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Abstract 

 
This paper explores the scourge of human trafficking in South Africa and Zimbabwe- two 
neighboring Southern African nations. Data for this study were obtained from research articles, 
documents and online articles on trafficking in persons. The paper highlights the trends, 
push/pull factors, the control, as well as the obstacles to effective control of human trafficking 
within the two countries. The paper reveals that South Africa is characterized by pull factors, 
largely due to its position as the economic powerhouse of Southern Africa. Conversely, human 
trafficking in Zimbabwe is mainly spurred by push factors emanating from acute socio-economic 
problems. Despite significant efforts in the control of trafficking in persons through legislation 
and enforcement, loopholes in the trafficking in persons legislation within the two nations, as 
well as persistent economic challenges in Zimbabwe, are impeding the effective control of human 
trafficking. 

 
Keywords: human trafficking, trafficking in persons, human trafficking control, South Africa, 
Zimbabwe. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

With its end seemingly not in sight, human trafficking continues to be a perennial 
problem affecting the human security in both the developing and the developed world. Human 
trafficking is a transnational organized crime, whose consequences on individuals, socio-political 
and economic fronts are compelling. Victims of human trafficking suffer from physical abuse, 
psychological and emotional trauma, whilst societies, economies and the political climate within 
nations are seriously impacted by the scourge. The characteristic gruesome nature of human 
trafficking and its serious ramifications, not only on global security, “but also on human lives, have 
consistently elicited outcries from various global stakeholders” (Bello & Olutola, 2018: 270). 
Although human trafficking is global phenomenon that knows no borders, its far-reaching 
implications are however felt within individual countries. Whilst trafficking in persons is a 
common phenomenon almost in all continents around the globe, it is endemic in Africa (Bello & 
Olutola, 2020; Bird & Reitano, 2019). Just like in other continents and other African regions, 
human trafficking is also a serious human security concern within the Southern African region 
(Southern African Development Community (SADC) Secretariat, 2016). Within the SADC region, 
the impacts of human trafficking are far-reaching, with the scourge affecting individuals, 
communities and the wider region, thereby reducing the socio-economic status of the region’s 
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citizens to mere commodities, as well as negatively impacting on the region’s peace and security 
agenda (SADC Secretariat, 2016).  

Against this background, this paper focuses on human trafficking within two Southern 
African nations – South Africa and Zimbabwe, the later being a developed nation and the former 
being a developing nation that has been characterized by acute socio-economic challenges. The 
choice of the two countries was largely influenced by the close proximity of the two countries, given 
that they share perhaps the busiest border post on the African continent- Beitbridge border post. 
Moreover, as shall be seen in this paper, the economic problems bedeviling Zimbabwe have 
ramifications on human trafficking within the two nations. The paper specifically focuses on three 
aspects, namely: the trends in human trafficking; the precipitating factors; and the control of 
human trafficking. Given the longstanding concern over absence of comprehensive data on human 
trafficking (Bello & Olutola, 2018; Dempsey, 2017; Roper et al., 2020; Van der Watt, 2018) this 
article was based on a documentary survey of research articles, policy documents, online news 
platforms and statutory instruments on human trafficking. In order to reveal the current trends, 
articles and documents that were published between 2016 and 2020 were reviewed. The paper 
gives current context-specific information pertaining to the human trafficking problem in two 
Southern African nations. Whilst several studies on trafficking in persons have been conducted in 
South Africa, very limited research has been conducted in Zimbabwe. Other than adding to the 
existing body of knowledge on this perennial problem, the paper gives the current trends on the 
problem of human trafficking, which will help law makers and other policy makers in crafting 
comprehensive human trafficking control policies from an informed position. 

 

2. Conceptualizing human trafficking 

Perhaps one area which has made it difficult to deal with the human trafficking scourge 
is the absence of clarity in the definition. The term “human trafficking” or “trafficking in persons” 
has been a relatively challenging concept to define (Roper et al., 2020) and the argument as to 
what constitutes human trafficking has often been a central issue of debate (Bello & Olutola, 2018). 
Notwithstanding the definitional problems, the starting point for defining human trafficking was 
the United Nations (UN)’s 2003 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Person 
(known as the Palermo Protocol), in which Article 3 defines human trafficking as follows: 

“The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, 
of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving 
or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.” 

Despite its seemingly comprehensive nature, the UN definition has proven to be 
imprecise, leading to much confusion amongst lay persons, policy-makers and academics (Roper 
et al., 2020). One critical loophole in the above definition is the absence of clarity on what the term 
“exploitation” means. Included in the definition was a non-exhaustive list of practices, which 
include slavery, forced labor, and organ removal (Bird & Reitano, 2019). Consequently, an ever-
expanding list of practices is now deemed as exploitation, leading to a dilemma on how to precisely 
deal with the scourge. Some of the practices that are deemed to constitute exploitation include: 
“unethical adoptions, prostitution, pornography, webcam sexual exploitation of children, forced 
begging, and kidnapping for the purpose of terrorism” (Bird & Reitano, 2019: 3). However, it can 
be argued that the Palermo Protocol set the foundation upon which various nations were supposed 
to build up, hence individual nations were supposed to come up with precise definitions.   

There is however consensus among academics that human trafficking comes in many 
forms. Labour trafficking is perhaps the most dominant form of human trafficking is labour 
trafficking, and it entails “the use of violence, threats, lies, debt bondage, or other forms of coercion 
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to force people to work against their will” (Movsisyan, 2019: 545). The victims, most of whom will 
not be having proper documentation, will be subjected to inhuman working conditions 
characterized by long working hours and very low earnings (Movsisyan, 2019). A global survey 
that was conducted by the International Labor Organization on human trafficking established that 
over 40 million people across the globe were in modern slavery (Walk Free Foundation, 2017). Sex 
trafficking is also another dominant form of human trafficking. There are several offences which 
are linked to human trafficking for sexual exploitation and these include: forced marriage, child 
sex tourism, child pornography, as well as other bad cultural practices (Van der Watt, 2018). There 
is also a growing phenomenon of human trafficking for the purpose of organ removal. Given the 
absence of a legal market for organs, the illegal trade in human organs is estimated to be 
generating “about 1.5 billion dollars from around 12,000 illegal transplants per year” (Gonzalez, 
Garijo & Sanchez, 2020: 2). Another similar classification of the forms of exploitation is proffered 
by May (2017: 3) as follows: “sexual exploitation, forced labor, and slavery or slavery-like 
practices”. Trafficking in persons cases are on numerous occasions also subsumed under a range 
of other criminal activities that include rape, kidnapping, abduction, domestic violence, civil and 
labor disputes (Dempsey, 2017; Roper et al., 2020). 

An important aspect regarding the contemporary forms of human trafficking is the 
central role that technology is playing. Research has shown that perpetrators are using technology 
during the three phases of the human trafficking crime – recruitment, control and exploitation 
(EUROPOL, 2018). In order to hide their identities and to maintain anonymity, perpetrators are 
using fake social media accounts to recruit their victims [Inter-agency Coordination Group 
Against Trafficking in Persons (ICAT), 2019]. The 2018 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) human trafficking report reveals that traffickers identify potential victims on various 
social media platforms, establish relationships of trust with the victims before entrapping the 
victims in exploitative situations (UNODC, 2018). Moreover, crypto currency makes it possible for 
traffickers to anonymously transact and move criminal proceeds (ICAT, 2019). With the expansion 
of the Internet and advances in digital technology, a new crop of players involved in trafficking in 
persons is also emerging. Movsisyan (2019) notes that Internet Service Providers (ISPs) are also 
profiteering from trafficking in persons through facilitating the crime. For example, the Internet 
Watch Foundation (IWF) received “57,335 reports of websites containing child sexual imagery in 
2016, with 5,452 of these websites being used for commercial sexual abuse” (IWF, 2016: 3). 
Contrary to the common trend of sex trafficking occurring on the streets, at casinos, truck shops 
and other physical locations, the exploitation is now being predominantly done online (Movsisyan, 
2019).  

