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Abstract

This research examines the significant social costs borne by Nepali migrant workers,
highlighting the emotional, psychological, and relational challenged they encounter both
during migration and upon return. Key findings disclose that prolonged family separation
often weakens familial bonds, intensifies mental health issues, and cultivates a sense of social
alienation, complicating reintegration into local community upon return. furthermore, the
study examines how inadequate medical insurance in host countries and limited support
systems upon return negatively impact worker’s physical health and financial stability,
exacerbated by the lack of formal recognition for skills gained abroad. Given the
impracticality of accessing labor camps in destination countries, this study draws on
interviews, surveys, and focus group discussions with returnee migrants across five provinces
in Nepal. By focusing on firsthand accounts from those who have lived the realities of
migration, the research highlights the often-overlooked social costs and challenges faced
during migration and reintegration. This study advocates for targeted policy interventions to

address these hidden social costs and promote holistic support for migrant well-beings.

Keywords: social cost of migration, migrant workers, labor migration, reintegration,

family separation
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Preface

This study may lack some elements of scholarly writing standards but adopts an
experimental approach, drawing extensively from firsthand experiences and observations.
The foundation of this study was established on April 16, 2010, during the Nepali New Year
celebration of 2067, in the heart of ICAD City, Abu Dhabi. This expansive industrial camp,
situated 27 kilometers from the main city, served as home to thousands of migrant workers,
including a significant number of Nepali individuals striving for a better future. Unlike
conventional research, this study was born not from the detached lens of a researcher but
from the shared perspective of being one among them—a migrant worker standing amidst

countless others, all driven by the relentless pursuit of a brighter tomorrow.

Among the many moments of the day, meeting Takraj Gurung, a fellow Nepali, left a
profound impression. His resilience and quiet determination were evident as we visited his
shared living space - a cramped room with a three-tiered bunk bed, where he occupied the
narrow top bunk alongside several others. He spoke of his unfulfilled dreams, his words a
blend of humor and sadness, as he picked up a bright photo from beneath his pillow, a

tangible fragment of his aspirations:

"My dream of making my wife happy has only come true during flight on an air-jet,
where | can enjoy five-star food and the care of an air hostess. But it’s been nine
years, and I’m not sure when I’ll ever be able to make her truly happy."

The heart-wrenching words shared by Takraj provoked a transformative journey,
bridging a 28-year gap in academic pursuits after returning home. This pivotal moment
inspired the researcher to enroll in the master’s degree Program in Labor Studies at
Tribhuvan University. Supported by the IOM's School of Migration Studies and its grant
program for final-year students, this research commenced with a deep commitment to

uncover the untold stories of Nepali migrant workers.

The research journey across five provinces included efforts to reconnect with Takraj,
particularly in his hometown of Lamjung, Gandaki Province, in the hope of expanding his
story. Despite days of searching, he remained elusive, but the memory of our time in ICAD
city remined a guiding force. By sheer chance, an old email surfaced, containing a
photograph taken the day we met—Takraj, standing in the front row among friends, wearing



a half-white sando, his
resilience etched on his
face. That image, now on
the cover of this research,
stands as a powerful
symbol of the unwavering
strength and humanity that
define the migrant

experience.

As both an
observer and participant,

the researcher personally

Figure 1. Takaraj (front row, center) with his friend in ICAD labour camp, Abu Dhabi, UAE

witnessed the profound
struggles, sacrifices, and ~ F1oto: /P sapkota
quiet resilience that shape the lives of migrant workers. This research not only amplifies the
voices of countless others but also draws validation from investigator own decade-long
journey as a migrant worker. This study seeks to uncover the emotional, psychological, and
societal tolls endured by migrants and their families, while also exploring the dreadful
obstacles they face as they attempt to reintegrate into a home society that has changed

significantly during their time away.

“Social cost of migration: Untold stories of Nepali migrant workers" honors those
who have endured the journey—Ilike Takraj and countless others whose voices remain
unheard. Inspired by the vision of the School of Migration Studies, this research calls upon
scholars to deepen their efforts in understanding and supporting Nepali migrants—those who
have dared to dream, endured immense struggles, and ultimately persevered. This work is
dedicated to them.

JP Sapkota

Social cost of migration - Untold stories of Nepali migrant workers



CHAPTER - 1: Introduction

1.1 Background to the study

This study examines the social costs of migration, with a particular focus on the
experiences of Nepali migrant workers during their time abroad and after returning to their
home. Labor migration plays a crucial role in Nepal’s socio-economic structure. With a
history spanning over two centuries, migration has become a lifeline for many Nepali
families, significantly contributing to the national economy through remittances (Kunwar, LS
2015). The Department of Foreign Employment of Nepal issue over 6.5 million permits
including 4.7 million new entry and 1.8 million labor renewal, since they started keeping
records in 2008/09 (MOLESS, 2022a). The primary destinations for these migrants are the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and Malaysia, which collectively employ over 85
percent of Nepali migrant workers (MoLESS, 2022b). The data from the Department of
Foreign Employment show that a total 771,327 individuals, including 72,134 have received
approval to work in foreign countries in the year 2022/023 (DoFE, 2023a). The remittance
received in the same year was Rs. 1220.56 billion (USD 11 billion), (NRB, 2023). While
remittances from these workers significantly contribute to the national economy, their

personal challenges are often overlooked.

In the 200-years history of Nepali Foreign Employment, the main component of labor
migration, the migrant workers, has often remain in the shadow. The official beginning of
foreign employment was enactment of the first Labor act in 1985 (Nepal Gazette, 1985).
Over the years, the focus has predominantly been on the economic advancement of

migration, often overlooking the significant social cost involved.



‘Social cost of migration: Untold stories of Nepali migrant workers’ is the narratives
of unexplored stories of Nepali migrant workers, who have remained in the shadows for
centuries in the realm of foreign employment. There is a notable gap of research focusing on
the social costs borne by migrant workers, especially in the context of labor migration. While
the economic cost of migration is often highlighted and the impact on left-behind families is
partially studied. Those who exhaust their lives abroad, who endure the pain of being
separated from their families, society, and culture, while fulfilling obligation of economic
comfort, living daily lives filled with hope and despair, remain unnoticed. Despite their
significant scarify, they have received relatively little attentions. This study aims to bring
these hidden stories to light, providing a comprehensive understanding of the physical,
emotional, and psychological hardships suffered by migrant workers during their time abroad

and upon their return.

1.2 Problem statement

The research problem focuses on understanding the social cost of migration among
Nepali migrant workers, particularly the emotional, psychological, and familial challenges
caused by long-term separation from loved ones. The specific research problem focuses on
the social cost of long-term migration experienced by Nepali migrant workers, particularly
the enduring impacts of prolonged family separation on emotional well-being, parenting
roles, and family cohesion. Despite the significant economic contributions of migration, there
is a lack of understanding about the psychological and social challenges faced by migrants
and their families during extended periods of separation and the subsequent reintegration

process.

This study aims to explore these untold stories of migrant workers, documenting the

hidden social costs of migration and emphasizing the need for inclusive policies and support
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systems that address these issues. The research draws attention to the gap in existing
literature and public discourse, where economic benefits often overshadow the human costs

of migration.

1.3 Purpose and objectives of the study

1.3.1 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to examine the social cost of migration among Nepali
migrant workers by exploring how long-term family separation impacts their emotional well-
being, parenting roles, and family cohesion during migration and upon reintegration, with the

goal of informing policies to address these challenges effectively.

1.3.2 Objectives

1. To identify the social cost of migration for migrant workers during their migration period.

2. To explore the emotional, psychological and physical health impacts of long-term

migration on migrant workers.

3. To explore the reintegration challenges faced by returnee migrant workers due to societal

shift during their absent.

4. To explore gender-specific vulnerabilities of migrant workers in terms of safety, societal

expectations, and reintegration.

5. To propose actionable policy recommendations to mitigate the social cost of migration and

support reintegration.
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1.4 Scope and limitations

1.4.1 Scope

The study focuses on the Social costs of migration borne by Nepali migrant workers,
emphasizing the emotional, psychological, and societal challenges they face during migration
and reintegration. By examining experiences of former migrants across five provinces in

Nepal—Lumbini, Gandaki, Bagmati, Madhesh, and Koshi.

The research highlights:

o Family separation: The long-term impacts on family dynamics, emotional well-being,

and parenting roles due to prolonged absences.

o Cumulative social cost of work-related strain: The health risks, insurance gap and

exploitative environments faced by Nepali migrant workers abroad.

« Reintegration challenges: Social stigmas, financial instability, and cultural shifts

experienced by returnee migrants in their home society.

o Gender-specific vulnerabilities: The unique challenges faced by female migrants,

including harassment, societal judgment, and reintegration issues.

« Policy recommendations: Aiming to inform better policies for safeguarding migrant

well-being, addressing insurance gaps, workplace safety, and reintegration programs.

1.4.2 Limitations
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1. Data accessibility: Limited access to real-time data from migrant workers currently

abroad constrained the analysis to returnee feedback, which may introduce recall bias.

2. Geographic focus: Data collection was limited to five provinces, which may not fully

represent the diversity of migration experiences.

3. Sampling methodology: The use of purposive sampling restricts the generalizability

of findings to the broader migrant population.

4. Inadequate secondary data: The lack of systematic data collection on returnee
migrants by institutions like the Foreign Employment Information Management
System (FEIMS) and fragmented records from host countries posed significant

challenges.

5. Policy gaps: Recommendations are limited by the variations in host-country

regulations and bilateral agreements, making implementation complex.

1.5 Significance of the Study

This study explores the social costs of migration experienced by Nepali migrant
workers and their families, aiming to bridge the gap in existing knowledge and inform more
humane migration policies. By focusing on first-hand narratives, the research underscores the
emotional, psychological, and societal tolls of migration, including family separation,
reintegration challenges, and gender-specific issues. The findings carry significant
implications for a variety of stakeholders, including; Policy Makers and Government
Agencies, International Organizations, Community Awareness and Social Transformation

Academia and Researchers, Migrant Families and Workers



This research highlights the urgent need for comprehensive migration management
systems that address the entire migration cycle - from pre-departure to reintegration, while

fostering social and economic equity for Nepali migrant workers and their communities.

13
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CHAPTER - 2: Literature Review

2.1 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of this study explores the social costs of migration among

Nepali workers by integrating several key perspectives that align with their unique

challenges. By integrating these frameworks, this study presents a holistic understanding of

how migration impacts Nepali workers and their communities.

Push-Pull Theory: Migration is driven by "push” factors such as poverty,
unemployment, and political instability in Nepal, and "pull” factors like better
wages and opportunities abroad. The study examines how these forces contribute
to social costs, including family separation and disrupted communities (Kirkwood,
J. (2009). Motivational factors in a push-pull theory of entrepreneurship. Gender
in management: An international journal, 24(5), 346-364.

