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Abstract
Females heading to the Middle East as domestic workers are an important
component of labour migrants from Sri Lanka. Female domestic workers are
highly vulnerable to adverse working or living conditions in destination

countries. As such, the vulnerability of female domestic workers at destination
is an important concern of Sri Lanka. This study attempts to discern if there is a
nexus between vulnerability of female domestic workers at destination and the
recruitment channel. The analysis uses secondary data and adopts a discrete
choice methodology, with a qualitative component to validate findings. This
paper makes an important contribution to  the  literature  on  vulnerability of

female domestic workers by performing an empirical analysis to test the
correlation between female domestic workers' vulnerability at destination and
the recruitment channel. The study finds inconclusive evidence on the effect of
recruitment channel on the vulnerability of female domestic workers at
destination, with specific effects based on the definition of vulnerability
adopted. The findings may be sensitive to the limitations of the underlying

dataset.
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RUf;fk;RUf;fk;RUf;fk;RUf;fk;RUf;fk;
,yq;ifapypUe;J ngz;fs; kj;jpa fpof;F ehLfSf;F tPl;Lg; gzpahsh;fshf

nry;tjhdJ ,yq;ifapypUe;jhd Copa Gyk;ngah;tpd; Kf;fpa mq;fkhfTs;sJ.

Fwpj;j ehLfspYs;s tPl;Lg; gzpg; ngz;fs; Mgj;jhd njhopy; epge;jid my;yJ

tjptpl tho;f;if epge;jidfspdhy; mjpfk; ghjpf;fg;glf;$batfh;fshfTs;sdh;. me;j

tifapy;> Fwpj;j ehLfspy; gzpahw;Wfpd;w tPl;Lg; gzpg; ngz;fspd; ghjpg;GWk;

epiyikahdJ ,yq;ifapd; gpujhd mf;fiwkpF tplankhd;whfTs;sJ. ,t;

Ma;thdJ> Fwpj;j ehLfspYs;s tPl;Lg; gzpg;ngz;fspd; ghjpg;GWk; jd;ikf;Fk; kw;Wk;

mth;fspd; Ml;Nrh;g;G topKiwf;Fk; ,ilapy; njhlh;Gfs; cs;sdth vd;gijf;

fz;Lnfhs;tjw;fhd Kaw;rpahFk;. ,t; Ma;tpy; ,uz;lhk; epiyj; juTfs;

gad;gLj;jg;gl;lNjhL> fz;lwpjy;fis ngWkjpahf;Fk; tifapy; xU jug;gz;G

mk;rj;Jldhd jdpj;jpaq;Fk; njhpT Kiwikapay; xd;Wk; nghUe;jpf;nfhs;sg;gl;lJ.

,t; MtzkhdJ> Fwpj;j ehLfspYs;s tPl;Lg; gzpg;ngz;fspd; ghjpg;gpw;Fk; kw;Wk;

mth;fspd; Ml;Nrh;g;G topKiwf;Fk; ,ilapyhd njhlh;gpidg; ghPl;rpg;gjw;fhd mDgt

hPjpahdnjhU gFg;gha;tpid Nkw;nfhs;tjD}lhf tPl;Lg; gzpg; ngz;fspd; ghjpg;GWk;

epiyik kPjhd fw;wwpjYf;F ghhpa gq;fpid toq;FfpwJ. ,t; Ma;thdJ Fwpj;j

ehLfspYs;s tPl;Lg; gzpg; ngz;fspd; ghjpg;GWk; jd;ik njhlh;gpyhd Ml;Nrh;g;G

topKiwapd; tpisT Fwpj;J> mth;fs; nfhz;Ls;s ghjpg;GWk; epiyik gw;wpa

tiuaiwapd; mbg;gilapyhd Fwpg;gpl;l tpisTfNshL> cWjpahff; $w Kbahj

rhd;Wfis fz;lwpfpwJ. ,f; fz;lwpjy;fs; mbg;gil juTfspd; kl;Lg;ghLfSf;F

Kf;fpakhftpUf;ff; $Lk;.
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1. Introduction

Females account for about 48 per
cent of the estimated stock of 232

million international migrants in the
world and domestic work is a popular
occupation among female migrant
workers. In the Middle East (ME),
almost one in every three female
workers is a domestic worker and a

majority are migrants. Domestic
workers are highly vulnerable to
adverse working or living conditions
in destination countries. One of the
reasons for such vulnerability is the
near 'absence of any party with any

interest in these women' (Cox, 1997).
This lack of accountability by the
employer to a third party about the
welfare of the employee is often
exacerbated when the employee's
living and working premises overlap

to the extent of limiting her
opportunities to seek protection from
a third party. In many cases of foreign
employment, the third party is the
individual or the institution that
mediated between the employer and

employee. In this light, existing
literature has often hypothesized that
unfavourable outcomes experienced
by female domestic workers at
destination are correlated with the
recruitment channel (Cox, 1997;

NACLM, 2013; Shah & Menon, 1997).
However, so far this hypothesis is not
empirically tested.

In this context, the objective of the
study is to discern if there is a nexus
between vulnerability of female

domestic workers at destination and
the recruitment channel. The analysis

uses secondary data from the survey
conducted by Social Policy Analysis
Research Center (SPARC) and the
International Labour Office (ILO) in
2012 titled 'Reintegration with the
Home Community-Perspective on the

Lives of Returnee Migrant Workers'
(henceforth referred to as SPARC-ILO
data). The study adopts a discrete
choice methodology, followed by a
qualitative component to validate
findings. The qualitative research

involves Key Informant Interviews
(KIIs) with establishments that assist
potential, current and returned female
domestic workers and with
employment agents.

The subsequent sections of the

article are organized as follows.
Section 2 sets out the background for
the study and provides an overview of
trends in migration in Sri Lanka.
Section 3 sets the study in the
context of existing literature, while

Section 4 introduces the richness and
the limitations of the SPARC-ILO
dataset and its descriptive analysis.
Section 5 outlines the quantitative
and qualitative methodologies
adopted in the study. Section 6

discusses the findings in the context
of existing literature and qualitative
information of validation exercises,
followed by recommendations, policy
options and concluding remarks in
Section 7.

“An almost universal feature is that domestic work is predominantly carried
out by women, many of whom are migrants or members of historically
disadvantaged groups. The nature of their work, which by definition is
carried out in private homes, means that they are less visible than other
workers and are vulnerable to abusive practices.”

           (ILO-Geneva, 2013a)

In the Middle
East (ME),
almost one in
every three
female
workers is a
domestic
worker and a
majority are
migrants.
Domestic
workers are
highly
vulnerable to
adverse
working or
living
conditions in
destination
countries.
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2. Background
In 2013, a total of 293,105 Sri
Lankans have departed for foreign

employment, with females accounting
for 40 per cent. During the last 10
years, the average number of
departures stood at 247,000, while
the highest share of female
departures (62 per cent) was

reported in 2004. As evident in Figure
1, in recent years the absolute
number of male departures has
increased, which has resulted in
decreasing the share of female
departures. For instance, during the

2004 to 2012 period, the average
share of females among all foreign
employment departures was 52.44
per cent, while in 2008 and since
2010, the share of females has been
lower than that of males (CBSL,

2013). However, the absolute number
of female departures have been
somewhat stable.

Among female migrant workers
originating from Sri Lanka, domestic
work is the most popular occupation.
In 2013, a third of total migrant worker

departures and 82 per cent of female
departures were by females heading
as domestic workers (CBSL, 2013).
Similar to the decline in the share of
females, the share of female

domestic workers has also declined
over the years. However, as in the

case of the absolute number of
female migrant departures, the
absolute number of female domestic
worker departures have also
remained more or less stable over the
years (see Figure 1).

In 2013, nearly all (98 per cent)
housemaids from Sri Lanka headed
to the ME. The two main destinations
for Sri Lankan housemaids in the ME
were Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. These
female domestic workers migrate

temporarily, and plan to return as part
of an optimal life-cycle residential
location sequence. At destination they
intend to accumulate savings and
return to Sri Lanka and improve their
lives (HRW, 2007). As such, these

female domestic workers often
attempt to maintain regular contact
with their families at home and remit
their savings. Remittances by migrant
workers and especially from female
domestic workers are an important

component of the Sri Lankan
economy. In recent years, remittances
surpassed foreign exchange earnings
from other sources such as apparel,
tea and rubber exports and tourism
(see Figure 2). In 2013 remittances

have accounted for 9.5 per cent of
GDP with USD 6.4 billion.

Along with the rising importance of

migration in the Sri Lankan economy,
policy makers are faced with the
trade-off between promoting
migration and protecting the welfare
of migrants and their families. In the
case of protecting migrants, a main

concern of Sri Lankan authorities is
the vulnerability of female domestic
workers. In 2012, there were 10,220
complaints made by migrant workers
out of which nearly 80 per cent were
by female domestic workers. Some of

the most common grievances (by all
female workers) were non-payment of
agreed wages; sickness; physical
and/or sexual harassment; breach of
employment contract; and lack of
communication (SLBFE, 2014).