 

3. Human trafficking trends in South Africa 

Official statistics on human trafficking in South Africa are hard to come by, largely due 
to the absence of “a centralized database and aggregated data on the scope, nature and extent of 
human trafficking” (Van der Watt, 2018: 8). This absence of reliable statistics on human 
trafficking prevalence in South Africa has been of urgent and persistent concern to the South 
African government, non-governmental organizations, academics and policy makers (Roper et al., 
2020). However, research has been conducted and policy documents have been authored on 
human trafficking in South Africa and this paper builds on these researches and policy documents. 
Overall, South Africa is predominantly a destination country for trafficking in persons, with most 
of the victims being trafficked from the Southern African region, as well as other African nations 
(Bello & Olutola, 2020; Southern African Development Community (SADC) Secretariat, 2016). 
Other victims are also trafficked from countries such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Eastern 
Europe, Pakistan and Thailand for exploitation in South Africa (SADC Secretariat, 2016). Due to 
South Africa’s air transport links to international destinations, this also makes the country a 
transit point for intercontinental human trafficking between Africa and other continents (SADC 
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Secretariat, 2016). Whilst South Africa mainly serves as a destination country for human 
trafficking, there are also incidents where South African nationals are trafficked to other countries 
where they are forced to engage in various forms of criminal activities (Van der Watt, 2018). 
Nations like Brazil, China, Switzerland, USA and the Middle East are the destination countries for 
victims who are trafficked from South Africa (SADC Secretariat, 2016). As will be seen in the 
proceeding paragraphs, there is also internal trafficking in persons, which entails trafficking of 
victims from rural areas to urban centers for exploitation.  

Research has shown that labor trafficking is perhaps the most dominant form of 
trafficking in persons for South Africa. As the economic powerhouse for both the Southern African 
region and the African continent at large, the nation has also served “as a major hub for trade in 
human commodity” (Bello & Olutola, 2020: 3). South Africa is a destination for both poor and 
low-skilled people, as well as highly skilled workers from neighboring countries such as Zimbabwe 
(Roper et al., 2020; Van der Watt, 2018). Large numbers of undocumented migrants easily cross 
into South Africa through the country’s expansive maritime and land borders (Van der Watt, 
2018). Most unskilled migrants are forced to work in mines, farms and for domestic servitude with 
very low remuneration (Frankel, 2016; Roper et al., 2020; SADC Secretariat, 2016; US 
Department of State, 2020). Given the illegal migrants’ status, the victims may not be able to seek 
for help from law enforcement officials and other organizations which can assist them, as this will 
further expose them to deportation if their illegal migrant status is found out. The influx of 
undocumented migrants into South Africa has been witnessed during the COVID-19 lockdown era, 
when illegal migrants, predominantly Zimbabweans, risked their lives by crossing into South 
Africa through the crocodile-infested Limpopo river.  

Labor trafficking in South Africa is two pronged- inter-state and intra-state. In one of 
the researches, Van der Watt (2018:7) notes a scenario in which men and boys are lured into South 
Africa’s Free State province “from rural villages in Mozambique for illicit mining operations”. Bello 
& Olutola (2020) also note the trafficking of Mozambican nationals from Maputo to Durban and 
Johannesburg, where women are forced to provide sexual services to minors, whilst men are 
exploited for labor related tasks at mines.  Perpetrators also recruit street children from Lesotho, 
mainly victims of abuse at home and children orphaned by AIDS, and they are taken to the Maseru 
– Lesotho’s capital, from where they are then trafficked to work as farm laborers in the Eastern 
Cape by mostly white Afrikaans (Bello & Olutola, 2018). Notwithstanding the predominance of 
inter-state human trafficking, intra-state human trafficking is also common. Victims are trafficked 
from rural areas to cities such as Pretoria, Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban and Bloemfontein, 
with women exploited as domestic servants, whilst men serve as street vendors, street beggars, 
farm laborers and for other criminal activities (Bello & Olutola, 2020; US Department of State, 
2020).  

Trafficking for sexual exploitation is also a growing trend in South Africa. Perpetrators 
recruit their victims from other poor SADC countries and poor rural areas within South Africa to 
main urban areas, where the victims are forced into sex trafficking (Bello & Olutola, 2020; Sambo 
& Spies, 2020; US Department of State, 2020). The United States’ 2020 Trafficking in Persons 
Report notes that organized crime syndicates that are dominated by Nigerian nationals 
predominantly facilitate commercial sex industry trafficking (US Department of State, 2020). The 
sex trafficking business thrives due to “harsh living conditions mostly characterized by high 
unemployment levels”, acute poverty and “lack of prospects” in their areas or countries of origin 
(Sambo & Spies, 2020: 78). Closely related to sex trafficking is forced marriage- a cultural practice 
known as “ukuthwala” in South Africa’s the Eastern Cape Province. “Ukuthwala” involves 
“kidnapping, rape and forced marriage of minor girls, some as young as twelve years, by men who 
are at times old enough to be their grandfathers” (SADC Secretariat, 2016: 43). However, as noted 
by Bello and Olutola (2018), such cultural and traditional practices impede the anti-human 
trafficking efforts in South Africa. Similarly, traffickers reportedly force male victims to marry 
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South African women in order to regularize their citizenship status in South Africa (SADC 
Secretariat, 2016), with the main objective of continued exploitation of the trafficking victims.   

Whilst there is no much documented research pertaining to the phenomenon, organ 
trafficking is also a challenge in South Africa. Unlike in other countries where organ trafficking is 
only done in the context of organ transplant (Gonzalez et al., 2020), organ trafficking in South 
Africa is mainly used for two purposes: making traditional medicine or “muthi”, and medical 
transplant of organs (Roper et al., 2020). On the former, traditional healers request their clients 
to bring human body parts, which will be mixed with other traditional medicines, and this is 
mainly done to make wealth or lucky charms.  

