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Executive Summary
Sub Agents play a significant role
in the recruitment of migrant
workers from Sri Lanka. They are
largely unregistered and
independently operating
individuals who identify and
collect the required number of
workers on behalf of larger
recruitment agencies, and are
mainly based in rural villages,
usually with personal connections
to pools of prospective migrants.
The need for the involvement of
Sub Agents is instigated due to
capacity constraints of both
licensed recruitment agents and
potential migrants, and due to
legislative constraints that limit
licensed recruitment agents from
successfully reaching out to
migrant workers. As a remedy,
licensed recruitment agents and
potential migrants rely on Sub
Agents, who informally operate at
the grass root level.
Currently, there is mounting
pressure in Sri Lanka to regulate
Sub Agents and hold them
accountable for their conduct.
Malpractices by private
recruitment agencies and the
gaps in the regulatory framework
for Sub Agents have led to
exploitative and abusive
situations for migrant workers. As
widely noted by literature on Sub
Agents in neighbouring countries,
they are often criticised for
charging higher rates, involving
themselves in abusive practices,
giving false information, and
cheating. Hence, the Government
of Sri Lanka is in the process of
formulating policies to regulate
and monitor Sub Agents.
In this context, the broad goal of
this study is to better understand
the relationship between migrants
and Sub Agents from the point of
view of migrants, and to provide

empirical evidence based policy
recommendations to regulate Sub
Agents in Sri Lanka. Specifically,
the study attempts to identify the
impact of Sub Agents
characteristics in determining
migration, the impact of Sub
Agents characteristics in
negotiating incentives and wages,
and the impact of transition from
potential to current migrant
towards migrant's perception of
Sub Agents. This report provides
an abridged version of the detailed
study, as a dissemination vehicle
to inform migration policy makers.
As such, technical details are
simplified here, while it is
assumed that migration policy
makers are familiar with
background information on the
migration process and the issues
arising from the presence of Sub
Agents.
The scope of the study is limited
to Female Domestic Workers
(FDWs) pursuing employment in
the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries through the help
of a Sub Agent. The actions and
perceptions of stakeholders in the
recruitment process, and the
uncertainties/issues that arise
surrounding these engagements
are the framework around in which
the study is organised. The
analyses performed in this study
are based on two rounds of
primary data collected from 1,107
migrant households in 2017 from
three districts in Sri Lanka.
The study involves a detailed
descriptive analysis of migrants'
interactions with Sub Agents and
three rigorous impact analyses.
Based on fixed effect
methodology as the main model
and Propensity Score Matching
(PSM) methodology as a
robustness test, the study

analyses how Sub Agents
characteristics and migrants
perceptions about Sub Agents
impact migration. The study finds
that migrants from whom Sub
Agent requested fees for their
payment have a lower probability
to migrate, and collection of
passport by Sub Agent leads to
higher probability to migrate.
Migrants perceiving Sub Agent as
a formal stakeholder in the
recruitment process have a lower
probability to migrate, while those
who thought that the Sub Agent
has more power in the recruitment
process have a higher probability
to migrate.
The analysis of the determinants
of promised wages and incentives
also adopts the fixed effect
methodology. This analysis finds
that migrants' perception that the
Sub Agent is formal and Sub
Agent collecting migrants'
passport result in lower promised
wages for migrants. On the
contrary, Sub Agent requesting
money for his services leads to
higher promised wages for
migrants. Similarly, perceiving
Sub Agent as a formal
stakeholder and Sub Agent
collecting migrants passport
results in lower amounts of
incentives promised. These
findings are robust to restricting
the estimation sample to only
potential migrants.
The analysis of the relationship
between change in migration
status from potential to current
migrants, and migrants' perception
about Sub Agent's formal status is
carried out using a PSM method.
This analysis finds that pursuing
the entire recruitment process and
becoming current migrant, results
in a lower probability to think that
v
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the Sub Agent is a formal
stakeholder.

wages and incentives, and lower
probability to migrate.

disseminated in a timely
manner.

When considered together, the
above empirical findings converge
as follows; Migrants
misconception that the Sub Agent
is a formal stakeholder leads to
consistently worse outcomes in
terms of probability of migration,
promised wages and promised
incentives; the collection of
migrants passports by Sub
Agents leads to lower promised
wages and incentives, and higher
probability to migrate; and Sub
Agent requesting money for his
services leads to higher promised

Based on the above synthesis of
findings the following are
recommendations to consider in
developing a framework to
regulate Sub Agents:

• Specify the stage in the
recruitment process where a
Sub Agent can collect a
migrant’s passport.

vi

• Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (SLBFE) to
make Sub Agents current
informal status clearly
understood by migrants.
If Sub Agents are
formalised in future, such
updated information
should be clearly

• Develop a clear procedure to
facilitate proper documentation
of collection, handing over,
and if required retrieval of
passport by potential migrant.
• Develop a clear structure for fee
collection for Sub Agents.
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úOdhl idrdxYh
Y%S ,xldfjka úfoaY.;jk Y%ñlhka
n|jd.ekSfï l%shdj,sh ;=< Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a ld¾hNdrh
b;du;au jeo.;a fõ' Tjqyq
nyq;rhla ,shdmÈxÑ fkdjQ iy
iajdëkj l%shd;aul jk mqoa.,hska
jk w;r Tjqka úYd, úfoaY /lshd
ksfhdað; wdh;kj,g wjYH lrk
úfoaY.; ùug wfmalaId lrk yd
tjka Y%ñlhka ms<sn| f;dr;=re
tl/ialsÍfï ld¾hkays kshe,S isà'
tfukau fulS Wm ksfhdað;hka
fndfyduhla .%dóh m%foaY uQ,sl
lrf.k l%shd;aul jk w;r tlS
m%foaY j, úfoaY.; ùug wfmalaId
lrk wh iuÕ we;s fm!oa.,sl
iïnkaO;d mokï lrf.k Wm
ksfhdað; jD;a;sfha kshef,a' Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a wjYH;dj oeä
f,i biau;= ùu i|yd n,m;%,dNS
úfoaY /lshd ksfhdað; wdh;kj,
yd wfmalaIs; /lshd ,dNSkaf.a
wvqmdvqlï yd jHjia:duh iSudlssÍï
úYd, jYfhka n,md we;' óg
ms<shula jYfhka" ,shdmÈxÑ jQ
úfoaY /lshd ksfhdað; wdh;k
fukau úfoaY.;ùug wfmalaId
lrk Y%ñlhka o .ï ìï
uÜgfuka" wúêu;a wdldrhg fiajd
imhk Wm ksfhdað;hka iuÕ
iïnkaO ùu olakg ,efnhs'
fï jk úg" fuu Wm ksfhdað;hka
kshdukh lsÍu iy Tjqkaj
j.lsjhq;= ;;a;ajhlg m;alsÍu
iïnkaOfhka Y%S ,xldj fj; oeä
mSvkhla t,a, fjñka mj;S' úfoaY
/lshd ksfhdað; wdh;k j,
mj;sk wl%ñl;d iy kshdukfha
mj;sk wvqmdvq fya;=fldgf.k
úfoaY.;jk Y%ñlhkaf.a .=Kd;aul
;;ajh wvqù we;' wi,ajeis rgj,
Wm ksfhdað;hka iïnkaOfhka
,shù we;s ,sms f,aLk ;=< Tjqka
fj; bÈßm;aj we;s úfõpk w;r
úYd, uqo,a m%udKhka wh lsÍu"
¥Is; l%shdjkaj, fh§u" idjoH
f;dr;=re ,nd §u iy /jàu hk
lrKd m%uqL .eg¨ f,i y÷kdf.k
;sfí' tu ksid" Y%S ,xld rch fuu

Wm ksfhdað;hka kshukhlsßu
iïnkaOfhka m%;sm;a;s iïmdokh
lsÍug lghq;= lrñka isà'

Èia;%slal ;=kla wdjrKh lrñka
úfoaY.;jk Y%ñlhka isák l=gqïN
1"107 la fhdodf.k isÿ lrk ,o
m%d:ñl o;a; tl;=jla wdY%fhka isÿ
lr we;'

fuu ;;a;ajh ;=<" fuu wOHkfha
uq,slu wruqK jkqfha úfoaY.;jk
Y%ñlhka iy Wm ksfhdað;hka w;r
iïnkaO;djh" úfoaY.;jk
Y%ñlhkaf.a oDIaáfhka jvd fyd¢ka
y÷kd.ekSu iy Wm ksfhdað;hka
kshdukh lsÍu i|yd wkqNdúl
idlaIs iys;j m%;sm;a;suh
ks¾foaYhka isÿ lsÍuhs'
úfYaIfhkau" fuu wOHkh Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a .;slhka
úfoaY.;jk Y%ñlhka ;SrKh ùug
n,mdk wdldrh" Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a .;slhka jegqma iy
§ukd ;SrKh lsÍfï§ n,mdk
wdldrh iy úfoaY.; ùug kshñ;
yd úfoia .;jQ miq Y%ñlhka ;=,
mj;sk wdl,am ms<sn|j wOHkh
lsÍug W;aidy lrhs' fuu jd¾;dj
ixl%u‚l m%;sm;a;s iïmdolhkag
f;dr;=re ,nd §u i|yd isÿ lrk
,o" iúia;rd;aul wOHkhl
ixlaIsma; m%ldYkhla fõ' fï
wdldrhg" ixl%u‚l m%;sm;a;s
iïmdolhka ixl%u‚l lghq;=j,g
wod< miqìï.; lreKq
iïnkaOfhka iy Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a ueÈy;aùu ;=,
we;sjk m%Yak iïnkaOfhka jvd
oekqj;ah hk Wml,amkh u; isg
Bg wod< ;dlaI‚l lreKq fuys
ir,j olajd we;'

fuu wOHkh úfoaY.;jk
Y%ñlhka iy Wm ksfhdað;hkaf.a
wkHfkdkH iïnkaO;djh .ek
úia;rd;aul wOHkhlskao ;j;a
n,mEï wOHk ;=klska (rigorous
impact analyses) o iukaú;h'
úúO l%ufõo fhdod .ksñka" Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a .;slhka iy
ixl%uK iïnkaOfhka Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a n,mEï ms<sn|j
úfoaY.;jk Y%ñlhkaf.a woyia"
fuu wOHkh ;=< ú.%y fldg we;'
Wm ksfhdað;hka ;ukaf.a fiajdj
i|yd .dia;=j f,i uqo,la b,a,d
isá ixl%u‚lhka ixl%uKh ùug
wvq iïNdú;djla we;s nj;a" Wm
ksfhdað;hka úiska úfoaY.;ùu
i|yd cd;Hka;r .uka n,m;%
tl;= lrk ,o whg ixl%uK i|yd
b;d by< iïNdú;djla ;sfnk
nj;a fuu wOHkh úiska fmkajd
fohs' ;j o Wm ksfhdað;hka úêu;a
md¾Yúlhka f,i y÷kd.kakd whg
ixl%uKh ùug wvq iïNdú;djhla
we;s nj;a" Wm ksfhdað;hkag
n|jd.ekSfï l%shdmámdáh ;=<
by< n,hla we;ehs úYajdi lrk
whg ixl%uKh ùug jeä
iïNdú;djhla we;s nj;a wOHhkh
fy<s lrhs'

fuu wOHkfha úIh lafIa;%h Wm
ksfhdað;hkaf.a Wmldrfhka .,a*a
iyfhda.s;d uKav,fha (GCC)
rgj,g /lshd i|yd hk ldka;d
.Dyia; Y%ñlhska fj; muKla iSud
ù we;' fuu wOHhkh ixúOdkh
lsÍfï§ fhdod.kakd ,o rduqj f,i
n|jd.ekSfï l%shdj,sh ;=< óg
iïnkaO md¾Yjhkaf.a l%shdldrlï
iy ixcdkkhka o" fuu
jd;djrKh ;=< mek ke.sh yels
wúksYaÑ;;djhka iy .eg¨ o
oelaúh yelsh' fuys wka;¾.;
ú.%yh 2017 j¾Ifha Y%S ,xldfõ

