no other realistic option, but to accept the arduous migration path.
Continuing to work as a migrant is not the typical rational choice. As time goes on, as is
discussed later, there are continuing problems that make this choice more forced than
voluntary. In contrast to what Lu (2012) said about the reasons for migration, for the
Nepalese, migration to the Gulf States cannot be simply regarded as an income maximisation
strategy because there is no alternative income possibility.
The International Organisation for Migration (2011) estimated that one in seven people
migrate around the world seeking physical safety and relief from poverty because of ongoing wars, political conflicts and inequitable development of resources. Poverty, lack of
jobs and the intra-country conflict are interconnected issues that operate concurrently and
lead to male migration. Nepal has an unemployment rate of 39 percent, which is the highest
in South Asia (Acharya, 2004; United Nations Development Programme, 2010).
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Globally any kind of violence that arises from intra-country civil war, international war,
genocide, and human rights violations increases migration out of the affected area
(Davenport et al., 2003; Melander & Oberg, 2006). Intra-country war does not allow lifestyle
choices for the migrants because they want to escape from potential threats (Davenport et al.
2003; Moore & Shellman, 2004). These migration flows can be large and sudden due to
these conflicts and developments (International Organisation for Migration, 2011; Williams
& Pradhan, 2008). The Gulf States labour migration in the context of Nepalese poverty,
unemployment, and the Maoist insurgency is not unusual in the global scheme of poverty’s
interaction with the labour supply chain according to Gurung (2011). From a human rights
perspective there should be a balance between human rights and labour supply and demand,
but in the extremes of the Nepalese type of forced and regulated labour migration there is
little true balance for the migrants (Human Rights Watch, 2005).
At the individual level, social networking does offer the Nepalese migrant some knowledge,
however limited, about migration to the Gulf States. Certainly the left-behind wives knew
that the Gulf States were Muslim countries that forbade alcohol and prostitution, and they
knew that their husbands would be away for years. There was some knowledge exchange
through networking between migrants and potential migrants so that recruitment time was
reduced. Massey et al. (1998) discussed the impact of informal social networks on migration.
Within the rural communities, the familiarity of most of the people with the phenomenon of
labour Gulf migration gave them some level of understanding and reduced some stress.
Migration networks such as these are common in creating chain migration. Zhao (2003)
found social networking assisted Chinese migration flows.
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Regulated migration to the Gulf States is more costly than open border migration between
India and Nepal because in the Indian situation there is no need for transaction costs such as
transportation and recruitment costs. Nepalese to the Gulf State migration is regulated by the
government and therefore the migrants have some guarantee of a job in the host country; in
India the migrants have to find their own job.
Officially the recruitment costs for Nepalese to the Gulf migration is USD 750–1,125
(equivalent to AUD 818–1,127), but the recruitment agencies often charge USD 1,125–2,000
(equivalent to AUD 1,127–2,180). Within the recruitment system there are labour brokers,
recruiters, and field agents between the employer and the worker (O’Riordan, 2010). Labour
brokers process the applications and arrange movement of the migrants to the Gulf States.
Labour recruitment agencies are responsible for finding the workers in Nepal, processing
visas and contract arrangements. Recruitment agencies use a network of field agents who
identify interested workers and sign them up. Each of these layers in the labour recruitment
hierarchy imposes their costs on the worker. These layers are also subject to corruption in
which these agents may impose extra fees on workers who are desperate to be involved and
get employment. O’Riordan told of workers who were in great need of employment falling
victim to the power imbalances that existed between them and their employers. These power
imbalances lead to abuse where migrants are “stripped of their rights and incur unbearable
levels of debt during the recruitment period” (2010, p. 1)’. The International Labour
Organisation (2009) regarded these excessive and sometimes unlawful recruitment fees as a
key contributing factor to forced labour and debt bondage.
To meet this cost, the migrants seek loans from money lenders and offer their land as
collateral. The interest rates are very high, sometimes as high as 36 percent. Therefore,
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migrants live in fear of losing their houses and land. This research shows that it takes at least
five years for migrants working in the Gulf States to repay this debt. This can be regarded as
at least five years living in bondage separated from wives and children. Buchenau (2008),
when studying migrants from Bangaladesh, found that it took more than four years for the
migrants to pay for the migration costs.
The definition of debt bondage used in the United Nations Supplementary Convention of
1956 and quoted in the literature review in Section 2.2.6 does deal with the length of service
and interest rate required to repay the debt. Debt bondage that is of such an unreasonable
nature to extend the period of labour is regarded by Jordan (2011) as “a practice similar to
slavery”. In fact, Lassen (1998) stated that debt bondage in an oppressive and extreme form
is “hardly distinguishable from slavery” (p. 228). Lassen went on to indicate that debt
bondage of this degree operates in Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Jones and Basnett
(2013) also argue that migrants and their families in Nepal are highly vulnerable to slipping
into indebtedness because of the high transaction costs of migration in the region.
The left-behind wives live in debt and in poverty. Very often they have not the physical
strength of their husbands or agricultural knowledge to get the best out of their small rice
allotments. They must, therefore, get further loans for food, clothing and for other small dayto-day needs in the earlier years as they learn to become more self sufficient without their
husbands. Some of these day-to-day needs relate to ritual observances, such as funerals and
weddings, that are essential to participate in within the small rural communities. Ghosh
(2009) found that the plight of women whose husbands went to India for work was similar in
that they were overburdened by the extra work and often did not have enough money for
food. Finances are frequently very stretched for migration households until they receive the
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first remittances, and during long gaps between remittances they have to live by obtaining
small loans and increasing the debt. Migration most commonly starts with indebtedness and
carries with it the risk that the families will have ever-increasing debt (Thieme & Wyss,
2005).
The circumstances in Nepal are extreme and the Nepalese Centre Bureau of Statistics (2011)
found through the National Living Standard Survey that the rural poor had increased their
debt over recent times. Most of this debt is related to obtaining enough money for food and
day-to-day living expenses. For those that are forced into migration, a seemingly
unbreakable cycle of debt bondage develops (Adhikari, 2011).
Nina Lassen (1988), in her United Nations Standards and Implementation document, starts
with the statement: “Slavery and slavery-like practices, even in their crude and cruel forms,
continue to exist in the modern world” (p. 197).