 

3.1 Push/pull factors 

Whilst some of the push/pull factors have been highlighted in the preceding 
discussion, this section further elaborates on the push/pull factors for human trafficking. It is 
necessary to point out that the human trafficking factors in South Africa are predominantly pull 
factors emanating from circumstances which force victims to migrate from other countries to 
South Africa or from rural areas to urban centers, rendering them vulnerable to exploitation. The 
problem has been compounded by harsh economic conditions, “characterized by poverty, 
unemployment and a lack of prospects in the countries of or areas of origin” (SADC Secretariat, 
2016: 43; Sambo & Spies, 2020). Because of this economic desperation, victims will be willing to 
accept dehumanizing offers in South Africa. Given South Africa’s status as the economic hub for 
the Southern African region, victims from other African countries are lured by the perceived job 
and other economic opportunities in the nation, resulting in them falling prey to human 
traffickers. Thus, South Africa “provides an enabling environment and market for the services of 
persons trafficked from other countries” (Bello & Olutola, 2020: 7), who are then exploited in the 
construction, mining, agriculture and fisheries industries. Also emanating from these push/pull 
factors is the ability of traffickers and other criminal networks to freely move between South Africa 
and its neighboring countries (Roper et al., 2020). Porous borders between South Africa and its 
neighbors such as Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Lesotho, coupled with high corruption levels at 
border posts, provide entry points for human trafficking victims to enter or leave South Africa 
(SADC Secretariat, 2016). The demand for organs and body parts, which are not ordinarily 
available on the official market, is another pull factor (Bello & Olutola, 2020). HIV and/ AIDS has 
also been identified as a push factor which increases the vulnerability, especially in child-headed 
households (SADC Secretariat, 2016). Lastly poverty in some of the rural areas in South Africa 
pushes the victims to urban areas, where they are exploited into sex trafficking and forced labor 
(US Department of State, 2020).  

 

4. Human trafficking trends in Zimbabwe 

Like South Africa, and perhaps in a worse scenario, Zimbabwe does not have a 
centralized database for official statistics on human trafficking. Whilst substantial research has 
been conducted in South Africa, very limited studies on human trafficking have been conducted 
in Zimbabwe. To this end, this section mainly focuses on this limited research, other policy 
documents and online media articles on human trafficking in Zimbabwe. Despite the absence of 
official human trafficking data in Zimbabwe, published literature and documentary evidence has 
shown that Zimbabwe is largely a source of human trafficking victims (SADC Secretariat, 2016; 
Zengenene, 2020). Prior research and media reports indicate that Zimbabweans are mainly 
trafficked to neighboring countries such as South Africa and Botswana; as well as to the Middle 
East, particularly Kuwait; and Asian countries, particularly China and India (Parliament of 
Zimbabwe, 2018; SADC Secretariat, 2016).  Despite its status as the source “hot spot” (Zengenene, 
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2020), Zimbabwe is also a transit country for trafficking victims from African countries such as 
Ethiopia and Somalia to South Africa (SADC Secretariat, 2016; US Department of State, 2020). 
Zimbabwe also acts as the corridor of human traffickers from countries such as “India, Pakistan, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Mozambique and Zambia to South Africa” (Parliament of 
Zimbabwe, 2018: 5).  Though at a lower scale, victims are also trafficked from countries such as 
China, Ethiopia, Pakistan, Rwanda and Somalia to Zimbabwe, and in most cases the victims are 
trafficked by their fellow nationals (SADC Secretariat, 2016). As is the case with South Africa, there 
is also a growing trend of internal trafficking, whereby young unemployed women are trafficked 
from poor rural communities to urban centers, where they would be exploited (Parliament of 
Zimbabwe, 2018). 

Research and documentary evidence reveal that Zimbabwean women and girls are 
“mainly trafficked for domestic servitude and sexual exploitation” (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 
2018: 5; SADC Secretariat, 2016; US Department of State, 2020; Zengenene, 2020). In the first 
official report of human trafficking in Zimbabwe, a female Zimbabwean cross-border trader was 
arrested after recruiting two victims to Angola, where they were exploited for sex work (SADC 
Secretariat, 2016). The United States’ 2020 Trafficking in Persons Report notes that perpetrators 
“exploit women and girls from Zimbabwean towns bordering South Africa, Mozambique and 
Zambia into sex trafficking in brothels”, with some of the victims forced to provide sex services “to 
long-distance truck drivers on both sides of the border” (US Department of State, 2020: 538).  In 
one incident that points to the vulnerability of Zimbabwean women and girls who are trafficked to 
foreign land, South African police reportedly identified “30 Zimbabwean women in brothels in 
Mpumalanga province as potential victims of sex trafficking” (US Department of State, 2020: 
438). The emergence of sex tourism has also led to continued exploitation of women and girls, as 
young unemployed girls are reportedly recruited from rural areas to resort towns such as Victoria 
Falls, where they are forced to engage in prostitution (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2018). Similarly, 
Somali and DRC refugees who are camped at Zimbabwe’s Tongogara Refugee Camp “reportedly 
travel to Harare, where traffickers exploit them, and in some cases, coerce them into prostitution” 
(US Department of State, 2020: 537).  

Labor trafficking is also another dominant form of trafficking for Zimbabweans who 
are exploited outside Zimbabwe (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2018; SADC Secretariat, 2016; US 
Department of State, 2020; Zengenene, 2020), though in most of the cases, the phenomenon is 
linked with sexual exploitation. In the second officially recognized case of human trafficking in 
Zimbabwe, a female Zimbabwean recruitment agent was charged with human trafficking after 
attempting to recruit 22 women to work as domestic workers in Saudi Arabia (SADC Secretariat, 
2016). Perhaps the most prominent case relating to both labor enslavement and sexual 
exploitation relates to a case involving the smuggling of would-be house maids to Kuwait. In 2016, 
state and independent media in Zimbabwe was awash with news pertaining to repatriation of 
human trafficking victims from Kuwait, where they were exploited through domestic servitude 
and sexual exploitation (Machakaire, 2016; Razembe, 2016). In a related incident, an accused 
person who was working in cahoots with a Kuwait Embassy official allegedly recruited 32 
desperate female job seekers, who were later turned into slaves and prostitutes when they arrived 
in Kuwait (Machivenyika, 2017: 1). By the year 2017, over 200 victims had been trafficked from 
Zimbabwe to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, “where they were forced to engage in prostitution and 
labor enslavement” (Machivenyika, 2017: 1). In 2020, the government of Zimbabwe exposed a 
human trafficking ring of individuals domiciled in Canada and were working with locals, “who 
were luring Zimbabweans to apply for non-existent jobs in North America and other parts of the 
world”, and the victims were lured through various social media platforms (Madzimure, 2020: 1). 
Whilst women and girls are the most vulnerable in Zimbabwe, man and boys are also vulnerable, 
with some of the victims forced to engage in activities such as stealing, begging, or used as 
domestic slaves (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2018). Both male and female victims are also forced 
into “exploitative labor situations in agriculture, construction and hospitality” industries in 
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neighboring countries (US Department of State, 2020: 538), predominantly South Africa and 
Botswana.  There have also been reports that traffickers lure prospective students from Zimbabwe 
to Cyprus and other countries “with false promises for education” through scholarships, “where 
they are exploited in forced labor and sex trafficking” (SADC Secretariat, 2016: 53; US Department 
of State, 2020).  

As is the case with South Africa, there are cultural practices in Zimbabwe which abet 
human trafficking. For example, the cultural practice of “kuripa ngozi” (A native Shona term 
meaning to appease avenging spirits), which entails “giving a family member to another family to 
avenge the spirits of a murdered relative, creates a vulnerability to trafficking” (US Department of 
State, 2020: 538). In this case, young girls are pledged by the family of the person who would have 
committed the murder and they are married off to a member of the family of the murdered person. 
Such a cultural practice can be equated to “ukuthwala” in South Africa, as in both cases, young 
girls are forced into marriage, albeit in different circumstances. 

