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              dependent variable: migration status (= 1 if migrated, 0 otherwise) ����������������������������������������������������������������������������� 60
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International migration for employment and associated pressures will continue to grow in volume and 
complexity due to globalization, supply and demand of the labour market as well as other factors. Today, there 
are over 244 million migrants in the world, out of which 150.3 million are migrant workers, accounting for 
61% of people living outside their country of origin. However, migrant workers are particularly vulnerable to 
forced labour. Forced Labour, is a universally condemned act and an estimated 21 million people around the 
world are exposed to forced labour and generates around USD150 billion annually. 

Taking into account that forced labour is a serious violation of fundamental human right, the 103rd International 
Labour Conference in June 2014, Member States voted in favour of adopting a new Protocol to the Forced 
Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29) as well as a Recommendation that supplements both the Protocol and 
Convention No. 29. The Protocol and Recommendation give new impetus to the global fight against all forms 
of forced labour, including trafficking in persons and slavery-like practices. In addition, the ILO has also 
established the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL) to combat forced labour and 
exploitative human trafficking. 

Ethiopia faces challenges in terms of forced labour, irregular migration and related issues. Currently, Ethiopia 
has become an important origin, transit and destination for irregular migration flows in the Horn of Africa. The 
majority of Ethiopian irregular migrants are destined to the Middle East (mainly to Saudi Arabia and other 
Gulf States via Somalia, Djibouti and Yemen), while significant number of other migrants head southwards 
(to South Africa) and westwards to Europe (via Sudan, Libya and the Central Mediterranean route).

In this regards, it became crucial to understand the dynamics of the migration in Ethiopia, its scope, evolving 
nature and patterns. Therefore, the ILO undertook this study on “Migration and forced labour: an analysis 
on Ethiopian workers” which provides an insight on forced labour and its patterns. The report has been 
developed through a participatory process and draws on the technical expertise of many but notably MOLSA. 

It is hoped that the report will be helpful to the Government, practioners and researchers in understanding the 
multifaceted challenge of forced labour and irregular migration. Most importantly, I hope that this report will 
bring about policy changes to protect migrants and contribute to combatting human trafficking. 

I would like to congratulate the Government of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia for its efforts 
geared towards eliminating human trafficking in Ethiopia. I would like to thank the European Union who is 
funding the ILO project “Development of a Tripartite Framework for the Support and Protection of Ethiopian 
Women Domestic Migrant Workers to the GCC States, Lebanon and Sudan, 2013-2016” under which this 
report was produced.

George Okutho 
Director 
June 2016

FOREWORD





ixAN ANALYSIS ON ETHIOPIAN WORKERS

The authors would like to thank the International Labour Organization (ILO) for the financial support and 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MOLSA) of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia for 
providing the necessary information.

The report benefited from the strategic guidance and comments of the ILO staff members. In particular, the 
authors would like to thank Mrs. Kidist Challa for her inclusive support during the design and implementation 
of the study. Appreciation also goes to Dr. Michaelle De Cock for her technical backstopping during the 
design of the study and the analysis of results. The authors would like to thank the data collectors and the 
respondents who devoted their invaluable time to provide the necessary information. Appreciation also goes 
to donors that have permitted the execution of the project. To conclude, this report has also benefitted from 
the discussions with all the stakeholders who participated in the validation workshop in Addis Ababa.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



x MIGRATION AND FORCED LABOUR

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In developing countries, migration is deemed one of the main options for improving livelihoods. Economic 
reasons, such as employment opportunities and better remuneration, are the main reasons for migration. 
However, migrant workers are often exposed to a range of human right abuses. In 2012, the ILO estimated 
that 20.9 million all over the world people were in forced labour, trafficked for labour and sexual exploitation, 
or held in slavery-like conditions. To tackle this challenge, the ILO established the Special Action Programme 
to Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL) to guide its activities against these practices, recognizing that migration 
plays a relevant role in this context. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to investigate the Ethiopian 
challenges in terms of international migration, forced labour, and related issues. Specifically, the study 
estimates the numbers of forced labour and examines its patterns – the mechanisms of recruitment, the means 
of deception and coercion, and more generally the working conditions of migrants in the various countries of 
destination and sectors of activity.