She also makes the point that the

relationship between forced or compulsory labour and slavery is not always clear. Forced
labour is what governments demand over an individual, whereas slavery is the ownership of
one individual over another. The Slavery Convention in Article 5 recognises that all steps
must be taken to prevent forced labour developing into slavery. In the situation in which the
Nepalese Government regulates labour migration of its poorest citizens, the conceptual
boundaries between labour migration, forced labour and slavery are blurred because these
migrants have no other choices and require debt bondage that is oppressive and extreme to
engage in the migration process.
6.3.3 The early years of surviving as left-behind wives
The social determinants of health are used in the critical analysis of the research findings that
deal with the early years in which the left-behind wives survive. There are three areas in this
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discussion: the preparation for being left-behind; the daily work routines; and the marital and
family relationships that operate as a consequence of migration.
From this research the left-behind wives are not prepared for the roles and responsibilities
that fall to them after their husbands leave for the Gulf States because they are young women
and they live in a subordinate position within a strongly patriarchal society. All the leftbehind wives in this study were under 45 years of age and seven were under 35 years of age.
Some of these young women had only been married a short period before their husbands left.
Their husbands were away for up to 18 years. Their youth, inexperience in life and marriage
were significant challenges for these women. Within the rural patriarchal society of Nepal,
the women are generally not educated nor literate. This research demonstrates that the leftbehind women did not understand the complexities or details of the migration process or the
impacts of debt bondage on their subsequent lives.
When the husband goes to the Gulf States, because of the patriarchal society, the wife who is
left-behind lives with the husband’s extended family and usually this means that she is a
member of this family and has the lowest status in this family. Theime and Wyss (2005)
found, in their Nepalese study, that newly married women living in their parents-in-law’s
houses were in a very weak position.
Nepalese society is characterised by diversity of castes and ethnic groups. The poverty
directly relates to the hierarchy of caste/ethnicity, the lower the caste, the higher the
incidence of poverty (United Nations Development Programme, 2004; United Nations
Development Programme, 2009). Despite the prohibition of all forms of discrimination in
Nepal, discriminatory practices are deeply rooted in the caste system in Nepalese society,

271

and women occupy the lowest position in the societal hierarchy (Malla, 2001). The Nepalese
caste system defines access to resources and opportunities, education and health services and
these are inequitable across the development regions and between socio-economic groups
(Gurung, 2001; National Planning Commission & United Nations Country Team Nepal,
2010). Pradhan and Shrestha (2005) reported that lower caste Nepalese women feel excluded
from society in the absence of the men. Chant (2003) concluded that social exclusion
perpetuates misery and cost lives in all nations. Gender-based discrimination against females
originates at home, and is institutionalised in the culture (Ghimire, 2001). In such a system,
men control women’s labour power, reproduction, sexuality, mobility, and economic
resources (Bhasin, 1994) and this has been found to be true for the left-behind wives of
migrant Nepalese men.
This lowest status means that the left-behind wife prepares all the food and eats last; she
must work in the fields every day; she needs to earn extra money as a labourer; and take care
of all the family members. She must perform these duties without any rights in decision
making or access to family information; without rights to access money; without rights to
travel alone; without information about work practices or health services.
An important concept in regulated male labour migration that this research highlights is the
patriarchal constraints that operate on the left-behind wives. The literature that deals with the
feminisation of migration such as that of Piper (2009) and Singh (2012) is usually concerned
with women as migrants, not women as being left behind. In Sassen’s (2000) article about
the burden placed on women regarding the survival of their families, and the impact of
feminisation on migration, she explores the problems of women as migrants and makes the
point that many of the problems experienced by women are institutionalised by the
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interaction of the migration process and patriarchy. This research demonstrates that leftbehind wives within the patriarchical society are especially vulnerable and live with few
basic human rights so that disadvantages for women left behind are also institutionalised
under these great forces of migration and the patriarchy.
In the daily work routines it is apparent that the young wives are ill-prepared for the
agricultural work that they must do each day. Specifically, they must grow rice in the small
family plots for family consumption. Not only are the women not as physically strong as
their husbands, but also they do not have the technical knowledge of rice production to
ensure good yields. This research shows that the women struggled in their ignorance with
fertilisers and pesticides. Information about agricultural processes is often controlled by
males in spite of agricultural support services run by the government. The young wives
found it hard to access these services because of the discriminatory practices against them.
Research from other countries such as that of Sadiqi and Ennaji (2004) in Morocco, and
Ghosh (2009) in India, showed that women were overburdened due to the increased work
that was previously carried out by males.
Working in the fields does not provide enough food and income for the family so most of the
left-behind wives have to engage in outside work such as road and house construction. This
research shows that discriminatory practices, such as sexual harassment and lower wages,
operated against the women in these situations.
These working conditions are not regulated and this allows the opportunity for exploitation
of the women. Health hazards and work harassment are extremely serious problems in lowincome countries (Bartley & Plewis, 2002; International Labour Organisation, 2008;
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Kivimaki et al., 2003). In low-income countries, unregulated work and discrimination tend
to have negative effects on their people’s health (Benach & Muntaner, 2007; David, Esson,
Perucic, & Fitzpatrick, 2010). The report of the Commission of Social Determinants of
Health (2008) stated that poor labour employment conditions or absence of paid work lead to
low income and poor nutrition that contribute to ill health.
The timing and the amount of remittances are crucial to the overall welfare of the left-behind
wives and their dependent families (Karki, 1998). There are subtle forces in balance that
determine how arduous the process of living is for left-behind wives. In Morocco, Van Rooij
(2000) found that increased income from remittances reduced the work burden for women
because they could hire labour and had extra money for food. In this research, remittances
were irregular and the women did not have control over the money when it did come
because of their subservient position and their lack of knowledge about banking.
Prolonged separation was a stress for the left-behind wives. Some signs of this stress were
seen in the suspicion and concerns about fidelity that were identified through the research.
This stress was aggravated by the women’s inability to use a mobile phone and communicate
freely, and by the way she was often bypassed in communication between the husband and
his mother and father and children. This was the situation for those left-behind wives in
extended families. Generally, the husband controlled the wife from the Gulf States by
making decisions about what work she should do, how to spend money, what to do with
assets, how the children should be educated, and how to care for his parents. Some of the
women who were living in nuclear families did not have these types of intermediary
complications in their relationships with their absent husbands.
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This separation for rural Nepalese women who are victims of sexual exploitation is
particularly troubling because it is hard for women to explain such things, especially when
that violence is done to them by their male family members (Bhattachan, 20001; Malla,
2001). The findings in this research confirm those of Bhattachan and Malla. The women in
these vulnerable situations are doubly exploited: first by the violator and then by the
subordinate position they hold in the husband’s family. The male rules them and if they
mention any sexual abuse their marriage may be at stake.
Studies from India show that migration has a disruptive impact on the family, which
negatively impacts on relationships between family members, especially between wife and
husband (Rogaly, 2009). Other studies of Rogaly and Rafique (2008) in the United
Kingdom, and Connelly, Roberts, and Zhengc (2010) in China, are also of the opinion that
the absence of women’s spouses adds to various problems, including loneliness, emotional
disturbance and lack of guidance for children. In migration studies in China, Chee (2003)
found that marital relations between couples were disturbed by separation by long distances.
A study from the Philippines, showed husbands dominated left-behind wives by using
mobile communication particularly about parenting, and the wives felt more strain and
domination from the distance (Madianou & Miller, 2011a). Consequently, some couples
experience stress, and conflict, which result in marital problems and extra marital affairs
during their separation.
Once Nepalese women are married, they believe in Mare paap, pale punya (It’s a sin if the
groom kills the bride, charity if nurtured) (Sharma, 2001). This Nepalese phrase is hard for
Westerners to understand even with its literal translation, but in effect it means that wives
are the property of husbands and husbands can treat their wives any way they wish. There is
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no protection for wives in Nepal. This domination/submission is part of the male/female
relationship in a strict patriarchal society. There is some lessening of this power imbalance if
the husband and wife belong to a nuclear family. However, in extended families, in the
patriarchal society, left-behind wives are dominated by their husbands, mothers-in-law and
other senior family members in the family (Bhattachan, 2001; Ghimire, 2001).
In some overseas studies from different countries where the women had free access to
mobile communication and knew how to use the technology, they were able to maintain
close relationships with their husbands who were away for work. Rogaly and Rafique (2003)
in India, and in the United Kingdom and China (Rogaly, 2008), and Connelly et al. (2010) in
China, showed the value of regular communication between husband and wife and how this
communication relieved stress for the wives left behind and also continued relationships
with the children.
Analysing the impact of communication technologies, such as Internet, Skype and mobile
phones, on migration is not simple. It has intensified the migration process through the quick
dissemination of information between origin and destination, and facilitated the interaction
of government and other organisations in the labour supply chain. When it works well, these
systems have encouraged lengthy family separation under the guise of ‘keeping in touch’.
There are some positive aspects of new communication technologies which facilitate the
continuance of family and other relationships by regular communication between the
migrants and those back home in their community (Chesely, 2005). However, when it does
not work well there are problems. Some of these problems are manifest in the left-behind
wife being further subordinated by an absent husband who controls from a distance and
gives instructions for each and every activity (Madianou & Miller, 2011b). Abused to create
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more dominance, these communication technologies can become a tool that increases gender
inequalities (Paragas, 2010).
In the early years the left-behind wives engage in some new social relationships outside the
home that often involve working with other women in the fields and communities. These
social relationships can be the life-blood for survival for some of these women as this
research has shown. The illiterate left-behind wives gain at a personal level from these
relationships and also gain from community labour exchange practices which were discussed
in Section 2.3.6. This section also described how the more advantaged literate left-behind
wives used the social relationships that they formed to become leaders in local cooperatives.
Social relationships create formal and informal networks (Carpriano, 2006; Macinko &
Starfield, 2001). Nepalese agriculture relies on women’s engagement in the labour exchange
called arima-parima (Acharya & Bennett, 1981). The labour exchange allows the women to
work together to increase their food production. This social support has many benefits for
individuals and communities creating greater productivity and knowledge about access to
resources and materials and maintaining social harmony among rural Nepalese villagers
(Berkman et al., 2000; Bhattachan, 2001). These social support practices are highly
beneficial for left-behind wives who cannot manage their farms alone and need support to
improve their household economy.
The more formal networks have resulted in cooperatives of various types. In this research a
few literate left-behind wives succeeded in obtaining leadership positions in saving and
credit cooperatives. In these cooperatives, these women then had power over accessing
financial resources. These powerful positions also gave them easier access to public services.
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These left-behind women in these positions were instrumental in forming women’s groups to
support and educate women about agricultural practices, income generation and health
support services.
The Rural Economic Development Association (2009) has promoted the value of local
cooperatives and in its recent report of these cooperatives which are forms of civil society
organisations, made the statement that not only were women important in managing their
organisations, but that they gained great confidence in doing so. Although there were only a
few left-behind wives in this research who rose to these leadership positions those that did
gained confidence from that experience.
The social relationships that the left-behind wives need generate the trust, mutual support
and social capital that can lead to formation of many indigenous organisations. At this grassroots level, civil society organisations can promote self-interest, collective rights, and greater
choices for members (Dahal et al., 2001; Sharma, 2010). Perhaps more significantly what
they do create for left-behind women is a chance to experience some power and control over
their lives, which are experiences they otherwise do not enjoy.
6.3.4 The later years of growing old and still being left behind
Five years seemed to be the time marker for the left-behind wives as they moved from the
survival stage into a stage in which they did experience some gains from the long-term
separation of their husbands who were working in the Gulf States. The major improvements
to their lives were that they had paid back most of the debt bondage and were no longer
living below the poverty line. They had begun to realise some tangible changes in their lives.
These changes were experienced in terms of small assets, improved education for their
children, and better social positions for themselves. The health of the left-behind wives
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continued to be problematic because of limited access to public services related to lack of
knowledge, discrimination and corruption. This section will analyse these factors in relation
to the literature in two areas: impacts and social support services.
The asset accumulation for the left-behind wives was small by any Western standard, but
even the small improvements did increase the quality of their lives. Several families made
repairs to their houses, changing roofing from non-durable thatching to durable materials.
One common physical change was the building of small cattle shed, which then allowed the
family to sleep separately from the animals. Some families added small plots of land to their
holdings in order to produce more food to cover a year’s consumption and thereby increase
their food security.
In the literature review in Sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3, the point was made that it is very hard to
make direct comparison about aspects of migration because of differences in terminology,
methodology and timeframes. Results from this research are, however, consistent with
general aspects of other migration studies, namely after providing for food, household
income including remittances is prioritised to productive investment and children’s
education.
Several international studies have concluded that labour migrants’ remittances are used
firstly to address hunger and poverty, housing, education of children and then improvements
in livelihoods (Alex, Rasheda, Emily, & Tansim, 2007; Carter 2004; Connelly et al., 2010;
Ford & Chamrathrithirong, 2007). The linkage between migration and productive investment
is debatable in migration studies. The productive investment takes place after meeting the
basic necessities, and these Nepalese left-behind wives have to wait a long time before they
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get to that point. Only then do remittances allow left-behind families to look for better
livelihood strategies. This is confirmed by another Nepalese study conducted by Shahi
(2005). Further, Gartaula and his colleagues stated that women are able to diversify their
income source from agriculture to non-agriculture sector only after having a reasonable
amount of time and savings (Gartaula et al., 2012).