Structural and individual agency: Economic inequalities and gender norms drive
migration, compelling individuals to seek better opportunities. Simultaneously, the
resilience and adaptive strategies of migrants highlight their agency in overcoming
systemic barriers.

Transnationalism: Nepali migrants maintain strong ties with their homeland,
creating emotional and financial burdens. This framework is used to analyze how
sustained connections amplify social costs, especially in family relationships and
cultural expectations.

Social capital theory: Nepali diaspora networks often provide financial and
material aid during floods, earthquakes, famines, or severe illnesses, reflecting
their enduring commitment to their homeland. The study highlights how these

networks of trust and mutual aid not only mitigate challenges faced by migrants
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and their families but also strengthen the collective resilience of their communities
and nation. However, reliance on these networks can also amplify expectations and
pressures on migrants, further compounding their social costs (Schmid, A. A., &
Robison, L. J. (1995).

V. Reintegration and resilience frameworks: Returning migrants face reintegration
challenges akin to a "new migration."” This study highlights the odds returnees
encounter, including societal stigma, fractured familial ties, and systemic neglect,
all within a transformed home environment. Reintegration often involves

navigating unexpected obstacles that parallel the struggles of their initial migration.

2.2 Review of related studies

The social cost of migration excludes the emotional, psychological, and relational
tolls faced by migrant workers and their families during long-term separations. Despite
significant contributions to Nepal's economy through remittances, these costs are often
overlooked. For Nepali migrant workers, these social costs are heightened by specific cultural
and societal structures of Nepal, where family unity, social interconnectedness, and
community support are highly valued. Prolonged family separations lead to weekended
family bonds, loneliness, and mental health issues, while cultural isolation in foreign lands
often leads to emotional distress. Upon return, the reintegration process becomes challenging
due to shifts in family dynamics, societal perceptions, and lack of support system, making it

difficult for returnees to reestablish their roles and reconnect withing their community.

The concept of social costs in labor migration primarily refers to the cumulative

emotional and relational tolls experienced by migrants and their families (siddique & ansar,
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2020). Labour migration plays a central role in Nepal’s socioeconomic landscape,
contributing significantly to household incomes and national gdp through remittances
(kunwar, 2015; Nepal Rastra bank, 2023). Despite its economic advantages, the social costs
of labor migration - particularly among migrant workers — are often underestimated. These
social costs encompass emotional, psychological and relational impacts that effects both
migrant workers and their families through the migration cycle from departure to

reintegration.

One of the most significant social costs arises from the separation of family members,
as migrant workers often spend extended periods away from spouses, children, and parents.
Mincer (mincer, j. (1978). Describes prolonged family separation can result in loneliness,
anxiety, and depression, not only for migrants but also for the families left behind. In the
context of nepal, these emotional distances may weaken family bonds and reduce the stability
of relationships, leading to an increased risk of marital conflict and divorce (shakya &
gubhaju, 2016). Social media often exacerbates this strain as communication gaps can lead to

misunderstandings and mistrust among family members (sitompul, 2023).

Siddiqui and Ansar point out that migration comes with a significant social cost,
including emotional and psychological effects, as well as missed educational and healthcare
opportunities for migrant workers (Saddiqui, T., & Ansar, A. (2020). Throughout the
migration process, migrant workers encounter various hardships, particularly in the

psychological and emotional realms.

Under this section, a review of existing literature, scholarly articles, newspaper news
and views, and publications from governmental and non-governmental organizations
concerning to the social cost of migration including migrant's issues in destination and upon

return is reviewed. This literature revies seeks the primary social cost of Nepali migrant
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workers, supported by relevant sources and existing research. Due to the lack of extensive
studies on the subject, there is possibility of fewer literature reviews and a greater

dependence on reports and newspaper articles.

2.2.1 Social cost of family separation

Mincer examines that the prolonged absence of a family member can lead to feelings
of loneliness, anxiety and depression (Mincer, 1978a). The emotional effects are not solely
felt by the migrants, but also impact the family left behind. The low-income family cannot
move together due to the limited financial access and the income boundary set by of
destination country. It creates the compulsion of separation which creates several
consequences. As a result, when only one member migrates, it can lead to the breakdown of

the family dynamics and connections (Sitompul, T. (2023).

Studies have indicated that migration of labor leading to the separation of families can
contribute to an increase in marital issues and a higher likelihood of divorce (Mincer, J.
(1978Db). The stress of running a household alone and the emotional disconnect that come
with prolonged separation can often lead to disagreements and the deterioration of
relationships. A large number of married men in their reproductive age from the nation will

certainly have consequences for the decline in fertility. (Shakya & Gubhaju, 2016a p.24).

Nepal population census 2021 reveals a decline in Nepal’s population growth rate,
potentially influence by youth migration. The proportion of individuals migrating during the
age range of 25-34 years is currently at 53.2 percent. This change, combined with the trend of
delaying childbirth, has played a role in the decline of the population growth rate from 1.35 in

2011 to 0.92 in 2021. Long separation from family cause reduces in fertility. The
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consequence of Fertility declines due to the male migration (Shakya, K., & Gubhaju, B.

(2016b), effects to the family, society and broadly the population of a nation.

2.2.2 Social cost of emotional and psychological stress

Research highlights that the social stigma associated with mental health issues hinders
many migrant workers from seeking help. This limited access to mental health services and
support system intensifies their psychological stress and felling of isolation. Bhugra
emphasizes the need for culturally sensitive mental health services to combat stigma and

improve migrant worker’s well-being (Bhugra, D. (2004).

Extended periods of separation from family can have a profound impact on migrant
workers, causing significant emotional stress. A study of China (Lu, Y. (2012). revealed that
being away from loved ones for a long time can result in emotional distress and in linked to
various psychological problems such as depression, anxiety, and sleep disorders. The
research highlighted that family separation plays a crucial role in affecting the mental well-

being of Chinese migrant workers.

A study by Carballo and Nerukar (2001) highlighted that migrant workers often feel
lonely and isolated, which harms their mental health. Being separated from family and
friends can make them feel alienated and vulnerable, this loneliness is linked to higher rates

of depression and anxiety among migrant workers.

Brockerhooff & Yang research study focusing on six African countries to examine the
effects of migration on fertility rates. Their findings revealed that individuals who migrate to

a different country often experience a decrease in their likelihood of conceiving. This decline
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in conception rated tends to persist over time, leading to lower pregnancy rates among
migrant population compared to non-migrants residing in both rural and urban area

(Brockerhoff, M., & Yang, X. (1994).

The studies demonstrate that the social stigma around mental health deters many
migrant workers from seeking support, thus exacerbating their psychological distress and
isolation. Bhugra (2004) emphasizes the need for culturally sensitive mental health services

to address this stigma and improve the well-being of migrant workers.

Extended family separation has significant mental health repercussions, causing
emotional stress and psychological issues like depression, anxiety, and sleep disorders. Lu
(2012) found that prolonged absence from family affects Chinese migrant workers' mental
health, highlighting the critical role family connections play in emotional stability. Carballo
and Nerukar (2001) also observed that migrant workers experience loneliness and isolation,
which negatively impacts their mental health, with heightened risks of depression and anxiety

due to their sense of alienation.

A study by Brockerhoff and Yang (1994) in six African countries linked migration to
decreased fertility rates, showing that migrants face a lower likelihood of conceiving
compared to non-migrants. This decline in conception rates among migrants persists over

time, underscoring the reproductive and social impacts of migration.

2.2.3 Social cost of work-related pressures

Work related pressure include long working hours, poor working conditions, law
wages, job insecurity, exploitation, fear of death, which significantly impact the well-being of

migrant workers.
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Work-related stress is an additional crucial element contributing to the psychological
well-being of migrant workers. A study by Simkhada and friends on Nepali migrant workers
in the Middle East found that harsh working conditions, job insecurity, and long working
hours lead to significant psychological stress (Simkhada, Van Telijlingen, E. Gurung, M., &
and Wasti S.P. (2018a). The study also noted that the lack of legal protections and the risk of

exploitation further exacerbate the stress experienced by these workers.

A study conducted on the human rights and health disparity of migrant workers
highlight on the economic exploitation faced by migrant workers in the hospital sector has
low wages and job insecurity are prevalent issues in the UAE. Workers are subjected to wage
theft and are not compensated for overtime work. These financial impacts their ability to
provide for their families in their home countries and contributes to increased levels of stress

and anxiety. (Sonmez, S., Apostolopoulos, Y., Tran, D., & Rentrope, S. (2011).

Many Nepali migrant workers frequently face dangerous working conditions,
especially in the GCC countries and Malaysia where they often work for low wages. These
conditions include extended work hours, unsafe surroundings, and inadequate legal
safeguards. The physical demands and exploitation in these jobs can result in long-term
health problems and injuries (MoLESS, 2022c). There is a widespread issue of job insecurity
and exploitation among migrant workers. Many experience payments delay, meager salaries,
and a lack of job security. This economic exploitation adds their stress and negatively affects
their overall health and well-being (MoLESS, 2022d). Similar way, Casterjon highlights the
poverty, exploitation, discrimination, invisible pain, health, violence, danger, addiction,
harassment, and the risk of deportation issues of migrants in destination ( Castrejon, J. A.

2020).
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2.2.4 Social cost of physical and mental health risk

The amount of social and emotional support received from a spouse who lives apart
may differ from couples who reside together. They quality of marriage and level of social
support are crucial elements that can impact both physical and mental well-being, as

suggested by waite & Gallagther (Waite, L., & Gallagher, M. (2001).

The health of Nepali migrant workers is at risk. Moreover, Nepalese individuals
adjusting to a different setting and weather frequently have limited knowledge about health.
Medical insurance is usually accessible solely during working hours, and numerous
businesses do not extend insurance benefits upon visa renewal. This custom is widespread
among employers. Several findings suggested that exposure to heat in the workplace can
have a significant impact on male fertility by affecting sperm morphology and causing delays

in conception.

Prolonged time to conception is frequently observed in couples where the male
partner is exposed to elevated temperatures in the workplace, suggesting a impact of heat
exposure on fertility (Thonneau et al., 1998). Similarly, Jung A. & Schuppe revealed that
prolonged exposure to heat from activities like sitting for long period, and working in hot
environments can result in abnormal sperm shapes and decreased sperm quality. High
temperatures have the potential to interfere with the process of spermatogenesis, resulting in a
reduction in both sperm quality and quantity (Jung, A., & Schuppe, H. C. (2007). However

these studies have limitation and may have biases, that need to further studies.