The survey was conducted in March 2014. The sample considered in this study comprises 2,750 households 
and 1,450 returnee migrants. The study covers 52 woredas and 97 kebeles characterized by high levels of 
out-migration from five regions (Addis Ababa, Amhara, Oromia, Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples 
Region (SNNPR), and Tigray).

Main results

Both male and female Ethiopians migrate to the Middle East and other countries. The proportion of female 
migrants (54.2 percent) is higher than male migrants (45.8 percent) and the majority comes from rural areas. 
Conversely, the proportion of male returnees (51.4 percent) slightly exceeds that of females (48.6 percent).

The econometric analysis shows that the difference between expected earnings in receiving countries and 
reservation earnings in-Ethiopia is one of the major drivers of out-migration. The non-linear association 
between migration decisions and earnings differentials may suggest the fact that very poor people are not able 
to cover the cost of migration. Among the respondents from the urban centers, it emerges that the individuals 
who stayed unemployed for long periods display higher probabilities to migrate.

Networking between prospective migrants and early movers has a significant positive impact on migration 
decisions. 

In rural areas divorce, and the intention to divorce, is positively and significantly associated with the 
probability of migration.
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The trade off between education and migration seems relevant. The probability of migration is higher for 
individuals with junior high school education and tends to fall for those with secondary and tertiary education. 
One plausible explanation is that young people abandon school before completing their secondary level to 
migrate.

The average age at departure is about 24 years and young migrants, between 20 and 25 years old, constitute 
the 47 per cent of returnees. About 26 per cent of returnees have been recruited when they were less than 
20 year-olds, while some migrants even before the age of 15, which implies that they were child victims of 
trafficking. It should also be noted that the absence of an effective birth registration system in Ethiopia could 
create an opportunity for young migrants to falsify their age.

Location matters for migration, in fact, the majority of returnees come from the National Regional State of 
Amhara (50 percent), Oromia (19.2 percent), and Tigray (16.6 percent). Within the State of Amhara, the 
incidence of migration is very high in the zone of North Wollo and North Showa, which collectively account 
for more than a third of the entirety of migrants. This distribution confirms the importance of networking and 
cultural ties in migration decision.

The results show that the 67 per cent of migrants are Muslim. Orthodox Christians constitute around 28 per 
cent of migrants, while other denominations counts for less than 5 percent.

About 59 per cent of the returnees did not have any economic engagement before migration. Roughly, a 
quarter of them had permanent jobs, while around 6 per cent have been employed temporarily. Nearly 17 per 
cent of the respondents were farmers, while more than 10 per cent were engaged in trading activities.

Many returnee migrants reported that they did not receive the relevant information before their departure nor 
they discussed the terms and conditions of their future jobs with their employer or recruiter. Few received 
oral promises and only a very limited group of migrants obtained a written contractual agreement with 
their employer or recruiter regarding the nature of the work (5.9 per cent) and the wage (9 per cent). This is 
particularly worrisome as paves the way to various forms of exploitations and abuses.

A large proportion (more than 70 per cent) of returned migrants did not find a job in the destination country 
before migration. The proportion of migrants who found a job before migration was very small and, in the 
majority of cases, this happened through private employment agencies (46.3 per cent) and informal brokers 
(31 per cent). Some have been able to secure a job before migration through their networks, in particular 
relatives and friends living in the destination countries.

The occupation abroad varies by gender. Herding and slaughtering of camels and goats, construction and 
waste disposal are the main activities performed by male migrants, while female migrants are mainly domestic 
workers.