Consequences of such difficulties
faced by migrant workers include
emotional trauma, physical injuries
and financial losses or costs (HRW,
2007). As depicted in Table 1, The
majority of complaints in recent years

were made by female migrant workers
and of them, most were by female
domestic workers. In terms of the
destinations of where the complained
issues were experienced, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait and Jordan accounted

for the top three countries both in
terms of the number of total
complaints as well as complaints
made by female migrants (SLBFE,
2014). The same three countries also
have a high incidence of complaints

as a percentage of the stock of Sri
Lankan migrants in the country (IPS,
2013). For instance, in 2010 the
number of complaints as a
percentage of the stock of Sri Lankan
females in Jordan was 1.88 per cent,

which was ranked second to Malaysia
(2.04 per cent), while Saudi Arabia

-

50,000 

100 ,000 

150 ,000 

200 ,000 

250 ,000 

300 ,000 

350 ,000 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Total migrant  plac ements

Females
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Source:  CBSL, 2013.

Figure 1
Total, Female and Domestic Worker Departures: 2004-2013
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(1.48 per cent) and Kuwait (1 per
cent) were ranked third and fourth,
respectively. ILO-Geneva (2013b)
identifies that the gendered nature of

complaints made by migrant workers
is a result of the combination of the
large exudos of female migrants and
the difficulties faced by female
migrants.

In terms of the nature of complaints,

as seen in Table 2, the most common
grievance by female migrant workers
in 2012 (and also during the last five
years) was non-payment of agreed
wages. In the case of men, breach of
employment contract surpassed non-

payment of agreed wages to the first
place. Literature notes that non-

payment of agreed wages is mainly
due to low-income employers in the

host country, employers' need to
accumulate a 'reserve' to compensate
for possible running away by
migrants, wage disparities in
contracts signed in home and
destination countries (in double

contracts),1 and the unilateral raising
of wage levels by Sri Lankan
authorities without consultation with
the employers at destination. Based
on these and other reasons
discussed in the next section, many

difficulties faced by female domestic
workers are connected to the
recruitment process of foreign
employment. During the last 10 years,
majority of migrants from Sri Lanka
were recruited through licensed

agents. For instance in 2013, 62 per
cent were employed through licensed
agents, while the others resorted to
other channels such as direct
contacts and informal agents. Year
2004 marked the peak of employment

through licensed agents with 73 per
cent reporting to have secured
employed through this channel.

Employment through a formal
recruitment agency normally involves
a written agreement between

employer and employee - specifying
terms and conditions of employment
including working and living
conditions offered to the latter
(SLBFE, 2013). ILO Convention
No.189 requires that migrant

domestic workers should receive a
written job offer or contract with the
terms and conditions of employment,
which is enforceable in the country of
destination, prior to their arrival and
stipulates that living-in workers have

a right to keep their travel and identity
documents with them (ILO-Geneva,
2013b). Employment through other
informal channels often does not
involve such clear specifications
about employment.

Table 1
Complaints Received by the SLBFE 2009-2012

Source: SLBFE.

1 See Section 3 for details.

   2009     2010     2011    2012

Housemaid 8,811 11,074 7,467 8,122
Female 9,387 11,903 8,007 8,529
Male 2,673 2,801 1,932 1,691

Total 12,060 14,704 9,939 10,220

Source: SLBFE.

Nature of Complaint Number     %

Non-payment of agreed wages 1,508 18
Sickness 1,491 17
Harassment (Physical & sexual) 1,478 17
Breach of Employment Contract 1,069 13
Lack of communication 1,050 12
Not sent back after completion of contract 892 10
Other 760 9
Death 118 1
Problem at home (Sri Lanka) 64 1
Stranded - Lack of reception on arrival 15 0
Stranded without employment 37 0
Premature termination 37 0
Illegal money transaction 10 0
Total 8529 100

Table 2
Nature of Complaints Received by the SLBFE by Females in 2012

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

2 009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Remittances

Garments

Tea

Rubber

Tourism

Figure 2
Foreign Exchange Earnings in Sri Lanka: 2009-2013

Note: No data for Tourism in 2013

Source: CBSL, 2013

U
S

$ 
m

ill
io

n



Labour Economic

4

Migration is an age old phenomenon,

and as old as migration are the
difficulties faced by migrants. More
than males, female migrant workers
are vulnerable to many forms of
mistreatment in destination countries
(Cox, 1997; ILO-Geneva, 2013b;

Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Shah &
Menon, 1997). Among all female
migrant workers, those employed as
domestic workers are
disproportionately vulnerable to
adverse working or living conditions

in destination countries than a similar
migrant in a different occupation (ILO-
Geneva, not dated). There is a
plethora of literature dealing with
issues faced by female migrant
workers, and this literature review is

presented under the two broad
themes - issues in recruitment for
migration and vulnerability of female
domestic workers.

An important study in terms of
recruitment of migrant labour is the
review of practices, procedures and

processes relating to recruitment of
persons for foreign employment,
conducted by the ILO-SL (2013). The
study reviews procedures followed by
both private and public recruitment
agencies (Sri Lanka Foreign

Employment Agency Company Ltd,
(SLFEA), being the latter) and also of
informal level sub- agents. This
publication provides a comprehensive
overview of the evolution of foreign
labour recruitment policies in recent

years and the present recruitment
practices. The author shows that the
recruitment process - which involves
multiple steps and stakeholders, is
originated by the initiation of a job
order and individual service contracts

by the foreign agent or employer at
destination. The job order which is
cleared by the Labour Sections of Sri
Lanka Diplomatic Missions in the

3. Literature Review
destination country is then submitted

for first approval from the Sri Lanka
Bureau of Foreign Employment
(SLBFE). Subsequent to first
approval, the Sri Lankan agent
selects a migrant worker and along
with an approval for departure by the

SLBFE, the worker is dispatched
abroad.

The author also identifies gaps/
deficiencies in the recruitment
process both at destination countries
and in Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka, the

recruitment process is said to be
distorted with the practice of adopting
a 'double contract' system, where a
new employment contract is signed at
destination on top of the original
contract signed in Sri Lanka. The two

contracts are said to often involve
notable disparities in terms of working
conditions and benefits contributing
to distress among migrant workers.

The author also shows that most
receiving countries do not adhere to a

policy of adopting a legalized
standard contract system for migrant
workers. The absence of such a
standard contract limits the protection
provided to a migrant worker. Foreign
practices such as 'table system',

'general offices' and 'block visa' are
said to be other impediments in the
recruitment process. The 'table
system' refers to a situation where
there are more than one agency
registered under the same name,

which limits the possibility of tracing
the responsible agent in the event of
a complaint by a migrant worker.
'General offices' (in Saudi Arabia)
involve in the trading of sponsorship
of mainly female domestic workers,

which bottoms out to buying and
selling domestic workers, minimizing
migrant workers to commodities with
no trace of their location. As a result

of this practice of trading domestic

workers, 'some of the returned Sri
Lankan maids, whose whereabouts
were reported unknown finally
surfaced from these centres [general
offices]' ILO-SL (2013, pp.29). Under
'block visa' system, permission for

recruitment is granted for a batch of
workers under one permit, opening
up the possibility for different forms of
malpractices in the recruitment
process. Moreover, the report also
shows that the involvement of

government officials in recruitment
agencies in destination countries is a
hindrance to the transparency of their
activities in addressing migrants'
issues. Additionally, the study also
identifies that malpractices,

fraudulent activities, bad practices
and unprofessionalism of Sri Lankan
agents and sub-agents are
impediments in the recruitment
process in Sri Lanka.

Similar to ILO-SL (2013), HRW (2007)

also provides an account of the
regulatory framework and the
recruitment process in Sri Lanka. In
addition to the information provided in
ILO-SL (2013), HRW (2007) highlights
that even foreign nationals directly

seeking Sri Lankan migrant workers
(through personal contacts) should
register an individual recruitment
request to obtain clearance from the
Sri Lankan foreign mission in the
country of employment. HRW (2007)

also notes that the recruitment
process of female migrant workers in
Sri Lanka involves abuses and
exploitation including overcharging
and deception by agents and sub-
agents.

Resonating ILO-SL (2013), HRW
(2007, pp.31) also notes that
'recruitment agents and sub-agents
frequently fail to provide full
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information to prospective  migrant

women about their job
responsibilities, their salary, or their
rights' as well as the size of the
household or whether their jobs
would entail childcare. The qualitative
analysis in HRW (2007) highlights

that deceptive recruitment practices
of agent and sub-agents in Sri Lanka,
such as false information about the
country where they will work,
conditions of employment, and the
expected salaries, place migrant

domestic workers at risk of
exploitation after they migrate to the
Middle East. Another important point
raised in this report is the asymmetric
recruitment structure. This study also
highlights that 'prospective domestic

workers frequently make their initial
arrangements to migrate through sub-
agents' and that sub-agent goes from
house to house to persuade people to
go abroad HRW (2007, pp.25).