 

4.1 Push/pull factors for human trafficking 

The predominant push factors for human trafficking in Zimbabwe are poverty and 
unemployment (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2018; SADC Secretariat, 2016). A study by Zengenene 
(2020) on trafficking of women and girls also revealed that socio-economic and political ills such 
as high unemployment levels, shortage of essential goods, high corruption levels and gender 
inequality have escalated the susceptibility of women to traffickers in Zimbabwe. The political and 
economic challenges experienced by Zimbabwe at the turn of the millennium have been largely 
credited as push factors, as Zimbabwean migrate to other countries in search of greener pastures, 
where they are vulnerable to exploitation by the traffickers (SADC Secretariat, 2016). Situations 
of vulnerability eventually arise when the Zimbabweans are enroute or are in host countries, where 
they are exposed to abuse and exploitation by opportunists. Secondary schools, as well as tertiary 
institutions, are also churning out thousands of graduands on a yearly basis, but in the absence of 
employment opportunities in Zimbabwe, they become susceptible to traffickers in foreign lands 
(Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2018). Consequently, they easily fall prey to false promises for 
employment and education by the traffickers. HIV and AIDS is also a push factor for trafficking of 
Zimbabweans in and outside Zimbabwe, as it has left multitudes of children orphaned and 
vulnerable.  

 

5. Control of human trafficking 

The starting point for the control of trafficking in persons within the two nations is the 
ratification of the Palermo Protocol by the two nations, which paved the way for the enactment of 
relevant legislation by the two countries. In 2009, SADC member states emphasized their 
commitment towards combating human trafficking by adopting the SADC Strategic Plan of Action 
on Combating Trafficking in Persons (2000-2019) in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo. 
Being SADC member states, South Africa and Zimbabwe were bound by this strategic plan, which 
aimed for coordinated efforts towards fighting human trafficking. Notwithstanding the lapse of 
the strategic plan in 2019, human trafficking seems to be on an upward trend, especially due to 
the push factors that have been highlighted. The proceeding sections look at the regulatory 
framework and the manner in which the two nations are dealing with the scourge. Loopholes 
within the regulatory frameworks, as well as the obstacles to the fight against human trafficking, 
are also highlighted. 
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5.1 Human trafficking control in South Africa 

In South Africa, the main statute governing the control of human trafficking is the 
“Prevention and Combating of Trafficking in Persons Act (7 of 2013)” (PACOTIP Act) and the Act 
criminalizes “all forms of trafficking, including labor trafficking” (Roper et al., 2020: 3). The 
PACOTIP Act “criminalizes sex trafficking and labor trafficking, prescribing penalties of up to life 
imprisonment, a fine up to R100 million or both” (US Department of State, 2020: 453). To provide 
policy direction, South Africa’s National Policy Framework (NPF) on the management of 
Trafficking in Persons Offences was launched in 2019. The policy framework offers a multifaceted 
and coordinated “response on trafficking in persons, prosecution, protection and prevention” in 
South Africa, and aims to rationalize resource use and effective response to trafficking in persons 
(Roper et al., 2020: 3). Despite its seemingly sound legislative framework, the legal definition of 
human trafficking, particularly the definition of the term “exploitation” has proven to be imprecise 
(Roper et al., 2020). To this end, key players in the fight against the scourge lack a robust 
understanding of the concept (Bello & Olutola, 2018). There is absence of clarity on what human 
trafficking is and human trafficking cases are usually subsumed under a range of other crimes that 
include rape, kidnapping, abduction and labor disputes (Dempsey, 2017; Van der Watt, 2020; 
Roper et al., 2020). The 2019 United States human trafficking report notes that a poor 
understanding of human trafficking continues to hinder South Africa’s counter-human trafficking 
efforts (US Department of State, 2019). Therefore, there is need for clarity on the legal definition 
of human trafficking, which can be achieved by making necessary amendments to the PACOTIP 
Act.  

On the operational front, South Africa seems to be on the right track in the fight against 
human trafficking, a fact which is also acknowledged in the United States 2020 human trafficking 
report. South Africa has “a vibrant civic society and non-governmental community that is engaged 
in counter-human trafficking work” (Roper et al., 2020: 3). During the year 2020, there were 
increased efforts by the South African authorities in the investigations, prosecutions and 
convictions of human trafficking perpetrators, with an increase in the training of human 
trafficking frontline responders (US Department of State, 2020). There were 2,132 human 
trafficking cases that were registered on the South African Police Service’s Crime Administration 
System between 9 August 2015 and 12 December 2017, though only 47 of the cases were successful 
human trafficking prosecutions (Roper et al., 2020). The Directorate of Priority Crime 
Investigation – an elite crime fighting department popularly known as “The Hawks” – reportedly 
investigated 24 potential trafficking cases in 2020 (US Department of State, 2020).  

Despite making significant efforts in dealing with human trafficking, the United States 
Trafficking in Persons Report notes that “South Africa does not fully meet the minimum standards 
for the elimination of human trafficking” (US Department of State, 2020: 453). This may be 
attributed to a number of factors, chief among them being the already discussed loopholes in the 
legal framework. The absence of reliable statistics on human trafficking prevalence is also a 
challenge (Bello & Olutola, 2018; Roper et al., 2020; Van der Watt, 2018), as for any intervention 
measures to be successful, they should be premised on full and accurate statistics. The lack of 
clarity on the definition has also resulted in countless cases not being identified or documented, 
with some of the cases “being subsumed under cases such as kidnapping, domestic violence, 
abduction and labor disputes” (Van der Watt, 2018: 8). Moreover, cultural practices such as 
“ukuthwala” impede the efforts to deal with human trafficking, as what amounts to trafficking may 
be considered by some communities as normal traditional practices. 

 

5.2 Human trafficking control in Zimbabwe 

The Trafficking in Persons Act [Chapter 9: 25] of 2014 (TIP Act) is the main act that 
deals with human trafficking in Zimbabwe. Before the TIP Act was promulgated, temporary 
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measures – the Presidential Powers (Temporary Measures) (Trafficking in Persons Act) of 2014, 
had been promulgated for the purpose of prosecuting human trafficking cases and they were 
operational for six months (SADC Secretariat, 2016). Among the key provisions of the TIP Act are: 
establishment of the crime of trafficking in persons; powers of law enforcement officials; 
protection and compensation of victims; establishment of anti-trafficking inter-ministerial 
committee; and forfeiture of trafficking proceeds and property.  In 2019, the government of 
Zimbabwe adopted a national action plan for combating human trafficking, with nationwide 
awareness campaigns being conducted. Whilst the promulgation of the TIP Act may be viewed as 
a positive milestone, the Act does not adequately define the crime of human trafficking, a challenge 
that is also present in South Africa’s PACOTIP Act. Specifically, the TIP Act does not adequately 
define “exploitation” (US Department of State, 2020), leaving the term to numerous 
interpretations, at worst excluding some of the activities that are associated with human 
trafficking. Another loophole that is noted by the United States Trafficking in Person Report is the 
TIP Act’s definition of human trafficking as a movement-based crime, thus focusing on the 
transportation of victims (US Department of State, 2020), yet victims can travel on their own, only 
to be exploited upon reaching their destinations.  