Returnee migrants use both formal and informal channels to leave the country. The majority (62.5 per cent) 
of the returnees used informal routes such as sea and land (through the desert) transports, in the absence of 
visa and other official documents to enter in a foreign country1.

1 In this study, the category of informal routes of migration include (i) migration without any formal visa and other documents, (ii) migration  
 facilitated by brokers without license, and (iii) individuals who cross the borders autonomously on foot.
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Returnees make financial payments to brokers and employment agencies either by selling assets or by 
borrowing. Around 47 per cent of the respondents indicated that they have made the total payment for the 
services upfront in cash to the brokers. In around 12 per cent of cases, the money for the brokers was deducted 
at a later stage from the wage. More than 37 per cent borrowed money to finance their travels, while around 
19 per cent sold their assets.

A significant number of returned migrants have been harassed and abused by officers, brokers, transporters, 
and other actors both in the transit and destination countries. About 40.2 per cent experienced at least one 
form of harassment during their travel. 

Estimates show that more than 58 per cent of returnees were working in forced labour. In fact, data show 
that about 41.2 per cent of returnees were recruited through deception and were victim of other forms of 
coercion, such as harassment, forced marriage, risk of divorce, and imposition to leave their home. Similarly, 
around 41.3 per cent of migrants were forced to remain with their employer either through debt bondage, 
confiscation of travel and identity documents, fear of deportation, or denunciation to authorities. 

Forced labour seems more common for female than male migrants, those with primary or lower education, 
those illegally entered into a foreign country, those with short-term work permits, and those who financed 
their travel through borrowing.2 A large share of migrants from the Amhara region, around 46.3 per cent, 
experienced forced labour. Location of employer was also a determinant factor of forced labour. The likelihood 
of being in forced labour is higher for those employed in rural areas than those working in urban areas. This 
could be due to remoteness, unavailability of support institutions, and isolation. Moreover, the probability of 
being in forced labour increases with the age of the employer.

The study has shown that many young boys and girls with very little education, either unemployed or employed 
in formal and informal jobs, are highly susceptible to migration. While stopping migration does not represent 
a feasible strategy, some measures might mitigate the problem of trafficking and forced labour. The creation 
of awareness, the provision of relevant information and the expansion of the formal migration channels 
might help in minimizing the human and financial costs. The role of the government, the organizations 
of the civil society, the community leaders., becomes critical in this battle. Undoubtedly, the creation of 
productive economic opportunities is the most effective instrument to address the problem, in particular, 
the promotion of decent work through macroeconomic and sectoral policies. Other specific employment-
related interventions, such as microcredit, entrepreneurship development, and sustainable entrepreneurship 
and apprenticeship programmes should be expanded and strengthened. Other interventions may be targeted 
to specific vulnerable groups, particularly youth and women. In this view, it comes necessary to map the 
current employment situation and identify the key labour market constraints on the demand and supply 
side. This would also help locate any skill mismatch to reform the training institutions.It is in the interest 
of Ethiopia to curb massive out-migration, in particular among those who drop out of schools in search of 
low-skill jobs in the Middle East. Reforming the labour market and rewarding educational excellence could 
help to retain potential talents. The expansion and increase in the productivity of non-farm activities, the 
development of rural microfinance institutions, the provision of business skill training, and the expansion of 

2 Respondents were asked whether or not they had taken tailored training (e.g. specific training such as cleaning, cooking, food preparation, etc.)  
 that would help them perform their duties in a foreign country. 
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the rural infrastructure would facilitate the creation of opportunities for the rural youth population. The urban 
centres should enlarge in rural hinterlands and act as satellites to promote the rural-urban linkages. Labour 
market and institutional reforms are necessary to promote job creation and improve the security for workers 
in both the formal and informal sectors. 

The role of networking as major driver of migration decision could be redirected to a more beneficial role. 
Early movers could finance the investment in purposeful education and other productive ventures rather than 
sponsoring the migration of relatives and financing unsustainable consumption practices. 