fmdfrdkaÿ jQ fõ;k iy §ukd
,nd§fï ;SrKd;aul idOl ú.%y
lsÍfïoS Wm ksfhdað;hka úêu;a
hehs ixl%u‚lhka ;=, we;s woyi
iy Wm ksfhdað;hka
ixl%u‚lhkaf.a cd;Hka;r .uka
n,m;% tl;= lsÍu" hk úp,Hka
oaú;ajh wvq fmdfrdkaÿ jegqma ,nd
§ug n,mdhs' wfkla w;g" Wm
ksfhdað;hka Tjqkaf.a l¾;jH
i|yd uqo,a wh lsÍu by<
fmdfrdkaÿ jegqmla ,nd.ekSug
n,mEï w;a lrhs' tfiau Wm
ksfhdað;hka úêu;a fldgialrejka
vii
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f,i oelSu iy Wm ksfhdað;hska
ixl%u‚lhkaf.a cd;Hka;r .uka
n,m;% tl;= lsÍu fmdfrdkaÿ jQ
§ukd wvq ùug n,mdhs'
fuu wOHkh wkqj iuia;
n|jd.ekSfï l%shdmámdáh
iïmQ¾K l< miq" Wm
ksfhdað;fhla úêu;a
fldgialrefjla f,i
ixl%u‚lfhla ie,lSug we;af;a
wvq iïNdú;jhls'
by; ish,a, tlaj .;a úg by;
wkqNdúl M,hka ish,a, my; mßÈ
oelaúh yelsh¦ ixl%u‚lhka ;=<"
Wm ksfhdað;hka n|jd.ekSfï
l%shdmámdáh ;=< isák úêu;a
fldgialrejkah hk u;h"
úfoaY.;ùfï iïNdú;djh
fmdfrdkaÿ jQ fõ;k iy fmdfrdkaÿ
§ukd hk oE u; RKd;aul
n,mEula we;s lrkq ,nhs¦ Wm

viii

ksfhdað;hka úiska
ixl%u‚lhkaf.a cd;Hka;r .uka
n,m;% tl;= lsÍu fmdfrdkaÿ jegqma
iy fmdfrdkaÿ §ukd wvq lsÍug;a"
úfoaY.;ùfï iïNdú;djh jeä
lsÍug;a n,mdhs¦ Wm ksfhdað;hka
;ukaf.a fiajdj i|yd uqo,a b,a,Su
fmdfrdkaÿ jegqma iy fmdfrdkaÿ
§ukd by< úfoaY.;ùfï
iïNdú;djh my< oeóug;a
n,mdhs'
by; olajk ,o fidhd.ekSu
mokï lrf.k Wm ksfhdað;hka
kshdukh lsÍu i|yd rduqjla ilia
lsÍfï§ jeo.;a úh yels
fhdackdjka f,i(
• Y%S ,xld úfoaYfiajd
kshqla;s ld¾hdxYh (SLBFE)

úiska Wm ksfhdað;hkaf.a
j¾;udk wúêu;a ;;a;ajh
ms<sn|j ukd iy meyeÈ,s

wjfndaOhla ixl%u‚lhkag
,nd §u'
wkd.;fha§ Wm ksfhdað;hka
úêu;a njg m;a lrk ,ofyd;a
ta f;dr;=reo meyeÈ,sj m%p,s;
l< hq;=h'
• n|jd.ekSfï l%shdmámdáh ;=<

cd;Hka;r .uka n,m;% tl;=
l< yels wÈhr meyeÈ,sj
oelaùu'
• wjYH ,sms f,aLK tl;= lsÍu"

kej; Ndr§u" úNj
ixl%u‚lhka cd;Hka;r .uka
n,m;% ,nd §u wdÈh ms<sn|j
meyeÈ,s l%ufõohla ilia lsÍu'
• Wm ksfhdað;hka uqo,a tl;=

lsÍu ms<sn|j meyeÈ,s
l%ufõohla ilia lsÍu'
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epiwNtw;Wr; RUf;fk;
,yq;ifapypUe;J Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fis Ml;Nru;gG
; r;
nra;tjpy; Jiz Kftu;fspd;
gq;F Kf;fpakhdJ. ghupa
Ml;Nru;gG
; epWtdq;fspd; rhu;gpy;
njhopyhsu;fis ,dq;fz;L
ntspehl;L Ntiytha;g;gpw;F
jahu;gLj;Jk; Jiz Kftu;fs;>
ngUk;ghYk; gjpTnra;ag;glhj
RahjPdkhf ,aq;Fk; egu;fshf
,Ug;gJld;> Kf;fpakhf>
fpuhkg;Gwq;fspYs;s ntspehl;L
Ntiytha;gG
; fisj;
NjLNthUldhd jdpg;gl;l
njhlu;Gfis mbg;gilahff;
nfhz;L ,aq;fp tUfpd;wdu;.
gjpTnra;ag;gl;l Ml;Nru;gG
;
epWtdq;fs; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fis mZFtjpyhd
rpukq;fs;> Fwpg;ghf> rl;luPjpahd
fl;Lg;ghLfs; fhuzkhf Jiz
Kftu;fspd; Nrit
mtrpakhfpd;wJ. ,jd; fhuzkhf>
gjpTnra;ag;gl;l Ml;Nru;gG
;
epWtdq;fSk; ntspehl;L
Ntiytha;gG
; fisj; NjLNthUk;
Kiwrhuhj mbkl;lj;jpyhd
NritfSf;fhf Jiz
Kftu;fisr; rhu;eJ
; ,Uf;f
Ntz;ba epiyik
fhzg;gLfpd;wJ.
,yq;ifapy; jw;NghJ Jiz
Kftu; eltbf;iffis
xOq;fikf;f Ntz;b mOj;jk;
nfhLf;fg;gl;L tUfpd;wJ. jdpahu;
Ntiytha;gG
; Kftu;fspdhy;
Nkw;nfhs;sg;gLk; J\;gpuNahfq;fs;
kw;Wk; Jiz Kftu;fSf;fhd
xOq;FKiwf; fl;likg;gpYs;s
FiwghLfs; fhuzkhf Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; gy;NtW
Ruz;ly;fSf;F cs;shFk;
epiyik fhzg;gLfpd;wJ.
mz;ila ehLfspyhd
Ma;twpf;iffSf;fika> mjpf
fl;lzq;fs; tR+ypj;jy;> jtwhd
jfty;fis toq;Fjy; kw;Wk;
Vkhw;W eltbf;ifs;
vd;gtw;Wf;fhf Jiz Kftu;fs;
fLikahf tpku;rpf;fg;gl;L
tUfpd;wdu;. ,jd; fhuzkhf>
Jiz Kftu;fis
xOq;FgLj;jTk; fz;fhzpf;fTnkd

,yq;if murhq;fkhdJ gy;NtW
nfhs;if tiuGfisj; jahupj;J
tUfpd;wJ.
,jdbg;gilapy;> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; kw;Wk; Jiz
Kftu;fSf;fpilapyhd
njhlu;Gfis Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fspd; fz;Nzhl;lj;jpy;
Gupe;Jnfhs;Sjy; kw;Wk; Jiz
Kftu;fspd; nraw;ghLfis
xOq;FgLj;jj; Njitahd
nfhs;if tiuGfSf;fhd
MjhuG+u;tkhd gupe;Jiufis
toq;Fjy; Mfpad ,e;j Ma;tpd;
gpujhd Fwpf;Nfhs;fshf
mikfpd;wd. Fwpg;ghf> Cjpak;
njhlu;ghd Ngr;Rthu;ji
; jfspy;
Jiz Kftu;fs; nry;thf;F
nrYj;Jk; tpjk; kw;Wk; Muk;gfl;l
ntspehl;L Ntiytha;gG
; j; NjLk;
Kaw;rp njhlf;fk; ntspehLfSf;F
Gyk;ngau;jy; tiu> Jiz
Kftu;fs; njhlu;gpy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; nfhz;Ls;s
mgpg;gpuhaq;fs; Nghd;wit ,q;F
Muhag;gLfpd;wd. ,e;j
Ma;twpf;ifahdJ> Fbafy;T
njhlu;ghd nfhs;if
tFg;ghsu;fSf;F Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; kw;Wk; Jiz
Kftu;fs; njhlu;ghd Ma;T
tpguq;fisr; RUf;fkhf
toq;FfpwJ. Fbafy;T
njhlu;ghd nfhs;if tFg;ghsu;fs;
Fbafy;T nrad;Kiw kw;Wk;
Jiz Kftu;fspdhy; vOfpd;w
nghJthd gpur;rpidfis ed;F
mwpe;Js;sjd; mbg;gilapy;>
,t;twpf;ifapyhd njhopy;El;g
tpguq;fs; RUf;fkhff;
Fwpg;gplg;gl;Ls;sd.
Jiz Kftu;fspd; cjtpAld;
tisFlh xj;Jiog;G fTd;rpy;
ehLfspy; (GCC) ntspehl;L
Ntiytha;g;gpidj; NjLk; tPl;Lg;
gzpg;ngz;fs; (FDWs) khj;jpuk;
,e;j Ma;tpy;
fUj;jpw;nfhs;sg;gLfpd;wdu;.
Ml;Nru;gG
; r; nrad;KiwAld;
njhlu;Gila jug;gpdupd;
mgpg;gpuhaq;fs; kw;Wk; mjidr;
rhu;eJ
; s;s epr;rakw;w epiyikfs;/

gpur;rpidfs; Nghd;wtw;iw
mbg;gilahff; nfhz;Nl ,e;j
Ma;thdJ fl;likf;fg;gl;Ls;sJ.
,yq;ifapd; %d;W
khtl;lq;fspYs;s 1,107 Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu; FLk;gq;fspypUe;J> 2017
Mk; Mz;by; ,uz;L Rw;Wfshf
Nrfupf;fg;gl;l juTfspd;
mbg;gilapy; ,q;F gFg;gha;Tfs;
Nkw;nfhs;sg;gl;Ls;sJ.
,e;j Ma;thdJ> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; kw;Wk; Jiz
Kftu;fSf;fpilapyhd
njhlu;Gfis %d;W tpupthd
gFg;gha;Tfs; %ykhf
tptupf;fpd;wJ. epiyahd
tpisgad; Kiwikapid gpujhd
khjpupahfTk;> (PSM) vdg;gLk;
vjpu;T$wy; Gs;sp ,zf;fg;ghL
Kiwikapid cud; clikahd
NrhjidahfTk; nfhz;L> Jiz
Kftu;fspd; nraw;ghLfs;
njhlu;gpy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; nfhz;Ls;s
mgpg;gpuhaq;fis ,e;j Ma;thdJ
tpsf;f Kay;fpd;wJ. Ma;T
KbTfspd;gb> nfhLg;gdTfis
Nkw;nfhs;Sk; Kfkhfg; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fsplkpUe;J Jiz
Kftu;fspdhy; fl;lzk;
mwtplg;gLk; re;ju;gg
; q;fspy;
ntspehLfSf;F Fbafy;tjpy;
Fiwe;j epfo;jfTk;> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fspd; flTr;rl
P L
; fs;
Jiz Kftu;fspdhy;
Nrfupf;fg;gLk; re;ju;gg
; q;fspy;
ntspehLfSf;F Fbafy;t
; jw;F
mjpfkhd tha;gG
; fSk;
fhzg;gLfpd;wd. mj;NjhL>
ntspehl;L Ntiytha;gG
; fSf;fhf
Ml;Nru;fF
; k; nrad;Kiwapy;
Jiz Kftiu ntWkNd xU
kj;jpa];juhf Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; fUJk;
re;ju;gg
; q;fspy; Fbafy;tjw;fhd
epfo;jfT FiwthfTk;>
Ml;Nru;fF
; k; nrad;Kiwapy;
Jiz Kftiu mjpf
nry;thf;Filatuhf Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; fUJk;
re;ju;gg
; q;fspy; Fbafy;t
; jw;fhd
tha;gG
; fs; mjpfkhfTk;
fhzg;gLfpd;wd.
ix
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Gyk;ngau; njhopyhsu;fSf;fhd
Cjpak; kw;Wk; Cf;fj;njhiffis
jPuk
; hdpf;Fk; fhuzpfspd;
gFg;gha;tpYk; epiyahd
tpisgad; Kiwik
gad;gLj;jg;gLfpd;wJ. ,jd;
gpufhuk;> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fsplkpUe;J
flTr;rl
P L
; fis Nrfupf;Fk; Jiz
Kftu;fspdhy; Fiwthd CjpaNk
cWjpaspf;fg;gLfpwJ vd;w
mgpg;gpuhak; epyTfpd;wJ. khwhf>
fl;lzk; mwtpLk; Jiz
Kftu;fspdhy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fSf;F mjpfsT
Cjpak; cWjpaspf;fg;gLfpwJ.
,Nj Nghd;W> Ml;Nru;gG
; r;
nrad;Kiwapd; xU gq;Fjhuuhf
flTr;rl
P L
; fis Nrfupf;Fk; Jiz
Kftu;fspdhy; Fiwe;jsT
Cf;fj;njhiffNs
cWjpaspf;fg;gLtjhf Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; fUJfpd;wdu;.
,j;jifa KbTfs; kjpg;gl
P L
;
khjpupapid vjpu;fhyj;jpy;
ntspehl;L Ntiytha;gG
; fisf;
fUj;jpw;nfhs;Sk;
njhopyhsu;fSf;F khj;jpuk;
kl;Lg;gLj;Jfpd;wd.
Gyk;ngau; njhopyhsu;fs;
kw;Wk; vjpu;fhyj;jpy; ntspehl;L
Ntiytha;gG
; fisf
fUj;jpw;nfhs;Sk
njhopyhsu;fSf;fpilapyhd
njhlu;Gfs; kw;Wk; Jiz
Kftu;fs; njhlu;gpy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; nfhz;Ls;s
mgpg;gpuhaq;fs;> (PSM)