In these research findings the left-behind wives expressed concern about the education of
their children, especially the boys, because they wished them to have a better life than they
had. Many of the children in these families did have more education than their mothers and
fathers due to the increased family income related to the Gulf work and remittances.
However, this education was not sufficient to change the way of life of the children as many
of the mothers saw that the sons would need to go to work in the Gulf States for the same
reasons as their fathers had done. This in turn perpetuates the intergenerational cycle of
slavery.
Studies conducted in China revealed that education of children received top priority for the
remittance among poor migrant families (Mendola, 2006; Rozelle et al., 1999). In these
studies by Mendola and Rozelle et al., poor migrants were able to afford schooling for their
children in the same schools to which rich people sent their children and this helped to
improve the social standing of the poor children and their families.
However, gaining an education is not a simple matter. Kuhn (2006a) showed, in another
Chinese study, that children of migrants had a high attrition rate. Thieme and Wyss (2005)
found a similar situation in Nepal where the absence of the fathers resulted in greater school
absenteeism and weaker discipline in the home.
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In contrast, Breman’s (1996) study indicated that Indian migrants’ families spent their
remittance for day-to-day food necessities rather than for their children’s education.
However, the many studies conducted in Nepal (Gartaula et al., 2012; Rural Economic
Development Association, 2009; Thieme and Wyss, 2005) concluded that remittances were
used for the betterment of their children’s education.
The social position of the left-behind wives in this research improved as the years went on
for several reasons. They gained more money to contribute to community activities, and they
experienced some positive effects from their children’s private school attendance.
Some studies that commented on the impact of migration on the social position of leftbehind wives did not mention the timeframe of migration that was involved, so critical
analysis is difficult. Studies from Bangladesh and Pakistan by Afsar (2003) stated that wives
and children of the migrants experienced difficulties in maintaining social relationships and
in interacting in the locally accepted manner during weddings, funerals and other social
gatherings. In contrast, other studies conducted in Bangladesh mentioned that left-behind
wives gained in their social relationships and social prestige because, with more disposable
income, they could engage in social activities (Kuhn, 2006a; Kuhn 2006b). One study that
did mention a timeframe was conducted in India and revealed that the duration of migration
determined the autonomy of women’s decision-making. This study, conducted by Ganguly
and Negi (2010), showed that it takes more than five years for women to develop autonomy
after male migration.
However, the impact of the patriarchy that was so harmful to them as young women
contributed some benefits to their social position as they aged, and they took over the