The effects are not limited on migration, but it permeates their entire lives, leading to
high levels of depression, tension, and psychological health issues. (Kellner, U., Halder, C.,

Litschi, M., & Sprott, H. 2013).
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Death toll of migrant workers badly hits the workers” mind. Insurance is only for the
eight-hour workday, so deceases family who died within 16 hours are deprived of
compensation. In the last 15 years, at least 11,760 Nepalis have lost their lives in the Gulf and
Malaysia, but only 2,269 families have received compensation. Amongst the 81 percent who
did not receive compensation, 2,328 (19.79 percent) died of natural causes, and 2,005 (19.6
percent) died from heart attacks and heart-related diseases. Additionally, 1,315 (11.18
percent) committed suicide. The number of deaths due to COVID-19 is 223 (1.89 percent).
The dependent families of 3,320 (28.23 percent) who died from various other reasons have
also not received compensation. (Karki, H., 2024 July 22). In the fiscal year only, 2079/080, a
total of 1208 migrant workers, including 45 women lost their lives in foreign land, while
another 389, including 9 women, retuned with physical amputations and sever sickness (FEB

2080).

The number of imprisoned Nepali migrants has surged to 1030, compared to 800 in
2016 (NHRC, 2021). Thousands of Nepali migrants find themselves stranded at transit points
like Dubai on visit visas, either waiting for job opportunities or illegally attempting to transit

to other countries (Sing P., 2024).

The mental well-being of migrant workers can deteriorate due to the ongoing stress
and pressure they face. The absence of adequate mental health assistance in their host and
home counties worsens these challenges, resulting in enduring psychological issues (Saddiqui

& Ansar, 2020).

2.2.5 Social cost of migrant workers upon return

In her newspaper article, Upasana Khadka emphasizes the disregards shown towards

returnee migrants in terms of reintegration, along with the inadequate support available to
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them in their destination. ‘During the state’s worst scenario, it remembers the remittances and
support from migrant workers but never valued the shed tears, blood and sweet in the foreign

land (Khadka U., 2020).

Thapa and his collogues explore the challenges faced by returnee migrant workers in
Nepal, including social stigma, difficulties in reintegration into their communities and
changes in family dynamics. the societal shift upon their return, they encounter a feeling of
isolation and unfamiliar within both their family and the broader society. He highlighted the
returnees face changes in identity and find totally different then they live and have led them
negative psychological consequences (Thapa, B. J., Baniya, J., Bhattarai, S., & Pradhan, V.

(2020).

2.2.6 Gender perspectives

The hardships experienced by female migrant workers are beyond words. The
mistreatment, sexual harassment, and vulnerabilities they endure while seeking foreign
employment seem never-ending. In recent years, newspapers headlines filled with stories of

human trafficking and smuggling under the guise of overseas work.

Similarly, several other newspapers highlight the problem and sexual abuses faced by
migrant workers. When comparing earlier reports, the newspaper emphasizes the routes and
causes of trafficking. In the past, only uneducated women from rural areas were trafficked,
but the current situation is different. Referring to expert opinion newspaper highlights ho the
increasing use of social media, the trend of marrying foreigners, and the desire for foreign
employment have all contributed the higher risk of trafficked. ‘Nepalese in foreign

employment: when they return with pregnancy’, the BBC Nepali online newspaper report
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addressed (BBC, 2017a). Even educated women are now vulnerable to these issues,
showcasing the changing landscaped or women migration (BBC 2018b). Raman Poudel also
emphasizes the ongoing challenges faced by Nepali women working as domestic workers in
Gulf countries when it comes to raising children from unwanted or unplanned pregnancies

(Unbias the News, 22 December 2022).

Simkhada and colleagues in 2018, discovered in their study that approximately 90%
of female domestic workers in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) are undocumented.
According to report, almost a quarter (24%) of women in destination experienced health
problem. Many suffered abuse at the workplace (40.9%), while 1.2% reported work-related
injuries. Approximately 9% had mental health issues, 11.1% faced physical harm, 30.8%
experienced torture at work. with half (50%) due to rape or sexual abuse and 49% from

consensual relationships (Simkhada et al. 2018b).

The government report also highlights the several consciences of migration. Living in
another country for an extended period can result in family breakdown, divorce, polygamy,
extra martial affairs, fallings isolated from loved ones, and having to shoulder extra
responsibilities. The excessive vulnerability is due to the undocumented status of Nepali
female migrant workers, where about 90% Nepali domestic workers are undocumented

status, claimed the report (MoLESS, 2076).

In her newspaper article, Adhikari highlighted the experiences of Nepali women who
have come back from domestic work in west Asia with babies, refencing a women’s right
organization. With the last three years, Pourakhi, a support group for women migrant
workers, has assisted 41 women, including those who were pregnant or had children, at its

shelter in Kathmandu. Mani similar case remain undocumented. She further added, ‘women
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migrant workers, retuning penniless and with children face a double stigma at home

(Adhikari R. 2015).

A study from Nepal medical college, department of psychiatry, highlighted the
depressive symptoms are common on returnee women migrant in Nepal. Gyawali, S. (2022).
The travel ban imposed to the women workers to work for the domestic worker some of the
Gulf countries, make more problems. Despite the ban, women migrant workers who travel
through informal routes for work have stated that agencies in destination state, such as
embassy and consulates, fail to acknowledge term as Nepalese citizens (Singh, P. M., Joshi,
N., & Prajapati, A. (2020). Similarly, Amrita Limbu highlighted the impact on the status of
women, revealing that female migrants frequently experience separation and divorce from
their spouses after being away, along with strained family relationships due to prolonged

absence (Limbu, A.) (2016).

2.3 Conceptual definition

e Social cost of migration: Social cost of migration, in the context of this research,
refers to the non-financial burdens faced by migrant workers, at their destination,
and upon return. These costs encircle the emotional toll of prolonged family
separations, disrupted family roles, and missed life milestones. At the destination,
it stems from poor working conditions, cultural alienation, gender-specific
vulnerabilities, limited social support, financial insecurity, and societal exclusion.
Upon return, these costs are influenced by social shifts, changed family

expectations and routines, societal stigma, fear of financial instability, and the
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returnee’s struggle to adapt to habitual changes while reclaiming their roles and
identity.

e Migration: The movement of individuals from their place of origin to another
location, often across international borders, driven by economic, social, or
political factors. In this study, migration primarily refers to labor migration
undertaken by Nepali workers.

e Migrant worker: An individual who leaves their home country to seek
employment in a foreign nation, typically driven by economic necessity, with
Nepali workers predominantly migrating to Gulf countries and Malaysia.

e Family separation: The extended physical and emotional distance between
migrants and their families, leading to disrupted familial bonds, psychological
stress, and altered family roles.

e Reintegration: The process of return migrants re-establishing themselves in
their home country, often facing challenges such as societal stigma, financial
instability, and lack of institutional support.

e Diaspora support: The contributions made by Nepali diaspora communities to
their homeland, particularly during crises such as natural disasters, famine, and

pandemics, showcasing their enduring connection to Nepal.

2.4 Data privacy and confidentiality

The research ensured the measures for data privacy and confidentiality is followed the
standards set by the American Psychological Association (APA) and Data Act (DA) 2079

(2022) of Nepal. This approach respects global and local ethical standards.
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CHAPTER - 3: Methodology

3.1 Study design

The study adopted a qualitative research methodology to explore the social costs of
migration faced by Nepali migrant workers, focusing on their experiences abroad and upon
their return. Using a narrative approach, this research integrates personal stories to provide an
in-depth understanding of emotional, social, and cultural impacts. This approach was chosen
to capture the complex, nuanced experiences of migrant workers, highlighting the intangible

costs often overlooked in quantitative studies (Creswell, John W., and Cheryl N. Poth).

3.1.1 Participants

The study targeted returnee migrants, acknowledging the challenges in gathering data
from active migrant workers. Participants with diverse migration experiences were selected to

capture a comprehensive view.

3.1.2 Participant selection

e Returnee migrants with more than five years of migration experience to explore
long-term impacts.

e Age range of 25-34 to understand family separation and emotional stress.

e Recent returnees (within the last five years) to address current societal changes.

e A varied demographic to capture gender, ethnic, and geographical diversity.
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3.1.3 Sample size and location

Data was collected across five provinces: Butwal (Lumbini), Pokhara (Gandaki),
Kathmandu (Bagmati), Siraha (Madhesh), and Itahari (Koshi). Each province included 8-12
participants in Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and five participants for in-depth interviews.

3.2 Delineation of research area

This includes the five provinces where data was collected, chosen for their significant
migrant returnee populations and cultural diversity. Figure 1 provides a visual representation
of the research areas covered in the study - Butwal (Lumbini provinces), Pokhara (Gandaki
province), Kathmanu (Bagmati province), Siraha (Madhesh province), Itahari (Koshi

province).

Figure - 2: Delineation of Research area Figure 2- jp



3.3 Data collection Methods

3.3.1 Pre-survey
A preliminary survey conducted with ten returnee migrants revealed critical themes,

including:

e Family separation: The emotional toll of prolonged absences and disrupted family

dynamics.

Emotional and mental stress: Psychological challenges faced during migration and

upon return.

Cumultive social cost of work-related strain: Experiences of unsafe working

conditions, physical strain, and lack of healthcare.

Gender-based discrimination: Unique vulnerabilities and exploitation, particularly

among female migrants.

Reintegration challenges: Difficulties in adapting to societal, economic, and familial

changes after returning home.

3.3.2 Main survey

The main survey used a structured questionnaire with 11 preset questions, administered to
participants across the five provinces to capture core data. Questions were designed to elicit

detailed responses on migration experiences and social reintegration.

29



3.3.3 In-depth interviews

A purposive sampling method was used to select one participant from each province
for in-depth interviews. This technique ensured diversity, with participants representing

varied cultural and regional backgrounds, enriching the narrative study.

3.3.4 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

FGDs, involving 8-12 participants per province, facilitated a dynamic exchange of stories
and viewpoints, fostering a broader understanding of shared experiences. Audio recordings

were transcribed for analysis.

3.3.5 Key Informant Interview (KII)

Eight key informants, including community leaders, professionals, and migrant rights
activists, provided expert perspectives on migration. Klls were recorded, transcribed, and

analyzed to enhance understanding of the wider social impacts of migration.

3.3.6 Participant selection/sampling

e Purposive Sampling: Selected returnee migrants with first-hand migration

experiences to analyze long-term impacts.

o Criteria: Returnees with over five years of migration experience, aged 25-34 at their
first migration, representing the most emotional and significant demographic in

Nepali migration.

30
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« Diverse destinations: Returnees from various employment regions to reflect a broad

spectrum of experiences.

e Inclusion: Female participants and individuals from different ethnic backgrounds to

explore gender and ethnic disparities comprehensively.

3.3.7 Data transcribing, coding, interpretations, validation and triangulation

Transcription and coding: Transcriptions of key surveys, interviews, and focus
group discussions (FGDs) were meticulously coded using a province-wise

classification system to identify recurring themes and regional variations.