x

Kiwikapid mbg;gilahff;
nfhz;L gFg;gha;T
nra;ag;gLfpd;wd. ,jd;
KbTfspd;gb> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fs; jhkhfNt
Ml;Nru;gG
; r; nrad;Kiwapid
mZFk; re;ju;gg
; q;fspy;> Jiz
Kftiu xU gq;Fjhuuhf
fUJtjw;fhd epfo;jfT
Fiwtilfpd;wJ.
Nkw;$wpa midj;J nraywpT
rhu;ej
; KbTfSk; gpd;tUkhW
tpsf;fg;gLfpd;wd: Jiz Kftiu
ntWkNd xU gq;Fjhuuhf fUJk;
Gyk;ngau; njhopyhsu;fspd;
jtwhd mgpg;gpuhakhdJ>
Fbafy;tjw;fhd epfo;jfT kw;Wk;
cWjpaspf;fg;gLk; Cjpak; kw;Wk;
Cf;fj;njhiffspy; vjpu;kiwahd
tpisTfisAk;> Jiz
Kftu;fspdhy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fsplkpUe;J
flTr;rl
P L
; fs; Nrfupf;fg;gLtjd;
%yk; Fiwthd Cjpak; kw;Wk;
Cf;fj;njhiffs;
cWjpaspf;fg;glTk;>
ntspehLfSf;F Fbafy;t
; jw;F
mjpfkhd tha;gG
; fSk;
fhzg;gLtJld;> Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsu;fsplkpUe;J fl;lzk;
mwtpLk; Jiz Kftu;fspdhy;>
mjpfsT Cjpak; kw;Wk;
Cf;fj;njhiffs;
cWjpaspf;fg;gLtJld;>
ntspehLfSf;F Fbafy;t
; jw;fhd
Fiwe;j epfo;jfTk;
fhzg;gLfpd;wJ.

Nkw;$wpa KbTfspd;
mbg;gilapy;> Jiz Kftu;fis
xOq;FgLj;Jk; nfhs;if
tiuGfis jahupf;Fk; NghJ
fUj;jpw;nfhs;s Ntz;ba
gupe;Jiufs; gpd;tUkhW:
• (SLBFE) ,dhy; Jiz
Kftu;fspd; jw;Nghija
Kiwrhuh epiyikia
Gyk;ngau; njhopyhsu;fSf;F
njspthf mwpaj;jUjy;.
• Jiz Kftu;fspd;
nraw;ghLfs; vjpu;fhyj;jpy;
Kiwg;gLj;jg;gLk;
re;ju;gg
; j;jpy;> mJ njhlu;ghd
tpguq;fisj; jFe;j Neuj;jpy;
gug;Giu nra;jy.;
• Ml;Nru;gG
; r; nrad;Kiwapy;
Jiz Kftupdhy; Gyk;ngau;
njhopyhsupd; flTr;rl
P L
;
Nrfupf;fg;gLk; gbKiwapidf;
Fwpg;gpLjy;.
• Gyk;ngau; njhopyhsupd;
flTr;rl
P b
; id Nrfupg;gjw;F
Njitahd Mtzq;fis
toq;Fjy;> xg;gilj;jy; kw;Wk;
NjitNaw;gbd; flTr;rl
P b
; id
kPsg;ngWtjw;fhd njspthd
topKiwapid
mwpKfg;gLj;jy;.
• Jiz Kftu;fsplkpUe;J
fl;lzk; tR+ypg;gjw;fhd
nghwpKiwapid
mwpKfg;gLj;jy;.
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1. Introduction
Sub Agents play a significant role
in the recruitment of migrant
workers from Sri Lanka. The need
for the involvement of Sub Agents
is instigated by capacity
constraints of both licensed
recruitment agents as well as
potential migrants. The licensed
recruitment agents often operate
in the city centers, considerably
far off from the rural villages
where potential migrants reside.
Due to the geographical distance
between licensed agents and
potential migrants, licensed
recruitment agents are unable to
reach out adequately to their
clientele. Moreover, the legislative
framework in Sri Lanka inhibits
licensed recruitment agents from
establishing branch offices in
addition to their main office. This
further constraints licensed
recruitment agents from
successfully reaching out to
migrant workers. As a remedy to
these legislative and capacity
constraints, the licensed
recruitment agents have evolved
to rely on Sub Agents, who
informally operate at the grass
root level in areas where potential
migrants originate from, to work
as a conduit between a licensed
agent and a potential migrant.
This working arrangement
between licensed agents and Sub
Agents, also fits well with the
needs of low skilled potential
migrant workers. When originating
from less educated and lowest
socioeconomic stratum of
society, the recruitment process
for foreign employment is often

strange, intimidating and
complicated to low skilled
migrants. As such, these potential
migrants are often reluctant to
directly approach a licensed
recruitment agent, but are more
willing to do so with a Sub Agent,
who is often a known person from
the potential migrant's village.
Due to this 'one of us' attitude that
potential migrants share with Sub
Agents, migrants are more at
ease in placing trust on the Sub
Agent and befitting from their
reassurance to comfortably
approach an unknown licensed
agent for foreign employment. As
such, the services of Sub Agents
are commonplace in recruitment
of FDWs to the GCC.
However, this informal nature of
the Sub Agent's role and the
absence of a framework to hold
Sub Agents accountable for their
conduct, have resulted in Sub
Agents enjoying an unreasonable
amount of power in the
recruitment process (Weeraratne
et al., 2018), which contribute to
misleading, deception, abuse
and exploitation of potential
migrants (Transparency
International, 2010). As such,
there is mounting pressure in Sri
Lanka to regulate Sub Agents and
hold them accountable for their
conduct. The most recent
indication of the growing policy
interest to regulate Sub Agents is
the Cabinet Paper (No: 03/2017;
Reference No: MFE/DEV/6/7 (i))
submitted in 2017 by the Ministry
of Foreign Employment (MFE) to
regularise intermediaries in the

recruitment industry for foreign
employment. However, previous
efforts in Sri Lanka as well as
international experience indicates
that regulating this large group of
informal Sub Agents is
challenging. In the case of Sri
Lanka, the previous efforts to
regulate Sub Agents failed largely
due to lack of monitoring
subsequent to regulations. This is
adequately emphasised in the
National Labour Migration Policy
of 2008 as 'despite diverse
schemes set in place by the
SLBFE, the inability to hold
unlicensed Sub Agents
accountable has led to the
continuation of abusive and
exploitative practices. The lack of
a proper monitoring mechanism
for licensed agencies is a major
challenge in minimising
malpractices' (Ministry of Foreign
Employment and Welfare
[MFEPW], 2008, p.11).
Similarly, in other sending
countries such as India, the
legislative framework to ban Sub
Agents have been unsuccessful
due to persistent informal
activities by Sub Agents, while in
Bangladesh and Nepal the strict
regulations have only driven Sub
Agents further underground (Bal,
2016; MFE, 2011; Sasikumar and
Thimothy, 2015). On the contrary,
Philippines is somewhat ahead of
other sending countries in
regulating Sub Agents, mainly due
to licensed recruitment agencies
being made responsible for any
third-party that they may employ
to assist recruitment for foreign
1
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employment. Specifically, Sub
Agents within the recruitment
system in Philippines are required
to obtain prior approval or
authority for their operation by the
Philippines Overseas
Employment Authority
Administration (POEA). The
POEA approval is contingent
upon clearance by the National
Bureau of Investigation (NBI) and
Anti-illegal Recruitment Branch of
the POEA. Additionally,
responsibility for all acts by third
parties or Sub Agents involved in
recruitment and deployment for
work abroad from Philippines
have to be borne by the licensed
recruitment agent and this
commitment has to be provided
as a sworn statement by licensed
recruitment agents (International
Labour Organisation [ILO], 2013).
Currently, the Government of Sri
Lanka is in the process of
formulating more policies to
regulate and monitor Sub Agents.
As in the case of any regulating
effort, some Sub Agents would
fall in line with the new policies,
while others would find dynamic
mechanisms to outsmart the
regulators. Underscoring these
possible scenarios of action and
reaction, a successful regulatory
framework would emerge only if
the regulatory mechanisms
proposed would appeal to all
relevant stakeholders. Such
palatability of new policy to all
stakeholders can only be
attempted via evidence based

1
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policy formulation, where sound
empirical understanding of the
interactions of the key
stakeholders in the involvement
of Sub Agents are taken into
consideration.
In this context, the broad goal of
this study is to better understand
the relationship between migrants
and Sub Agents. To this effect
three specific research questions
are raised as follows:
1. How does Sub Agent's
behaviour impact potential to
migrate?
2. How does Sub Agent's
behaviour impact migrant's
wages?
3. To what extent does the lack
of knowledge of the role of
Sub Agent affect migration
outcomes?
As such, the findings of the study
provide empirical evidence from
the point of view of migrants,
which would be valuable in
formulating policies to regulate
Sub Agents in Sri Lanka.1
The study is based on two rounds
of data collection. In order to hone
in on the involvement of Sub
Agents, the households
interviewed for the survey are
limited to those with FDW current or potential - employed or
pursuing employment in the GCC

countries with the involvement of
a Sub Agent.
This report provides an abridged
version of the detailed study, as a
dissemination vehicle to inform
policy makers. As such, technical
details are simplified here, where
details can be found in
Weeraratne (2018). Moreover, it is
assumed that migration policy
makers are familiar with
background information on the
migration process and the issues
arising from the presence of Sub
Agents.
The organisation of the report is
as follows. Chapter 2 provides a
background of labor migration
from Sri Lanka with emphasis on
the recruitment process, its
institutional framework and
stakeholders, followed by a
discussion of the existing
literature dealing with the
involvement of recruitment
intermediaries. Data and
descriptive analysis of migrants,
Sub Agents and their relationship
are presented in Chapter 3,
followed by the discussion of the
impact of Sub Agents on various
migration outcomes and
perceptions of migrants in
Chapter 4. Chapter 5 provides a
synthesis of findings and
recommendations to be
considered in regulating Sub
Agents in the recruitment process
in Sri Lanka.