281

positions of senior women after their mothers-in-law became feeble or died. This changing
of the guard and the elevation of the left-behind wives that were observed in this research
has been witnessed in other research. In India, Sarkar (2012) showed that mature women
(30-44 years) enjoyed a greater level of freedom and autonomy compared to young wives
(19-24) who were subordinate to their seniors and worked harder and suffered from the pain
of separation from their migrant husbands.
In the literature review in Section 2.3.10 the public service infrastructure that is available to
the rural poor in Nepal was commented on. Even though transport, health, education and
agriculture and financial services are limited, the left-behind wives found access to these
restricted services further limited because of their lack of knowledge, discrimination against
women and corruption. These factors are powerful in their effect on the lives of the leftbehind wives because of the women’s vulnerability to abuse within the patriarchal society of
Nepal.
It was found in Karki’s (1996) and Kaspar’s (2005) study that illiterate women in Nepal do
not access public services because of their lack of confidence in dealing with people outside
of their families. Earth and Sthapit (2002) found in their study about women accessing health
services that there were strong cultural taboos that inhibited Nepalese women from accessing
these services, particularly in relation to a prolapsed uterus. This condition is not uncommon
in situations where women have multiple births without appropriate obstetric care, and are
involved in heavy rural work. About six Nepali women die every day due to unsafe delivery
and this is one of the highest rates of maternal mortality in the world (United Nations
Development Programme, 2009). The majority of people in Nepal rely on local treatments
(Jha et al., 2011). The public health services in Nepal are so limited that only one third of the
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population use them and the rest access private health services, but rural women rely on
local healers (Centre Bureau of Statistics, 2011).
Similarly, in other countries, women do not access health services because of their lack of
familiarity with dealing with people and services outside the families—such is the restrictive
nature of subjugation in the male-dominated society. In Bangladesh, women do not know
about the availability of health services, and they do not know where to go to get skilled
birth care (Koblinsky, Anwar, Mirda, Chowdhury, & Botlero, 2008). The same difficulties
are encountered by women in the Dominican Republic (Amuedo-Dorantes & Pozo, 2006). In
their study in patriarchal Indian society, Paris et al. (2005) found that men deal with all
matters outside the home and therefore women, when left alone, do not know how to access
these health services.
The left-behind wives need to learn a great deal about agricultural production as they
become responsible for the yield from their small plots of land. As this research reveals,
many of the left-behind women are ill-prepared for this role. There are known to be
discriminatory practices within the agricultural services for rural farmers, (Food and
Agriculture Organisation, 2010) and the left-behind wives report that they find getting
assistance from these services difficult. Even getting to these agricultural services is
problematic because of poor transport services. A recent survey showed that only 43 percent
of the people can access agricultural services within a half-hour walking distance; the rest
may need to walk for more than two hours to reach an agricultural service point (Centre
Bureau of Statistics, 2011).
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The left-behind wives in this study reported that they experienced corrupt practices as they
tried to deal with public services and financial institutions. Transparency International
(2012), which reports on levels of corruption in various institutions, public services and
governments, reported that Nepal is ranked as the most corrupt country in South Asia. This
research supports Pandey’s (2005) notion that the level of corruption that these left-behind
wives experience is sometimes a question of life and death for them.
The systemic corruption in Nepal exists within the fragile nature of government as the
country rises slowly out of intra-national conflict. Many of the left-behind wives made
comments about their distrust of government. They experienced a lack of law and order,
which is the legacy of post-war times. The reality is that government services do not extend
to these rural areas and to the lives of these rural women.

6.4 Conclusions and final remarks
In this section on conclusions and final remarks, the quantitative and qualitative results will
be integrated and the results triangulated, and the research questions will be addressed and
the major lessons learnt from this research will be delineated. The quantitative and
qualitative components of this research were conducted concurrently and in parallel, their
findings are complementary, and answer the research questions that deal with: 1) the lived
experiences of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the Gulf States; 2) the impacts of
this migration on these wives from the perspective of social determinants of health; and 3)
the social support services available and useful to the left-behind wives. This significant
research tells the other side of the story about labour migration, a practice similar to slavery,
the story of the wives left behind for decades.
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The quantitative and qualitative results are complementary in this research because
theoretically the Millennium Development Goals are statistical targets relating to the social
determinants of health and are based on poverty being the root cause of a great deal of illhealth. The qualitative results deal with questions that are based on the social determinants
of health framework as discussed in Section 2.3.7. Therefore, the quantitative and qualitative
components are different perspectives of the social determinants of health. The statistical
nature of the quantitative results has allowed comparisons to be made between this subpopulation, that is, the left-behind wives of labour migrants, and the general population of
Nepal. These results indicate that the left-behind wives are more disadvantaged than the
general population. The qualitative results give more information about the factors behind
the areas of health disadvantage that are demonstrated in the quantitative results.
The factors behind the health disadvantages of the left-behind wives operate at the macro,
meso and micro level. Capitalism and globalisation unite to provide a cheap labour supply
chain from developing countries to further promote the wealth of the oil rich Gulf States. At
the meso level, social relationships ensure chain migration and intergenerational cycles of
migration. At the micro level poverty and lack of employment choices in the Nepalese
conflicted environment ensure that the men are bound by debt bondage for years, living in
the Gulf States without any normal family life. The left-behind wives are also bound by the
same forces as their husbands; they are also subjugated by the powers of the patriarchy. The
left-behind wives are not protected by their husbands and have to work harder than would
otherwise be the case because they are the able-bodied workers remaining who must do the
agricultural and construction work in order to be able to feed their children and families. As