The fact that recruitment agents
mainly rely on sub-agents and

brokers to scout potential migrants is
also depicted by Caritas (2012). The
authors note that these sub-agents
and brokers who operate at the
village level, convince women to
migrate by assuring them all the

assistance and services required
during the entire migration process.
However, sub-agents are criticized of
not divulging correct information and
often extorting large sums of money.
In terms of recruitment agents at

destination, (Caritas, 2012) reports
that agents pressurize female migrant
workers to remain at a job until they
have completed at least three months
- probationary period, to avoid having
to replace a maid if one leaves during

this period. Moreover, Caritas (2012,
pp.85) highlights that the 'entire
migration process is abusive and
exploitative for women, placing them
in an extremely vulnerable position.'

In their sample2  the authors found

that 'most of the respondents
experienced problems in dealing with
the sub-agent and local agent to
obtain proper documents and
pertinent information prior to
departure.' The fact that recruitment

agencies deceive and coerce
potential workers into exploitative
employment, by providing false
information about working conditions
and wages is also documented by
Gunasinghe (2013). In response to

well documented overcharging by
agents and sub-agents, Ukwatte
(2012) finds that migrant women
prefer to use informal channels such
as personal contacts to lower the
financial cost of migration.

The limitations of the migrant labour
recruitment process in Sri Lanka
depicted in literature (Caritas, 2012;
HRW, 2007; ILO-SL, 2013; Ukwatte,
2012); are addressed in the
guidelines for improvement provided
in the Code of Ethical Conduct for

Licensed Foreign Employment
Agencies and Licensees (CoEC)
(SLBFE, 2013). The CoEC has been
developed with the intention of
streamlining the practices of
recruitment agents, enhancing

professionalism, responsibility and
accountability and promoting
transparency of business activities.
Even if all issues related to the
migration recruitment process were
eliminated through efforts such as the

CoEC, still there will be many other
factors contributing towards the
vulnerability of female domestic
workers. For instance, Hune (1991)
notes that women are experiencing
'triple exploitation as females,

workers and foreigners', whereas Cox
(1997) highlights 'the fact that they
are drawn from the ranks of the poor'
is an important contributor to such
vulnerability. Additionally, the author

2 This study uses a sample of 122 respondents in a Focus Group Discussion (FGD) and case studies.

also notes that the absence of any

party to protect their interest and the
nature of the migration movement
contribute towards domestic workers
experiencing adverse outcomes in
the destination.

In highlighting adverse outcomes

experienced by Sri Lankan female
domestic workers at destination
countries, Bruce (2013) compares Sri
Lankan migrant workers to slaves,
engaging in servitude like jobs or
even in immoral activities. The

hardship endeared by the sample of
women studied by Caritas (2012)
shows that issues were similar to
those reported in Table 2 above. In
focusing on issues at destination
Ukwatte (2012) highlights adjusting to

a new environment, working for
unknown family/employer,
harassment and emotional strain as
the main issues. Similarly, HRW
(2007) shows that Sri Lankan
domestic workers at destination face

pervasive workplace abuses such as
non-payment/underpayment of
wages; forced confinement in the
workplace; excessively working with
no rest; physical, psychological, and
sexual abuse; food deprivation and

inadequate living conditions;
confiscation of their identity
documents; restricted communication;
limitations on their ability to return to
their home countries when they wish
to do so; and exploitation by labour

agents in their countries of
employment.

HRW (2007, pp.4) also highlights that
in countries such as Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Lebanon, and the UAE the
labour laws 'categorically exclude

migrant domestic workers from
protection. The governments of those
countries deny migrant domestic
workers equal protection under their
country's laws and limit their ability to
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change employers, even in cases of
abuse'. This report quotes that 50
migrant domestic workers return to
Sri Lanka 'in distress' each day, and
Sri Lankan embassies in ME are
flooded with workers complaining of

unpaid wages, sexual harassment,
and overwork.

In explaining the reasons behind
such vulnerabilities, (Gunasinghe,
2013, pp.22) shows that the lack of
'legally binding bilateral/multilateral

agreements and standard contracts
which establish the equal rights of
migrant workers, minimum wages and
international labour terms and
conditions give rise to many
violations. The exclusion of migrant

workers from rights guaranteed in
national labour laws, inadequate
access to legal and interpretation
services in the host country leaves
them doubly vulnerable'.

The foregone studies focused on

female domestic workers of Sri
Lankan origin. Another subset of
literature focuses on domestic
workers from all origin at different
destinations. For instance, in an
analysis of female domestic workers

in United Arab Emirates, Sabban
(2004) notes that isolation is a
dominant feature of migrant domestic
workers. Moreover, it is noted that
domestic workers struggle with their
own problems that they bring with

them upon migration to the UAE and
these problems are aggravated and
mishandled on all levels inside the
UAE. Reiterating HRW (2007),
Sabban (2004) also notes that one
main difficulty is protecting the

welfare of female domestic workers in
the UAE is the inapplicability of
labour laws on domestic workers.
Similarly, Sönmez et al. (n.d.)
highlights that domestic workers in
UAE are neither covered by the 1980

UAE Labour Law nor the 2007 Draft
Labour Law. In fact, they are not
considered as employees, while

'households where they work are not
considered workplaces, private
persons who hire them are not
considered employers' (Sönmez et
al., n.d.). As a result labour inspectors
cannot inspect private households

that employ domestic workers.

In the case of Bahrain, al Najjar
(2004) shows that female domestic
workers, face difficulties in adjusting
to their new lives mainly due to lack
of knowledge of each other's cultures

by the employer and employee. The
author also notes that female
domestic workers are confronted with
numerous restrictions, which limits
social contacts leading to a sentiment
of loneliness and not being cared for.

Focusing on female domestic workers
in Lebanon, Jureidini (2004) identifies
three types of domestic workers in
Lebanon - live-ins, freelancers and
runaways, where freelancers are
much less vulnerable to abuse and

exploitation by employers and
agencies, possibly because they are
bonded to a formal sponsor. The
three most predominant types of
harassment in Lebanon are - violence
or the threat of violence from

employers, recruitment agencies,
police and general security forces;
denial of freedom in terms of
withholding of passports, restriction
of movement outside the residence of
employment and limitations on

outside communications; and
exploitative working conditions
including withholding of wages, long
hours of work, inadequate or no
leisure time and insecure living
quarters.

Contrary to migrant domestic workers
in the ME, those in Asia are faced
with different nuances of difficulties.
Cheng (1996) emphasizes on the
dilemma faced by migrant workers
due to requiring to maintain

professional relationships within an
intimate work environment. Migrant

domestic workers are considered as
outsiders by the family they work for.
This isolation within a household
discourages development of support
systems and contacts with women
doing similar work. The author also

notes that there is a power struggle
between women of unequal stature
concerning the operation of the
household and the interrelationships
with family members.

As evident in the foregone

discussion, no previous study has
focused on a quantitative analysis of
the impact of recruitment
mechanisms on exposure to
harassment at destination. This paper
addresses this important research

area.

Moreover, it is
noted that
domestic
workers
struggle with
their own
problems that
they bring with
them upon
migration to the
UAE and these
problems are
aggravated and
mishandled on
all levels inside
the UAE.
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4. Data
As stated in Section, 1 this study
uses secondary data from the
SPARC-ILO dataset. The dataset
includes 2000 returnee migrants
sampled based on a purposive

sampling design, representing 15
Districts in Sri Lanka with higher
percentages of migrant workers,
based on SLBFE statistics of 2007.
The sampling methodology, over
sampled female migrant workers

representing mainly the
disadvantaged and vulnerable. Data
represents retrospective information
on up to 6 migration instances.
Despite the availability of a rich set of
variables, a notable limitation of the

dataset is the absence of information
about the year of migration.
Additionally, the SPARC-ILO dataset
also limits generalization of findings
based on its purposive sampling
methodology. The responses may

suffer from recall bias as well as the
possibility of providing false
information to conceal bad
experiences. This may have led to
under-reporting of adverse situations
faced by migrants. The findings of the

study should be analyzed in the
context of these limitations of the
underlying dataset.

4.1 Descriptive
Statistics
Among the 2000 returnees
represented in the SPARC-ILO
dataset 1520 are females. Due to the

scope of the study, the descriptive
analysis focuses on female returnees,
and the following statistics pertain to
demographics of the pre-migration
scenario  if not specified otherwise.

The mean age among females is
38.81 years and half of the females

are between the ages 32 and 44
years, while 95 per cent are less than
53 years of age.