During 2019 and 2020, Zimbabwe demonstrated increasing efforts in investigating 
and prosecuting human trafficking offenders, coupled with heightened training of judicial officers 
and law enforcement officers (US Department of State, 2020). Whilst statistics on human 
trafficking in Zimbabwe are difficult to get or they could be non-existent, there are some positive 
developments as reported in online media platforms and other documents. In a positive 
development, one of the kingpins in the Kuwait human trafficking saga was convicted on five 
counts for human trafficking, and was sentenced to 50 years imprisonment (Chingarande, 2019), 
a sentence which can be considered as deterrent enough. In 2018, a human trafficker from Harare 
received a 20-year jail term “for facilitating the trafficking of five Zimbabwean women to Kuwait, 
where they were turned into slaves or sex work” (All Africa, 2020: 1). During 2019 and 2020, 
Zimbabwean authorities identified 52 human trafficking victims who needed assistance and the 
victims were referred to international organizations for reintegration and support (US 
Department of State, 2020). The Thematic Committee on Human Rights in the Parliament of 
Zimbabwe has also set up a subcommittee on human trafficking and modern day slavery, which 
oftentimes conducts inquiries on human trafficking in Zimbabwe and beyond (Parliament of 
Zimbabwe, 2018).  

Other than the definitional deficit and the absence of statistics on human trafficking, 
Zimbabwe also faces other hurdles in its anti-human trafficking efforts. A Report by the 
Parliament of Zimbabwe’s Thematic Committee on Human Rights on human trafficking and 
modern day slavery noted the shortage of resources in the form of personnel and equipment as a 
key factor hindering the implementation of the anti-human trafficking laws (Parliament of 
Zimbabwe, 2018). Protection of victims and their re-integration are resource-intensive activities 
which may be difficult to implement given Zimbabwe’s socio-economic challenges. Importantly, 
the persistent socio-economic and political challenges that have characterized Zimbabwe for more 
than two decades persistently add to the push factors to human trafficking, creating a vicious cycle 
of perpetuation of human trafficking and fighting human trafficking.  Lastly, despite making 
significant progress, “Zimbabwe does not fully meet the minimum standards for the elimination 
of human trafficking” (US Department of State, 2020).  

 

6. Conclusion 

This paper reveals that the problem of human trafficking is persistent in South Africa 
and Zimbabwe. Human trafficking in South Africa is largely as a result of pull factors, largely 
attributable to perceived presence of job opportunities, market for cheap labor in the agricultural, 
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mining and fisheries industries. Victims mainly migrate from other Southern African countries, 
predominantly Zimbabwe, to South Africa, where they are susceptible to labor and sex 
exploitation. Zimbabwe is largely characterized by push factors, with the harsh economic 
environment pushing Zimbabweans to countries like South Africa, Botswana, Kuwait and Saudi 
Arabia, where they fall victims to traffickers. In both countries, internal trafficking of victims from 
poor rural areas to urban centers is also rife, with the trend attributed to factors such as poverty 
and HIV and AIDS. The paper also reveals that women and girls are more susceptible to human 
trafficking and they are prone to sexual exploitation and domestic servitude. Cultural practices, 
specifically “ukuthwala” in South Africa and “kuripa ngozi” in Zimbabwe, are also perpetuating 
human trafficking in the two countries and such practices are also impeding the efforts to curb 
human trafficking.  

The two nations have made significant efforts fighting human trafficking, as evidenced 
by increased prosecution and conviction of perpetrators of human trafficking, although South 
Africa seems to be leading in this regard. These efforts are underpinned by anti-human trafficking 
legislation within the two countries – PACOTIP Act in South Africa and TIP Act in Zimbabwe. 
Notwithstanding these positive developments, lack of clarity in the definition of the terms “human 
trafficking” and “exploitation” within the two statutes militate against the efforts to deal with the 
scourge. This calls for the urgent need to amend the existing anti-human trafficking laws within 
the two nations, with the objective for clear definitions which meet international standards. The 
current macro-economic challenges in Zimbabwe have made the enforcement of anti-human 
trafficking laws difficult, especially in terms of resources for the protection and re-integration of 
victims. There is also need to invest more in the training of law enforcement officials and frontline 
workers who deal with human trafficking, which, however, may be easier for South Africa given 
its economic status, but difficult for Zimbabwe under the current macro-economic challenges. The 
absence of accurate statistics on the prevalence of human trafficking in both countries also 
impedes the efforts to curb the crime. There is need for centralized databases on human trafficking 
and related offences so that all prescriptive measures are taken from an informed position. 
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Abstract 

 
This study analyzes the effect of migration on the left-behind family members in Nepal especially 
focusing on the family structure, livelihood, education, aging parents, reproductive health, and 
marital relationship. The review was done based on the published journal articles, dissertations, 
and organizational reports from 2015-2020 to explore the areas impacted by the migration. Seven 
thematic areas emerged and found both positive and adverse effects and association of migration 
on left behind family members of the migrants. The review also found the need for further 
research on the ways of communicating and supporting between migrants and left behind family 
members to reduce the adverse effect of the migration on the left behind members of the family. 
Furthermore, field studies can concentrate on ways to enable women to learn skills, techniques 
and technology to increase production and diversify livelihoods. 

 
Keywords: migration, remittance, left-behind family, livelihood, family structure, education, 
aging parents. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

This study is about the effect of migration on families left behind by the migrants. 
Individuals and families decide to diversify the family income and reduce household consumption 
during the less work demand at the family land. About a billion people worldwide live and work 
outside their country of birth or outside their region of birth within their country (Démurger, 2015) 
by leaving their family members. The poverty, unemployment, harsh effect of climate change, 
conflict, insecurity, political instability (Schwilch et al., 2017; Dhital et al., 2015), marital issues, 
familial tensions (Limbu, 2016) and high expectation of young people (Thapa et al., 2019) have 
encouraged people to decide internal and international migration to cities and industrial foreign 
countries to seek better quality life. Migration is often the result of a combination of push factors 
such as conflict, poverty, disaster, and pull factors, e.g., job opportunities (Jaquet et al., 2016). In 
this context, it is beneficial to review the various effects of migration on the left behind family 
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members in Nepal focusing on the family structure, children, aging parents, health, marital 
relationship, and livelihood. 

The review was performed based on materials available from 2015-2020 over a five-
year period. This study provides thematic analysis from the internal and external migration and 
its effect on the household structure, livelihood, and left behind family members from the 
literature available in Nepal and South Asia to explore the factors that migration is associated with 
the left-behind members of the migrant families. Both positive and adverse effects of migration on 
left-behind families are explored and presented.  

 

1.1 Situation of migration in Nepal 

Migration is well experienced by Nepali people. Migration from the rural mountains 
to urban areas or foreign countries is not a new phenomenon (Speck, 2017). Nepal has a movement 
history of more than 200 years that includes pilgrims, devotees, political refugees, soldiers and 
now Nepal is the major labor exporting country (Shattuck et al., 2019). The 2011 census revealed 
that one in every four households (25.4%; 1.38 million households) had at least one absent or 
migrant member, making internal migration rate of 18% from rural to urban areas and 3.8 million 
Nepalese obtained international work permits in 2014/2015 fiscal year (S. Ghimire et al., 2018). 
However,  Mehata et al. (2020) mention that about a third of the households (30%) had a least 
one member of the family migrated and the proportion of migration is higher in the rural and 
disadvantaged regions of Nepal. Employment is the main reason for migration (70%), with 
remittances from international migrants the primary income source for many households (Thapa 
et al., 2020). 