285

well as this burden of work, because they are unprotected, the left-behind wives are harassed
within their families and also at workplaces.
The quantitative data does show that 80 percent of the left behind wives lived below the
poverty level before their husband’s migration compared to the national poverty rate of 24
percent. This fact confirms that this rural sub-population is desperate to change their
circumstances. Migration raised 94 percent of left-behind wives above the poverty level. The
qualitative data however shows the battle to move across that line. It took hard work, illhealth, deprivations, learning new skills and loneliness and at least five years of their
husband’s working in the Gulf States to achieve that with perhaps only two shorts visits
home in those five years. If one examined Table 4.34 alone one would get a simplified view
of the impact of migration. The qualitative data when combined with Table 4.34 provides a
level of complexity that renders the impact of migration on the poverty level of left-behind
wives real.
When critically analysed in relation to the literature the quantitative and qualitative results of
this research indicate the extreme plight of the rural, poor left-behind wives in spite of
poverty relieving programmes that have existed in Nepal for decades. Nevertheless, the
qualitative results give us some indication that progress could be made with programs that
targeted the left-behind wives’ preparedness for being sole breadwinners in their families.
These illiterate wives could be assisted by community participation programs in the use of
technology, banking, and agriculture, and could receive some socio-economic assistance
through co-operative developments and micro-economic developments.
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This research answers the questions that were initially posed, but in doing so it has revealed
an important issue about the left-behind wives’ experiences. The wives certainly felt that the
labour migration was a necessary but extremely arduous way to get themselves out of
poverty. The cost of that movement out of poverty was years of separation and psychological
stress. The timeframe involved became clear in this research. The debt bondage was so great,
and remittances so irregular and small that it took up to five years to begin to show small
advances after their husbands left for the Gulf States. The public services available for the
left-behind wives were limited and because of their poverty, poverty, food was a priority
over health. The wives came up against different types of barriers to achieving access to
social support services. Their illiteracy and their female status made them easy victims of
discrimination and corrupt practices in many of the routine areas of their lives.
This research is significant in the area of migration studies because it has explored the health
of left-behind wives using the social determinants of health framework when their husbands
migrate for work. Usually migration studies deal with the men and those who migrate rather
than the wives who are left-behind. The World Migration Report 2013 of the International
Organisation for Migration (2013) states that the impact of migration must be considered in
health and well-being terms in the future as well as economic benefit. This research has
anticipated the perspective of the World Migration Report 2013 and provided insights on an
important population affected by migration. The nature of this labour migration is also
important because of the extreme length of time the men are away from their wives, the
infrequency of returns and the high transaction costs and the low wages and correspondingly
low remittances. The nature of this migration is such that it is simply slavery. Forced labour
migration of this nature is a hidden tragedy within capitalism and globalisation.
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This slavery has been shown to operate at both ends of migration. The men work for a
pittance in harsh conditions in the host country, and the left-behind wives are themselves
effectively slaves, working alone within their patriarchal home communities.
The other important contribution that this research makes to migration studies is that it has a
health focus rather than a socio-economic one. The health-related MDGs and the social
determinants of health questioning framework have provided a snapshot of health issues, and
health needs of the left-behind wives. This snapshot also provides ideas of health programs
that may be beneficial to the left-behind wives.
The theory that underpins this research is soundly based on the social determinants of health
and each step in the research process is critically discussed in relation to the literature. The
systematic rigour of the research process examines the research problem, and is supported by
other relevant research internationally and nationally. The findings assist the stakeholders to
understand the intensity and gravity of the issues that affect the lives of the left-behind
wives. This research carries practical value because its findings can assist in the
development of worthwhile programs for these vulnerable left-behind wives.

6.5 Recommendations
The recommendations from this research are levelled at national policy and community and
individual actions. There are six recommendations for the Nepalese Government and four
recommendations for the community and individuals.
The recommendations for the Nepalese Government from this research are:
1. That poverty relieving policies and programmes of a multisectoral nature be extended to
include rural communities and women
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Considering the social determinants of health, such as education and training, empowerment
of women, and employment, both of which have an impact on health through the effects of
poverty, the Government of Nepal should introduce poverty relieving policies and
programmes of a multisectoral nature which reach the poor, rural migrant families. These
people are sidelined from whatever development the mainstream Nepalese attain, and they
suffer from the lack of access to development in spite of their contribution to the national
economy.
Strategies to address women’s health must take into account those issues that disadvantage
them and many of those issues relate to the lack of inclusion of women in education and
training and other programs that improve their equality within a patriarchal society.
2. That public services be developed to provide for the needs of rural communities
The available public services, for example, transportation, health, education, agriculture and
livestock extension services are centred on the urban and accessible areas where more
socially advantaged people live. The Government should improve local-level planning with
the assistance of accessibility mapping to address the disadvantaged people and the rural
areas effectively. The Government should institute oversight of the working conditions of
the left-behind women so that they experience the benefits of some financial security, social
relations and protection from physical, psychosocial hazards and stress (Marmot, Siegrist, &
Theorell, 2006).
3. That the Nepalese Government embrace anti-corruption practices
Systemic corruption disadvantages those at the base of society more than any other group,
as they are the ones who pay most for goods and services. The Nepalese Government should
289

embark on anti-corruption measures both at the national and local level so that greater
efficiencies can be attained and that the disadvantages at the base of the social hierarchy are
reduced and society approaches a meritocracy.
4. That regulated migration not involve debt bondage for unreasonable periods
Regulated migration cannot involve debt bondage to the extent that it currently does
because this model of regulated migration is modern slavery. The Nepalese Government
must be proactive and influence host countries’ approach to regulated migration. Debt
bondage for unreasonable periods of time should be addressed with the provision of a
simple and practical institutional debt-lending policy and the host companies should pay for
the transportation costs of the workers.
5. That families participating in regulated migration be adequately prepared for its
consequences on those left behind
In the patriarchal Nepalese society, most wives left behind are ignored throughout the
migration process. This creates psychological, physical and social problems for these
women.
Networks providing accurate information about the migration process may assist the leftbehind wives to appreciate the impact that the migration of their husbands may have on
their lives. Promotion of migration networks either formal or informal is crucial in the
migration process. Hence, wives of the migrants should be encouraged to be involved in
such networking from the early stage of the migration process. The participation of wives
can be ensured through the affirmative action of government and non-government
organisations.
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These are the recommendations for the community and for individuals following this
research:
1. That the community and collectives of left-behind wives should develop training
programmes to improve the left-behind wives’ knowledge, capacities and skills in the
following areas:
a) Technical assistance:
i.

Banking

ii.

Agricultural practices

iii.

Self-protection

iv.

Use of mobile phones

b) Socio-economic assistance:
i.

Cooperative developments

ii.

Social support networks

iii.