There is a critical need to expand the current knowledge on forced labour through empirical studies, which 
would enable the Ethiopian government, the ILO, and other stakeholders to generate more information and 
inform a better understanding of the issue. The exchange of relevant data on migration flows is fundamental 
to control illegal recruitment and gain a sound knowledge on the size and structure of migration processes. 
To this purpose, the key institutions that are involved in the management of migration-related issues, such as 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Immigration and Nationality Affairs, and Police and Security, must 
work on their capacity building, in terms of both soft and hard infrastructure.
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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND
The victims of forced labour are forced to work against their own will, under the threat of violence or other 
forms of punishment. Their freedom is restricted and a certain degree of ownership is exerted. In forced 
labour, work is performed under the menace of penalty, and the workers have not the power to terminate 
their employment obligations. As defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO), the forced nature 
of labour is characterized by three main elements: (1) some form of work or service must be provided by the 
individual concerned to a third party; (2) the work is performed under the threat of a penalty; and (3) the work 
is undertaken involuntarily. All slavery practices, including trafficking in people and bonded labour, contain 
some element of forced labour. According to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), forced labour 
includes “all work or service which is exacted under the menace of any penalty and for which the person 
has not offered himself/herself voluntarily”. Convention No. 29 allows for some exceptions with regard to 
military service for work of a purely military character, normal civic obligations, work as a consequence of 
conviction in a court of law, work under the control of a public authority, work in emergency cases such as 
wars or other calamities, and minor communal services3 (ILO, 2012:11). Forced labour is not just equivalent 
to low wages or poor working conditions. It represents a restriction in human freedom and a violation of 
human rights. The nature of forced labour manifests itself in the type of engagement between workers and 
employers rather than in the type of activity that a worker is actually performing.

The Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No. 105) specifies that forced labour can never be used for 
the purpose of economic development, political education, discrimination, labour discipline, or punishment 
for participation in strikes. Similarly, the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182) enumerate 
“all forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage 
and serfdom and forced or compulsory labour, including forced or compulsory recruitment of children for 
use in armed conflict”.

On the positive side, in developing countries, migration offers better employment opportunities and 
remuneration to improve livelihoods (Kuschminder and Siegel, 2014). On the negative side, migrant workers 
are often exposed to a range of human rights abuses (ILO, 2012)4. Based on data covering the period between 

3  This Convention has been ratified by 178 states (as of 28 July 2016) and obliges governments to “suppress the use of forced or compulsory  
  labour in all its forms within the shortest possible period”.

4  It is estimated that worldwide, more than 10 million adults and children participate in forced labour activities, including bonded labour or  
  commercial sexual servitude (Dougnon, 2011). 
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2002 and 2011, the ILO estimated that 20.9 million people were victims of forced labour globally, trapped 
in coercive jobs which they could not leave. Out of these, 18.7 million (90 per cent) were exploited in 
the private economy sectors like agriculture, construction, domestic work and manufacturing, and many 
suffer from sexual abuses. Around 2.2 million people work under the violation of the ILO standards during 
imprisonment, in conditions imposed by the State or its representatives, or under the military control in war 
contexts.

The migratory situation in Ethiopia is not different. Many young Ethiopians migrate to the Middle East 
in search of a job. Many migrants are stranded and exploited in transit countries, such as Djibouti, Egypt, 
Somalia, Sudan, or Kenya. Reports indicate that more than 80,000 men, women, and children from Ethiopia, 
Somalia, and Eritrea have transited through Djibouti as voluntary and undocumented economic migrants 
en route to Yemen and other locations in the Middle East (US Department of State, Office to Monitor and 
Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2015). In addition, cross-border human trafficking has become prevalent in 
the country (Play Therapy Africa Ltd, 2011). Reports indicate that from 60 to 70 per cent of labour migration 
has been facilitated by illegal brokers, in particular in rural areas, which increase the vulnerability of migrants 
to forced labour upon arrival in their final destinations (US Department of State, Office to Monitor and 
Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2015).