Malaysia is the primary destination of Nepali migrants workers followed by Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, UAE and others respectively that ranks Nepal in the19th position of top remittance-
receiving countries of the world and 4th position when the remittance is compared as a percentage 
of GDP (Katuwal Chhetri et al., 2020). In the last decade, migration and remittances continuously 
increased, with remittances counting for almost 26.923% of Nepal’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
in 2019 (The World Bank, 2016).  

 

2. Methods 

The review was conducted during October 2020-February 2021 using a library 
database and various published articles related to migration, households’ structure, livelihood 
strategy and left behind family members of the migrants. The key terms migration, effect of 
migration, remittance, left-behind children, elderly people, livelihood, land management, 
education, health, left behind families and Nepal were used to search the relevant study materials. 
Similarly, the variation of these keywords was also used to search the published materials.  

The published journal articles, thesis and organizational reports within the period of 
2015-2020 were used for the literature review. Seven themes for a thematic analysis have been 
created from the study. The searches were conducted in Google Scholar, Taylor & Francis, Wiley, 
Research Gate, Academia, ELSEVIER and reference list of previous studies to find out the research 
articles published in English. The filtered search was specific to Nepalese migration; however, 
searches were also made from South Asian countries and others, which is similar to the context of 
Nepal.  

A total of 50 published scholarly papers consisting of 44 journal articles, 4 theses, and 
2 organizational reports were referred in the review. There were limited articles that were 
empirically conducted related to the effect of migration of family structure and left behind families 
in Nepal. 
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3. Discussion 

3.1 Nepalese out-migration and left-behind families 

International migrants and internal migrants together account for one in seven people 
worldwide (Démurger, 2015) and many of these migrants leave their families in their home 
location. In Nepal, the estimated 1.92 million migrants are predominantly men and 32% of 
married women have husbands working abroad and the decision to migrate for work comes with 
great challenges that include leaving behind wives and other family members (Shattuck et al., 
2019). 

The income and condition of these migrants in destination places bring negative or 
positive effects on the household’s structure and livelihood. Similarly, migration can impact the 
physical, mental and emotional health and wellbeing of migrants themselves, on those left behind 
in the place of origin and on those at the destination (Ghimire et al., 2018). The trend of migration 
is highly increasing in Nepal and families left behind have to adjust socially, financially and always 
concern about the work situation (physical and mental) and worried about their relationship and 
who migrate also leave a huge amount of loans for families hoping to build happy family and easing 
of their livelihood (Thapa et al., 2019).  

The remittances sent by migrants who worked as laborers in the country and abroad 
directly support the left-behind families. Migration has been a source of survival, for better access 
to nutrition, health care which ultimately led to the improvement in the standard of living and 
played a crucial role in poverty alleviation (Bhattarai et al., 2020). The separation of families, 
however, has had both a positive and a negative impact on the members of a family that have not 
migrated. Migration has numerous effects on the socio-economic aspects of families, such as 
incomes, health, education, household roles/relationships and the participation of women in 
community involvement. Migration also affects the psycho-social and emotional well-being of the 
left-behind family members (Kaimal & Paul, 2021).  In the subsequent discussion, both the 
positive and negative effects of migration on families are discussed. 

 

3.2  Migration shifts the household structure and alters the role in the family 

Migration brings changes in the family structure. Migration is reshaping household 
structures in tangible and intangible ways by necessitating alterations in existing arrangements 
for domestic work, care, reproduction, production activities and configures the roles of who stays 
at home (Singh, 2019). Migration of men has an important influence on reshaping family and 
gender roles in left-behind wives, as they increasingly participate in farming activities and increase 
daily activities outside the home (Ghimire et al., 2019). Compared to women in households with 
no current migrants, women in households with migrants in Nepal have increasing responsibilities 
and decision-making on the family farm (World bank, 2018). As a result of men’s migration, when 
men start sending remittances then the family or wife with children moves to the city or nearby 
towns for the education of children splitting the family into small fragmented size or women left 
living with their in-laws and the families become transnational families with their distinct features 
(Fernández-Sánchez et al., 2020; Singh, 2019). 

The role of women is usually seen as a reproductive and domestic role that is not expl
icitly counted in monetary value, but the migration of the husband adds to the wife's managerial 
role, household headship, and unpaid role in farming work. Capagain (2015) mentions that more 
than two-thirds of women in nuclear families, and one-quarter in joint families, reported that they 
had increased their money management roles after their husband's migration but women in joint 
families had relatively less money management roles because other members of families may take 
that role. The functions of the money management role include the decision and budgeting on the 
use of family income and the remittance received for family use, payback loan and investment. 
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The migrated husband’s wife has to play several roles in the small families because in 
the absence of the husband they would have more workload. To engage in household tasks, 
voluntary service, self-help groups, livestock and agricultural activities, they must 
determine and control their time. Husband’s out-migration and remittance status are also 
associated with an increase in wives’ number of daily activities outside the home, promoting 
freedom of movement, leisure activities and media use (Ghimire et al., 2019). 

In a traditional Nepali family, the wife takes care of the house, children, and livestock. 
When her husband is away, she has to manage the land and make important decisions that he 
would usually make (Jaquet et al., 2016). Fernández-Sánchez et al. (2020) report that autonomy 
of the decision making, movement, purchasing power, self-determination, independence and 
financial autonomy has increased and responsibilities and obligations such as agricultural work, 
caretaker of the children and elderly also increased. However, the migration of man will not always 
provide the opportunity for the wife to take the role of the household head. Rajkarnikar (2017) 
mentions that Women who take the household head role is more likely to gain decision-making 
power, experience and increase in social participation, while those left under the supervision of 
other members (usually their in-laws) may suffer from reduced decision-making ability and 
increased restrictions on their mobility in public places. 

 

3.3 Migration, remittance and education of the left-behind children 

Another direct effect of migration on the families is seen from the impact of remittance 
and parental absence on the education and wellbeing of the children. Both positive and adverse 
effects are found from the various studies conducted to examine the relationship between 
remittance and the education of the children. According to the Nepal Rastra Bank (2019), Nepal 
received 879.27 billion remittances in the fiscal year of 2018-2019 and at the household level, 52 
percent of households are remittance recipients (Raut & Tanaka, 2018). The majority of the 
remittances are being spent on daily consumption expenses, repayment of loans, house 
renovation, purchase of assets and then only on education (IOM, 2019). 

The positive side of the remittance helps to reduce household credits and encourage 
investment in their children’s education, continue the school who are already enrolled as there is 
good migration prospects for highly educated and skilled labor moving abroad (Khan & Khan, 
2016). Raut and Tanaka (2018) mention that the positive impact of remittance increases the 
probability of school enrollment by 3.8 percentage with a 25.3 percent increase in the education 
expenditure. However, IOM (2019) reports that 51 percent of migrant workers reported that 
improved access to education of children was a positive impact on the remittance received from 
the migration. Similarly, Khan and Jehangir Khan (2016) find that impact of remittances on child 
school enrollment is positive and even strong impact on girl’s enrollment in Pakistan. 
Interestingly, Adhikari and Deshingkar (2015) find that there was a greater investment of 
remittances from internal construction migrant workers in the education of girls in the Terai 
village than hills area and there has been a change in attitudes towards the education of girls as a 
result of migration. Acharya and Leon-Gonzalez (2019) mention that international remittances 
help finance the cost of both rural-urban migration for the children education and cost of 
children's education and rural-urban migrant families spend three times more on education of 
their budgets to education than urban-natives. This shows that migrating parents have seen and 
exposed the value of education in the labor market for migrants. 