In terms of ethnicity, nearly 70 per
cent of female returnees in the
sample are Sinhala while 16 and 14
per cent are Muslims and Tamils,

respectively. Correspondingly, the
distribution of religion was led by
Buddhism followed by Islam, Hindu
and Christianity. Three fourth of the
female migrants were married at the
time of interview, while 9 percent

accounted for never married and 16
per cent consisted of separatees,
divorcees and widows. In terms of
characteristics before first migration
also, a majority of females were
married (72 per cent). The mean age

at first migration was 34.39 years,
while half of first time female migrants
were less than 34 years of age.
Moreover, 57 per cent of first time
migrants had post primary education,
while 21 per cent only had primary

education and 5 percent had no
formal education. Among all migrants
only 34 per cent had worked prior to
foreign employment.

Among multiple methods available for
potential migrants to receive

information about foreign employment
opportunities, 40 per cent had heard
about the last trip through a
registered foreign employment
agency, 16 per cent through a
licensed branch of a foreign

employment agency, and 2 per cent
through an unlicensed sub agent.3 In
terms of actual recruitment channels
used for last employment, the

combination of an agent and a sub-
agent accounted for the largest share

of 36.6 per cent. Another 24.8 per
cent secured employment on their
own, while 23.6 per cent were
recruited through only an agent. Sub-
agents alone accounted for 12.9 per
cent.4

Among the 1520 female returnees,

over 58 per cent had migrated only
once, while 22 and 11 percent
accounted for two and three trips,
respectively, while only 7 per cent
accounted for more than 3 foreign
employment trips. Among female

migrants 46 per cent were employed
at the destination for 24 months, 16
per cent for 36 months, 12 per cent
for 12 months, and 5 per cent for 48
months.

In terms of the experiences faced by

the migrant while in destination, over
a fourth have reported to have faced
some difficulty in their working or
living conditions during the last
migration. For instance, nearly half of
the female complaints were about

having been forced to work more than
the agreed hours,  14 per cent having
been forced to perform other activities
than agreed, 9 per cent having been
a victim of violence or threats of
violence, 6 per cent having been

forced to work where there are
potential health risk, and 4 per cent
having been forced to work longer
than the agreed. Additionally, over 20
per cent of female migrants reported
that they were deprived of the salary/

benefits that were contractually
agreed, while 27 per cent of females
reported that they were deprived of
leaving the working premises on their

3 Some migrants have heard about the foreign employment opportunity from multiple channels.
4 Over 2 per cent had not reported their recruitment channel in last employment abroad.
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own outside working hours, and over

80 per cent of female migrants
reported that their passports were
held by the employer (during any of
their foreign employment trips).5

Table 3
Summary Statistics

During last migration, for females the

top five destinations were Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, Lebanon and
Qatar, while 93 per cent were
occupied as domestic maids. Table 3

depicts the summary statistics of

female returnees who were employed
as domestic maids in their last
migration trip.6  The data do not reflect
any selection in terms of recruitment
channel.

5 Due to the design of the survey and sampling methodology adopted, the scale and scope of issues reported in the survey are different from those reported
in Table 2.

6 The foregone discussion pertains to all female migrants in the sample. Hence, statistics reported in Table 3 for female domestic workers differ from the
above.

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Did not face any difficulty 1409 0.7253 0.4465 0 1

Forced to work longer than agreed hrs with OT 1409 0.0028 0.0532 0 1

Forced to work longer than agreed hrs without OT 1409 0.0256 0.1578 0 1

Forced to work where there are potential health risks 1409 0.0050 0.0703 0 1

Victim of violence or threats of violence 1409 0.0149 0.1212 0 1

Forced to perform other activities than the agreed 1409 0.0759 0.2650 0 1

Forced to work for other employer than the agreed 1409 0.0291 0.1681 0 1

Forced to work in other location than the agreed 1409 0.0511 0.2203 0 1

Forced to stay longer than agreed with the employer 1409 0.0390 0.1937 0 1

Other difficulties 1409 0.0234 0.1513 0 1

On own 1409 0.2633 0.4406 0 1

Agent 1409 0.2491 0.4327 0 1

Agent+ Sub 1409 0.3435 0.4750 0 1

Sub agent 1409 0.1270 0.3331 0 1

Saudi 1409 0.3052 0.4606 0 1

Dubai 1409 0.1114 0.3148 0 1

Kuwait 1409 0.3009 0.4588 0 1

Other countries 1409 0.2825 0.4504 0 1

Duration (years) 1353 3.7020 46.1469 0 1667

Trips (no. of) 1409 1.8190 1.1297 1 7

Age 1393 34.5722 8.9376 14 64

Never married 1409 0.1242 0.3299 0 1

Married 1409 0.7346 0.4417 0 1

Separated/Divorced 1409 0.0596 0.2369 0 1

Others 1409 0.0816 0.2739 0 1

No edu 1395 0.0566 0.2312 0 1

Edu:grade 1-5 1395 0.2258 0.4183 0 1

Edu:grade 6-10 1395 0.5771 0.4942 0 1

Edu:passed O/L plus 1409 0.1363 0.3432 0 1

Sinhala-Buddhist 1409 0.6217 0.4851 0 1

Tamil-Hindu 1409 0.1199 0.3250 0 1

Muslim-Islam 1409 0.1554 0.3624 0 1

Other 1409 0.1029 0.3039 0 1
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5. Methodology and Empirical Estimation
5.1 Quantitative
Methodology
This study aims to answer the

following research question -"how
does different recruitment channels of
female domestic workers affect their
likelihood to experience difficulties at
destination ". The methodology of
analysis is a discrete choice model.

Initially a probit model is estimated
where the dependent variable Y = 1
when a migrant experienced
difficulties during overseas
employment as, seen in Eq. 1.

where Φ(·) is the standard normal

cumulative density function (cdf), with
derivative

which is the standard normal density
function. The first outcome variable
analyzed is the dichotomous variable
of whether difficulty was experienced
at destination or not, as depicted in

column 1 of Table 1.The explanatory
variable of interest is the indicator
variable of the recruitment channel. In
Sri Lanka there are many types of
operators in the field of recruiting
workers for foreign employment.

MFEPW (2008) shows that they
include 'the government recruitment
agency, private recruitment agencies,
informal networks, kin, and family and
in rare occasions, directly by the
employer'. Among these alternative

ways of recruitment, this analysis
focuses on four types of recruitment

x′β
-∞P(Yi =1⎟xi )= ∫           (z)dz =  Φ(X’β)       (1)

    (z) = (1 / √2π) exp(−x2 / 2)                   (2)

channels indicated in data - (1) on
own (which constitutes kin, family and
directly by the employer); (2) agent
only (government or private agency);

(3) sub-agent only (informal networks
and unlicensed agencies); and (4) a
combination of an agent and a sub-
agent.

Other control variables include a
vector of demographic variables, a

vector of human capital variables and
a vector of overseas employment
related variables. The vector of
demographic variables includes age
at first migration, marital status at first
migration, indicators for combinations

of religion and ethnicity. The vector of
human capital variables consists of
five educational categories, while the
vector of overseas employment
variables include the number of trips
made, duration of last migration in

years, and the country of destination
in last migration.7 The analysis is
restricted to female returnees who
were employed as overseas domestic
workers, and extreme values in
duration were removed from the

estimation sample.

Subsequently, separate probit models
are estimated for selected specific
types of difficulties faced by female
domestic maids at the destination.8

These models also use the same set

of control variables, as depicted in
columns 2 - 5 in Tables 5 and 6.
These specific outcomes focused are:

– victim of violence/threats of
violence or was forced to work on
tasks that has potential health
risks;

– being forced to perform other
activities than agreed;

– being forced to work longer than
the agreed hours of work without
overtime allowance;

– being forced to work for another
employer than agreed.

In all models the omitted categories
are as follows. Recruitment type - on

own, marital status- never married,
education - no formal education,
ethnicity-religion combination -
Sinhala Buddhist, and country of
destination Saudi Arabia.

5.2 Qualitative
Methodology
In addition to the quantitative
analysis, the study also involves a
qualitative component. The qualitative

component is mainly to validate the
findings of the study. For this
purpose, six KIIs were conducted with
establishments that assist potential,
current and returned female domestic
workers and with employment agents.

The key informants were from the
Sahana Piyasa, Nation Trade Union
Federation - Migrant Workers Front,
Good Shepherd's Services Centre for
migrant workers, Association of
Licensed Foreign Employment

Agencies (ALFEA) and Shums and
Company. Sahana Piyasa is a welfare
centre of the SLBFE located near the
Katunayake International Airport. This
institution provides a host of services
to migrant workers prior to their

departure as well as assist migrant
workers who return having
experienced various issues and

7 Additionally, another set of models  was also constructed with the same dependent and inde- pendent variables, but with also interaction between recruitment
channel and destination country, on the premise that the recruitment channel affects differently based on the country of destination (see Appendix). However,
they were not pursued further due technical difficulties in obtaining standard errors of marginal effects of recruitment channels.