This study complements Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (2018 (forthcoming)) on the perceptions of and interactions between
Sub Agents and licensed recruitment agents. Together these two studies provide a holistic view of involvement of Sub Agents in Sri
Lanka in recruitment for foreign employment.
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2. Background
2.1 Context
Organised labour migration from
Sri Lanka started in the late
1970s. Over the years, the
recruitment framework in Sri
Lanka has evolved in many
aspects to currently having the
National Labour Migration Policy
of 2008, which the SLBFE
provides clear guidelines, and
closely monitors and regulates
licensed recruitment agents. At
the same time, the Association of
Licensed Foreign Employment
Agencies (ALFEA) established
under the SLBFE Act No. 21 of
1985 supports the SLBFE by
ensuring and enforcing best
ethical practices for foreign
employment recruitment among
its member recruitment agents in
Sri Lanka.
By 2016, labour migration from Sri
Lanka was well established and
the annual outflow was 242,930
workers, with 88 % headed to the
GCC, while 57 % of total
departures consisted of low
skilled workers, which including
27 % of FDWs. Recruitment of
FDWs often involves Sub Agents.
Unsubstantiated estimates
reported in Human Rights Watch
(2007, p.25) indicate that there
were 10,000-20,000 sub-agents in
Sri Lanka in 2007 and that 75 %
to 80 % of maids are channeling
through Sub Agents. Similarly, a
Key Informant Interview (KII)
conducted by Weeraratne et al.
(2018) in 2015 indicate that there
were 100,000-200,000 Sub Agents
operating in Sri Lanka, while
Institute of Policy Studies of
Sri Lanka (IPS, forthcoming)

indicates that there are about
18,000 Sub Agents in 2017.
Despite the hidden and informal
nature of their operation, and the
related difficulty in arriving at the
exact number of Sub Agents
operating in Sri Lanka, the
National Labour Migration Policy
of 2008 proactively identifies the
importance of minimising
'irregular and abusive recruitment
processes' (MFEPW, 2008, p.V).
This policy highlights that
'malpractices by private
recruitment agencies and the
gaps in the regulatory framework
for local agents of recruiting
agencies (known as Sub Agents)
lead to exploitative and abusive
situations for migrant workers'.
Sub Agents involved in the
recruitment of FDWs in Sri Lanka
are normally paid by the licensed
recruitment agents using the
funds they receive from the
employer at the country of
destination. As noted by
Weeraratne et al. (2018), an
employer transfers approximately
USD 3,500 (approximately LKR
500,000) to hire a FDW from
Sri Lanka. Apart from actual
recruitment costs such as
pre-departure training fees, air
fares and registration fees to the
SLBFE, this also covers
recruitment fees for licensed
recruitment agent, commission for
Sub Agent and upfront recruitment
incentive to migrants/their
families. Such upfront recruitment
incentive payments are unique to
FDWs originating from Sri Lanka
for employment in the Middle
East, and dates back to
pre-1990's.

However, the upfront incentive
payment became widespread in
the late 1990s with the
introduction of mandatory
pre-departure training, which gave
potential migrants an opportunity
to interact with peers and
exchange experience about the
recruitment process. As noted by
Weeraratne et al. (2018), for the
recruitment of a FDW to Saudi
Arabia the licensed recruitment
agent's fees is LKR 50,000, while
the Sub Agent's commission in
LKR 100,000 and the upfront
incentive to migrant and family is
LKR 250,000 on average. As
seen, the Sub Agent retains
nearly double the amount a
licensed agent retained after
sending a FDW abroad. If the
amount received is an indication
of balance of power between
these two players, Sub Agent is
often in a more powerful position
than the licensed recruitment
agent, in terms of relative
bargaining power. Reflecting the
power dynamics, Weeraratne et
al. (2018) highlight that the Sub
Agent is the most powerful player
in the value chain in recruitment
of a FDW to Saudi Arabia.
However, this power or the ability
to manipulate the recruitment
process is partly stemming from
the integral role played by the
Sub Agent and partly due to the
absence of a regulatory
framework to control the Sub
Agents. Together this combination
of power to manipulate the
recruitment process in the
absence of regulation and
accountability often leads to
misconduct.

3
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As widely noted by literature, Sub
Agents are often criticised for
charging higher rates, involving
themselves in abusive practices,
giving false information, and
cheating, to name a few. For
instance, literature notes that the
number of abusive practices has
increased due to the involvement
of Sub Agents in migration
process. Specifically, Gunasinghe
(2013, p.21) notes that the lack of
registration and regulation of Sub
Agents has led to 'create further
gaps in protection through debt
bondage and failure to prevent
and penalise perpetrators of
human trafficking'.
Ministry of Foreign Affairs [MFA]
(2011, p.12) highlights that Sub
Agents' involvement has resulted
in migrants having to pay twice
for their service, once as
commission deducted from
upfront incentives and a second
time as direct payments to Sub
Agents. Furthermore, International
Organisation for Migration [IOM]
(2009, p.38) has stated that
'many migrant workers especially the low skilled and the
unskilled female workers - have
been exploited and misused by
unauthorised recruitment agents',
and malpractices by some private
recruitment agencies and the
'gaps in the existing policy
framework have aggravated this
situation further'. One of the main
reasons for such abusive
practices is weak protection
mechanisms in labour migration
policies. For instance Jayasuriya
(n.d., p.620) state that 'weak
protection mechanisms in labour
migration policies and programs
allow these abuses to continue in
this predominantly informal and
unregulated sector'. As a result

4

many licensed recruitment agents
and Sub Agents psychologically,
physically, and sexually abuse
and harass female migrant
workers.
In an effort to regulate, in 2012,
the SLBFE issued identification
cards to Sub Agents through the
respective licensed agents.
Subsequent to rolling out this
initiative, it was felt that there
were more Sub Agents operating
in the field than registered, and as
a result that unethical and
unregulated activities of Sub
Agents continued. As such, on
March 10, 2016 the SLBFE issued
a circular requesting all licensed
agents to return the identification
cards issued to their respective
sub-agents by March 28, 2016.
This circular implies the
government position of not
recognising the operation of Sub
Agents. However, despite the
issuance of this circular, the
SLBFE did not take any action
against the non-return of identity
cards or the continued operation
of Sub Agents.
Subsequently, as mentioned
above, in March of 2017, the
Cabinet Paper (No: 03/2017;
Reference No: MFE/DEV/6/7 (i))
was submitted by the MFA to
regularise Sub Agents in the
recruitment industry for foreign
employment in Sri Lanka. This
recommends the following;
1. Grant permission to the
licensed Foreign Employment
Agents to appoint Sub Agents
for the purpose of promoting
business of the said agency
with the approval of the
regulatory authority SLBFE,
subject to the prescribed
process.

2. Number of Sub Agents /
intermediaries for licensed
agents will be prescribed by
the SLBFE by using a criteria.
3. Functions of the Sub Agent/
intermediary should be
decided, monitored and
regulated by the SLBFE.
4. All such Sub Agents/
intermediaries should be
registered as the Sub Agent /
intermediaries of the Foreign
Employment Agent and a valid
license should be issued by
the SLBFE as a Sub Agent /
Intermediary.
5. List of Sub Agents/
intermediaries should be
published for information of the
general public.
6. Foreign Employment Agent or
the principal agent should
enter into a legal agreement
with the intermediaries that
should be approved by the
SLBFE.
7. Liability of the licensee and
Sub Agent/ intermediaries
should be clearly mentioned
and the liability of any act
done, conducted or engaged in
by the Sub Agent shall be
treated as done by the
licensed Foreign Employment
Agent employing such
intermediaries.
As such, during data collection
for this study, Sub Agents
remained an informal group
involved in recruitment for foreign
employment, and their operation
was not accepted by the formal
recruitment framework in Sri
Lanka.
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2.2 Literature Review
As main sending countries of
FDWs, many Asian countries are
encountered with issues related
to recruitment intermediaries.
Literature notes that 'there may
be as many as several thousand
recruiting agencies in each major
source country in Asia if both
licensed and unlicensed recruiting
agencies are counted' (Rahman,
2011, p.3). Siddiqui (2010) notes
that informal Sub Agents, who are
referred to as intermediaries or
"Dalals" in Bangladesh, mostly
operate outside capital cities. This
thriving industry for intermediaries
in recruitment for foreign
employment includes both
unregistered small enterprises
and individual Sub Agents. The
ILO (2014, p.46) reports that
similar to the case in Sri Lanka,
in Bangladesh also 'informally,
individuals act as Sub Agents for
labour-brokerage agencies, going
village to village to recruit
candidates'. However, contrary to
the case of Sri Lanka where
migrants are not normally
expected to pay the Sub Agent, in
Bangladesh 'for an extra fee,
these Sub Agents help
prospective migrants find jobs
and help agencies find
prospective workers in a more
timely fashion' (Rahman, 2011,
p.12). The typical services
provided by the Sub Agents in
Bangladesh are similar to those
provided by Sub Agents in rest of
South Asia, such as 'assist
prospective migrants with a wide
range of activities such as
paperwork, passports, bank accounts, medical checkups and
transportation to the airport' to
name a few (Rahman, 2011, p.12).
Additionally, Sub Agents also
address the trust deficit in the
recruitment process, where the

involvement of few-thousanddollars in transaction necessitates
the prospective migrant from a
village to prefer to deal with
someone they know and can
trust, instead of an unknown
licensed agent operating in the
city. This way, potential migrants
ensure that 'they have a local
contact to approach in cases of
fraud and exploitation' (Rahman,
2011, p.12). Moreover, in some
instances Sub Agents in
Bangladesh 'act as guarantors for
some potential migrants who
otherwise could not secure loans
for migration', surpassing the role
of Sub Agents beyond simple
matching task.
In the case of Nepal also the
involvement of Sub Agents is
common. Reflecting the
magnitude of the prevalence of
the involvement of Sub Agents,
Endo and Afram (2011) report that
an estimated that USD 17-34
million is annually transferred
through informal channels from
Nepal as illegal commissions to
middlemen and recruitment
agencies in Qatar. In India, the
deployment of Sub Agents or
commission agents within the
migration system is prohibited by
the Emigration Act (Sasikumar
and Thimothy, 2015).
Nevertheless, intermediaries are
heavily involved to connect a
prospective migrant with a
registered recruiting agent. These
Sub Agents in India 'work at the
village level, searching for
potential migrants; sometimes
they target households and lure
workers into migrating, citing the
possibility of improving their
economic position or obtaining a
better job with a specific
qualification' (Sasikumar and
Thimothy, 2015, p.29).

Focusing on the importance of
networks in job search for migrant
workers, some scholars refer to
networks as the 'engines of
migration' (Phillips and Massey,
2000), while others refer to
recruiting agencies as the 'other
engines of migration' (HernandezLeon, 2005). As per Rahman
(2011, p.12) 'set rules and
regulations control the behaviour
of the recruiting agency while
traditional social control
mechanisms ensure the conduct
of migrant network members'. In
their examination of how labor
market intermediaries serve as
functional substitutes for social
network processes for
disadvantaged workers,
Fernandez (2010, p.29)
underscore that 'the interests of
intermediary organisations need
not align with the firms goals'.
Displaying another aspect of
networks, Kuzubas and Szabo
(2017, p.3) show that workers who
find employment through their
strong ties - defined as family and
friends earn about 10 % lower
wages.
Similar to other countries in the
South Asian region, in Sri Lanka
also the services of Sub Agents
are crucial in the recruitment
process. HRW (2007, p.95) notes
that 'Sri Lanka's labor recruitment
industry requires more stringent
monitoring and regulation' to avoid
regulatory gaps related and
enhance regulation and monitoring
of Sub Agents. HRW (2007) also
highlights that licensed agencies
hire and delegate duties to Sub
Agents, but the former bear no
responsibility for the illegal
actions of the latter. Hinting the
possibility of the recently
proposed actions of the Cabinet
Paper of 2017/03, HRW (2007,
p.96) notes that 'licensing and
5
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regulation system by which
licensed agents register their Sub
Agents is possible to implement'
because licensed agencies
frequently work with a consistent
roster of Sub Agents and pay
them commissions. The same
report also notes the view of
some stakeholders, that
regulating Sub Agents will create
more problems, despite being
key players in the recruitment
process, they are acting in ad hoc
ways and their activities are
limited to a single agent.
Caritas (n.d., p.42) depicting the
manner in which agents and
migrants in Sri Lanka rely on Sub
Agents, notes that agents count
on Sub Agents 'to announce job
availability by word-of-mouth in
the community/villages and to
convince women to migrate by
assuring them all the assistance
and services during the entire
migration process'. This
publication also states that often
Sub Agents are from the same
community as potential migrants,
which makes the interaction of
the two groups hassle free, and
potential migrants are often
convinced that they are 'actually
going through legal channels. Very
often, the Sub Agents are the only
contact to migrants throughout
the entire migration process'.
Revealing the malpractices
conducted in the recruitment
process, Caritas (n.d.) notes
forging travel documents, medical
certificates and training
certificates are often carried out
by Sub Agents, who often misuse
their power to illegally withhold
the passports of potential
migrants.
The ILO (2013, p.24) report
notes that 'irrespective of
decentralisation policies of the
6