There is a negative side of the migration as the older members from the family migrate, 
children may have to spend on household chores and fulfill the gap of labor by discontinuing the 
school. Karki Nepal (2016) mentions that there is no such significant effect of remittances on child 
schooling due to rigidities in the education system such as yearly admission system and difficulty 
in transferring students from public to private schools but remittance affects the expenditure 
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related to education like private tutoring on education. Children of seasonal migrants, who are left 
behind gradually leave schools and enter into the labor force with older children from deprived 
backgrounds not attending schools due to caring for the sibling, preparing foods and lack of access 
(Daly et al., 2020). The study also found that children as child migrant workers join their parents 
to the brick kilns in the urban areas. Sharma and Dangal (2019) describe that both children who 
dropped out of school and school enrolled child laborers were found spending a large portion of 
their earnings on education, be it their own or that of their siblings but the negative side is that 
many of these children lost their interest in studies and performed poorly in class after generating 
income from activities. Raut and Tanaka (2018) also mention that parent’s migration is a factor 
with a 39% probability of low school enrollment compared with those children who live with 
parents and those children who accompany parents for the work dropout of school and enter the 
labor force. The remittance-receiving families who do not spend for children’s education cannot 
break the cycle of migration work and their children continue to be migrant workers (Daly et al., 
2020).  

 

3.4  Change in the family’s livelihood and land management 

Many migrating persons to cities and abroad leave their wives, children, and elderly 
parents. The movement of the people from rural to urban areas represents a significant livelihood 
strategy for the poor to maximize family income and minimize the environmental risk (Adger et 
al., 2015; IOM & Save the Children, 2017; Sapkota, 2020; Singh, 2019). Similarly, Sapkota (2018) 
claims that 62 percent of rural households migrate for work to earn more and have better 
livelihoods and the other 20 percent migrate because they are only employed seasonally at their 
native place and the rest want to save money for the social and cultural obligation.  

Livelihoods, as well as the management of land, are affected by a change of labor force, 
traditional knowledge, remittances and other consequences of migration (Schwilch et al., 2017). 
Ojha and others (2017) mention that agricultural land is being abandoned in Nepal at an 
unprecedented rate by being a food-importing nation and the reason behind this is the migration 
of the youth, unattractive income from farm cultivation, better jobs outside, short of labor, and 
instability of the government for the agrarian change. A high risk of food insecurity in Nepal is 
likely to be exacerbated if the current trajectory of underutilization and abandonment of farmland 
continues (Bhawana et al., 2017). Remittances received from migrants are an important source of 
income in many developing nations at both national and household levels forcing families to 
replace paddy fields with cash crops because of labor and water shortage that is a positive impact 
on land management and land use (Jaquet et al., 2016). However, the negative side of the effect of 
migration is the unavailability of household labor due to less population on the land use so the 
family lands are abandoned or degraded because of un-cultivation, soil erosion and landslides.   

Out-migration has become a key livelihood strategy for an increasing number of rural 
households, which in turn has a profound effect on land management (Bhawana et al., 2017). 
Schwilch and others find in their studies in Kaski, Nepal many households mainly live from and 
depend on remittances, whether in the form of financial or material support, which is used 
primarily for food and education and further they mention only 75% of families are generating 
smaller part of family income from families (Schwilch et al., 2017). Time and labor constraints, 
availability of remittances, and low productivity of the land can thus lead households to leave their 
land fallow or to stop investing in terrace maintenance and irrigation which is commonly observed 
in Nepal (Jaquet et al., 2016). The less cultivation of agricultural land is because of unavailability 
of labor and women left at the families cannot till the land as forbidden by the gender role as well 
as women are already overburdened by the work as husband migrated. Local religious traditions 
forbid women to plow and roof, and if they undertook such tasks, they could be accused of creating 
misfortune for the village (Jaquet et al., 2016; IOM, 2019). Thus, people seek alternative sources 



D. R. Rai & M. R. Dangal – The Effect of Migration on Family in Nepal: A Review on … 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

54 

of income and prefer livestock raising over crop farming to manage the land by feminizing 
agriculture and reduce the workload pressure of the women. 

 

3.5 The life situation of the elderly people of migrant families 

The census data from the Central Bureau of Statistics of Nepal shows an aging 
population 60 years and above has reached 8% of the total population, these people are left behind 
to look after the family and children while the middle generation seeks employment opportunities 
(Dhital et al., 2015). This makes more burden to the left behind elderly people as the responsibility 
of taking care of family is added to their isolated living condition. When young people migrate for 
work, the most likely left behind is elderly people with children and women, who are actually in 
need of personal care but elderly people also need to take responsibility for work, household chores 
and farm work among family members (Démurger, 2015). Additionally, the elderly population is 
forced to live in a care center or alone because of the migration of children or even need to take 
care of the family members when migrant worker fall illness, depression, suicide and deaths 
(Dhital et al., 2015).  

However, the effect of migration on elderly people is always not negative. They also 
receive income and care from other family members in the family. Ghimire et al. (2018), conduct 
a study to examine if adult children’s migration was associated with the physical, mental and social 
well-being of the left-behind elderly parents and found that except for loneliness other indicators 
of well-being were not significantly associated with the adult children’s migration but their study 
was conducted among the majority of the participants lived in a joint/extended family, the urban 
area of Kanchanpur District in Nepal. We can assume that the different results may come if the 
studies are taken from small or nuclear families. Similarly, the study on the children’s migration 
and its effect on the elderly people among the old age home in Kathmandu was conducted by 
Khanal et al. (2018) and they find that 80% of the respondents were living in old age home because 
there was no one to take care of them and the study also reveals that almost three fourth of the 
respondents had emotional problems including the feeling of loneliness (25.8%), extreme desire 
to visit their children (12.9%), insomnia (11.3%), and missing their children badly (6.5%). The 
study was also carried out not only on the left-behind elderly people in the destination but there 
is also study conducted among the migrant elders. Li et al. (2017) find in their study on the effect 
of migration on social capital and depression among older adults in China that showed rural-to-
urban elderly migrants have worse social capital (trust and reciprocity) and depression than 
urban-to-urban migrant elderly. 

The more recent study by Thapa et al. (2020) finds the different result that quality of 
life among the parents with internal migrant children is better due to their frequent interaction 
with and visits from their children during family rituals and at times of labor demand for 
agricultural work, especially sowing and harvesting which will provide both monetary and 
emotional support to the elderly people. 

 

3.6  Effect of migration on reproductive health and marital relationship 

The literature on migration and health presents the complex relationship of migration 
on health and fertility. Spousal separation is more common among married women of 
reproductive age in rural areas (37%) than their urban counterparts (32%) (Mehata et al., 2020). 
Shattuck et al. (2019) describe that there are health disparities among women with migrant 
husbands, and negative consequences of migration on the health of other family members 
including mental health issues such as the feeling of loneliness, isolation depression, and higher 
levels of reproductive morbidity, sexually transmitted infections than women married to non-
migrants. It was also found that visiting reproductive health-related services were mostly decided 



Open Journal for Anthropological Studies, 2021, 5(2), 49-60. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

55 

by the mother-in-law or other family members and they receive less counseling from the female 
community health volunteers on pregnancies and contraceptive and many reported that they have 
poor or delayed communication about family planning and childbearing until the husband’s 
return (Shattuck et al., 2019; Rajkarnikar, 2017). As men migrate in the search of economic 
opportunities to improve themselves and their families, reproduction, and responsibility for 
children are often reinforced to the women (Hendrickson, 2017). There is also a lack of sexual and 
reproductive health knowledge among left behind wives and their partners (Fernández-Sánchez 
et al., 2020) which will affect their reproductive health and marital relationship. 