8 Selected based on sufficiency of observations to estimate required models.

O

O
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hardships at destination. Nation Trade
Union Federation - Migrant Workers
Front is an organization that mobilizes
and organizes prospective, current
and returnee migrant, especially
domestic workers, into a right base

organization, to facilitate them to raise
their collective voice against any
workers' and human rights violation
issues. Good Shepherd's Service
Centre for Migrant Workers is an
organization that had been in

operation in Lebanon for 10 years
since 1996. The centre mainly
focused on providing refuge for
migrant workers (predominantly

female domestic workers) who had
left their employers due to being
subjected to abuse. The centre also
provided other forms of assistance for
these migrant workers such as finding
a different employer, notifying the

relevant authorities, assistance to
process documents for repatriation,
and psychological and medical
treatment etc. The centre phased out
of working with migrant workers in
Lebanon after the major repatriation

operation conducted during the 2006
Israel-Hezbollah war in Lebanon. The
centre and its operations are now
handled by Caritas Sri Lanka-SEDEC.

ALFEA is the official organization of
the licensed recruitment agents in Sri
Lanka, while Shums and Company is
a licensed recruitment agent. The KIIs
followed a semi-structured format with
the intention of discerning the views

of their key informants about the
nexus about recruitment channels
and vulnerability, as well as their
views on the findings of the
quantitative analysis.

The next section discusses the

estimates of quantitative models and
their findings in the context of the
qualitative research and existing
literature.

6. Findings and Discussion
Tables 5 and 6 depict the coefficient
estimates and marginal effects,
respectively of the regressions of the
outcomes outlined above. The
discussion of findings is limited to

statistically significant estimates if not
otherwise noted.  Initially the study
presents all statistically significant
findings and limits the analysis of
findings to coefficients directly linked
to the research question raised. The

analysis of other statistically
significant variables is deferred to the
end of this section. The first
regression depicted in Column (1) of
the said two tables, pools all types of
difficulties faced at destination to form

the binary outcome variable 'was
vulnerable'. The estimates indicate
that those who are recruited through
an agent are associated with a 7.5
percentage point higher probability
for vulnerability. This finding is

somewhat counter intuitive to Shah &
Menon (1997)'s premise that
recruitment through informal channels

makes migrants more prone to
experiencing difficulty at destination.
Perhaps this is due to the fact that the
binary outcome is made up of a
diverse list of difficulties which range

from being a victim of violence or
violent threats to having to work
where there are potential health risks
to violations of the employment
contract. The types of contract
violations include being forced to

either work longer hours; perform
other activities than agreed; work in
another location or for a different
employer than agreed; or stay longer
than agreed. As such, in order to
further investigate the relationship

between recruitment channel and
these heterogeneous types of issues,
selected difficulties are examined
separately.

When exposure to violence, violent
threats or having to work where there

are potential health risks are
considered as the outcome (Column

(2) in Tables 5 and 6), none of the
categories of recruitment channels
are statistically significant.9  This find-
ing indicates that relative to finding
foreign employment on their own,

those who go through alternative
recruitment channels - through an
agent, through an agent and a sub-
agent, and a sub-agent only, do not
have a different effect on being
exposed to violence, violent threats or

having to work where there are
potential health risks. In summary,
this means that the recruitment
channel does not have a correlation
with the probability of experiencing
this outcome. In this regression the

only statistically significant coefficient
is the indicators for ethnicity religion
combination Muslim-Islam. The
coefficient and the marginal effect on
Muslim-Islam group is positive and
statistically significant, which shows

that relative to a Sinhala-Buddhist, a
Muslim-Islam woman has a 2.8
percentage points higher probability

9 There are insufficient observations to separate these two issues and regress.
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Table 4
Coefficients of Probit Models

Notes: * for p<.05, ** for p<.01, and *** for p<.001.

          (1)              (2)               (3)              (4)            (5)
     Was vulner  Violence/health risk Activities not agreed   Long hrs no OT       Diff emp
  b se  b se  b se  b  se  b se

Agent only  0.0705* (0.0341) -0.0063 (0.0082)  0.0343 (0.0200) -0.0258* (0.0124)  0.0431** (0.0159)

Agent + Sub -0.0177 (0.0305)  -0.0110 (0.0068)  0.0420* (0.0182) -0.0160 (0.0128)  0.0085 (0.0125)

Sub- agent only -0.0585 (0.0379)   0.0031 (0.0149) -0.0229 (0.0188) -0.0122 (0.0129)

Dubai -0.0446 (0.0392) -0.0070 (0.0082) -0.0186 (0.0233)  0.0167 (0.0184) -0.0212 (0.0150)

Kuwait  0.0189 (0.0309) -0.0030 (0.0069)  0.0199 (0.0190)  0.0157 (0.0110)  0.0105 (0.0145)

Other countries -0.0328 (0.0307)   0.0108 (0.0100) -0.0015 (0.0184)  0.0231 (0.0142) -0.0139 (0.0126)

Duration (yrs) -0.0428*** (0.0118) -0.0104 (0.0055) -0.0011 (0.0060) -0.0032 (0.0034)  0.0039 (0.0043)

No. of trips  0.0591*** (0.0107)  0.0025 (0.0032)  0.0341*** (0.0060)  0.0043 (0.0039)  0.0091* (0.0044)

Age -0.0061*** (0.0016) -0.0008 (0.0005) -0.0009 (0.0010) -0.0008 (0.0007) -0.0016* (0.0008)

Married  0.0505 (0.0430)  0.0070 (0.0083) -0.0226 (0.0238)  0.0091 (0.0141)  0.0279 (0.0202)

Separated/divorced  0.1768** (0.0605)  0.0215 (0.0131) -0.0185 (0.0359)  0.0755** (0.0254)

Other martial  0.0776 (0.0611) -0.0418 (0.0349)  0.0122 (0.0287)

Edu-grade 1-5 -0.1560** (0.0551)  0.0137 (0.0148) -0.0860** (0.0284) -0.0085 (0.0155) -0.0346 (0.0194)

Edu-grade 6-10 -0.1410** (0.0527)  0.0101 (0.0160) -0.0794** (0.0261) -0.0106 (0.0164) -0.0493** (0.0181)

Edu-OLplus -0.1911** (0.0607) -0.0005 (0.0202) -0.0744* (0.0313) -0.0286 (0.0245) -0.0450* (0.0224)

Tamil-Hindu  0.0617 (0.0367)  0.0069 (0.0093)  0.0179 (0.0230)  0.0211 (0.0141)  0.0255 (0.0143)

Muslim-Islam  0.0453 (0.0401)  0.0279** (0.0088) -0.0087 (0.0239)  0.0499*** (0.0137) -0.0372 (0.0237)

Other  0.0529 (0.0373)  0.0118 (0.0108)  0.0330 (0.0212)  0.0048 (0.0209) -0.0002 (0.0178)

Observations     1297     1215     1310       988     1310

          (1)              (2)               (3)              (4)            (5)
     Was vulner  Violence/health risk Activities not agreed   Long hrs no OT       Diff emp
  b se  b se  b se  b  se  b se

Agent only   0.2230* (0.1086) -0.1769 (0.2410)  0.2728 (0.1617) -0.5537*  (0.2776)  0.4814** (0.1853)

Agent+Sub  -0.0610 (0.1047) -0.3579 (0.2148)  0.3233* (0.1485) -0.2768  (0.2187)  0.1279 (0.1936)

Sub- Agent only  -0.2119 (0.1411)  0.0704 (0.3260) -0.2708 (0.2377) -0.2605 (0.3005)

Dubai  -0.1547 (0.1393) -0.3004 (0.3875) -0.1637 (0.2165)   0.3943  (0.3644) -0.3233 (0.2609)

Kuwait   0.0614 (0.1003) -0.1077 (0.2476)  0.1426 (0.1365)   0.3771  (0.2696)   0.1137 (0.1580)

Other countries  -0.1125 (0.1053)  0.2736 (0.2548) -0.0116 (0.1460)  0.4978  (0.2907)  -0.1910 (0.1745)

Duration (yrs) -0.1448*** (0.0408) -0.3250 (0.1751) -0.0084 (0.0453) -0.0659  (0.0686)   0.0496 (0.0540)

No. of trips  0.2002*** (0.0375)  0.0782 (0.0998)  0.2595*** (0.0443)   0.0881  (0.0758)   0.1148* (0.0550)

Age  -0.0529 (0.0337) -0.1072 (0.0560) -0.0466 (0.0404) -0.0271  (0.0579) -0.0458 (0.0529)

Age sq   0.0005 (0.0005)  0.0013 (0.0008)  0.0006 (0.0005)  0.0002  (0.0008)  0.0004 (0.0007)