The ILO established the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced labour (SAP-FL) in 2002 to guide 
the activities against forced labour and trafficking, which are often linked to illegal migration. SAP-FL has 
initiated a new research on the dimension of forced labour and its outcome – worldwide and in Ethiopia in 
particular – to provide technical support to governments and social partnersin the design of laws and policies 
to end this terrible practice.

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY
The aim of the study is to determine and quantify the dynamics of forced labour among migrants, especially 
adults, in Ethiopia.

More specifically, to reflect the interdependence between migration and forced labour, the study intends to:

	Analyse the phenomenon of labour migration from Ethiopia;
	Analyse the situation of returnees;

Assess the socioeconomic profile of returnees;
	Estimate the different dimensions of forced labour in selected areas of the country;
	Identify the determinants of forced labour in selected areas; and
	Estimate the determinants of international migration in selected areas.
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1�  METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSIS

1�1 BACKGROUND
The study primarily focuses on returnee migrants and examines selected hotspot areas of migration, and 

hence the results cannot be extended to the national level. As this category of migrants represents a small 
portion of the population, the standard procedure of random sampling would be difficult. However, the timing 
of data collection, which coincided with the expatriation of Ethiopians from Saudi Arabia, has simplified the 
sampling procedure. In fact, the year 2013 has witnessed a special episode: more than 170,000 Ethiopian 
migrants have been deported from Saudi Arabia to their home country (US Department of State, Office to 
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, 2015).

1�2 SELECTION OF THE AREAS
Ethiopia comprises nine regional states and two city administrations (Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa). Each 
region is divided into zones and each zone into woredas. The woredas are further divided into kebeles, the 
basic administrative units. In the cities, the administrative division follows a different hierarchy. Each city is 
divided into sub-cities and each sub-city into woredas as well. 

The incidence of migration varies from region to region. People in the northern and western part of Ethiopia 
tend to migrate to Europe and USA. The youth in the southern part of the country largely migrate to South 
Africa. Most migrants from the north east are destined to the Middle East countries. The migration of people 
from the central highlands is generally low. As the study primarily focuses on returnees from the Middle East, 
the survey targets some hotspot areas, according to the relevant information provided by 2,166 returnees in 
Addis Ababa.

According to the survey at point of entry, most returnees came from the Amhara Regional State, which also 
accounts for 47.5 per cent of the sample. The Oromia Regional State is the most populous but uncovers a 
relatively low rate of international migration to the Middle East from the region. On the other side, the Tigray 
region exhibits a significantly high share of returnees as it accounts for the 19.7 per cent of interviewees and only 
6.1 per cent of the Ethiopian population. The Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Regions (SNNPR) 
is characterized by a low portion of returnees, probably due to the fact that the main destination of people 
originating from this region is the Republic of South Africa, which did not testify any extraordinary expatriation 
of migrants at the time. Other regional states, including Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa city administrations, show 
relatively small rates of returnees. Table 1 shows the shares of returnees by regional state.
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Based on the proportion of returnees in the sample, Amhara, Oromia, Tigray, SNNP regional states, and 
the Addis Ababa city administration are selected as hotspot regions of international migration for the main 
survey. The 2,166 sampled returnees come from about 56 zones (including nine sub-cities in Addis Ababa 
and Dire Dawa) out of which 18 account for 93.3 per cent of returnee migrants and hotspot areas of migration 
and hence are surveyed.

North Wollo and South Wollo, from the Amhara region, and Eastern Tigray, from the Tigray region, exhibit 
the highest rates of returnees and accounts for 42.5 per cent of the total number of interviewees.