SLBFE's services and
establishing of recruitment
agencies island wide,
exploitations of prospective
migrant worker in the hands of
Sub Agents appear to be still a
concern factor prevailing in the
recruitment system which has not
been successfully managed by
the authorities yet'. It also note
that 'the Philippines recruitment
mechanism is also enriched with
some concern on the Sub Agent
factor', and indicates how Sri
Lanka can learn from their
experience in regulating Sub
Agents (ILO, 2013, p.33).
Gunasinghe (2013, p.21) notes the
Sri Lankan government's
'intention to change existing
legislation to include compulsory
registration and regulation of Sub
Agents. The author also
underscore that there was no
consultative process or
transparency in amending these
laws. However, as noted by
Thimothy et al. (2016, p.29), these
intentions were not yet
materialised. For example, in
reviewing the institutional
framework for labour migration,
Thimothy et al. (2016, p.29) state
that 'the present SLBFE Act does
not adequately cover the role and
responsibility of Sub Agents who
are involved in the migration' and
mentions the proposed Act aims
to recognise the Sub Agents by
introducing legally binding
provisions with recruitment
agents to promote ethical
recruitment practices.
As seen in the above literature
review on Sub Agents in Sri
Lanka, there has been interest by
the government to regulate Sub
Agents for a considerable amount
of time and the recent Cabinet
Paper of No. 03/2017 is a

culmination of all these efforts.
However, previous literature has
rarely focused on any empirical
work specific to Sub Agents.
Accordingly all previous policy
efforts have relied on minimal
research at most limited to desk
reviews. To address this gap in
literature, the current report
provides the first empirical
analysis of the impact of Sub
Agents in the recruitment
process. Moreover, this study
provides the first panel data set
on migrant workers in Sri Lanka.

2.3 Analytical
Framework
Due to the geographical distance
between agents and potential
migrants and other reasons, an
intermediary between the two
groups has evolved into existence
called Sub Agents. Sub Agents do
not have a formal affiliation to
licensed recruitment agencies,
but an informal existence to
mediate between potential
migrants and licensed agents,
and help migrants navigate the
migration process. The services
of Sub Agents are commonplace
in recruitment of FDW to the GCC
countries. In many cases, the
Sub Agent is a known person
from the potential migrants
village. This one of us attitude
that potential migrants share with
Sub Agents, migrants related
ease in placing trust on the Sub
Agents, and the guidance
provided by Sub Agents
encourage potential migrants to
comfortably approach an
unknown licensed agent for
foreign employment. Nonetheless,
due to this informal nature of the
Sub Agents role in the migration
process, it is well documented
that misleading and deception of
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potential migrants is rampant
among Sub Agents.
As a first step, migrants choose
to approach a Sub Agent in order
to get introduced to a licensed
agent, to obtain information about
employer at country of
destination, to obtain information
about the recruitment process,
and to help go to various
locations such as the SLBFE and
its training centers. In addition,
Sub Agents help migrants to
obtain the required documentation
for foreign employment such as
passports, visas, air tickets and
medical certification. Wage
negotiations between the Sub
Agent, licensed agent and migrant
are also an integral component in
the recruitment process. The
upfront incentive offered by
employees to finance the
recruitment process is split
across these three stakeholders,
based on numerous factors.
Many factors influence a potential
migrant's probability to migrate.
These include personal
characteristics such as age,
education, and marital status;
experience related factors such
as first time migrant and previous
employment in Sri Lanka; job offer
specific characteristics such as
country of destination, wages and
incentives offered; as well as Sub
Agent specific characteristics.
Sub Agent's characteristics
include age, gender, his conduct
in the recruitment process, as
well as potential migrant's
perception about Sub Agent. In
terms of conduct, Sub Agent
collecting potential migrant's
passport and requesting fees for
his services influence the
probability to migrate as follows.
By submitting one's passport to a

given Sub Agent, the potential
migrant eliminates the possibility
of approaching other Sub Agents
and licensed recruitment agents
for foreign employment
opportunities and restricts herself
to a single Sub Agent. On the one
hand this may increase the
probability of migration if the Sub
Agent is conducting himself
professionally and ethically, and
is actively working towards
potential migrant's migration for
employment. On the other hand,
unethical or unprofessional Sub
Agents may produce the potential
migrant's passport to a licensed
recruitment agent only to obtain
his commission from the licensed
agent and lose interest in
assisting potential migrant to
migrate.
Similarly, request for fees for Sub
Agent's services may be due to
Sub Agent wanting to invest more
time and effort into sending the
potential migrant abroad for
employment and thus need to
cover his related expenses. On
the contrary, it may also be due
to unethical and unprofessional
Sub Agents wanting to financially
exploit the potential migrant, with
no genuine interest to work
towards sending the potential
migrant overseas for employment.
If potential migrants understand
the actual role and capacity of
Sub Agents, they are less likely
to be intimidated by Sub Agents.
As such potential migrants who
have a misconception about Sub
Agent's formal status, or their
relative bargaining power with the
licensed agents in the recruitment
process are more likely to be
deceived and experience
unfavourable outcomes in the
recruitment process.

The same set of characteristics
of Sub Agents also affects the
amount of wages and incentives
negotiated by potential migrants
via similar channels. As
mentioned above, collection of
passport and request for fees by
Sub Agent could either be due to
wanting to make an extra effort to
assist potential migrant to find a
job overseas or due to unethical,
unprofessional and exploitative
self interests at the cost of
potential migrant.
However, migrants' misconception
about Sub Agents may not be
permanent. Compared to possible
naive perceptions formed during
early stages of migration, by the
time one transitions from a
potential to a current migrant she
has experienced the entire
migration recruitment cycle and
perceptions about Sub Agents are
also conditioned by such
experience. As such, migrant's
perceptions about Sub Agent's
formal status and his role and
capacity in the recruitment
process may change over time.
As such, the actions and
perceptions of stakeholders in the
recruitment process, and the
uncertainties/issues that arise
surrounding these engagements
are the framework around which
the study is organised.
In modeling the impact of Sub
Agents' characteristics on
migration outcomes, the outcome
variables considered are
probability of migration, wages
and recruitment incentives. For
each outcome variable considered
the independent variables
considered include a vector of
migrant characteristics, a vector
of migrant's experience related
characteristics, a vector of job
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offer specific characteristics and
a vector of Sub Agent related
characteristics. The migrant's
characteristics considered are
age, marital status, while
experience variables are
indicators for previous
employment in Sri Lanka and
previous employment overseas.
The job offer specific variables
considered in the analyses are
country of destination, while
wages offered and incentives
offered are considered only in the
models to determine probability of
migration.
The variables included in the
vector of Sub Agent specific
variables include demographic
characteristics of Sub Agents
such as gender and age group,
Sub Agent's conduct such as
collection of passport from
potential migrant during the
recruitment process and request
for fees for their services.
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Additionally, the analyses also
include indicators for migrant's
perception about Sub Agent's
formal status, namely if migrant
believes that (a) it is compulsory
to go through a Sub Agents for
recruitment, (b) Sub Agent is an
official representative of the
licensed recruitment agent, (c)
Sub Agent is officially recognised
by the SLBFE, and (d) Sub Agent
showed potential migrant a formal
identification. Finally, the
analyses also include indicators
for migrant's perception about the
relationship dynamics between
the Sub Agent and licensed
recruitment agent. Here the
indicators are for migrants'
perception that the Sub Agent has
more bargaining power in the
recruitment process than the
licensed agent and Sub Agent
(instead of the licensed agent)
has the capacity to decide on the
amount of incentives for migrant.
The central focus in all above

analyses are on the perception
variables of migrants about Sub
Agent's formal status and on their
relationship dynamics with the
licensed recruitment agent.
In the analysis of how migrant's
perception about Sub Agent
change over the recruitment
process, the outcome variable are
the four indicators for migrant's
perception about Sub Agent's
formal status and the two
indicators for migrant's perception
about the relationship dynamics
between the Sub Agent and
licensed recruitment agent. When
each of these six outcome
variables are considered one at a
time as the dependent variable,
the independent variable of
interest is the indicators for
potential/current migrant status.
The other control variables used
in the analyses are same as
those discussed above.
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3. Data and Descriptive Analysis
The study is based on primary
data collected from three
purposively selected districts in
Sri Lanka - Gampaha, Kurunegala
and Puttalam. The sampling
methodology involves random and
purposive sampling. Detailed
information on sampling
methodology can be provided
upon request. Respondents for
the survey were restricted to
FDWs due to the identified scope
of the study.
The first round of data collection
was carried out from April to July
2017. Here a total of 499
households were surveyed, where
277 household were identified as
potential migrant households
defined as the migrant is actively
involved in finding employment in
the GCC with the involvement of
a Sub Agent. Additionally, the
sample also included 222 current
migrant households, where the
migrant was currently employed
at one of the GCC destination
countries.
The unique setup of the
recruitment process in Sri Lanka,
for female domestic workers for
employment in the GCC, allows
this study to collect valid
information of migrant's
recruitment process from family
members even while the migrant
is employed abroad. Specifically,
the mandatory pre-departure
training for foreign employment
requires that migrants' family
members attend the last day of
training which guarantees that
these family members are

2

sufficiently informed about the
recruitment process.
Similarly, the involvement of an
upfront incentive, of which a part
is often handed over by the Sub
Agent to a family member after
the departure of migrant, further
ensures that the family members
are adequately knowledgeable
about the recruitment process.
The scheduling of payment (often
the last installment) after
departure is aimed at eliminating
the possibility of migrants
misleading Sub Agents and
collecting upfront incentives but
refusing to migrate. As such,
before departure the migrant
would normally educate the family
about the Sub Agent and the
recruitment process to collect
relevant payments in her
absence. Due to these two well
established functioning processes
in Sri Lanka, migrants' family
members are involved and are
well aware of the recruitment
process for foreign employment,
to provide information on behalf of
the current migrants in the data
collection process.
The second round of data
collection carried was out from
September to November 2017,
where a total of 608 households
were surveyed. This included
following up 213 potential migrant
households from Round 1 and
surveying of 395 additional
households. These additional
households included 74 current
migrant households and 321
potential migrants. Among the

follow up households 166 were
still potential migrants in Round 2
while 47 were now current
migrants.
As such, the pooled sample
consists of 894 households.
Even though the data collection
was carried out at the household
level, data from a given
household is specific to a unique
individual (migrant). As such,
throughout the analysis the unit of
analysis is the migrant. Unless
specified otherwise, migrants
commonly refer to both current
and potential migrants.