Interpretations: Results were interpreted in alignment with existing literature and
theoretical frameworks, ensuring a robust contextual analysis. Statistical tools were
applied to qualitative data, providing a comprehensive and validated approach to the

findings.

Validation and triangulation of data: To enhance the validity of findings, data from
in-depth interview and FGDs were cross verified. Ensuring a comprehensive

understanding of the issues, triangulation was used within the different sources.
Operationalization of data
Timeline: Data collation began in April 2024 and concluded in June 2024.

Support: Data collection was facilitated by the Returnee Migrnat Nepal (RNN) through its

widespread network covering 7 provinces and 63 districts.
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3.5 Ethical considerations

Informed consent: participations were informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, and
confidentiality measures. Written for the survey data collection and verbal record consent

was obtained before participation.

3.5.1 Confidentiality, voluntary participation and cultural and gender sensitivity

Ensured confidentiality of personal information, encouraged voluntary participation, and

showed full respect for cultural and gender sensitivity throughout the process.
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CHAPTER - 4: Mapping migration trends, return statistics and minimum

wages of Nepali migrant workers

This chapter provides a concise analysis of the regular trends and evolving migration
patterns of Nepali workers, examining return statistics and the economic conditions
influenced by minimum wage frameworks in various destinations. It delves into gender
distribution, mortality rates, and the challenges of returnee reintegration, shedding light on

the multifaceted nature of labor migration and its far-reaching socioeconomic impacts.

This study is based on recent data from the Department of Foreign Employment
(DoFE) and the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), which provide foundational insights.
However, comprehensive data on returning migrants remains scarce. The Foreign
Employment Information Management System (FEIMS) offers partial data, but its
fragmented nature limits its utility for detailed and in-depth analysis, leaving significant gaps

in understanding the full spectrum of migration and return trends.

4.1 Trends

According to ILO, report 2023, Nepal saw the highest increase in outmigration among
13 Asian countries, with a 102% rise from 2019 to 2023. Malaysia was the top destination
country, while UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar led among Gulf counties. European

destinations also grew in popularity (ILO, 2024).

In fiscal year 2022/23, a total of 771,327 Nepali migrant workers officially sought

foreign employment, as recorded by the Department of Foreign Employment (DoFE). Recent
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analyses indicate that the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries - comprising Qatar,
UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman - along with Malaysia, remain the most
preferred destinations. Approximately 88% of Nepali migrant workers during this period
were employed in these regions, primarily in low-wage sectors. This trend underscores the
continued reliance of Nepali workers on the Gulf and Malaysia for employment

opportunities.

Table — 1: Nepali migrants’ familiar destination and gender distribution

Country Total Male Female
Migrants Migrants Migrants
Qatar 133,262 126,563 6,699
UAE 116,159 92,068 24,091
Saudi Arabia 112,777 111,844 933
Kuwait 43,507 31,691 11,816
Bahrain 7,690 6514 1176
Oman 5,294 3,955 1,339
Total GCC 418,689 372635 46054
Malaysia 259,594 252,295 7,299
G. total 678,283 624,930 53,353
Percentage cover | 87.94 81 0.69

Source: DoFE, Yearly progress report, 2022/023
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The analysis of Table 1 indicates that an overwhelming majority, 87.93%, of Nepali
migrant workers obtained legal approvals for employment in six GCC countries and
Malaysia, reflecting these destinations' dominant role in Nepal's labor migration. Among
these, GCC countries accounted for 418,689 workers, while Malaysia employed 259,594
Nepalis. This leaves only 12.06% of the workforce distributed across 101 other countries,
emphasizing the concentrated reliance on a few key destinations for foreign employment. The
figures highlight a clear pattern of migration preferences, with GCC nations and Malaysia

being the primary hubs for Nepali laborers.

4.1.1 Gender distribution

In 2022/23, out of the total 771,332 Nepali migrant workers, 72,134 were female.
Among them, 53,353 (74%) migrated to GCC countries and Malaysia, mirroring the
migration patterns observed among male workers. This indicates that the majority of female
migrants, like their male counterparts, were concentrated in low-wage labor markets within
these regions. The remaining 18,781 women (26%) were distributed across more than 100
government-approved countries, highlighting a smaller proportion of female workers
venturing beyond the GCC and Malaysia. This trend underscores the dependence of Nepali
female migrants on traditional labor destinations, dominated by domestic and caregiving

roles.

4.2 Emerging shifts

A growing trend in Nepali labor migration reveals a shift towards higher-paying and

diversified destinations. In the fiscal year 2022/23, 58,608 Nepali workers—comprising 7.6%



36

of the total migrant workforce—opted for countries such as South Korea, Israel, Japan,
Romania, Croatia, Malta, and Cyprus. These destinations offer significantly higher wages
compared to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) nations and Malaysia, which continue to
dominate the Nepali labor migration landscape. This shift reflects a response to the economic
incentives presented by these newer destinations, as well as the challenges of working in
traditional low-wage countries. The move underscores the increasing awareness among
Nepali migrants about seeking better economic opportunities and improved working

conditions.

Table — 2: Emerging Shift to Comparatively Higher-Paying Destinations

Country total male female
Republic of Korea | 22033 20,411 1622
Israel 1084 299 785
Japan 9644 8186 1458
Romania 14225 11,483 1654
Croatia 7186 5663 1523
Malta 6303 4568 1735
Cyprus 5317 4346 971
Total 58,608 9746

Source: DoFE, Yearly progress report, 2022/023
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Among newer destinations, countries like South Korea, Israel, and Japan are
recognized as safer options for Nepali migrant workers due to the government-to-government
(G-to-G) recruitment mechanism. This approach reduces intermediary involvement,
minimizing the risks of exploitation and ensuring better stability and worker protections.
Conversely, destinations such as Romania, Croatia, Malta, and Cyprus still depend on private
brokers, leaving workers more vulnerable to deception and fraudulent practices. These
disparities underline the urgent need for stronger regulatory frameworks and greater

transparency in broker-driven recruitment systems.

Despite these positive trends, 87% of Nepali migrants continue to work in traditional
low-wage destinations such as GCC countries and Malaysia, underscoring the dominance of
these markets. The diversification into safer, higher-wage, G-to-G facilitated destinations
marks a step forward but remains relatively small in scale. To capitalize on these emerging
opportunities, Nepal must expand its labor agreements with high-income, safer destinations
and implement robust policies to protect migrant workers across all channels of migration.
Awareness campaigns and targeted policy interventions that emphasize safe and regulated

migration can enhance socio-economic benefits for Nepali workers and their families.

Approximately 5% of Nepali workers are dispersed across other labor destinations,

further reflecting the diversity of opportunities beyond the traditional migration hubs.

4.3 Minimum wages

The Nepalese government has set a minimum wage policy for Nepali migrant
workers, stipulating that they should earn no less than USD 240 per month, inclusive food.

However, the reality for many workers is that their actual earnings often fall short of this
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threshold. While some skilled workers may earn slightly higher wages, a significant number
of migrant workers are paid below the minimum wage due to misleading contract practices

and the lack of effective enforcement mechanisms in host countries.

As shown in the data, the wages for Nepali workers in major destination countries

vary, with some countries offering slightly better salaries:

Table: 3: minimum wages of Nepali migrant workers in major destinations

Country currency montly salary USD (app.)

Oman 100 Riyal OMR 100 USD 260

Baharain 100 Dinars BHD 100 USD 265

Kuwait 80 Dinar KWD 80 USD 260

UAE 1000 dhirams AED 1000 USD 300

Qatar 1200 Riyal QAR 1200 USD 330

Saudi 1300 Saudi Riyal SAR 1300 USD 346

Malaysia 1700 RM MYR 1700 USD 361

Source: MOLESS, news /articles. * Exchange rates are approximate and may vary.

This situation is compounded when comparing Nepali workers' wages to those of
migrant workers from countries like India, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines. For example,
Indian workers in Gulf countries have a minimum wage approximately 40% higher than that
of Nepali workers, while Filipino workers enjoy minimum wage levels that are nearly double

those of Nepali workers (The Himalayan Times, 2019). This wage disparity places Nepali
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migrant workers at a significant financial disadvantage and exacerbates their vulnerabilities

in terms of economic stability and social well-being.

The wage gap not only exists within host countries but also between workers from
different nationalities performing similar roles. This data highlights the urgent need for Nepal
to renegotiate labor agreements with destination countries to secure fair compensation for its
workers. Ensuring wage parity would help reduce the financial and social costs of migration,
thereby alleviating the economic vulnerabilities faced by Nepali workers and enabling them

to better support their families.

4.4 increasing death and disabilities

Over the past five years, alarming statistics reveal the tragic reality faced by Nepali
migrant workers, with 5,365 recorded deaths and 1,336 workers returning home with severe
disabilities or amputations. These figures highlight the grave risks associated with foreign

employment, particularly in sectors with inadequate workplace safety and health provisions.

Table 4: Migrant Deaths and Disabilities (2018/19-2022/23)

Year Death Workers with

amputation/disability

2075/076 (2018/019) 763 354

2076/077 (2019/020) 672 205

2077/078 (2020/021) 1243 143
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2078/079 (2021/022) 1479 245
2079/080 (2022/023) 1208 389
Total 5,365 1,336

Source: FEB, Yearly progress report, 2022/023

The increasing death toll and disability rates indicate significant gaps in workplace
safety measures and the enforcement of health and safety standards in destination countries.
Migrant workers, often employed in high-risk and labor-intensive sectors, face exposure to
dangerous working conditions, inadequate access to healthcare, and poor enforcement of

labor protections.

These figures highlight the urgent need for bilateral and multilateral interventions
between Nepal and host countries to strengthen labor agreements. Key actions should include
enforcing comprehensive insurance policies, ensuring better workplace safety regulations,
and establishing robust healthcare support systems for migrants. Additionally, Nepal must
enhance its pre-departure training programs to emphasize workplace safety and emergency

preparedness.

For families of deceased or disabled workers, the loss is not only emotional but also
financial, as they often depend heavily on remittances. Strengthened financial and
psychological support systems for these families are vital to mitigating the social and
economic impacts of such tragedies. By addressing these issues, Nepal can work towards
safeguarding the welfare of its migrant workforce and ensuring their rights and dignity

abroad.
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The sampling population is drawn from the most recent published government data,

which remains the sole comprehensive source for tracking returnee migrants.The data reflects

a systematic approach to selecting returnee migrants for the study, utilizing government

records to ensure relevance and accuracy. The provincial distribution of returnees is as

follows:

Koshi Province

e Total Returnees: 148,241 (135,037, male, 13204 female)

e Koshi demonstrates a significant share of returning migrants. The mix of urban and

rural areas likely contributes to diverse reintegration experiences, including both

challenges and opportunities for economic and social adjustment.