Micro enterprise development

There are many day-to-day technical and practical issues that the left-behind wives struggle
with because of their lack of exposure to educational opportunities within the patriarchal
society. A great deal could be accomplished by these women, and their lives made easier if
they were assisted in some of these relatively simple social and technical processes.
Training about these processes could be managed within existing community collectives at
relatively little cost.
2. That the community develop and provide appropriate maternal and child health services
including trained birth attendants
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Trained birth attendants are valuable to isolated wives left behind who have no other
maternal assistance. Outreach clinics and health centres should be strengthened to provide
some antenatal care, health information and education, awareness of the benefits of skilled
birth attendants for safe delivery, use of contraceptives, health care of infants and children,
safe drinking water and sanitation facilities, and immunisation.
Besides training for increased readiness, these communities could assist with providing
safer spaces for women to share concerns and discuss successful strategies for living and
working. Increased autonomy and decision-making help women left behind to participate in
formal education and invest in potential micro enterprises to improve their living conditions.
3. That the community develop healthy practices to address the left-behind wives’ exclusion
from many aspects of society
Many of the left-behind wives suffered from the impact of the patriarchal society. They felt
alone, isolated and vulnerable being on the lowest rung of society. With the support of nongovernment and civil society organisations, the community could develop supportive
environments for these women to address the issues of gender and patriarchy. Awareness
and sensitisation activities in the community could focus on left-behind wives and their
families so that trust, love, sensitive caring and healthy family practices could be
encouraged, and unhealthy practices be challenged.
4. That the Community develop local transport services for the poor rural areas.
Local transport is essential to overcome the problems associated with the remote locations of
some of these left-behind wives. Even the use of a few community bicycles or motorbikes
would help in emergencies, and some communities could, with the assistance of nongovernment organisations, be able to afford a vehicle.
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6.6 Implications
The research discusses the findings of the research questions extensively, and still there are
some unanswered issues identified. This section talks about the implications of those issues
for policy, practice, theory and research.
Implications for policy and practice
This research highlights that the policy and practice of regulated migration do not
adequately address all the issues involved. The policy and practice of regulated labour
migration deal almost exclusively with the worker and ensure that his labour benefits
contracting organisations in the host country. This research has shown that there are more
stakeholders in the migration process than current policy and practice would have us
believe. These additional stakeholders, such as the left-behind wives and children, need to
be taken into account because of the extent of the debt bondage and the duration of
migration. Indeed, the regulated migration is an intergenerational industry dealing in slaves.
Implications for theory and research
Migration theories that deal with labour migration must consider the notion of forced
migration rather than the simplistic notion that all labour migration is voluntary. It is
obvious to the observer that no one would voluntarily leave his home, wife, children and
family for decades to undertake hard, dirty work for a pittance. Only someone who was
desperate and had no other choices would take on such adversity and deprivations.
This research answers some questions about the impact of migration on the wives left
behind, but it exposes much more that requires understanding. Some of the research areas
that need to be further explored are:
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1. Migration and health impacts
The link between migration and health needs to be researched further, particularly for
low skill workers and the wives they leave behind.
2. The link between capitalism, migration and the patriarchy
As a result of the patriarchal nature of Nepalese society, the left-behind wives are easy
victims in this migration process that feeds the capitalistic needs of emerging powers that
are hungry for cheap labour.
3. Identifying controlling factors in the labour supply chain of unskilled regulated labour
In the Nepalese context, unskilled regulated labour migration is modern day slavery. It is
important in exposing this labour supply chain to identify controlling factors.
4. The achievements of the Millennium Development Goals for sub-populations
The MDGs at the national level hide many of the problems of vulnerable groups. In order to
target intervention programmes, more information needs to gathered about sub-populations.
5. Evaluation of micro-economic and community reforms that empower rural left-behind
wives
With scarce resources, the technical and socio-economic initiatives that are recommended
from this research need to be evaluated.

6.7 Summary
Migration is a contemporary global phenomenon and this research has examined the lives of
wives left behind after their husbands have gone to the Gulf States as part of long-term
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regulated labour migration. Migration for these people was a desperate act due to the lack of
job opportunities, poverty and intra-country conflict. The Nepalese culture, steeped in
patriarchal values, contributed to the difficulties of the left-behind wives.
The health of the left-behind wives is significantly worse than the remainder of the Nepalese
population. The debt bondage involved in the migration process meant that there was
hardship for the left-behind wives and the husbands had to stay away from their families for
many years. Only after five years were there small improvements in their lives as the
remittances could be used to gradually claw back the debt. The left-behind wives had to deal
with barriers to public services that were related to their lack of education, and
discriminatory and corrupt practices.
Several theoretical and practical recommendations are suggested to improve the wellbeing of
the left-behind wives, who often carry the unrecognised burden of contemporary global
migration. Suggestions for further research are made to expand understanding of more
aspects of labour migration.
In focussing on the health of left-behind wives, this research turns the tables on the usual
migration studies that deal with male labour migrants at a socio-economic level. This
underside of capitalism and globalisation in developing countries that have strong patriarchal
cultures contains a hard and unhealthy reality for the left-behind wives. This research
highlights that reality and offers some practical suggestions for developing social support
services for the left-behind wives.
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1.1. Human research ethics approval
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1.2. Information sheet for participants
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Research Project: Exploring the experiences of the ‘left behind’ families of Nepalese
migrant workers in Gulf States through the lens of social determinants of health
I wish to invite you to participate in my research project on the above topic that is being
undertaken for my PhD at the University of New England, NSW, Australia.
Student Researcher:
Address in Australia: Adhir Sharma, MA in Social Science, MBA, PhD student, School of
Health, University of New England. Student researcher maintains residence at 202 Rusden
Street, NSW, Armidale, Australia and can be reached at +61 042 175 2016 (mobile) or
asharma5@unde.edu.au
Address in Nepal: Kathmandu, Nepal phone number for local contact is 01-4370498.
All messages from this number will be forwarded to student researcher’s mobile phone until
he stays in Nepal i.e. 25th December 2011. Then, the student researcher will be contacted in
Australia on the above address.
Research Assistant (local)
Mrs Mina Kuwar
Mrs Uma Gurung
Supervisors:
Principal Supervisor
Dr. Mary Ditton
Faculty of The Professions, School of Health
University of New England, NSW 2351
+61 02 6773 3668
Co-Investigators
Dr. Judy Harris Humphries
Faculty of The Professions, School of Health
University of New England
+61 02 6773 3953
Associate Professor Barbara Rugendyke
School of Behavioural,Cognitive and Social Sciences
University of New England, NSW 2351
+61 02 6773 5099
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Aim of the Study:
To examine the lives of left-behind wives of Nepalese migrants to the Gulf State.
Time Requirements:
One interview session takes between 30-90 minutes. In some cases, an additional follow-up
session might be requested. However, participants should participate to the extent that they
are able and feel comfortable.
Interviews:
Survey questions and open-ended questions, during the interview, will allow personal
exploration of perception and experience related to the migration of your male family
member to the Gulf States. With your permission, the interview(s) will be manually and
digitally recorded and eventually transcribed. You will have the right to stop the recording at
any time and for any reason. The survey questionnaire and audiotapes will be kept in a
locked filing cabinet under student researcher’s supervision. The transcription of tapes will
be kept in the same manner for five years following thesis submission and then destroyed.
Only the investigators will have access to the data. You will not be identified by name in
any publication of the results. All names will be replaced by pseudonyms; this will ensure
that you are not identified.
Study is Voluntary:
Participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the project at any time and
there are no disadvantages if you decide not to participate or withdraw from the study.
Risks and Discomfort:
The interview process may involve the collection of sensitive personal information.
Although it is not anticipated, participants may encounter psychological or emotional stress
from their involvement. Being sensitive to the needs of participants, if your involvement in
the study should raise any personal or upsetting issues, the following resources are available.
Contact





Pokhara Zonal Hospital, Kaski: Telephone 061 520066 0r 061 52 0667
United Mission Hospital, Palpa: Telephone 075 520111
Butwal Zonal Hospital, Rupandehi: Telephone 071 541201 or 071 540200
Bhairahawa District Hospital: Telephone 071 520142

Research Process:
It is anticipated that this research will be completed by the end of 14th July 2013. The
results may also be presented at conferences or written up in journals without any
identifying information.
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Request for More Information:
You are requested to discuss any questions or concerns regarding the study with the PhD
Student Researcher, Adhir Sharma.
This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University
of New England (Approval No. HE11/152, Valid to 01/09/2011 to 01/09/2012).
Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which this research is conducted,
please contact the Research Ethics Officer at the following address:
Research Services
University of New England
Armidale, NSW 2351.
Telephone: (02) 6773 3449 Facsimile (02) 6773 3543
Email: ethics@une.edu.au
Thank you for considering this request and I look forward to further contact with you.
Regards
Adhir Sharma
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1.3. Consent form for participants
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Research Project: Exploring the experiences of the ‘left behind’ families of Nepalese
migrant workers in the Gulf States through the lens of social determinants of health
I, …………………., have read the information contained in the Information Sheet for
Participants and any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. Yes/No
I agree to participate in this activity, realising that I may withdraw at any time.
Yes/No
I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published using a pseudonym.
Yes/No
I agree to the interview having my voice recorded and transcribed.
Yes/No

……………………………..