3.1 Profile of Migrants
and Sub Agents
This descriptive analysis pertains
to the 894 unique migrants in the
pooled dataset.2 In this sub
sample 27 % of migrants
originated from the Gampaha
district, while 42 % and 31 %
were from Kurunegala and
Puttalam district, respectively.
The distribution of countries of
destination among the GCC
countries of respondents in the
dataset are depicted in the left
panel of Table 1 below. As seen,
more than half were employed or
were seeking employment in
Kuwait while the shares for Saudi
Arabia, Oman and UAE are of
similar proportions ranging from
13-15 %.
The average age of migrants in
the sample was 38.7 years, with a
range of 18 to 63 years. The
average age among current

Pooled Dataset (1,107) minus follow up respondents in round two (213) leads to 894 unique migrants in the pooled dataset.
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migrants was 38.83 years, which
is higher than the average age of
37.58 years among the potential
migrants in this sample. When
disaggregated by the round of
data collection, the average age
among migrants in Round 1 was
38.67 years, which was 1.53
years (statistically significantly)
higher than the average age of
migrants in Round 2. Over 82 %
of this sample were currently
married women, while over 9 %
were divorced, separated or
widowed, while over 8 % were
never married females. However,
when current and potential
migrants are examined
separately, there is a larger
proportion of divorced/separated
or widowed females among
current migrants (15 %) than
potential migrants (7 %).
A majority of these migrants in
this sample of 894 migrants have
an education of 6th to 10th grade.
Specifically, nearly 50 % were 6th
to 10th Grade educated, while
another 31 % had passed the
General Certificate in Education

Table 1
Destination and Migrants' Level of Education
Country

%

Bahrain

2

Kuwait

51

Grade 1-5

13

Oman

14

Grade6-10

50

Qatar

5

O/L qualified

31

No education

%
1

Saudi Arabia

15

Grade 11-13

2

UAE

13

A/L qualified

3

Total

100

Total

100

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

Ordinary Level (GCE O/L)
examination conducted in the 10th
grade (see right panel of Table 1).
Despite majority of these women
being secondary educated, only
two thirds have been employed in
Sri Lanka prior to their attempt to
migrate for employment. However,
a majority was first time migrants
and only about a third have
previously worked overseas.
In this sample 58 % of migrants
have made their decision to
migrate in 2017. As expected,

Figure 1
Reasons for Migration

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.
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Education

among current migrants a larger
share had made this decision
earlier than the potential migrants.
As such, among current migrants
60 % had made this decision in
2016, while 22% had decided in
2017. The rest had made their
migration decision on or before
2015. On the contrary, among
potential migrants a larger share
has made their migration decision
in 2017 (75 %), while 21 % in
2016, and the rest before 2015.
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Among alternative reasons for
migration, where respondents
were allowed to provide multiple
answers, all respondents reported
financial difficulties as a reason
for their decision to migrate (see
Figure 1). About 40 % of
respondents also indicated that
their decision is driven by the
need to save money, while the
inability to find employment in Sri
Lanka is highlighted by nearly one
quarter of respondents.
Among these 894 migrants, 70
were assisted by male Sub
Agents, and the majority of Sub
Agents were in the age group of
40-49 years (60 %), while over a
fourth were within 50-59 years
and the remainder were in the age
group of 30-39 years.
In this sample of current and
potential migrants, majority have
been introduced to the migrant via
recommendation of a family
member (see Table 2). For 16 % of
migrants, the Sub Agent has
initiated the contact with the
migrant, while 11 % had already
known the Sub Agent. Of these
respondents, 27 % have reported
that the Sub Agent is from their
own home village, while another
36 % have said that the Sub
Agent is from a neighbouring
village from the same district.
These characteristics of Sub
Agents underscore the familiarity
of migrants with Sub Agents and
the related greater trust migrants
place on Sub Agents.

3.2 Interaction with
Sub Agents
Field data reveal that migrants
seek assistance from Sub Agents
for many activities including to
get introduced to the licensed
recruitment agent, to obtain

Table 2
Introduction of Sub Agent to Migrant
Heard about Sub Agent from

%

Agent/agency contacted you

6

Sub Agent contacted you

16

Family member/relative told you

46

Previous employer told you

6

Coworker told you

11

Advertisement

3

Migrant knew the Sub Agent already

11

From a friend

1

Total

100

Area of origin of Sub Agent Freq.

%

A neighbouring district

16

Neighbouring village in the same district

36

A place in another district

7

Don’t know

14

Home village

27

Total

100

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

information about the employer at
the country of destination, to
obtain information about the
recruitment process, and to help
go to various locations such as
the SLBFE and its training
centers. Among these various
functions performed by the Sub
Agents to migrants, as seen in

Table 3 below, nearly 30 %
migrants were of the view that
introducing migrants to licensed
recruitment agent was the most
important task performed by Sub
Agent, while 26 % of migrants felt
that the most important task was
providing information about
employer / job at country of

Table 3
Migrants' Perception on Most Important Task Performed by the
Sub Agent
Most Important Function of Sub Agent

%

Introduced licensed agent

29

Provided information about employer/job

26

Provided information about recruitment

18

Other

27

Total

100

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.
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destination. Another 18 % thought
that providing information about
recruitment process was the most
important task performed by the
Sub Agent.
Among the migrants who sought
or intended to seek help to obtain
the passport, 26 % indicated that
Sub Agent helped/would help
them in this regard. Similarly,
36 % identified Sub Agents' help
to obtain visas and air ticket for
foreign employment, while 49 %
will seek or have sought
assistance in terms of obtaining
medical certificates for migration.
An important component of the
recruitment process for FDW to
the GCC is the recruitment
incentive. In this sample 68 % of
the respondents were promised
incentives by the time of survey
data collection. Among the 284
respondents who were not
promised an incentive 75 % were
potential migrants at the time of
data collection, which may be a
reflection of their early stage in
the recruitment process, where
they have not yet reached a point
of being shortlisted to an
employer to start discussions/
negotiations on payment aspects
of recruitment for foreign
employment. Among those who
have indicated that they were
promised an incentive for

Table 4
Recruitment Incentives and Negotiations
%
Already promised an incentive

%
Who promised incentive

Yes

68

Agent

60

No

32

Sub Agent

40

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

recruitment 60 % were promised
by the licensed recruitment agent
and 40 % by the Sub Agent.

450,000. Figure 2 depicts the
distribution of incentives by type
of migrant.

The average amount of incentives
promised for the pooled sample is
LKR 166,129.1. However, as seen
in Table 5, when disaggregated by
current and potential migrant
cohorts, the average incentives
promised for current migrant
cohort is higher, but this
difference in not statistically
significant. Specifically, the
average value of incentives
promised reported by the cohort
of current migrants is LKR
171,443 (standard deviation
86,621), while in the case of
potential migrant cohort the
corresponding average is a lower
LKR 162,749 (standard deviation
7,824). For current migrants the
range in incentives promised is
from LKR 1,000 - 400,000, while
the range reported by potential
migrants is from LKR 5,000 -

The amount of promised
incentives differs by the country
of destination. As seen in Figure
3, the highest average incentives
were promised to those heading
to Saudi Arabia, which is
approximately LKR 184,000,
followed by Oman with
LKR 170,069, and Kuwait with
LKR 167,804.
Among the current migrants,
except for 13 %, the rest have
received the promised amount of
incentives. At the time of data
collection, on average potential
migrants had received
LKR 17,507.91 (standard deviation
45,522.51) out of their incentive
package. In terms of who
disbursed the incentives to
migrants and their families,
almost equal proportions - 45 %

Table 5
Recruitment Incentives
Respondent Type

Obs

Mean

SD.

Min

Max

All migrants

697

166,129

81,653

1,000

450,000

Current Migrants

271

171,443

86,621

1,000

400,000

Potential Migrants

426

162,749

78,246

5,000

450,000

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.
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Figure 2
Distribution of Incentives Promised

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

and 46 %, have said Sub Agent
and licensed recruitment agent,
respectively, while others have
said both. In terms of collecting
incentives, majority of the
migrants have indicated that they
would collect the incentives, while
the other main collectors were
husband and parents.
The disbursement of last
installment of incentive payments
are done mostly by licensed
recruitment agents (53 %), and
this view is commonly shared by
both potential and current
migrants. Moreover, majority of
respondents (43 %) indicate that
the timing of the disbursement of
last incentive is before departure,
while 39 % indicated that it is
after departure, and another 19 %
indicated it as on the day of
departure. The ranking of these
timings are common among both
the current and potential
migrants.

When it comes to promised
wages, the average wage for
the pooled sample was LKR
45,178 (SD 9,739). When the
sample is disaggregated into
potential and current migrant
cohorts, the mean wage
promised to the former
(LKR 46,139) is statistically
significantly larger than to the
latter (LKR 43,292). When
further disaggregated by Rounds,
although the two cohorts show
no statistically significant
difference in wage in Round 1,
in Round 2 potential migrants are
promised a significantly higher
wage of LKR 49,346 as compared
to LKR 47,027 for current
migrants. This is indicative of the
discrepancy between wage
prospects promised to potential
migrants in order to lure them
into migrant work, and the
promised wage in effect towards
the end of the recruitment
process prior to departure. When

considering the wages of each
cohort by data collection rounds,
current migrants are promised a
statistically significantly higher
wage of LKR 47,027 in Round 2
compared to LKR 41,833
promised to current migrants in
Round 1. Similarly for potential
migrants, a significantly higher
wage is notable for Round 2 than
for Round 1. These statistically
higher wages in the more recent
round of data collection possibly
indicate wage inflation and /or
devaluation of the Sri Lankan
rupee over time.
In terms of migrants knowledge
about the commission received
by the Sub Agent from licensed
agents, most of the respondents
indicated that they are unaware
of this amount. Indicating the
high level of trust potential
migrants place on Sub Agents,
many potential migrants are
willing to handover their
13
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Figure 3
Distribution of Incentives Promised, by Country of Destination

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

passports to Sub Agents. In this
sample, 75 % of the migrants
indicated that Sub Agents
collected their passport. As

indicated before, services
performed by Sub Agents are
normally paid for by the
recruitment fee remitted by the

Table 6
Concern about Deceitful Information by the Sub Agent
Survey Round

Concern (%)

Not a Concern (%)

All Migrants

42

59

Potential

52

48

Current

35

65

Round 1

68

32

Round 2

26

74

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.
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employers in the country of
destination. Reflecting this, 96 %
of respondents in the sample
have indicated that the Sub
Agents did not request money
for their services. Moreover, even
though there is criticism that the
Sub Agents provide deceitful
information, as per this sample
59 % of the respondents were of
the view that there is no major
concern that the Sub Agent has or
would provide misinformation.
However, among the sub sample
of potential migrants, a majority
(52 %) were concerned that the
Sub Agents have or would provide
deceitful information.
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Table 7
Number of Licensed Agents that a Sub Agent Works With
No. of Licensed Agents

%

0

3.7

1

80.5

2

8.3

3

3.4

4

1.7

5

1.7

6

0.7

8

0.1

Total

100

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

3.3 Agent - Sub
Agent Dynamics
In the recruitment process, Sub
Agents work with multiple
licensed recruitment agents. As
seen in Table 7, migrants'
perception is that their Sub
Agents work with 1 to 8 licensed
agents, which averages at 1.27

licensed agents per Sub Agent. As
noted by Weeraratne et al. (2018),
Sub Agents 'shop around' different
recruitment agencies with
prospective migrants to demand
higher commissions. The
association of Sub Agents with
multiple recruitment agents is an
indication of the higher bargaining
power held by Sub Agents.

Figure 4
Distribution of Perceived Power in the Recruitment Process

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

Confirming this phenomenon,
nearly, half (49 %) of respondent
have indicated that they were
taken to two licensed recruitment
agencies by Sub Agents, while
another 42 % indicated that they
were taken to five licensed
recruitment agencies.
As seen in the left panel of
Figure 4, in this sample, majority
of respondents (45 %) were of the
view that the licensed recruitment
agents have more power to
control the recruitment process.
However, when disaggregated to
potential and current migrants,
most potential migrants were of
the view that licensed recruitment
agents have more power in the
recruitment process, while on the
contrary, among current migrants
majority were of the view that the
Sub Agents were more powerful
(see Figure 4). This division in
view among current and potential
migrant households hints how
perceptions change when one has
gone through the entire migration
cycle.
Similarly, in this full sample, a
majority were of the view that
licensed recruitment agents have
more power in deciding incentive
amounts for migrants. However,
when disaggregated by type of
the migrant, 54 % of potential
migrants thought that the licensed
recruitment agents had more
power, while only 24 % thought
that Sub Agents had more power
(see Figure 5). Nonetheless,
among current migrants the
responses were noticeably
different, where almost equal
proportions of respondents also
thought that the Sub Agents
(39 %) are more powerful in this
decision, as opposed to the
licensed recruitment agents
(40 %). Here, the share of
15
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Figure 5
Distribution of Perceived Power to Decide Incentives

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

respondents among current
migrants that viewed Sub Agents
as important is almost double the
share among potential migrants.
Perhaps these noticeable
differences in opinions among
current and potential migrants are

influenced by the longer
association of migrants with Sub
Agents, in the case of current
migrants.
Migrants have diverse
perceptions about a hypothetical

Figure 6
Distribution of Perceived Changes in Incentives if no Sub Agent

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.
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scenario with no Sub Agents in
the recruitment process. As seen
in the left panel of Figure 6, in the
pooled sample, almost equal
proportions of respondents
reported higher (23 %) or lower
(21 %) amount of incentives,
while a majority (56 %) had no
idea about the possible direction
of change in incentives.
Nevertheless, when
disaggregated by potential and
current migrants there was a
visible difference in opinion
among the two groups in terms
of the direction of change. For
instance, majority (31 %) of
potential migrants thought
recruitment incentives would be
lower in the absence of a Sub
Agent, while only 16 % were of
the view that the incentives
would have been higher (see
center panel of Figure 6). In
contrast, 33 % of current
migrants thought that the
incentives would have been
higher if there were no Sub
Agents, while only 17 % thought
that it would be lower (see the
right panel of Figure 6). As seen
in all three panels in Figure 6
nearly half of respondents did
not think that the amount of
incentives would change if there
was no sub agent involved.
Figure 7 depicts respondents'
view about impact on salaries
negotiated if there was no Sub
Agent. Here about two thirds of
respondents in the pooled and
disaggregated samples did not
think the absence of a Sub
Agents in the recruitment process
would change the amount of
wages negotiated. Among the
rest of respondents, in the case
of potential migrants the larger
share of 30 % were of the view
that salaries would have been
lower, whereas in the case of
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Figure 7
Distribution of Perceived Changes in Salary if no Sub Agent

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

current migrants almost equal
shares believed that salaries
would have been higher (17 %)
and lower (18 %). Among
potential migrants the gap
between those who thought they
would have higher salaries
without a Sub Agent is noticeably
larger than those who thought
salaries would have been lower.
As such, as seen in Figures 6
and 7, potential migrants
perceive a rather pessimistic
scenario in the absence of Sub
Agents, while current migrants'
perception is somewhat mixed.
Once again, such clear
differences in opinion among
current and potential migrants
would be due to the differences in
each groups experience in the
recruitment process.