Figure 3.20: Distribution of Returnees (2020/21-2021/22) (by province)

Figure 3- source: Nepal Labor migration report, 2022

Bagmati Province

Madhesh Province

. Total Returnees: 165,925
(163,949 men, 1,976 women)

o Madhesh records the highest number
of returnees, reflecting its heavy reliance on
remittances for sustaining local households.
However, this dependency also highlights
reintegration challenges, such as limited
employment generation and underutilized

skills of returnees.

e Total Returnees: 99,169 (80,863 men, 18,306 women)
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As home to Kathmandu Valley, Bagmati’s urban concentration offers diverse
reintegration dynamics. The influx of returnees provides opportunities for
entrepreneurship and urban economic development, while also presenting challenges

in absorbing the migrant workforce.

Gandaki Province

Total Returnees: 108,775 (104,338 men, 4,437 women)
Gandaki, with its growing tourism and service sectors, offers potential for skilled
returnees to contribute to local development. Their experiences and financial capital

could be pivotal in enhancing these industries.

Lumbini Province

Total Returnees: 118,666 (114,585 men, 4,081 women)
Lumbini’s economic diversity, encompassing agriculture and small-scale industries,
positions returnees to play a transformative role in regional economic development.

Their skills and investments can foster innovation and productivity in these sectors.

Karnali Province

Total Returnees: 16,831 (16,264 men, 567 women)
Returnees from Karnali highlight the challenges faced by migrants from
underdeveloped areas. This region’s limited economic opportunities necessitate

targeted reintegration strategies to maximize the impact of returning workers.

Sudur Paschim Province

Total Returnees: 16,738 (16,243 men, 495 women) Similar to Karnali, Sudur Paschim

reflects the struggles of reintegration in economically constrained areas. Effective
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programs are required to integrate these returnees into the regional economy while

addressing their social needs.

It is essential to regularly update returnee data to enable better policy-making for Nepal.
Despite some exceptions, such as individuals facing hardships, most returnees do not come
back empty-handed. They bring capital for investment, skills to contribute to various sectors,
and a work ethic that values all forms of labor, whether white-collar or blue-collar. Their
acquired knowledge and experience allow them to identify developmental opportunities and
actively contribute to progress. Returnees have the potential to become vital development
partners for the nation's prosperity. As seen globally, countries have effectively utilized their
returning migrant workforce to drive national growth, showcasing how Nepal can similarly

benefit by integrating returnees into its development framework.
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CHAPTER - 5: voices of experiences — stories of return and reflection

Facing challenges in directly accessing data from migrant workers at their workplaces
or destinations, this chapter shifts its focus to the rich narratives of returnee migrant workers
from Nepal's five provinces—Lumbini, Gandaki, Bagmati, Madhesh, and Koshi. These
firsthand accounts not only bring to light the emotional, social, and economic tolls of
migration but also highlight the struggles faced during reintegration back home. The choice
to engage returnees ensures an open, unrestricted dialogue, allowing them to share their
stories freely without fear of employer retaliation, job loss, or societal judgment. This
approach adds authenticity and depth to the study, revealing the hidden human costs of

migration.

The selection of diverse provinces is significant in highlighting how societal and
cultural assumptions shape the social costs of migration and return. Home culture plays a
pivotal role in influencing these experiences, determining how communities perceive and
address the challenges associated with migration. For example, communities with more open
cultural norms may accept certain events or behaviors that more traditional or conservative
societies might reject. This distinction emphasizes the varied ways cultural and social

frameworks influence both the migration experience and the reintegration journey.

5.1 Social cost of family separation

Nepali labor migration often results in extended family separations, imposing
profound social costs. Limited income and visa restrictions often prevent migrant workers
from bringing their families, creating long-term absences from spouses, children, and parents.

These separations not only disrupt familial bonds but also leave lasting emotional and
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relational scars. Tilak from Gandaki revealed, “My wife and I drifted apart during the years |
was abroad. The distance was too much to handle, and it eventually led to our divorce.” This
tragic outcome highlights how prolonged separation erodes trust within families, especially in
conservative societies where gossip and societal norms intensify insecurities. As noted by
Bhugra (2004), cultural disconnection and physical absence are key factors that damage
familial ties. Rita from Lumbini poignantly shared her experience: “I migrated to the UAE in
2011 at 23, leaving behind my 2-year-old daughter who was still breastfeeding. The
emotional pain of leaving her is still fresh in my heart. | cared for my employer’s child as my
own and grew more attached to them than to my own daughter. When I returned after nine
years, my second child called me ‘Aunt’ instead of ‘Mother.”” This underscores the emotional
cost on migrant parents who sacrifice nurturing their children in pursuit of a better future.
Such separations often lead to children developing stronger bonds with caregivers left behind,

resulting in emotional detachment from their parents.

Newlyweds are not spared from these struggles. Dipak from Lumbini Province
expressed, “Leaving my wife just a month after our marriage was indescribably painful. She
was new to my home and surroundings, and it was a challenging situation for both of us.”
This reflects the emotional and physical toll faced by couples separated early in their married

life, often leaving them to navigate feelings of loneliness and longing. The impact of



Narratives: Jamuna’s Migration Experience: social cost of family separation

“What can | say, my life story or reality? For 12 years, | had no children after my
marriage. My husband remarried and had a son with his second wife. This made me very
sad, so | decided to learn the Korean language and go abroad. Luckily, | passed the
language examination. | frequently checked for visa approval and waited for six months
without any luck. Then, unexpectedly, | received my visa approval and found out | was
pregnant at the same time. | was caught between joy and a significant dilemma: on one
hand, | was about to become a mother, and on the other, it was now impossible to go
abroad. Although I felt sad about missing the opportunity to travel to a big country and
ride on a big plane, | was overjoyed to finally become a mother after 12 years of waiting.
I gave up on the hope of going abroad and focused on the joy of my upcoming baby..

In a twist of fate, my Korean work visa arrived just two days after my baby was born. |
asked the agency to cancel the visa, but they insisted | come to their office in Kathmandu
since | had already paid an advance. During this period, I had to travel frequently
between Kathmandu and Pokhara. | was forced to go to Korea when my baby was just 45
days old. The pain, sadness, and conflict of motherhood during this time were
indescribable, something only I could truly understand. The agency often cited me as an
example, telling others about a woman who went to work in Korea just one month after
giving birth, but they never paid attention to my pain.

There are many ups and downs in the family when living abroad. Families tend to think
that money grows on trees abroad. Since | went to Israel to work in agriculture, the
salary wasn't very high. Comparing my income with those working in other companies,
my family didn't appreciate me as much. When | returned home, | used the money | had
to buy a plot of land and build a house. | spent the money while | had it. After retiring,
when | told my family I had no money left, they didn't believe me. This has caused a
strained relationship with my family. Even today, although we live in the same house, it
feels like living with strangers.

In my opinion, no mother should go to a foreign land leaving behind a baby. I urge all
my fellow sisters not to go overseas under such circumstances. While money can be
earned and houses can be built, the bond with the family and the baby can never be fully
understood or replaced. The money earned will eventually be spent, and we will find
ourselves back in the same situation as before. Later, we might regret leaving our child
and family behind, realizing that the pursuit of money alone was not worth the emotional
cost.

I came home after two years, and in one month, my child just began to recognize me as a
mother. But | had to leave again. When | finally returned after ten years, my child, now
grown up, recognized me but did not feel the bond of motherhood. Even today, | wonder
why | left my baby at that tender age. Now, | think, was it really worth it?

"My job in Korea involved working in vegetable fields, picking radishes, cucumbers, and
other green vegetables. After coming home, | had to spend an additional 1- or 2-hours
making packing boxes, but | never received wages for that extra work. While working, we
were not allowed to chat with friends or sit; instead, we had to stay bent over and pick
vegetables. Working more than 12 hours a day in the vegetable field was mentally
exhausting. We didn't receive overtime pay, and | was always thinking about changing
companies."

"The challenges persist long after returning home. People constantly ask for money,
insisting that | might face problems in the future and that they might need their help. |
bear the discomfort of societal expectations. Relatives ask for loans, and there's a
significant gap between societal and family expectations. In my opinion, reintegration
has been very uncomfortable. The lack of family support and love is a major issue.
Despite earning money, | never feel truly happy."
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inherit my assets, what is the point of having them?”” Similar problems were reported by
Gurung from Gandaki and Sagar from Bagmati. Studies such as Pokhrel et al. (2020), | have
shown that heat exposure and stress in Gulf countries significantly contribute to infertility,

complicating family planning for long-term migrant workers.

The fear of estrangement from loved ones is a recurring theme. Zakir, a Bahrain returnee,
shared, ““I constantly worried that my children would forget me or not recognize me when |
returned. The fear of becoming a stranger in my own family haunted me.”” Similarly, Bijaya
Yadav from Madhesh echoed this sentiment: ““I was scared my children wouldn’t recognize
me when | came back. That thought stayed with me every moment | was away.”” These fears
reflect the emotional anxiety faced by migrants, who often return to families where roles and

bonds have shifted, turning homecomings into emotionally fraught experiences.

Jamuna’s narrative offers a raw and heartfelt glimpse into the social cost of migration,
especially for women who leave behind their children. The strain on family bonds, coupled
with the lack of societal understanding upon return, highlights the long-lasting impact of

migration that extends far beyond financial gains.

5.2 Emotional and psychological stress

Nepali culture is deeply intertwined with close family bonds, strong parental roles,
and a distinctive attachment to tradition. The emotional and psychological toll of separation
extends beyond immediate family, impacting connections with parents, relatives, cultural
practices, and even familiar foods. This profound sense of disconnection leads to emotional

distress, manifesting as loneliness, isolation, and an overwhelming sense of longing. These
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challenges are further intensified by arduous labor, limited personal freedoms, and

unexpectedly harsh working conditions.

Hariram from Bagmati shared a poignant glimpse into the reality of migrant workers,
saying, “The comfort of a spouse’s embrace remains a distant dream, while the joy of
witnessing their own children's childhood is substituted by watching other children play in
nearby parks. In times of sorrow, the simple words 'mother* or ‘father' become their only
source of solace.” Similarly, Sita, a UAE returnee after a decade, shared her heartbreaking
story: ““I worked as a housemaid and cared for a child in my employer's home. | treated this
child as my own, and over time, | grew more attached to them than to my own daughter. The
pain of separation from my child was the most agonizing experience, far exceeding any other

personal or societal problem or pain | faced. Despite not experiencing physical exploitation,



Emotional and Psychological Effects and Impact on Children of Migration: A
Couple’s Experiences (shared narratives of Shrestha couple from Lumbini)

Shrestha(Husband):

"l have missed the chance to stay with my family for a long time. The separation
caused isolation. Although I tried to manage with daily routine work, I did not
get the chance to physically care for my elderly parents. | lost my mother during
my migration. | was not able to be present at her death ceremony. This loss can
never be fulfilled in my life, and | still feel regret that will never go away."