Married   0.1709 (0.1459)  0.2189 (0.2563) -0.1721 (0.1804)  0.1846  (0.2851)  0.3504 (0.2485)

Separated/Divorced   0.5983** (0.2070)  0.6705 (0.3984) -0.1408 (0.2728)  0.9486** (0.3052)

Other marital cats.   0.2627 (0.2073) -0.3176 (0.2660)  0.1529 (0.3597)

Edu-grade 1-5  -0.5279** (0.1884)  0.4269 (0.4622) -0.6533** (0.2164) -0.1728  (0.3153) -0.4354 (0.2430)

Edu-grade 6-10  -0.4774** (0.1802)  0.3156 (0.4977) -0.6037** (0.1977) -0.2151  (0.3358) -0.6193** (0.2259)

Edu-OLplus  -0.6467** (0.2082) -0.0156 (0.6297) -0.5656* (0.2371) -0.5836  (0.4998) -0.5662* (0.2804)

Tamil-Hindu   0.2088 (0.1245)  0.2159 (0.2910)  0.1363 (0.1742)  0.4298  (0.2753)  0.3205 (0.1775)

Muslim-Islam   0.1533 (0.1357)  0.8690*** (0.2439) -0.0659 (0.1812)   1.0163***  (0.2249) -0.4674 (0.2970)

Other eth-reli   0.1792 (0.1264)  0.3667 (0.3295)  0.2508 (0.1614)   0.0971  (0.4239) -0.0027 (0.2244)

Constant   0.7707 (0.6225)  -0.4111 (1.0720) -0.5745 (0.7394)  -1.6936  (1.0076) -0.9741 (0.9661)

Observations      1297     1215     1310       988     1310

Table 4
Mariginal Effects after Probit Models

Notes: * for p<.05, ** for p<.01, and *** for p<.001.
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to encounter issues on violence/
violent threats/potential health risks
at destination.

Column (3) depicts the estimates of
the probit model for the outcome of

having been forced to perform
activities not agreed to. The estimates
indicate a correlation between this
outcome and the indicator for the
recruitment channel where a
combination of an agent and a sub-

agent were used. The marginal
effects depict that relative to finding
employment on one's own, a female
domestic worker who secured
employment through a combination of
an agent and a sub-agent has a 4.2

percentage point higher probability to
have been forced to perform activities
that were not initially agreed to. The
involvement of a sub agent brings in
an element of informalness into the
otherwise formal recruitment process

done by an agent. Most often it is
likely that the agent is not linked to
the final employer at destination,

while the latter may not even be
aware of the involvement of a sub-
agent at the origin. As extensively
discussed in Section 3, often it is the
sub- agent who is initially met by the

potential employee and subsequently
the employee is introduced to the
agent. Moreover, the National Labour
Migration Policy for Sri Lanka
(MFEPW, 2008, pp.20) recognizes
that involvement of "unlicensed sub-

agents working at the community
level with no formal affiliation to
licensed recruitment agencies, often
commit malpractices and violations
stated above [dishonesty with regard
to the nature and conditions of

employment, contract substitution
etc.]". Similarly, HRW (2007, pp.1)
highlights that 'unscrupulous labor
agents and sub-agents in Sri Lanka
often · · · deceive women about their
prospective jobs'. The reasons behind

this finding were further validated by
the qualitative information gathered in
the field. For instance, the KIIs10

revealed that the sub-agent may have

provided false information at the
onset of the migration recruitment
process. The KIIs went on to state
that though accurate information is
revealed and agreed to by the migrant
worker before departure at the

SLBFE, the female domestic workers
are not capable of comprehending
the details of what they are finally
agreeing to at the SLBFE. As such,
workers believe that the same
conditions informed by the sub-agent

are what they are agreeing to. The
discrepancy is only realized by the
migrant worker upon arriving and
working at the location of employment
at destination, which finally
culminates to a grievance of the

migrant worker.

The relationship between the number
of trips made and the outcome
indicates that each additional trip is
associated with a 3.4 percentage

point higher probability to have been
forced to perform activities not
agreed. In the case of educational

10 With Shums and Company on August 21, 2014 and MWF on August 22, 2014.

FIGURE  3

Note: all effects are relative to finding employment on own.

Forced to work longer hours
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Agent
Agent & Sub-agent
Sub-Agent only
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No effect
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employer

Agent
Agent & Sub-agent
Sub-Agent only

4.4
No effect
No effect

Forced to do activities not
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Agent
Agent & Sub-agent
Sub-Agent only

No effect
4.2
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Experience violence, violent
threats or work under
potential health risks

Agent
Agent & Sub-agent
Sub-Agent only
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Type of Vulnerability Recruitment Channel
Probability of Facing
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(percentage point change)

Effects of Recruitment Channel on Vulnerability
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agent involves a larger pool of
alternative employers that the agent
could supply a given domestic maid

to. Moreover, the fact that recruitment
through an agency provides a written
contract before departure provides
the employee information about to
whom she should be working and
facilitates awareness of any deviation

from the contract. This existence of a
contract and the pool of potential
employers together contribute to
increasing the probability of those
recruited through an agent to be more
likely to have been forced to work for

another employer than agreed.

This link was also validated in the
qualitative information of the KIIs.
Specifically, it was revealed that the
agents at origin normally agree to the

possibility that the agent at the
destination may match employees
with employers upon arrival. This
aspect of the agreement between the
two agents is not known by the

categories, marginal effects show that
relative to those with no formal
education all other education

categories are associated with a
lower probability of being forced to
perform activities not agreed to.

Estimates on Columns (4) pertain to
the outcome of having been forced to
work longer hours with no overtime

payment. The negative coefficient and
marginal effect of the indicator for
recruitment through an agent
indicates that relative to a similar
employee who secured employment
on her own, one that goes through an

agent is associated with a 2.6
percentage point lower probability of
having been forced to work longer
hours with no overtime payment.
Recruitment through an agent can be
considered the most formal method of

recruitment and it is encouraging to
see that it is associated with a lower
probability for this issue. The
qualitative validation of findings
established that compared to finding
employment on own, recruitment

through an agent involves the agent
in Sri Lanka and the agent at
destination. As such, the employer is
accountable to many parties, which
acts as a protection mechanism.
However, the qualitative validation

exercise raised concerns about the
validity of the issue of overtime hours
reported in the dataset. However,
conflicting information was reported
in the KIIs, as on the one hand, it was
revealed that in many countries

female domestic employment does
not involve an agreed number of
hours per day, except for a few
countries like Cyprus and Egypt. On
the other hand, it was established
that normally the female domestic

worker agreement involves 12
intermittent hours of work per day.
The positive coefficient on Muslim-
Islam in Column (4) indicates that
relative to Sinhala-Buddhist females,
the former are associated with a 5

percentage point higher probability to
have been forced to work longer
hours with no overtime payment.

Column (5) depicts estimates for the
outcome of having been forced to
work for a different employer. Here

the marginal effects indicate that a
female employed through an agent is
associated with 4.4 percentage points
higher probability to have worked for
a different employer than a similar
female domestic aid who found the

employment opportunity on her own.
An employee who secures the
domestic maid job on her own is
likely to have a direct link with the
employer, and less information and
contacts with alternative employers at

destination. Such an employee is less
likely to be forced to work for another
employer than the agreed. On the
other hand, employment through an

migrant worker. Moreover, in addition
to the agreement signed by the
migrant worker in Sri Lanka before
departure, a second agreement is
signed at destination as part of the
double contract system. The whole

purpose of the double contract
system is to get the worker to agree
to a new set of working terms and
conditions. However, as mentioned
earlier, the KIIs revealed that though
these agreements carry the signature

of the migrant worker, they are not
capable of comprehending what they
are signing into. Hence, from their
point of view, they have agreed to
only what they fathomed, regardless
of their signature being in the first or

second contract.

The validation of findings in the field
also highlighted that there is another
aspect of this issue of being forced to
work for another employer than

agreed. That is, being forced to work
for multiple employers at the wage of
a single employer. It was revealed
that in many cases multiple families -
often grown children of older parents
with own families of their own, live in
a single house in separate floors/

levels. In such cases, often the female
domestic worker may require to serve
all families in the building, despite
being paid a single wage. Contrary to
finding employment on own, where
the prospective female domestic

worker has more accurate information
about the type of family
arrangements of the employer, one
recruited through an agent often lacks
access to such accurate information,
leading to high vulnerability for this

issue when recruited through an
agent. This lack of prior information
about the employer's family
arrangements is also a reason behind
the finding.

As before, this outcome too displays
a nexus with the number of trips and
the indicator for separated/divorced.
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Each additional trip is associated with
a 0.9 percentage point higher
probability for being forced to work for
another employer, while compared to
a never married woman, a separated
or divorced woman has a 7.5

percentage point higher probability of
being forced to work for another
employer.