3.4 Sub Agents'
Formal Status
As evident in the case of Sub
Agents and licensed
recruitment agents in Sri Lanka,

the former is an informal
stakeholder, while the latter is a
formal stakeholder. Despite this
formal and informal status of
these two stakeholders who
interact for recruitment for foreign
employment, the perception held
by the migrants about their
formal status is different than
the actual situation.
As shown in Table 8, 55 % of
respondents thought that Sub
Agents are official representatives
of their licensed Sub Agents.
However, when disaggregated by
current and potential migrants, a
majority of potential migrants
perceived that Sub Agents are
official representative of agent,
while among current migrants only
a smaller share were of a similar
view. This hints that spending
more time in the recruitment
process and transitioning from a
potential migrant to a current
migrant results in one changing
her perception about the formal
status of Sub Agents.

Reflecting the same pattern, 28 %
of all migrants thought that it is a
must to go through a Sub Agent
for recruitment for foreign
employment. Among potential
migrants 29 % were of this view,
while in the case of current
migrants it is a much smaller
share of 23 %, who thought that
recruitment for foreign
employment have to be through a
Sub Agent.
In terms of migrants' perception
about Sub Agents being formally
recognised by the SLBFE,
majority of respondents thought
this was the case. However, when
disaggregated by potential and
current migrants, a larger share of
potential migrants (44 %) thought
that Sub Agents are formally
recognised by the SLBFE, while
among current migrants it was a
relatively smaller share (36 %).
Perhaps this also is an indication
that that maturity in the
recruitment process makes
migrants more aware of the actual
formal status of Sub Agents.
Similarly, among all migrants
49 % have reported that Sub
Agents showed their official
identification card to migrants.
When disaggregated by current
and potential migrants, among the
latter 54 % have reported to have
seen Sub Agent's official
identification card, while the
corresponding share among
current migrants is a relatively
smaller share of 37 %.
The above descriptive analysis of
Sub Agents as reported by
migrants provides a valuable
account of the role performed by
Sub Agents and their interaction
with migrants. However, the
interactions and dynamics
between the Sub Agents and
17
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Table 8
Migrants' Perceptions about Sub Agents' Formal Status
All

Potential

Current

%

%

%

- No

12

11

21

- Yes

55

56

43

- Don't know

33

33

36

- No

48

45

50

- Yes

28

29

23

- Don't know

24

26

27

- No

12

8

18

- Yes

42

44

36

- Don't know

46

48

46

- No

32

36

36

- Yes

49

54

37

- Don't know

19

10

27

Sub Agent official representative of agent

Must to go through Sub Agent

Sub Agent recognized by the SLBFE

Showed official ID

Source: Author's estimation based on field data.

migrants are multifaceted, and
are worth further analysis. The
remainder of this report explores
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the causal impact of various Sub
Agent specific characteristics on
migration related outcomes and

vice versa, by adopting rigorous
quantitative methodologies.
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4. Impact Analysis
4.1 Impact of Sub
Agents' Characteristics
in Determining
Migration
Not all potential migrants end up
being migrants. There is a
selection process involved in
transitioning a potential migrant to
a current migrant, and this
selection is based on many
characteristics. As discussed in
IPS (forthcoming), on the one
hand, migrants while knowing
fully well that they will not pursue
migration, continue in the
recruitment process to mislead
the licensed recruitment agents
and Sub Agents and collect
upfront incentives. Similarly, Sub
Agents and migrants collude to
mislead licensed recruitment
agents and collect advance
payments of incentives and Sub
Agent's commissions. On the
other hand, there are some
migrants with genuine interest to
migrate, but who may not become
eligible for migration on some
recruitment criteria, i.e. failing
medical test/pre-departure
training. Other reasons for not
pursing migration also include
rash decision making which leads
to reversing migration plans, or
not getting an employment offer
that is agreeable to the potential
migrant.
As such, various factors
encourage one to stop the search
process for foreign employment,
and accept an offer and leave for
employment in a destination
country. This section aims to
understand how migrant's
characteristics, Sub Agent's

characteristics and job related
characteristics influence
prolonged search versus
departure for foreign
employment. The findings
reflected here are based on
fixed effect estimation based
on the panel component of
sample of 211 households, as
detailed in Weeraratne (2018).
Technical details on
estimation can be provided
upon request.
The analysis finds that
migrants heading to Kuwait,
those whose passports were
collected by Sub Agents,
those who were promised
higher wages and those who
perceived that Sub Agents
have more power in the
recruitment process, were
more likely to migrate. On the
other hand, first time
migration, Sub Agent
requesting for money for his
services and migrant
perceiving Sub Agent as a
formal stakeholder were found
to be factors that reduce the
probability of migration.
Among these findings, those
associated with Sub Agents'
conduct are relevant for
recommendations on
regulating Sub Agents. For
instance, since collection of
passports is associated with
higher migration probability in
regulating Sub Agents, it is
important to provide
guidelines on when and how to
collect passport rather than
imposing rules and laws
saying that Sub Agents
cannot collect a migrant's

passport. Regulations have to be
introduced in terms of how to
retrieve passport from a Sub
Agent without hassle and dispute,
and a mechanism of a receipt to
prove submission of the passport
to Sub Agent. Also, in regulating,
it is important to link the licensed
recruitment agent in the process
of passport collection and have
his endorsement in the receipt for
submission of passport for
greater accountability. Similarly,
the positive effect that higher
promised wages have on
migration, signifies the
importance of wage related
information for migration.
This reflects that it is important
for Sub Agents to provide
accurate information about the
expected wages at destination
countries, as it is a key
determining factor of migration. It
is widely documented that Sub
Agents provide inaccurate
information about wages, where
often actual wages are lower than
wages promised by Sub Agents.
Given the empirical evidence
found in this study about the
importance of promised wages in
determination of migration when
regulating Sub Agents, it is
important to guarantee the
dissemination of accurate
information by Sub Agents,
especially pertaining to the job
offer.
On the other hand, request of
fees for Sub Agent's services has
a negative effect on migration. As
per the status quo, recruitment of
FDWs to the GCC involves zero
recruitment cost to migrants. Yet
the negative effect revealed
19
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through fixed effect analysis
indicates that this practice takes
place and it is to the
disadvantage of migrants, as they
are less likely to migrate if fees
are requested. In regulating Sub
Agents, clear cut guidelines ought
to be in place about what fees
Sub Agents can collect and from
whom. This finding indicates that
as the common practice in Sri
Lanka at the time of writing, Sub
Agents should be paid by
licensed recruitment agents, and
double collection of fees by Sub
Agents from both partiesrecruitment agents and potential
migrants - is best considered a
violation of Sub Agent's code of
conduct.
Most importantly, the study finds
that migrants who had a
misconception that the Sub Agent
is a formal player in the
recruitment process had a lower
chance of migration. As such, it is
important to educate potential
migrants about the role and
capacity of Sub Agents in the
recruitment process. In the
proposed regulations to manage
Sub Agents, dissemination of
accurate information about Sub
Agents by relevant authorities
such as the SLBFE, and
mechanisms for potential
migrants to verify that such
information have to be developed.

4.2 Impact of Sub
Agents'
Characteristics in
Negotiating Incentives
and Wages
As indicated in the descriptive
analysis, saving money and
overcoming financial difficulties
are dominant driving forces of
migration for migrants. As such,
20

migrants are very concerned
about financial outcomes
resulting from migration. This
analysis focusses on two key
financial outcomes in the
recruitment process for FDWs promised wages and promised
incentives.
Even though wages are paid by
employers and minimum wage
amounts are in place, there is an
element of wage negotiation that
takes place between the migrant,
licensed recruitment agent, and
Sub Agent. Similarly, the
recruitment incentives are
financed by the employer, but the
proportions allocated to the
migrant, licensed recruitment
agent and Sub Agent involve a
degree of negotiation. As such,
within a range of possible wages
and incentives, each migrant's
offer is uniquely determined,
based on various factors. This
analysis focusses on the
determinants of wages and
incentives promised, with
specific interest on the causal
impact of migrant's perception of
Sub Agent's formal status on the
amount of incentives and wages
promised. At the time of data
collection and writing, Sub Agents
were not a formal stakeholder in
the labour migration process in
Sri Lanka. Hence, the priori
assumption is that migrants who
are aware of Sub Agent's actual
informal status would not be
intimidated by the Sub Agent, but
would be in a better stance to
negotiate a higher incentive
amount and a wage.
As with Section 4.1, the full
pooled sample of 422 households
is analysed in this section. The
empirical specifications and
technical details of the initial
Ordinary Least Squares [OLS]

and subsequent fixed effect
methodology are detailed in
Weeraratne (2018), and can be
provided upon request.
The analysis of determinants of
promised wages and incentives
adopts a fixed effect
methodology, where a migrant's
characteristics, experience,
characteristics of the job offer,
and Sub Agents' characteristics
serve as control variables. Among
migrants' characteristics indicator
for married has shown some
evidence of decreasing promised
wages while work experience in
Sri Lanka increases promised
wages. Age shows some
evidence on a positive
relationship with incentives
promised, while indicators for
country of destination have
positive impact on both promised
wages and incentives.
In terms of the characteristics of
Sub Agents, age shows some
evidence of a positive impact on
wages, and collection of passport
by the Sub Agent shows some
evidence of a negative impact on
wages. On the other hand, the
collection of passport by Sub
Agent shows a very strong
negative relationship on promised
incentives, which is robust to the
restricted sample and consistent
across all specifications of the
models. The previous analysis on
determinants of migration showed
that the collection of passport by
Sub Agents leads to higher
probability of migration. Together
these diverse implications on
incentives and probability of
migration underscore the
importance of understanding the
multifaceted implication of
collection of the passport by Sub
Agents. The current regulatory
framework and ongoing
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discussions to regulate Sub
Agents are of the stance that the
Sub Agents are not allowed to
collect migrants' passports and
only licensed recruitment agents
are allowed to do so. However, in
practice, it is the Sub Agent who
initially collects the passport from
the migrant and subsequently
hands it over to the licensed
recruitment agent. As such, there
are instances where Sub Agents
hold on to passports while they
'shop around' alternative licensed
recruitment agents until an
acceptable deal is offered by one
of the licensees. Similarly, Sub
Agents hold on to passports to
intimidate and manipulate
potential migrants.
The empirical evidence shows
that the Sub Agents collect
passports and use it as a
leverage on incentive negotiations
to migrants. As such, existing
regulations which say Sub Agents
cannot collect migrants'
passports, are insufficient to deal
with the realistic scenario in the
field. The proposed regulations for
Sub Agents should thus include a
mechanism for better outcomes
related to implications of
collection of passports by Sub
Agents. As mentioned before,
some suggestions are to develop
mechanisms and guidelines on
handing over and retrieving a
passport from a Sub Agent, and
acknowledgment of same by
licensed recruitment agent to
indicate the chain of events in the
recruitment process.
Similar to the case of collection
of the passport, the implications
of request for fees by Sub Agents
also have contradictory
implications on promised financial
outcomes and probability of
migration. As seen in the foregone

analysis, the impact of Sub
Agent's request for fees is a
strong positive impact on
promised wages, while the impact
on probability of migration is
negative. As such, policy
mechanisms in regulating Sub
Agents' fees need to balance the
trade off between probability of
migration and the promised
wages. In regulating Sub Agents,
better guidelines ought to be in
place about the fee collection by
Sub Agents, such as what fees
can be collected and from whom.
Interestingly, migrants' perception
about Sub Agents' formal status
has a negative impact on
probability of migration and both
financial outcomes discussed in
this Chapter. This underscores the
importance of educating migrants
with accurate information about
Sub Agents. It is important for
relevant authorities such as the
SLBFE to disseminate
information about the formal
status and capacity of Sub
Agents and also introduce
mechanisms for potential
migrants, in order to verify
information about Sub Agents.