Western and southern parts of the country account for 12 per cent of the sample. Two zones from the SNNPR, 
Hadiya and Kembata, are included in the list of hotspot zones of migration irrespective of their marginal 
share in the overall number of returnees from the Middle East. The reason is that these two zones are the 
major origins of migrants whose destination is the Republic of South Africa. Further disaggregation of 
location showed that the returnees originated from 211 woredas and 9 sub-cities of Addis Ababa. In general, 
42 hotspot woredas and 10 control woredas were selected based on the share of each woreda in the sample. 
Interestingly to note, the woredas with the highest rate of returnees include 40 per cent of the total number 
of returnees.

A minimum of two and a maximum of three kebeles were identified in each woreda except for the control 
group, in which only one control kebele was selected.

1�3 SAMPLE SIZE
After the identification of the kebeles affected by high incidence of out-migration, the returnees were selected 
in a quasi-random way from a randomly selected sample of kebeles. Overall, a minimum of 750 returnees 

Table 1: Regional distribution of returnees

Region Number of Returnees Percentage

Amhara 1,029 47.5%

Oromia 548 25.0%

Tigray 426 19.7%

SNNPR 102 4.7%

Addis Ababa 35 1.6%

Ethiopian Somali 7 0.3%

Hareri 6 0.3%

Afar 5 0.2%

Benishangul Gumuz 4 0.2%

Dire Dawa 4 0.2%

Total 2,166 100%
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Table 2: Hotspot zones by region

Region Zone
Number 

of  
Returnees

Share in 
the  

Regional 

Regional 
Rank

Share  
in the  

National 

National 
Rank

Amhara North Wollo 354 34.4 1 16.3 1
 South Wollo 325 31.6 2 15.0 2
 North Shoa 166 16.1 3 7.7 4
 Oromia 146 14.2 4 6.7 6
Oromia Jimma 157 28.7 1 7.3 5
 Arsi 145 26.5 2 6.7 8

E.Harerge 58 10.6 3 2.7 9
 W.Arsi 53 9.7 4 2.5 10
 Bale 39 7.1 5 1.8 12
 W.Harerge 33 6.0 6 1.5 14
 E.Shoa 27 4.9 7 1.3 15
Tigray East Tigray 242 56.8 1 11.2 3

South Tigray 146 34.3 2 6.7 7
 Central Tigray 23 5.4 3 1.1 16
SNNPR
 Gurage 48 47.1 1 2.2 11

Silte 39 38.2 2 1.8 13
Hadiya* 4 3.9 3 0.2 32
Kembata* 1 1.0 9 0.1 49

Addis Ababa Kolfe-Qeranyo 14 85.7 1 0.7 19
 Addis Ketema 5 14.3 2 0.2 25
 Total   2 025    93.48  

*Included with the assumption that most migrants to the Republic of South Africa originate from the two administrative 
zones of the SNNPR.

was targeted from a total of 2,750 households randomly selected sample of 17,300 households. Accordingly, 
the total number of households and the minimum number of returnees included in the survey have been 
assigned to each kebele. The first process of the sampling involved random selection of households with basic 
filter questions on their migration history with the aim to maximize the number of returnees in the sample. 
In the first round of sampling, the households were divided into three categories: households with a returnee 
member constitute the first category; the second category include households with migrant members currently 
abroad; while households with no migrant member were in the third category. The sample households for 
the main survey for each kebele were randomly selected from each category. The sampling process is partly 
purposive in the sense that returnee migrants were not selected from all categories combined. The selection 
can be considered random because the final sub-sample of returnees was selected from the pool of all returnee 
migrants listed in the first sample. Due to the presence of households with more than one returnee, the number 
of returned migrants in the sample was higher than the minimum number of observation initially targeted. 
Among the 14,316 household members living in the four major regional states and in Addis Ababa, a total of 
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1,450 returnee migrants were interviewed, out of which 415 (28.7 per cent) were from urban centers. Out of 
2,750 households, 1,322 households had at least one returnee migrant member. A total of 1,951 households 
comprised at least one migrant member either returnee or still abroad, while 629 households had at least one 
member who is a non-returnee migrant. Out of the 97 kebeles and 47 woredas selected, ten in each category 
were included as control areas.