According to Dhital et al. (2015), migration may help to distance from the violent and 
sexually abusive partners but providing care for the dependent and fulfilling emotional needs 
remains a huge challenge in the long-term absence of a partner makes them prone to marital 
conflict and dissolution of marriage. Thapa et al. (2019) mention that marital relationship is based 
on trust, emotion and respect and is surrounded by social numbers and hard to uncover the reality 
and they found spousal separation had a substantial impact on delaying pregnancy, difficulties in 
conceiving a pregnancy after returning and disrupted marital relations. Left behind wives are in 
constant fear of their partner’s infidelity, fear divorce, experienced divorce while their partners are 
away and express anger toward their partners having family left behind (Fernández-Sánchez et 
al., 2020). 

There is also a different view to look at women returned migrants, they are estranged 
from the children and are looked at with suspicion by husband, family members and society of 
being involved in sex work and that has led to separation, divorce as well as deterioration of family 
relations due to the long absence (Limbu, 2016). Other negative consequences of migration are 
loss of fatherhood, use of luxury items, extramarital relationship, increasing alcohol consumption 
by the spouse left behind, going on tour, having parties also created huge misunderstanding 
between the married couple (Thapa et al., 2019). However, migration of husband does not always 
affect wife's marital quality in a rural agricultural setting, temporary labor migration may improve 
it as remittances from a migrant husband play a potential pathway through which women may 
enjoy new financial and social opportunities and receive emotional support from close family or 
neighbors (Compernolle, 2017). 

 

3.7  Impact of migration on the left-behind children’s health and caretaker 

South Asia is primarily an origin region: Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri 
Lanka are source countries of migrant workers mostly to the Gulf Cooperation Council countries 
making parental labor migration is a common phenomenon in South Asian countries (Antia et al., 
2020; Asis & Feranil, 2020). The effects of migration on the health condition of children are 
conflicting because remittance and material support may contribute to the improvement of the 
health and provide access to health care and education but other studies suggest the worse 
outcome of the migration on left-behind children than the children living with parents. In regards 
to mental health, left-behind children and adolescents had a 52% increased risk of depression, 
70% increase of risk of suicidal ideation, and  85% increased risk of anxiety, 13% risk of wasting, 
stunting 12% and substance abuse 24% (Fellmeth et al., 2018).  

Similarly, Antia et al. (2020) mention that labor migration reduces unemployment 
and increase economic efficiency in migrants’ home countries and the impact of parental 
migration on left-behind children is not purely negative and very much depends on the 
characteristics of the transnational families such as gender and age of the children, the gender of 
the migrant parent, stability of care, parental relation and living condition influence the mental 
health and well-being. 
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 Graham et al. (2015) find that some care-taker of children in transnational 
households are more likely than care-takers in non-migrant households are to experience mental 
health problem which is common in families with low household income because of 
reconfiguration of the role, gender expectation of good parenting, and intermittent sending of 
remittances, the emotional gap between the children and migrated parents.  

However, Zhou et al. (2015) conduct a study among 141,000 children in China and 
find that children from non-migrants families receive care from both parents but children from 
migrant families are better resourced, perform equally with or even slightly better than children 
living with both parents on the health, nutrition and education indicators. Islam et al. (2019) state 
that remittances from parental migration to families left behind have more purchasing power for 
foods, health care that may help in child nutritional development but have an adverse effect on 
psychological development as there is no direct care by the parents and their conclusion is there 
is no negative impact on nutrition of parental migration on left-behind children. 

There is very little literature available on the impact of female migration to the left 
behind families, especially concerning the children. The recent study by Sapkota (2020) reveals 
that left-behind children face numerous adverse effects of female migration including problems 
related to the caring deficit, psychological problem, health, education, aggressive behavior, 
physical abuse and anti-social activities due to the lack of motivation from others at home but the 
positive side is the alleviation of poverty, improvement of education quality improvement, 
improve lifestyle, and health care services. Despite the high level of parental international labor 
migration from Nepal, Kunwar et al. (2020) find that children of migrants had a similar level of 
health care seeking and nutritional status to children of non-migrants because of the improved 
household economic condition by remittance and less migration number of mothers. Similarly, 
Adhikari (2018) concludes that left behind girls of international mother migrant households were 
negatively influenced by their mother’s out-migration on education, health and psychosocial 
development because of the house environment, physical weakness, girl’s preference, tolerance 
capacity, less communication with mothers and unsupportive family members. The reasons 
behind the outcome on the effect of migration are study based on a different location, ethnicity, 
local vs international migration, culture, and tradition. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The poverty, unemployment, harsh effect of climate change, conflict, familial tensions, 
and high expectations of young people have encouraged to decide for migration to seek a better 
quality of life and diversify the family income. Around 1.92 million migrants from Nepal make 
hard decisions to leave their family members behind for internal and international migration. Both 
the positive and adverse effects of migration on family structure, role in the family, livelihood, 
health, education, marital relationship, parenting, condition of children and elderly people have 
been presented in this review. 

The migration of men reshaped the family into fragmentation and increased the role 
of left-behind wives by allowing their participation in farming and activities outside of the home. 
This has empowered women but also overloaded by the play of several roles in the absence of the 
migrant husband. The positive effect of the remittance received from the migrants to the left-
behind children is that families could invest in education but the study also revealed that children 
have to spend on household chores and fulfill the gap of labor by dropping out the school. 

The migration has provided opportunities to diversify and maximize the family 
livelihoods and generate saving for the social and cultural needs. The study also revealed that 
remittance is used to replace paddy fields with cash crops and livestock rearing but arable lands 
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are exponentially abandoned because of the unattractive income from the farming, shortage of 
labor and religious tradition forbid women to plow the land. 

The migration of young adults also added a burden to the left behind elderly people as 
they need to take care of the family and live-in isolation, loneliness, and face health issues. 
However, the quality of life of left-behind parents of internal migrant children is better as they get 
the opportunity for frequent interaction by visits during rituals, festivities and seasonal 
agricultural work. 

Migration also adversely affects the mental as well as reproductive health of the left 
behind wives and disrupted marital relations resulting in separation. The effects of migration on 
the health of children are conflicting as remittance received from migration support for the 
improvement of health, purchase foods and provide access to the health care facilities but 
negatively effect on psychological development by increasing the risk of depression, anxiety, care 
deficit, aggressive behavior, anti-social activities and substance abuse. 

Future research may focus on how both migrants and left behind family members 
interact and help each other to reduce the adverse effect of migration on the family. The 
participation of left-behind children, wives and elderly people in the study will help to understand 
and explore more of their own protection, right and seek ways to reduce the difficulties faced by 
left-behind families of the migrants in the future. Since, the migration is outnumbered by the male 
by leaving their wives behind as female workers in domestic and agriculture activities, field studies 
should concentrate on providing women's empowerment program to learn new skills, techniques 
and technologies to increase productivity and generate more income and diversify livelihoods. 
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