4.3 Impact of
Transition from
Potential to Current
Migrant on Perception
of Sub Agent
The recruitment process for
FDWs requires some wellestablished steps to be followed,
which leads to potential migrants
spending time in the recruitment
process. Weeraratne et al. (2018)
identify that the value chain for
recruitment involves a phase
before the potential migrant is
involved, where the recruitment
agents in the destination and

origin countries interact and Sub
Agents get involved, and a
subsequent phase where the
potential migrant gets involved.
Once involved, a potential
migrant can remain in the
recruitment process for an
indefinite time period interacting
with the Sub Agent and facing
interviews with the licensed
recruitment agent in Sri Lanka,
until she is matched to an
employer at a destination country.
Weeraratne et al. (2018) show that
after a potential migrant is
matched to an employer, the
recruitment for Saudi Arabia can
take from 30 - 45 days, where a
shorter time span is taken for
experienced applicants, and
longer time span taken for first
time FDWs. The difference mainly
depends on the varying length of
pre-departure training required by
individuals. Other reports indicate
that the wait period for
recruitment to Saudi Arabia is four
to eight months (Arab News,
2013, 2015). Prior to being
matched to an employer, the wait
time can be attributed to
differences in expectations and
job offers received, such as
country of destination, wages,
and composition of employer's
household, to name a few.
Survey data from the current
study reveals that subsequent to
deciding to migrate for
employment, on average migrants
have remained in the recruitment
process for about six months,
which is consistent with the
above findings. During this
period, the potential migrants
learn about the recruitment
process as well as the Sub Agent
serving them, which often leads
to shape potential migrants'
outlook about the Sub Agents. As
21
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such, this analysis focusses on
answering the research question:
How do migrant's perceptions
about Sub Agents change during
recruitment process?. The
rationale for this question is that
by the time one transitions from a
potential to a current migrant, one
has experienced the entire
migration recruitment cycle and
perceptions held after migration
are conditioned by the experience
in the recruitment process,
compared to possible naive
perceptions formed during the
early stages of migration. As
noted before, respondents for
potential migrants were
themselves, while for current
migrants the respondents were
family members. As established
before, the recruitment and
migration framework and
regulations in Sri Lanka involve
family members to a great extent.
Additionally, in the case of
displeasure or concerns about
Sub Agent's conduct, potential
migrants often discussed these
issues with family members.
Similarly, family member's
concerns about Sub Agents also
condition migrant's disposition
about Sub Agents. As such,
family members are capable of
conveying an accurate account of
current migrant's perception of
Sub Agents.
The findings reflected here are
based on PSM methodology for
the pooled cross-sectional sample
consisting of 894 unique
respondents. The technical details
of methodology are detailed in
Weeraratne (2018), and can be
provided by the author upon
request.
The analysis reveals a clear
impact of status change from

22

potential to current migrant on
perceptions about the formal
status of Sub Agents. The change
from potential to current migrant
is associated with decreasing the
probability of one perceiving Sub
Agent as formal. As highlighted
before, during the data collection
process and at the time of writing
of this report, Sub Agents are not
considered a formal stakeholder
in the migration recruitment
process by the regulatory
authority (SLBFE) in Sri Lanka.
As such, considering the
involvement of Sub Agent as
compulsory is a misconception
about Sub Agents' formal status
held by some potential migrants.
Literature often notes that Sub
Agents exploit and abuse
potential migrants during the
recruitment process. A
misconception about Sub Agents'
formal status has a capacity to
contribute to high vulnerability,
exploitation, and abuse in the
recruitment process.
However, the transition from
potential to current migrant does
not alter migrant's perception
about who is more powerful in the
recruitment process or in the
incentive negotiation. This
emphasises that migrants have
distinct understandings about the
power dynamics among the Sub
Agent and licensed recruitment
agent, and about a Sub Agent's
formal status, and it is only the
perception about a Sub Agent's
formal status that is evolved or
altered in transition from potential
to current migrant.
Moreover, such incorrect
understanding about Sub Agents
held by potential migrants has the
capacity to negatively affect
migration outcomes for migrants,

such as wages and incentives
discussed in the previous section.
However, as evident from the
findings, the transition from
potential to current migrant allows
migrants to realise the actual
status of Sub Agents. Such
capacity for learning through
one's experience is consistent
with the rational expectations
theory, where people are
considered to make choices
based on their rational outlook,
available information and past
experiences.
As such, this empirical finding on
migrants' tendency to have
rational expectations about Sub
Agents is a valuable finding to
base recommendations to
regulate Sub Agents. The above
finding shows that through own
experience migrants start to
realise the actual status of Sub
Agents. However, this selfrealisation requires one to go
through the entire recruitment
process and perhaps endure
exploitation, abuse and
vulnerability. As such, if this
information is provided earlier on
in the recruitment process,
potential migrants could be
spared from adverse experiences
in the recruitment process, and
possibly better outcomes in terms
of wages, incentives and working
conditions. Thus, this finding
validates the importance of
sharing accurate information
about the recruitment process and
its stakeholders with potential
migrants earlier on the
recruitment process, possibly
even before the migration
decision is made.
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5. Conclusion
Sub Agents play an important role
in the recruitment process.
Currently, there is high
momentum in policy interest to
regulate Sub Agents in Sri Lanka.
Nevertheless, the absence of any
regulations on Sub Agents has
the capacity to result in suboptimal outcomes for all
stakeholders involved, such as
migrants, Sub Agents and
licensed recruitment agents, to
name a few. This study focusses
on the relationship between
migrants and Sub Agents and
aims to explore the impact of Sub
Agent's formal status on
migrants, with the objective of
providing evidence based
recommendations for regulating
Sub Agents in Sri Lanka.
This report is based on two
rounds of data collection carried
out in 2017 involving 1,107
migrant households involving both
current and potential migrants.
The study involves a detailed
descriptive analysis of migrants
interactions with Sub Agents and
three rigorous impact analyses impact of Sub Agent's
characteristics in determining
migration, impact of Sub Agent's
characteristics in negotiating
wages and incentives, and impact
of transition from potential to
current migrant in migrant's
perception about Sub Agent's
formal status.
The study analyses how Sub
Agent specific characteristics and
migrant's perceptions of Sub
Agents impact migration, after
controlling for migrant's
characteristics, experience, and
job offer specific characteristics.

The study finds that migrants who
are first time migrants and those
who were asked to pay the Sub
Agent have a lower probability to
migrate. On the contrary,
probability to migrate increased
when a Sub Agent collected
migrant's passport and for higher
wages. As a robustness test,
when a similar analysis is
performed, migrant's perception
about Sub Agent's formal status
was found to have a causal
impact on migration, where
migrants perceiving Sub Agent as
a formal stakeholder in the
recruitment process have a lower
probability to migrate, while those
who thought that the Sub Agent
had more power in the recruitment
process have a higher probability
to migrate. The analysis of the
determinants of wages and
incentives promised also adopts a
methodology which controls for
migrant's characteristics,
experience, job offer specific
characteristics, and Sub Agents'
characteristics.
This analysis finds that migrant's
perception that the Sub Agent is
formal leads to lower promised
wages, while Sub Agent collecting
migrant's passport also results in
lower promised wages for
migrants. On the contrary, Sub
Agent requesting money for his
services leads to higher promised
wages for migrants. Similarly,
perceiving Sub Agent as a formal
stakeholder and Sub Agent
collecting migrant's passport
result in lower amounts of
incentives promised. The above
findings hold when further testing
is conducted. Finally, the analysis
of the relationship between

change in migration status from
potential to current migrants, and
migrant's perception about Sub
Agent's formal status is carried
out. This analysis finds that after
pursuing the recruitment process
and becoming a current migrant,
there is a lower probability to
think that Sub Agent is a formal
stakeholder. When considered
together, the above empirical
findings converge as follows.
1.

Migrant's misconception that
the Sub Agent is a formal
stakeholder leads to
consistently worse outcomes
in terms of probability of
migration, promised wages,
and promised incentives.

2. The collection of migrants'
passports by Sub Agents
leads to lower promised
wages and incentives, in the
context of higher probability
to migrate.
3. Sub Agent requesting money
for his services leads to
higher promised wages and
incentives, at the cost of
lower probability to migrant.
These findings provide strong
empirical evidence of the
importance of better
understanding among migrants
about Sub Agents' actual formal
status, and regulating Sub
Agent's conduct in the
recruitment process. The absence
of a clear understanding among
migrants and the general public
about the role status and capacity
of Sub Agent is detrimental to
migration outcomes. As such, it is
a priority to make migrants and
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general public aware of Sub
Agent's status to avoid undue
pressure from Sub Agents that
leads to lower promised wages,
lower promised incentives and
lower chance of migration.
On the other hand, the collection
of migrant's passport by Sub
Agents has mixed implications in
terms of financial outcomes and
probability of migration. Therefore,
regulations to control collection of
passports by Sub Agents need to
weigh all implications. The
collection of the passport reflects
a degree of intimidation and
controlling of migrants by Sub
Agent in terms of limiting a
migrant's capacity to approach
another Sub Agent or licensed
recruitment agent for foreign
employment. The inability to
approach another Sub Agent or a
licensed recruitment agent due to
the absence of the passport
effectively eliminates all
alternative job offers that would
have led the migrant to a better
position to bargain higher wages
and incentives.
However, this restriction in
migrants freedom is in terms of
access to other recruitment
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option appears compensated by a
higher probability of migration. As
such, when regulating Sub
Agents, it is important to develop
guidelines on the time frame when
a Sub Agent can collect a
migrant's passport. Similarly,
request for payment by Sub
Agents have mixed implications
where, it leads to higher wages
and incentives promised but lower
probability of migration. Currently,
Sub Agents are mostly financed
through the payment by the
employer, even though double
collection of payments is evident
in this study. As such, in
regulating Sub Agents, it is
important to specify from whom
they can collect recruitment fees
- from the employer or employee.
By ensuring the Sub Agent is paid
a fair fee for his services, would
lead to striking a balance
between financial outcomes for
migrants and probability of
migration.
Based on the above synthesis of
findings the following are
recommendations to be
considered in developing a
framework to regulate Sub
Agents.

•

The SLBFE to make Sub
Agent's current informal
status clearly understood by
migrants. Ideally this
information ought to be
disseminated as community
awareness, to ensure that
potential migrants are
targeted before their initial
consideration of migration.

If Sub Agents are formalised in
future, such updated information
should be clearly disseminated in
a timely manner.
If and when Sub Agents are
formalised,

•

Specify the stage in the
recruitment process where a
Sub Agent can collect a
migrant's passport.

•

Develop a clear procedure
to facilitate proper
documentation of collection,
handing over, and if required,
retrieval of passport by
potential migrant.

•

Develop a clear structure for
fee collection for Sub Agents.
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