Among educational categories,
relative to a female domestic worker
with no formal education, those who

have an education of 6-10th grade or
have passed O/L have a 4.9 or 4.5
percentage points lower probability,
respectively, to have been forced to
work for a different employer.  The
coefficient on the age variable is not

statistically significant, however the
marginal effect is.11  Due to the
significance of the coefficient, I
consider the marginal effect of age as
economically significant, which
shows that an additional year of age

is considered associated with a 0.16
percentage point lower probability to
have been forced to work for a
different employer.

As evident in the foregone
discussion, the relationship between

recruitment channel and vulnerability
does not display a consistent
relationship; instead the relationship
is specific to the type of difficulty
faced. On the contrary, other
covariates have consistent correlation

across all types of vulnerabilities
faced. In three of the five regressions,
the number of trips has a statistically
significant marginal effect and they
are consistently positive in all
models. These findings imply that

when all else is equal, a greater
number of trips is associated with
greater vulnerability. On the one
hand, this could mean that with more
exposure to foreign employment in
terms of the number of trips female

domestic maids are more aware of
their scope of work and anything
beyond their agreed scope. On the
other hand, this could also mean that
females who have experienced
difficulty in previous trips may have

returned and made a fresh trip,
increasing their number of trips.

In terms of marital status, separated/
divorced category is significant in two
regressions and in both instances,

they depict a positive relationship. The
consistent positive association of
separated/divorced women having
been exposed to more difficulty may
be due to personal characteristics of
not being able to live in close

proximity with regular interactions with
other persons. There is also the
possibility of employers discriminating
against females who are separated.
KIIs revealed that such separated or
divorced females tend to seek male

attention and love not only within the
employer's household, but also from
elsewhere, either way often causing
issues with their foreign employment.
Variables age and educational
categories have consistent negative
correlation with outcomes, which

indicates that more mature females as
well as more educated women are
less likely to face issues at
destination. These findings are
consistent with the existing
understanding where the MFEPW

(2008) specifies that the State
requires that domestic workers should
be 21 years of age (for other
categories this age requirement is
only 18 years). The validation exercise
revealed that for certain destinations,

the minimum age is even higher in
order to ensure maturity in age and to
have had adequate life experiences to
understand and avoid issues as well
as to be able to better handle adverse
situations without being victimized.

In two of the five models, the race-
religion category Muslim-Islam was
consistently positively correlated with
the outcome. KIIs revealed that the
majority of employers in ME countries

are Muslim-Islams, and they prefer to
employ Muslim-Islam female
domestic workers for cultural and
religious similarities. This positive
expectation of similarities itself
appear to act against Sri Lankan

Muslim-Islam female domestic
workers, as the cultural and religious
practices in the two countries are of
different nuances. As such, employers
are more offended when a Muslim-
Islam domestic worker deviates from

their practices than when a similar
Sinhala-Buddhist domestic worker
deviates. Hence, deviation from the
ME Muslim-Islam, by a Sri Lankan
Muslim-Islam may contribute to cause
more problems than a similar

deviation by a Sinhala-Buddhist.
Nonetheless, this could also be due
to lower socio-economic status of
Muslim-Islam women.

In three of the five models, education
shows a negative correlation with

vulnerability, when compared to those
with no formal education, those with
some formal education are
associated with fewer issues at
destination.

In this setting, it appears that

personal characteristics are also
important contributors for female
domestic workers' outcomes at
destination.  The author's findings
indicate that all else being equal,
younger women, those lacking formal

education, separated/divorced,
Muslim-Islam and those who have
made more trips are more likely to be
vulnerable at destination. The country
of destination does not appear to be
associated with vulnerability.

11 The statistical significance between coefficient estimate and marginal effects are not uniform as standard errors of the marginal effect is obtained by the delta
method.
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This study is aimed at answering the
research question 'how does different
recruitment channels of female
domestic workers affect their
likelihood to experience difficulties at
destination?' using a discrete choice

methodology with secondary data
from the SPARC-ILO data. The
findings of the study answers this
question as 'the effect of recruitment
channel on vulnerability of female
domestic workers is specific to the

difficulty faced'. The findings which
were also validated in the field, are
summarized as follows. Relative to
those who found employment on their
own: (1) other recruitment channels
do not have a different effect on the

probability of experiencing violence,
violent threats or having to work
where there are potential health risks;
(2) those recruited through a
combination of an agent and a sub-
agent are associated with a higher

probability of being forced to perform
activities not agreed to; (3) those who
are recruited through an agent are
associated with a lower probability to
be forced to work longer hours with
no overtime payment; and (4) those

recruited through an agent is
associated with higher probability to
have been forced to work for a
different employer.

Additionally, the study finds that a
greater number of trips and indicators

for separated/divorced and Muslim-
Islam are associated with greater
vulnerability, while maturity in age
and education are associated with
lower vulnerability. Country of
destination does not appear to be

associated with vulnerability.

As such, the study does not find
conclusive evidence on the effect of
recruitment channel on the
vulnerability of female domestic

workers at destination. The lack of
conclusive findings should be
interpreted in the context of the
limitations of the underlying dataset.
As discussed in Section 4, data may
have been affected by recall bias and

under-reporting of adverse situations.

Despite inconclusive evidence on the
effect of recruitment channel on the
vulnerability of female domestic
workers at destination, the following
recommendations can be made

based on the specific quantitative
findings, the qualitative component
and the comprehensive literature
review.

First, this study revealed that
vulnerability is multifaceted, involving

various types of issues. As such, no
recruitment channel can be preferred
over the others to address
vulnerability. Instead, different
aspects of vulnerability can be
minimized through different

recruitment channels. For instance, to
ensure protection from being forced to
work longer hours without overtime
payments, female domestic workers
should be encouraged to seek foreign
employment through an agent.

However, they should also be
informed that recruitment through an
agent may increase their risk of being
forced to work for a different employer
than agreed. Similarly, if a potential
female domestic worker needs to

minimize the risk of being forced to
perform activities other than agreed,
she should be discouraged from
securing employment through a
combination of an agent and a sub-
agent. This implies that there are

positive and negative implications of
each recruitment channel. As such,
potential migrants should be well
informed about the various types of
vulnerabilities associated with

domestic employment and how to

strike a balance between these
conflicting implications, through their
choice of recruitment channel.
Potential migrant workers should be
educated and informed to an extent to
be able to evaluate the severity of

different types of vulnerabilities in the
context of available recruitment
channels and arrive at a value
judgment about the vulnerability
types and recruitment channels. The
very low level of comprehension/

understanding of the entire migration
process by the prospective (and in
some cases even by experienced)
female migrants, often limits their
ability to arrive at such a value
judgment. This low level of

understanding the migration process
also affects migrants in other stages
of the migration process beyond
recruitment. As highlighted in KIIs,
despite having signed to have read/
heard and understood the

employment contracts, there is a
marked difference between what is
agreed in paper and what is actually

As such, the
study does not
find conclusive
evidence on
the effect of
recruitment
channel on the
vulnerability of
female
domestic
workers at
destination.

7. Concluding Remarks and Recommendations
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comprehended as the agreement by

female domestic workers. This gap in
understanding, especially in the
context of unethical conduct by some
agents (both licensed and
unlicensed), is a serious concern to
be addressed by relevant authorities

of foreign employment. Measures are
already been taken to address the
ethical practices of employment
agents as detailed in the CoEC
(SLBFE, 2013). Similarly, a
comprehensive effort has to be taken

to improve migrants' level of
understanding of migration process. A
relatable success story in building
public awareness and understanding
of the migration process is the
campaign of advertisements carried

out in Sri Lanka by the Australian
High Commission to combat illegal
migration into Australia by boat. This
involved repeated broadcasting of
television commercials that
highlighted the consequences of

illegal migration. In order to improve
awareness about the migration
process of female domestic workers,
a similar advertisement or a telerama
campaign could be launched to
highlight best practices in finding

employment and understanding
various types of agreements, clauses
and their implications.

Another related issue that was
highlighted in the qualitative research
is the absence of clear aim of

migration, and/or the motivation to
remain on course during all three
phases of migration; pre-migration,
migration and post-migration. It is well
established that one of the main
reasons for migration is to improve

the family economic situation.
However, most migrants do not have
a clear understanding of their
objectives and the manner in which
they should conduct during different
phases of migration, to achieve this

objective. Hence, the above
recommended public awareness

campaign could also address these

issues related to migration, by
reaching a wider cross section of
stakeholders such as  prospective
and returnee migrants, their families,
and communities.