………………………….

Participant

Date
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2.1. Survey questionnaire
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Part- I: Survey
A. Socio-demographic
1. Name of the interviewee: ………………………………..
2. Address: ……….Ward:………………Village:……………….District:
3. Caste:…………………….
4. Household members’ description by age, education and occupation1
Members
1 Interviewee
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
Total

Age (Years)
M
F

Education level
M
F

Occupation
M
F

5. On average, how many hours a day do you work?
[
]
5.i How do you, tentatively, allocate those working hours to the following types of
work?

1

Note: Write code in the relevant box.

Age group (yrs.)

Education level

Occupation

Up to 5 = 1
6-14 = 2
15-24 = 3
25-34 = 4
35-59 = 5
60 + = 6

Illiterate = 1
Primary = 2
Secondary = 3
Tertiary = 4
Higher education =5

Paid/non-paid employment in
agriculture = 1
Paid employment in service = 2
Paid employment in construction = 3
Paid/non-paid employment in
trade/business = 4
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-

Paid employment
Non-paid employment in agriculture
Voluntary community work
Household work

6. Do you feel safe when you work?
Yes [
] No [

[
[
[
[

]
]
]
]

]

6.i. If yes, why?........................
6.ii. If no, why?..........................
7. Where did your husband migrate to? ……………
8. What type of work does he do?
- Construction
- Service
- Manufacturing
- Other (specify)………..

[
[
[
[

9. How long has your husband been away?
- Less than 2 years
[
- 2-5 years
[
- More than 5 years
[

]
]
]
]
]
]
]

10. Has your husband been able to return to visit?
Yes [
] No [
]
10.i. If yes, how often has he returned to visit?
[
]
- One
- Two
[
]
- Three
[
]
- Four and more
[
]
10.ii. If yes, why has he visited?
[
- renew/new contract
- attend emergency at home [
- spend holidays
[

]
]
]

B. Health-related Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
Poverty
1. Are all of your family members able to eat enough food daily?
Yes [
] No [
]
1.i. If no, do some people not have enough to eat?
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Yes [
] No [
]
1.ii. If yes, who does not have enough food to eat? ...........................
1.iii What is the age, weight, height of your children who are below 5 years?
Child
1
2
3
4

M

Age

F

M

Weight

F

M

Height

F

Child mortality
2. How many children have you had? [
]
3. Did any of your children die within the age of 5 years?
Yes [
] No [
]
3.i. If yes, how many children? [
]
4. Did any of your children die within the age of one year?
Yes [
] No [
]
4.i. If yes, how many children? [
]
Improved maternal health
5. Do you know any mothers in your village who died during pregnancy or childbirth
or within 42 days after pregnancy?
Yes [
] No [
]
5.i. If yes, how many mothers [
]
6. Who helped you to give birth to your babies?
- Midwives, doctors or nurses
[
- Local women
[

]
]

7. Do you use any way of avoid pregnancy?
Yes [
] No [
]
7.i. If no, do you know about contraceptives?
Yes [
] No [
]
7.ii. If you use them, are contraceptives readily available to you?
Yes [
] No [
]
7.iii. If no, what do you do?................................
Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
8. Did all your children under five years receive measles vaccine?
] No [
]
Yes [
8.i. If no, how many children? [
]
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9. Do you use insecticide-treated bed nets (mosquito nets) for the children under five
years?
Yes [
] No [
]
10. If any of your children under five had malaria, were they treated with appropriate
anti-malarial drugs?
Yes [
] No [
]
10.i. If yes, how many children? [
]
10.ii. Did any of your children die due to malaria?
Yes [
] No [
]
10.iii. If yes, how many members? [
]
11. Have any members in your family been diagnosed as having tuberculosis?
Yes [
] No [
]
11.i. If yes, how many members? [
]
11.ii. Are all diagnosed members under DOTS?
Yes [
] No [
]
11.iii. If no, how many members? [
]
Environmental sustainability
12.i. Where do you go to fetch safe drinking water?
- Piped water – home
[
- Piped water – community
[
[
- Hand pump/bore
- Protected well/spring
[
- Non-protected well/spring
[
- Rainwater
[
- River
[

]
]
]
]
]
]
]

12.ii. How far do you go to fetch drinking water?
- Less than 500 metres
[
- 500-1000 metres
[
- More than 1000 metres
[
13. Do you use a latrine in your home?
Yes [
] No [
]
13.i) If yes, what type of latrine you use?
- Flush latrine
- Pit latrine

[
[

]
]
]

]
]

14. Does your family have access to soap?
Yes [
] No [
]
14.i) If yes, do all of your family members use soap for routine hand washing?
Yes [
] No [
]
14.ii) If no, who does not regularly use soap? Specify: ………..
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C. Economic impact of migration process
1. What is your house’s roof made of?
- Kuchha (thatched roof)
[
- Pucca (galvanised sheet roof)
[
- Pucca (rod, cement and cement roof) [

]
]

]

2. What is your annual household income level in Nepalese Rupees (NPR) before and
while3 your husband is away?
Before
During
- < 40,000
[
]
[
]
- 40,00080,000
[
]
[
]
- 80,00020,000
[
]
[
]
- 120,000160,000
[
]
[
]
- 160.000200,000
[
]
[
]
- Above 200,000
[
]
[
]
3. What do you spend most income on? Please rank any four priorities.
- Food
[
]
- Education
[
]
- Clothes
[
]
- Health
[
]
[
]
- Assets creation (land/livestock/gold/silver)
- House construction and maintenance
[
]
- Drinking water and toilet repair
[
]
- Saving
[
]
- Loan repay
[
]
[
]
- Others, please specify
4. Compared to other people in your village, as a result of your husband working in the
Gulf States, would you see yourself economically as:
- Much better off than most
[
]
[
]
- Better off than most
- Average
[
]
- Worse off than most
[
]
- Much worse off than most
[
]

3

Last year, that is, October 2010 to September 2011.
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2.2. In-depth interview schedule
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Part- II: Open–ended questions: Social determinants of health
Interview guide with key and supplementary questions
Areas
0. Background
Idea of migration
Migration decision to Gulf State
Driving factors
1. Living growing and working
Sub-areas
House
Workplace/occupation
Education of children
Social relationships
- Family
- Friends
- Community
Uses of technology
(computer/internet/mobile, etc)
Psychological stress
Access to services
(transport/communication/formal
and informal loans)
2. Behaviour context
Sub-areas
Alcohol
Smoking
Betel leaves/nuts
Gambling
3. Shape of society
Sub-area
Income (family income &
remittance)
Social inclusion – network/support

Guiding questions
Key question: Tell me, what do you know
about migration in general and to the Gulf
States in particular?

Key question: Tell me how do you manage
to live and care for your family?
Supplementary questions
- What is your work like?
-What happens if you are pregnant?
- Are you able to stop working if you are sick?
- What do your children do? Have there been
any changes in their education since your
husband is away?
- How are things since your husband is away?