"Despite my economic progress, | have not been able to fulfill my responsibilities
emotionally due to family and societal norms. | have neglected my social and
family duties, which | deeply regret. While society expects much from us, it often
does not consider giving anything in return, which can lead to better feelings."

"To maintain a healthy relationship between husband and wife, time,
communication, and mutual respect are essential. Because we maintained these,
my spouse and | have no bitter relations.”

"In a foreign land, my experience as an officer in the Nepal Police and working
in an international construction company as the head of the security department
makes me feel proud. I have never felt pressured at work. Naturally, holding a
supervisory position in a large organization comes with significant
responsibilities, work pressure, and risks."

"In the foreign land, the company provided benefits according to its internal
policies. I was fortunate to receive the United Kingdom facility, which offered
excellent pay and enabled me to achieve many things and learn more. | learned
time management, prioritizing human safety and security, first aid, and work
standards and values. My personal lifestyle, including my creative hobbies and
sports habits, as well as my respect for time, kept me focused and free from
confusion."

"Upon returning, | lost my position in society. Despite providing significant
support to the community back home and fulfilling our social responsibilities
beyond expectation, society does not believe in us or give us the importance we
deserve. As a result, our contributions to society are depreciated."

"The social connections that we should have with our own community are
lacking. The unwavering supporters of society, those who see themselves as the
backbone, fail to understand or make space for us in social or political spheres."

"In the foreign land where | worked, | did not feel any major discrimination. The
existing laws of the country ensure women's rights and safety. Leading a self-
disciplined life is the source of gaining respect for oneself."

"The social and communal organizations were active, and political sister
organizations were present. However, the lack of long-term political vision and
the political stakes involved resulted in outcomes that were not as fruitful as
expected.""The role of diplomatic missions in ensuring the well-being of migrant
workers has not been found effective."

"Returnee migrants like us still have much to offer. With our expertise, skills,
and experience, we can contribute significantly to our society. However, an
environment should be created by state policies to ensure self-respect for
returnees. We have the potential to provide more to the state if given the proper
support and recognition.”

49

| witnessed it
happens to other
women. My close
relationship with the
child I cared for and
the affection from
my host family
protected me from
such abuse.
However, the
emotional toll was

immense.”

Hariram’s story
shows the migrants
feelings and Sita’s
story highlights the
emotional toll of
migration on
mothers, showing
the sacrifice of
leaving young

children behind to



fulfill financial

obligations. Despite her
earnings, Sita's feelings
on emotional aspect are

unbearable.

Chronic emotional
stress among migrants
often leads to reduced life
satisfaction, strained
social functioning, and
significant challenges
reintegrating into their

communities.

Human affection and
sexuality, deeply
intertwined with biology
and emotion, add another
dimension to migrants'
emotional struggles.

Prolonged separation

50

Emotional and Psychological Effects on family and Impact on migrant’s
Children: A Couple’s Experiences (shared narratives of Shrestha couple
from Lumbini)

Shreshta-(Wife):

"When my husband went abroad for work, we had two children aged 6 and 2.
I had to care for both children while working at an NGO far from my
residence. Because of this, | now regret that we were unable to provide
sufficient care for both sons."

"l quit my job in 2011, seven years after my husband left for foreign
employment in 2004. During that time, my son became very rude, completely
puzzled, and perplexed. | was deeply hurt by this. Gradually, | tried to guide
him back on track, but there was a significant gap due to the absence of both
a father and a mother’s affection. My son used to say that if | had quit my job
earlier, he would have been noble and gentle."

"The early years, especially up to the age of nine, are crucial for a child's
development. During this time, both my husband and | were absent. We
missed the opportunity to pass on our values. The efforts of a mother alone
are not enough; 1 felt the absence of a father's guidance. My love and
affection were only one part; a father's teaching, strength, and ability to
make them resilient is entirely different. Children need the love and presence
of both parents, which | learned through experience. While we became
financially stable, our children did not turn out as we had hoped."

"Another significant aspect is the pressure | felt while my husband was
abroad. This pressure came not only from social expectations but also from
emotional aspects, children's needs, my husband's wishes, and family
expectations."

"When our children grew up, my husband sponsored me, and | joined him,
leaving both sons behind. Social media allowed us to chat daily, but I suspect
the children still felt lonely."

"In Dubai, | found the environment pitiable. Many migrants there lack skills
and sometimes lose their jobs. Additionally, many Nepalese migrants are
cheated by their own community. | always question why the government does
not train and send skilled workers abroad. This question continually troubles
me."

from partners often results in unmet emotional and physical needs. In culturally restrictive

environments, such as the Gulf, these natural urges remain largely confined to internal

desires, leading to added psychological strain. In culturally restrictive environments, such as

the Gulf, these natural urges remain largely confined to internal desires, leading to added
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psychological strain. Dr. Salik, in a key informant interview, emphasized the stark contrast
between migrant experiences in progressive regions with supportive systems and the

restrictive environment.

These emotional burden of being apart from loved ones, the haunting memories of
separation, and the struggle to rebuild familial bonds upon return. These narratives reveal the
profound psychological costs endured by migrant workers. Human affection and sexuality,
deeply intertwined with biology and emotion, add another dimension to migrants' emotional
struggles. Prolonged separation from partners often results in unmet emotional and physical
needs. Research by Devkota and colleagues highlights how prolonged separations between
spouses can result in relational conflicts, divorce, and family fragmentation, contributing to

psychological distress (Devkota, H. R., Bhandari, B., & Adhikary, P., 2021).

Prolonged separations strained family bonds, left children deprived of parental presence, and
created lasting regrets for missed milestones. Both husband and wife experienced significant
emotional burdens—be it the husband’s isolation and inability to fulfill family
responsibilities or the wife’s struggle to raise children alone while meeting societal
expectations. The challenges extended beyond family, encompassing difficulties in

reintegration and a lack of societal recognition for their sacrifices and contributions.

Research by Devkota and colleagues highlighted the similar aspects how prolonged
separations between spouses can result in relational conflicts, divorce, and family
fragmentation, contributing to psychological distress (Devkota, H. R., Bhandari, B., &

Adhikary, P., 2021).

5.3 Cumulative social costs of work- related strain



Narratives: Santosh’s Migration Experience: Health and Insurance Issues

“ 1 went abroad because of unemployment and the lack of better opportunities
in Nepal. I sought a little more income to support my family. My first foreign
employment was in Qatar. | went there in April 2007 and worked until June
2017, totaling ten years. Initially, | was employed by a security company that
wasn’t good. After two years, | was internally transferred to a 5-star hotel as a
security employee. When Qatar faced the blockade, | lost my job.

Returning to Nepal, | planned to stay with my family and spend time with them. |
tried starting a business and looking for a job, but my long stay abroad and the
gap in my resume made it difficult to find a new path. With no hope in the
country, I chose UAE as my second destination. | went there in May 2019 and
worked for about four years in Dubai in the same profession."

In Dubai, | worked under the Private Security Business Department (PSBD).My
health was also affected by the poor working and living conditions abroad. Duty
times frequently changed. Stress and poor-quality food led to health issues.
During our 12-hour shifts, we didn’t always get fresh food... stress and poor-
quality food led to health issues - the gift from the Gulf—doing kidney dialysis
twice a week.”

Initially, the company provided insurance and other facilities. However, when
they renewed my contract after two years, they hid the process, only renewing my
visa and not the insurance. | discovered this fraudulent practice when | needed
treatment, and my insurance was invalid. At a private hospital, the cost of
diagnosis and three days of bed charges amounted to 35,000 Dirhams, far beyond
my salary of 2,500-3,000 Dirhams. | had breathing problems and swollen legs.
Due to the high cost, the private hospital did not diagnose me. The government
hospital, despite my lack of insurance, supported me for about eighteen hours and
diagnosed me with heart problems, a heart attack, and severe kidney damage.
They advised me to move immediately to Nepal and see a nephrologist and
cardiologist. Upon returning to Nepal, the diagnosis was confirmed.

I have now started kidney dialysis, which | undergo twice a week. My health
condition is critical. The heart problem is managed by medication, but the kidney
issue is worsening. The doctor advised either a kidney transplant or continued
dialysis. I’m worried and scared about how long I can survive in this condition.
Kidney dialysis is free at government hospitals in Nepal, but access is limited.
Even in a reputable government hospital in Pokhara, | listed my name two
months ago and am still waiting for my turn. For now, | am paying for private
dialysis twice a week, but | don’t know how long I can bear the expenses.

I submitted my medical reports to the Foreign Employment Board (FEB) for
government assistance, attaching all documentation from both treatments, . The
process was bit lenthy, and the compensation was very low. They only released
Rs. 70,000. | was frustrated ......... under the guise of welfare."

The lack of effective health and insurance support was a major issue. When |
needed medical care the most, | felt abandoned by both my employer and the
home system. These health and insurance failures add to the struggles of
migrants who are already sacrificing so much.” (Santosh Aryal, wish to use his
real name, and we did)
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related pressures due to harsh conditions, long hours, and physically exhausting tasks, leaving
little energy to handle emotional struggles. They often feel disconnected from their cultural

values and familiar environments, adding to their stress and sense of loss.

Promises of decent jobs abroad frequently fail to materialize, with many migrants subjected
to exploitative labor practices, including unsafe working conditions, excessive hours, and low
wages. The lack of health and safety measures leads to injuries and untreated illnesses, while
limited insurance and access to healthcare leave them vulnerable. On top of this, job
insecurity and heavy debts from migration loans create constant anxiety and mental health
challenges. The migration of Nepali workers, particularly to Gulf countries and Malaysia,
exposes them to profound physical and mental health challenges, contributing to a significant
social cost. These risks emerge from physically demanding labor, unsafe conditions, and
prolonged family separation, all compounded by inadequate insurance and workplace support

systems.

From Gandaki Santosh, encapsulates the physical toll migration takes: “During our
12-hour shifts, we didn’t always get fresh food... stress and poor-quality food led to health
issues - the gift from the Gulf—doing kidney dialysis twice a week.”” Santosh’s narrative sheds
light on the neglect of workplace safety and health insurance, which exacerbates the physical
toll of migration. He described how his insurance was fraudulently canceled, forcing him to
bear immense medical expenses. Diagnosed with heart issues and kidney failure, Santosh
now endures weekly dialysis treatments and is consumed by uncertainty about how long he

can afford them.