The qualitative exercise also revealed

that some Sri Lankan agents advice
female domestic workers to leave
employers upon completing 3 months
(the probationary period) by creating
some issue. Such abandonment by
employee after three months does not

require the agent to provide a
replacement female domestic worker
to the employer. As such, the female
domestic workers are advised to
contact the foreign agent at
destination, who will find them an

alternative employment with higher
wages. This scrupless practice is
supposed to benefit both agent and
migrant worker as the former gets a
commission for the new placement
without having to go through the

hassle of actually bringing a new
maid, and the migrant worker is
supposed to benefit with the higher
wage, which contributes to various
types of issues reported as com-
plaints by female domestic workers.

While improvements to the
recruitment process envisioned by
the CoEC are expected to address
such issues, prospective migrants
also have to be educated about
avoiding such practices.

An important point that came out of
the literature review of this study is
the asymmetric recruitment structure,
where the employer is provided a
replacement maid in the case of a
runaway maid, but a maid finds it

difficult to find an alternative employer
if there is a problem with the
employer. This asymmetry works to
the disadvantage of female domestic
workers. Relevant institutions such as
SLBFE and MFEPW could address

this issue with both local and foreign

recruitment agents to benefit female

domestic workers.

In conclusion, this paper makes an
important contribution to the literature
on vulnerability of female domestic
workers by performing an empirical
analysis to test the correlation

between female domestic workers'
vulnerability at destination and the
recruitment channel. The study finds
inconclusive evidence on the effect of
recruitment channel on the
vulnerability of female domestic

workers at destination, with specific
effects based on the definition of
vulnerability adopted. The findings
may be sensitive to the limitations of
the underlying dataset. As such,
future research in this area should

strive to improve migration related
data in Sri Lanka, to determine if
more conclusive evidence on this
issue can be obtained.

This study
revealed that
vulnerability is
multifaceted,
involving
various types
of issues. As
such, no
recruitment
channel can be
preferred over
the others to
address
vulnerability.
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Appendix I: Coefficients of Probit Models
          (1)              (2)               (3)              (4)            (5)

     Was vulnerable  Violence/health risk Activities not agreed   Long hrs no OT       Diff emp
  b se  b se  b se  b  se  b se

Main

Agent  0.2337 (0.1818)  0.0237 (0.4122)   0.1126 (0.2401) -0.1400 (0.5097)  0.6265 (0.3501)

Agent + sub-agent  -0.2411 (0.1853) -0.2626 (0.4868) -0.1438 (0.2515)  0.1547 (0.4389)  0.5753 (0.3591)

Sub-agent only  -0.1465 (0.2633) -0.1131 (0.4867)  0.1326 (0.4210)  0.6411 (0.5262)

Dubai  -0.2946 (0.2634)  0.1208 (0.4619)  0.1002 (0.3559)  0.5909 (0.5172) -0.0799 (0.4968)

Kuwait  0.2326 (0.2090)  0.5668 (0.6787) -0.0522 (0.2877)  0.7998* (0.3925)  0.7071 (0.3724)

Other -0.3765 (0.2018)  0.5253 (0.3296) -0.5156 (0.3267)  0.6899 (0.4108) -0.3877 (0.2817)

Agent#Dubai -0.0106 (0.3773) -0.0387 (0.5054) -0.2742 (0.6529)

Agent#Kuwait -0.2158 (0.2696) -0.6197 (0.8211)   0.0761 (0.3615) -0.8073 (0.6471) -0.4801 (0.4490)

Agent#Other cou.  0.1293 (0.2898)  0.0656 (0.4529) -0.1421 (0.6678)  0.3083 (0.4151)

Agent+sub#Dubai  0.6292 (0.3570) -0.1731 (0.7729) -0.3504 (0.6812)

Agent+sub#Kuwait -0.1648 (0.2740) -0.6439 (0.8550)  0.3813 (0.3638) -0.8427 (0.5798)  -1.1124* (0.4740)

Agent+sub#Other cou.  0.5320* (0.2684) -0.2792 (0.6163)  0.8845* (0.3952) -0.4624 (0.5721)

Sub #Dubai -0.6127 (0.5730)

Sub #Kuwait -0.3112 (0.3824) -0.2860 (0.5690)

Sub #Other cou.  0.2760 (0.3579)

Duration (in years) -0.1456*** (0.0403) -0.3156 (0.1760) -0.0094 (0.0453) -0.0622 (0.0658)  0.0541 (0.0540)

No. of trips   0.2018*** (0.0378)  0.0757 (0.1013)   0.2531*** (0.0439)  0.0918 (0.0784)  0.1191* (0.0570)

Age -0.0527 (0.0341) -0.1008 (0.0589) -0.0505 (0.0409) -0.0180 (0.0604) -0.0370 (0.0538)

Ageage  0.0005 (0.0005)  0.0012 (0.0009)  0.0006 (0.0006)  0.0000 (0.0008)  0.0003 (0.0007)

Married  0.1506 (0.1454)  0.2339 (0.2549) -0.2151 (0.1828) 0.2198 (0.2821)  0.3325 (0.2566)

Separated/Divorced  0.5513** (0.2086)  0.6528 (0.4007) -0.1762 (0.2771)  0.9120** (0.3146)

Other marital  0.2024 (0.2058) -0.3934 (0.2648)  0.0519 (0.3711)

Edu:grade 1-5 -0.5040** (0.1908)  0.3314 (0.4602) -0.6296** (0.2159) -0.1838 (0.3295) -0.5187* (0.2481)

Edu:grade 6-10 -0.4713** (0.1829)  0.2598 (0.4990) -0.6039** (0.1993) -0.2588 (0.3486) -0.7186** (0.2339)

Edu:OLplus -0.6443** (0.2105) -0.0979 (0.6387) -0.5565* (0.2409) -0.6130 (0.4737) -0.6694* (0.2917)

Tamil-Hindu  0.2188 (0.1260)  0.2003 (0.2936)  0.1402 (0.1754)  0.4151 (0.2823)  0.3470 (0.1780)

Muslim-Islam  0.1468 (0.1387)  0.9515*** (0.2555) -0.1156 (0.1827)  1.0301*** (0.2259) -0.4903 (0.2888)

Other  0.1817 (0.1281)  0.3399 (0.3452)  0.2453 (0.1673)  0.0849 (0.4237)  0.0009 (0.2243)

Constant  0.8142 (0.6404) -0.5313 (1.1229) -0.2036 (0.7703) -2.0545 (1.0780) -1.2453 (1.0369)

Observations     1297       949     1195       960     1094
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Appendix II: Mariginal Effects after Probit Models
          (1)              (2)               (3)              (4)            (5)

     Was vulnerable  Violence/health risk Activities not agreed   Long hrs no OT       Diff emp
  b se  b se  b se  b  se  b se

Agent  0.0597 (0.0347)

Agent + sub -0.0257 (0.0312) -0.0176 (0.0134)

Sub-agent only -0.0618 (0.0395)

Dubai -0.0333 (0.0402)

Kuwait  0.0245 (0.0312)  0.0194 (0.0121)

Other count. -0.0356 (0.0309) 0.0247 (0.0147)

Duration (in years) -0.0425*** (0.0115) -0.0123 (0.0067) -0.0013 (0.0064) -0.0031 (0.0033)  0.0050 (0.0050)

No. of trips  0.0589*** (0.0107)  0.0030 (0.0040)  0.0359*** (0.0064) 0.0045 (0.0040)  0.0109* (0.0053)

Age -0.0059*** (0.0016) -0.0010 (0.0006) -0.0010 (0.0011) -0.0008 (0.0007) -0.0018* (0.0009)

Married   0.0440 (0.0424)  0.0092 (0.0102) -0.0305 (0.0260)  0.0109 (0.0141)  0.0306 (0.0239)

Separated/Divorced   0.1611** (0.0604)  0.0255 (0.0162) -0.0250 (0.0393)  0.0838** (0.0299)

Other marital cat.   0.0591 (0.0600) -0.0558 (0.0375)  0.0048 (0.0341)

Edu:grade 1-5 -0.1472** (0.0552)  0.0130 (0.0181) -0.0893** (0.0305) -0.0091 (0.0163) -0.0477* (0.0231)

Edu:grade 6-10 -0.1377** (0.0528)  0.0102 (0.0196) -0.0857** (0.0283) -0.0128 (0.0172) -0.0660** (0.0220)

Edu:OLplus -0.1882** (0.0606) -0.0038 (0.0250) -0.0789* (0.0342) -0.0303 (0.0234) -0.0615* (0.0271)

Tamil-Hindu   0.0639 (0.0368)  0.0078 (0.0115)   0.0199 (0.0250) 0.0205 (0.0146)  0.0319 (0.0166)

Muslim-Islam   0.0429 (0.0405)  0.0372*** (0.0113)  -0.0164 (0.0260)  0.0510*** (0.0139) -0.0451 (0.0267)

Others   0.0531 (0.0374)  0.0133 (0.0138)   0.0348 (0.0237)  0.0042 (0.0210)   0.0001 (0.0206)

Observations     1297       949      1195       960     1094
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