- Do you hear from your husband?
- Are you worried about anything? How do
you solve your worries?
- What is your experience in accessing
services?
Key question: How do your household
members pass their leisure time?
Supplementary questions

Key question: What it is like living in the
village?
Supplementary questions:
- How do you maintain your family living?
- Tell me what you do with your remittance?
- What do you do if unexpected things happen
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(Family/friends/community)
Gender – work
burden/discrimination
4. Health services support

to you?
- Do you participate in community activities?
Tell us your experience.
- How do you do all the activities in absence
of your husband?
Key question: What do you do if you fall
sick?
Supplementary questions:
- What was your experience when having
babies?

Sub-area
Preliminary health care services
(availability/access/affordability)
Medical treatment (availability/
access/affordability)
Barriers to accessing services)
(knowledge/social/cost/physical etc.)
5. Societal context
Key question: What are the public services
you usually receive and tell us about your
experience of them?
Sub-area
Supplementary questions:
- Peace and security
- Corruption
- Bribery (land tax/ property
registration/)
- Social inclusive
laws/norms/practices
(women/caste/wage rate, etc)
- Foreign employment polices
- Adult/functional literacy
programme
- Remittance transfer (formal and
informal)
- Agriculture extensions
- Skills training
-Decentralisation of services &
bottom up planning (voice heard)
- Old age allowance
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Appendix 3. Conferences and publications
3.1. Abstract accepted for the presentation at the following two conferences
3.1.1. Association for Asian Studies Annual Conference, San Diego, 21-24 March 2013,
3.1.2. International Convention of Asian Scholars, Macau, 24-27 June 2013
3.2. Presentation in conferences
3.2.1. Oral presentation at 1st Global Conference on Crisis and Opportunity, 7-9 February
2013, Sydney
Organised by: Inter-disciplinary Net, 149 Wroslyn Road, Freeland, Oxfordshire OX29 8HR,
United Kingdom
3.2.2. Oral presentation at American Canadian Conference for Academic Disciplines, 20-23
May 2013, Toronto
Organised by: International Journal of Arts and Sciences
3.3. Publications
3.3.1. On-line book chapter
3.3.2. Book chapter in hard copy (in progress)
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3.1. Abstract accepted for the presentation at two conferences

3.1.1. Association for Asian Studies Annual Conference, San Diego, 21-24 March 2013
3.1.2. International Convention of Asian Scholars, Macau, 24-27 June 2013
Title: Left behind Nepalese wives after global labour migration
Abstract
Migration is an important contemporary issue for global Asia because of the number of
people moving away from their homes to live in other parts of Asia or other parts of the
world, and for the impact that migration has on the cultural life of the home and host
societies. Nepal is a developing country in South Asia and has been dependent on labour
migration to the Gulf States, sending more than two million men in the last twenty years.
This dependency has been caused by intra-state conflict in Nepal resulting in prolonged
poverty and lack of opportunities for employment. The impact of this particular type of
migration is explored in a recent study into the lived experiences of the left-behind wives.
This research was conducted using both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The
quantitative results show that the left behind women are significantly worse off than the
national Nepalese average for the health-related Millennium Development Goals. The
qualitative results show that migration is: 1) a desperate act rather than an active lifestyle
choice; 2) young wives have many years of struggling to survive while their husbands are
away, and 3) after about five years of their husbands’ working in the Gulf States the leftbehind wives experience some marginal positive benefits. These findings are important
theoretically to expand the interrelationships between the process of migration and the
patriarchy and practically to inform appropriate development strategies to improve the lives
of the left-behind women.
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3.2. Presentation in conferences
3.2.1. Oral presentation at 1st Global Conference on Crisis and Opportunity, 7-9 February
2013, Sydney
Organised by: Inter-disciplinary Net, 149 Wroslyn Road, Freeland, Oxfordshire OX29 8HR,
United Kingdom
3.2.2. Oral presentation at American Canadian Conference for Academic Disciplines, 20-23
May 2013, Toronto
Organised by: International Journal of Arts and Sciences
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3.2.1. Oral presentation at 1st Global Conference on Crisis and Opportunity, 7-9
February 2013, Sydney
Organised by: Inter-disciplinary Net, 149 Wroslyn Road, Freeland, Oxfordshire OX29 8HR,
United Kingdom
Title: Women’s lived experiences: global crisis of migration
Abstract
Poverty, lack of employment opportunities and conflict displace millions of people across
the globe. In the past three decades, the number of people migrating internationally for
employment has more than doubled worldwide. The vast majority of people leave their
families through lack of employment opportunities in their home country, and this migration
impacts on the economic and cultural life of home and host societies. Nepal, a developing
country in South Asia, has become heavily dependent on income derived from labour
migration to the Gulf States, with more than one million able-bodied men going there in the
past twenty years. This migration is a continuing crisis for the wives left behind, who
struggle in poverty throughout their working lives with the little hope of a better future. The
impact of this particular type of migration is explored in a recent study into the lived
experiences of the left-behind wives. This research was conducted using both quantitative
and qualitative approaches. The quantitative results, using health-related Millennium
Development Goals show that the left-behind women are significantly worse off than to
other Nepalese. The qualitative results show that migration is: i) a desperate act rather than
an active lifestyle choice; ii) young wives struggle for years to survive while their husbands
are away; and iii) after about five years the left-behind wives experience some marginal
positive benefits. There are opportunities to learn from these results and to improve the
quality of lives of these women. The findings offer theoretical insights to expand the
interrelationships between migration and patriarchy to minimise the suffering of the leftbehind wives, and suggest practical flexible development strategies to address the
implications of the global crisis of male migration on the wives left behind.
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3.2.2. Oral presentation at American Canadian Conference for Academic Disciplines, 2023 May 2013, Toronto
Organised by: International Journal of Arts and Sciences
Title: Left behind Nepalese wives after global labour migration
Abstract
Migration is an important contemporary issue for global Asia because of the number of
people moving away from their homes to live in other parts of Asia or other parts of the
world, and for the impact that migration has on the cultural life of the home and host
societies. Nepal is a developing country in South Asia and has been dependent on labour
migration to the Gulf States, sending more than two million men in the last twenty years.
This dependency has been caused by intra-state conflict in Nepal resulting in prolonged
poverty and lack of opportunities for employment. The impact of this particular type of
migration is explored in a recent study into the lived experiences of the left-behind wives.
This research was conducted using both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The
quantitative results show that the left behind women are significantly worse off than the
national Nepalese average for the health-related Millennium Development Goals. The
qualitative results show that migration is: 1) a desperate act rather than an active lifestyle
choice; 2) young wives have many years of struggling to survive while their husbands are
away, and 3) after about five years of their husbands’ working in the Gulf States the leftbehind wives experience some marginal positive benefits. These findings are important
theoretically to expand the interrelationships between the process of migration and the
patriarchy and practically to inform appropriate development strategies to improve the lives
of the left-behind women.
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3.3. Publications
3.3.1. On-line book chapter
3.3.2. Book chapter in hard copy (in progress)
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3.3.1. On-line book chapter
Sharma, A., & Ditton, M. (2013). Women’s lived experiences: Global crisis of migration. In
P. Pimomo & M. Ditton (Eds.), Findings Opportunities in Crisis. Oxford, UK: InterDisciplinary Press. ISBN: 978-1-84888-225-6.
https://www.interdisciplinarypress.net/online-store/ebooks/diversity-andrecognition/finding-opportunities-in-crisis
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