Accidents and injuries are another harsh reality. Due to inadequate safety measures,
workplace incidents often leave workers with life-altering disabilities. Insurance fraud and

gaps in coverage compound their struggles. Many female respondents shared stories of their
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spouses suffering severe injuries abroad, destabilizing their families financially and

emotionally.

The mental health burden of migration is equally devastating. Prolonged family
separation is a major source of emotional distress. Radha from Koshi shared her despair: ““I

lost all the love of my relatives... when | was overseas.”

Cultural isolation, discrimination, and feelings of alienation weigh heavily on migrant
workers. Financial instability from delayed or insufficient payments exacerbates the strain,
causing friction in family relationships. Adjusting to cultural shocks—Dbe it unfamiliar food,
customs, or the constant sense of being an outsider—adds another layer of psychological

stress.

Mortality anxiety is a constant companion for migrant workers. Frequent reports of
deaths from accidents, illnesses, or vaguely defined causes such as "cardiac arrest” amplify
their fears. Furba, a returnee from Oman, expressed the psychological trauma of witnessing
daily repatriations of deceased workers: ““Hearing about three bodies being sent back to
Nepal daily filled me with fear. The danger of falling from great heights under the blazing

sun haunted me.”

Deaths attributed to “natural causes” often lack proper investigation, denying families
both closure and rightful compensation. Dr. Hariram Osti, a forensic expert, criticized the
inadequacy of such reports: “What makes it natural? Without specifying the disease that led

to death, the report is incomplete.”

Insurance challenges further complicate the plight of migrant workers. Most insurance
policies cover only incidents occurring during official working hours, leaving workers

uninsured during their off-duty periods. This leaves families uncompensated for injuries or
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deaths occurring outside work hours, deepening their vulnerability. Santosh’s experience
exemplifies this systemic failure, as he struggled to access financial aid despite his years of
contributions. The harsh physical and mental realities of migration, coupled with unreliable
insurance systems, highlight the urgent need for comprehensive support mechanisms to

protect the health and well-being of Nepali migrant workers.

5.4 Gender perspectives: Nepali women migrants

Nepali women migrants endure unique challenges and vulnerabilities in their pursuit
of better opportunities abroad. Their experiences reflect the harsh realities of emotional
separation, exploitation, societal stigma, and the burdens of reintegration. Through direct
narratives, these women reveal the profound social and psychological costs of migration,

which are deeply intertwined with gendered cultural norms and expectations.

One of the most striking aspects of migration for women is the emotional toll of
leaving family behind. Sita from Lumbini recounted, ““I migrated to the UAE at the age of 23,
leaving my two-year-old daughter who was still breastfeeding. The emotional pain of leaving
her is still fresh in my heart. I grew more attached to the child | cared for abroad than to my
own daughter. When | returned after nine years, my second child called me *Aunt’ instead of
‘Mother.”” Such separation deeply affects familial bonds, with children often growing closer

to other caregivers in the absence of their mothers.

For Samina, an Israel returnee, the longing for her children was equally agonizing. “I
left my two sons, aged 8 and 4, and | never stopped thinking about them. When | returned,

they were distant and angry, believing they would have been fine without me leaving. They
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didn’t even call me “Mom’.”” Her sacrifices to secure a better future for her family came at the

cost of strained relationships, a common struggle for women migrants.

In addition to emotional sacrifices, women often face exploitation and harassment in
the workplace. Sumnima further added her experience as a caregiver: “The elderly man |
cared for began making inappropriate advances. He told me | was beautiful and touched my
back. | was terrified and tried to escape, injuring my knee, which still causes me pain. Even
at my next job, | faced harassment from another man.” The lack of legal protections and
cultural barriers in host countries often leave women powerless against such abuses, forcing

them to endure demeaning and unsafe conditions.

Despite these hardships, many women persevere to provide for their families. Anju,
who spent two decades in South Korea, shared, “I cried often because | missed my sons. For
six months, I couldn’t talk to them because hearing their voices made me too emotional. |
worked hard in a meat company and eventually took on a leadership role in social work for
Nepalis in Korea. Even though | missed the prime years of my life with my family, I am

happy to have supported them.”

However, reintegration into society upon returning is often fraught with stigma and
judgment, particularly for women. Uma, a Japan returnee, noted, “When | returned, |
couldn’t live in my usual place. The societal stigma was too much. People whispered about
what I must have done abroad. | had to start a new life in a place where no one knows
me.”” This societal judgment reflects deeply ingrained patriarchal norms that scrutinize

women’s independence, often blaming them for perceived disruptions in family dynamics.

Sita also faced societal criticism, even for her appearance: “When | returned wearing glasses,

people said it was because of my time abroad, implying vanity or moral decline. The general
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perception was that women who migrated to the Gulf were involved in immoral
activities.” These biases overshadow the sacrifices women make for their families and the

skills they acquire while working abroad.

While the financial contributions of women migrants are undeniable, the social costs
they bear—emotional separation, exploitation, and societal stigma—are immense. Their
experiences underscore the urgent need for gender-sensitive migration policies, stronger

workplace protections, and community support for reintegration.

5.5 The social cost of migration — upon return

Nepali migrant workers returning home after years abroad face significant social costs
that challenge their reintegration into family, community, and societal structures. These
challenges stem from prolonged family separation, shifting societal norms, evolving family
roles, and health issues, compounded by changes in children’s perspectives and disrupted
routines. The cumulative impact of these factors often leaves returnees grappling with

feelings of alienation and displacement.

Family separation remains one of the most deeply felt social costs of migration. The
prolonged absence of a parent or spouse often disrupts family bonds and dynamics. Uma, a
Japan returnee, shared her struggle: "I left my newborn baby for work abroad, and when |
returned years later, my child didn’t recognize me as a mother. The pain of that separation
still haunts me." Similarly, Hari, a Koshi returnee, reflected on the difficulty of rebuilding
relationships with his children: "My wife had to raise our children alone. When | came back,

they saw me as a stranger, and it took a long time to rebuild those relationships."
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These narratives highlight the emotional disconnect that arises during migration and persists

upon return, as children often grow up without the presence of one or both parents.

The societal shifts that occur during a migrant’s absence further exacerbate the
challenges of reintegration. Migrants return to find that social norms, economic priorities, and
cultural practices have evolved, often creating a sense of alienation. Usha, a 36-year-old
Japan returnee, described her experience: "When | returned home, | didn't have the courage
to reside in my usual place. | couldn’t stay in the same location due to societal stigma, so
now | live far from where | used to be. No one knows me here, and | am happy.”

Such experiences highlight the alienation migrants feel when their communities and families

have changed significantly during their absence.

Changes in family roles often lead to tension and conflict upon a migrant’s return. Spouses
who assumed greater responsibilities in the absence of their partner may struggle to
relinquish those roles, while returnees may feel sidelined. Ramesh, a Gulf returnee, shared:
"When | came back, my wife had become the decision-maker in the household. It felt like I
was a guest in my own home. Re-establishing my role in the family was not easy." In some
cases, long-term separation can lead to mistrust and suspicions between spouses, further

straining marital bonds.

The health issues faced by returnees also add to the social costs of migration. Many
returnees, especially those employed in physically demanding jobs, return with chronic health
problems that hinder their ability to reintegrate. Lama, a Korea returnee, described his
struggles: "I worked long hours in extreme conditions, and my body has never been the same.
Now, | can’t even perform basic tasks without pain, which affects my ability to contribute to
my family and community.” Mental health challenges, including anxiety and depression, are

also common, often stemming from the isolation and stress experienced abroad.
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Children’s changing perspectives further complicate the reintegration process. Long
absences lead to emotional detachment, with children often feeling disconnected from the
returning parent. Bishnu, a returnee from Kuwait, shared: "When I returned, my own child
didn’t recognize me. Fathers miss the chance to bond and be recognized by their children."
Additionally, children who grow up without consistent parental guidance may develop
behavioral issues or harbor resentment, making it difficult for returnees to rebuild

relationships with them.

The breakdown of regular routines is another major challenge. Returnees often
struggle to readjust to daily life in Nepal, where the pace and structure of life differ
significantly from their experiences abroad. Hari, a Gulf returnee, reflected: "In my migration
country, everything was structured—work schedules, social interactions, even daily errands.
Coming back to Nepal, where everything feels chaotic, has been overwhelming."

This lack of structure extends to societal systems, with returnees often facing bureaucratic

hurdles and inefficiencies that hinder their reintegration.

Social stigma and community perceptions further isolate returnees, particularly those
who fail to meet societal expectations of financial success. Ramesh, a Saudi returnee,
lamented: "People in my village thought | would come back rich, but when they saw my
struggles, they judged me harshly.” Dr. Salik, a returnee who spent 18 years in South Korea
in his study and work, shared during a focus group discussion: “I believe | will never truly
experience rest or retirement. With a 15-month-old child while in my fifties, | will forever feel
a disconnect from my future. The world will continue to feel strange to me, no matter how

much time passes.”

For female returnees, the scrutiny is even more intense, reflecting deep-rooted gender

biases. This gendered discrimination creates additional barriers for women, who often face
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judgment not only for their financial status but also for perceived deviations from societal

norms.

5.6 Beyond social costs: The silent toll of migration

Behind the promise of economic opportunity lies a grim reality for many Nepali
migrants. Exploitative labor practices and unsafe workplaces expose them to accidents and
ilinesses that often go unaddressed. These silent tragedies are not confined to the individual—

they ripple through families, tearing apart their emotional and financial foundations.

For families left behind, the loss of a loved one is not just emotional devastation; it is the
collapse of their primary support system. Dreams of prosperity turn into battles for survival
as they face economic hardship. Insurance policies, narrowly designed to cover incidents
within an eight-hour workday, leave countless families uncompensated for tragedies
occurring outside these bounds. This systemic neglect deepens their suffering, leaving them

trapped in cycles of grief and instability.

These stories are not just statistics—they are lives marked by unfulfilled promises and silent
sacrifices. They demand urgent reforms to improve workplace safety, expand insurance
protections, and build stronger support systems to honor the dignity and well-being of

migrants and their families.
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CHAPTER - 6: Discussion

6.1 Findings, interpretation, and justification of result

The exploration of former Nepali migrant workers' experiences across five provinces-

Lumbini, Gandaki, Bagmati, Madhesh, and Koshi — disclosed a multifaceted narrative of

emotional, social, and economic challenges. The following findings highlight the profound

social costs of migration, extending far beyond economic remittances to touch the core of

family and community life.

6.1.1 Findings and interpretation

Family separation: Prolonged absence strains relationships, as parents miss critical
milestones in their children’s lives. For instance, Jamuna’s decision to leave her 45-
day-old baby for work abroad resulted in her child later calling her "Aunt" instead of
"Mother," reflecting a painful emotional disconnect.

Marital strain: Spouses face emotional and physical separation, often leading to
divorce or estrangement. Tilak from Gandaki experienced the breakdown of his
marriage after years of separation.

Delayed family formation and fertility issues: Migration-induced delays in starting
families have created significant reproductive health challenges for many returnees.
Prolonged exposure to harsh working conditions, extreme stress, and postponed
family planning often results in fertility problems and difficulties conceiving. Stories
like that of Rai, Itahari, who finally returned at the age of 48 and faced challenges in

starting a family, illustrate the profound health and emotional toll of migration. Many
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others have also shared similar struggles with conceiving, highlighting the widespread
impact of family formation among returnees. Similarly, Salik’s experience-raising a
15-month-old child in his 50s - also shows how delayed family life often deprives

returnees of the opportunity to enjoy a relaxed and fulfilling retirement.

Children’s well-being: Parental absence disrupts children’s development, leading to
behavioral issues. The Shrestha couple shared how their children struggled

emotionally and socially during their absence.

6.1.2 Cumulative social cost of work-related strain

Physical health: Migrant workers frequently face harsh working conditions with
minimal health protections. Santosh's case illustrates this vividly: he suffered kidney
failure due to poor working conditions and inadequate nutrition. Unfortunately, he
was unable to receive proper medical care as his insurance had expired, highlighting
the severe health risks and vulnerabilities migrant workers endure.

Mental health: The psychological toll includes anxiety, depression, and a pervasive
sense of insecurity. The fear of death, as expressed by Furba from Oman, and the
constant worry about family back home exacerbate mental health issues.

Workplace Exploitation: Many migrants face exploitation, including withheld wages,
excessive work hours, and unsafe environments. Female migrants are particularly
vulnerable to harassment and abuse, as seen in Sumnima's accounts of being harassed

by employers in Israel.
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6.1.3 Gender-specific challenges

Societal stigma: Female returnees often confront societal judgment and
discrimination. Uma from Japan could not return to her hometown due to stigma,
reflecting deep-rooted patriarchal biases.

Family dynamics: Women like Sita from Lumbini face the dual burden of emotional
pain from separation and criticism upon return, even for changes as simple as
wearing glasses. Exploitation Risks: Female migrants are more susceptible to
exploitation and abuse abroad, often lacking legal protections and support networks.
Exploitation risks: Female migrants are more susceptible to exploitation and abuse

abroad, often lacking legal protections and support networks.

6.1.4 Reintegration difficulties

Altered family roles: Upon return, migrants struggle to fit into changed family
dynamics. Ramesh's feeling of being a guest in his own home highlights the
difficulty in re-establishing one's role.

Economic instability: Despite expectations, many returnees do not achieve the
financial success anticipated by their communities, leading to disappointment and
social isolation.

Cultural disconnection: Migrants return to societies that have evolved during their
absence, causing feelings of alienation and difficulty in readjusting to local customs
and practices.

Feelings as “new migration’: Many describe this experience as akin to a "new
migration.” Challenges include financial instability, societal stigma, family

estrangement, and policy neglect. Those returning late in life face the compounded
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difficulties of declining physical health, estranged relationships, and lack of

employment opportunities.

6.2 Justification

Existing literature, such as Bhugra (2004), highlights the psychological distress migrants
face due to cultural disconnection and prolonged family separation. This study supports these
claims, as narratives of returnees reveal estranged relationships with spouses and children,
often marked by misunderstandings and weakened emotional bonds. Shakya and Gubhaju
(2016) emphasized the detachment of children from migrant parents, which this research
further deepens by showcasing personal accounts of children addressing their returning
parents as strangers. Additionally, narratives of delayed family formations and fertility
challenges illustrate the personal tolls migration takes, resonating with the findings of

Pokhrel et al. (2020).

Research by Devkota, Bhandari, and Adhikary (2021) aligns with this study’s
findings that family separations lead to a restructuring of roles, particularly with women
assuming dual responsibilities. Returnee women reported societal stigma and suspicion,
which echoes Simkhada et al. (2018) and Adhikari (2020), who documented the

vulnerabilities and double stigma faced by female migrant workers.

Additionally, the study identifies the impact of societal judgment on gendered
reintegration, as women reported struggles with trust issues and limited community
acceptance. This reflects findings by Limbu (2016) and Khadka (2020), who highlight the

unique barriers women face during their reintegration process.
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Harsh working conditions and workplace exploitation, as described by the returnees,
resonate with findings by Sonmez et al. (2011) and MoLESS (2022). These studies document

the prevalence of unsafe work environments, wage theft, and occupational hazards.

The narratives add depth to these findings by linking exploitation to long-term health
issues, including infertility caused by extreme heat exposure and overwork, aligning with
Jung and Schuppe (2007). Furthermore, inadequate insurance and workplace safety
standards, as emphasized in this research, corroborate findings by ILO (2023) on the need for

bilateral agreements to safeguard workers’ rights abroad.

The study sheds light on reintegration struggles, which align with findings by Thapa et al.
(2020) and Karki (2024). Returnees often describe their reintegration process as a "new
migration,"” facing societal alienation and difficulty reclaiming familial roles. This study
emphasizes the disconnect between expectations and reality upon returning home, where

financial instability and societal judgment exacerbate their struggles.

Additionally, the lack of recognition for skills acquired abroad, as highlighted in this
research, aligns with Khadka (2020), which underscores the state’s failure to utilize returnees

as development partners.

The findings also reflect the significant policy gaps highlighted by MoLESS (2022) and
ILO (2023), such as inadequate pre-departure training and reintegration programs. This
research underscores the urgency of addressing these gaps, particularly by designing gender-

sensitive policies and creating robust reintegration frameworks.

The study further expands on existing literature by identifying the hidden social costs of

migration, including delays in family formation, fertility issues, and the psychological strain



of societal stigma. These narratives not only validate previous research but also emphasize
the importance of holistic migration strategies that address both economic and social

dimensions.

6.3 Summary, conclusion and recommendation

6.3.1 Summary

The study titled "Social Cost of Labour Migration — The Untold Stories of Nepali
Migrant Workers" provides a comprehensive exploration of the emotional, psychological,
and social challenges faced by Nepali migrant workers during migration and upon their
return. While remittances from migrant workers significantly bolster Nepal's economy, the
hidden costs they bear, including prolonged family separations, mental health challenges,

societal stigma, and reintegration difficulties, are often overlooked in policy frameworks.
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Through firsthand narratives, the research underscores how migration disrupts familial bonds,

places immense emotional and physical burdens on workers, and perpetuates systemic

vulnerabilities, particularly among women.

The study also highlights the systemic failures in host countries, such as unsafe
working conditions, exploitative practices, and inadequate healthcare. Upon return, workers
face societal shifts, changing family dynamics, and limited institutional support,

compounding their struggles to reintegrate.

The findings advocate for targeted policy interventions, including better pre-departu

counseling, comprehensive health and insurance coverage, gender-specific protections, and

re

structured reintegration programs. The study emphasizes the need for bilateral agreements to
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safeguard workers' rights and support their families, addressing both the visible and invisible

costs of migration.

6.3.2 Conclusion

This research uncovers the hidden social cost and struggles of Nepali migrant
workers, highlighting the emotional, social and psychological cost of labor migration. While
remittances boost Nepal’s economy, issues like family separation, health problems, stigma
and reintegration challenges often go unnoticed. Migrants, especially women, faces greater

risks both abroad and after returning.

Despite the Nepal government's initiatives and the financial and technical assistance
provided by organizations like IOM, ILO, and SDC, significant implementation gaps persist
in Nepal's core destination countries. These gaps, such as inadequate insurance coverage,
poor enforcement of health and safety standards, and wage disparities, are evident in the
Memoranda of Understanding (MOUSs) signed with these nations. Female migration requires
greater focus and care from both sending and receiving countries, with specialized attention

to reintegration support for women returnees.

The research also identifies that returning home after prolonged migration often feels
like a new migration. Returnees face cultural disorientation, familial role shifts, societal
stigma, financial instability, and policy neglect, underscoring the systemic challenges of
reintegration. To address these issues comprehensively, it is crucial for policymakers to
implement targeted reforms that support migrants throughout their entire migration journey -
from pre-departure to reintegration - ensuring their contributions to society are fully

recognized and valued.
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6.3.3 Policy recommendations

I. Pre-Departure Counseling and Emotional Preparedness

Mandatory pre-departure programs should focus on family counseling and emotional
resilience training, equipping migrants and their families with practical tools to manage
separation. These programs must include personalized mental health evaluations,
emphasizing the effects of long-term separation and strategies for maintaining familial bonds.
Health services like fertility and stress impact assessments should also be incorporated to
ensure emotional and physical readiness before departure. Pre-departure training should be

linked with the reintegration process.

ii. Comprehensive Health and Insurance Coverage

Insurance policies should provide 24/7 coverage for both occupational and non-
occupational injuries or illnesses, ensuring continuous health security. Collaborating with
host countries to enforce employer-sponsored insurance compliance will safeguard
workers from policy gaps or fraud. Dedicated clinics for returnee migrants must offer

specialized care for workplace-related conditions like kidney issues and infertility.

ii. Family Reunification Policies

Efforts must be intensified to negotiate agreements with host countries to relax family
reunification barriers, such as Gulf salary thresholds and restrictive spouse exclusion
policies in Israel. Flexible visa categories that allow workers to bring dependents under

specified conditions should be introduced.
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v, Mortality and compensation

To ensure transparency and fairness, it is imperative to mandate detailed investigations and
biopsies for deceased migrants. This will guarantee rightful compensation and provide

closure to affected families.

V. Reintegration and Economic Empowerment

Reintegration programs must be strengthened to enable returnee migrants to leverage their
acquired skills. Establishing a system to certify skills gained abroad will help returnees
secure suitable employment or entrepreneurial opportunities, aligning with Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 8.6 to reduce unemployment. Public awareness campaigns are
also critical to dismantling societal stigma against returnees, while acknowledging their
contributions to economic and social development. Furthermore, women-specific
reintegration programs should be implemented to address the unique societal challenges

and double stigmas they face.

Vi, Supportive Bilateral Agreements

Collaborations with host countries should focus on creating dedicated migrant welfare
funds that prioritize the well-being of workers both during their employment and upon their
return. Protections for female migrants must be enhanced through robust reporting
mechanisms to address harassment and abuse effectively. Advocacy for reforms in restrictive
policies, such as salary benchmarks and family reunification visa reforms, is essential to

alleviate the social costs of prolonged separation.
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Vil. Research and Policy Innovation

Continuous investment in research on the well-being of migrant workers, focusing on the
social cost of migration during their time abroad and upon return, is vital. This includes
studying the social, emotional, and economic impacts on workers and their families. This
study urges migration researchers and scholars to prioritize the social costs of migration to
develop evidence-based policies that address the well-being and unique challenges of Nepali

workers.
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