Step 1: Hotspot kebeles are selected;

Step 2: A random sample six times larger than the targeted size of the final sample is selected;

Step 3: Households in the random sample are categorized in three groups;

Step 4: From the list of households in each category, households with predetermined number of respondents 
are randomly selected.

1�4 THE METHODS OF ANALYSIS
This study uses descriptive and econometric methods to analyse the patterns and the drivers of labour 
migration, trafficking, and forced labour based on the ILO guidelines.

The economic factors, as the income differentials and the lack of prospects, often explain the decision to 
migrate. Networking or bandwagon effects, cultural aspects, and relative proximity to exit routes can also 
drive migration decisions through the reduction of costs. Individuals and families compare costs and benefits 
of migration, while being affected by individual- and community-specific attributes.

Table 3: Regional distribution

Region Number of Returnees Percentage

Amhara 727 50.1%
Oromia 278 19.2%
Tigray 241 16.6%
SNNPR 129 8.9%
Addis Ababa 75 5.2%
Total 1 450 100%

Figure 1: Summary of the sampling procedure
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2�  INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION:  
 AN OVERVIEW ON THE ECONOMIC  
 AND DEMOGRAPHIC STRUCTURE

2�1 ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE
Ethiopia has experienced a solid socio-economic progress in the last decade and has become a service-led 
economy with limited industrial base. The country has registered an average annual real growth rate of 9.5 
per cent between 2000/01 and 2013/14, well above the population growth rate of 2.6 per cent. The tertiary 
sector continued to be the main engine, accounting for 50 per cent of GDP growth in 2013/14. Despite the 
strong policy emphasis on agriculture, its contribution to overall growth has been limited and declined from 
70.1 per cent in 2000/01 to 19.8 per cent in 2013/14, while its share in real GDP has decreased from 56 
per cent in 2000/01 to 40 per cent in 2013/14.5 Despite the low contribution of agriculture to growth (in 
constant prices), its share of GDP (in current prices) increased in 2011/12 due to the increase in the price of 
agricultural outputs relative to other sectors. The shares of both the manufacturing and other industries shrank 
in 2011/12 (in current prices) due to adverse terms of trade.

The breakdown of aggregate demand reveals that the expenditure of private consumption accounted for a 
large share of the demand growth between 2000/01 and 2013/14, but its weight is declining. Similarly, the 
government expenditure as a share of GDP has decreased substantially, from 10.1 per cent to 7.3 per cent 
over the same period. Nonetheless, the investment as a share of GDP increased significantly from 9.4 per 
cent to 40.3 per cent in 2013/14, due to massive investment in infrastructure  by the government. Similarly, 
both exports and imports of goods and services increased. The faster growth of imports widened the external 
imbalance, which accounted for 18.1 per cent of GDP in 2013/14 and led to an increasing dependence on 
external sources of financing. The gap between savings and investments has remained high, this enlarging the 
reliance on capital inflows from abroad and the accumulation of external debt.

2�2 POVERTY AND INEQUALITY
The economic performance described above, with the increase in private sector investment (e.g. in services), 
and the expansion of SMEs, has led to an improvement in real income per capita and a reduction in poverty. 
The incidence of poverty has declined from 38.7 per cent in 2004/05 to 29.8 per cent in 2010/11, with 
a reduction of 9.1 per cent. Although poverty has declined in both rural and urban areas, we observe a 

5  The growth contribution of sectors can be computed using the growth decomposition method as: i i
i

g s g=å  where si is the share of sector i  
 in GDP and g is the growth rate.
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Table 4: Key economic indicators

Indicator 2000/01 2005/06 2013/14

Population 64.6 73.1 87
GDP (billions of ETB, 2010/11 constant 
prices) 198.3 277.0 626.6

GDP real growth rate 1.6 11.5 10.3
GDP per capita (ETB, 2010/11 constant 
prices) 3 071.5 3 789.6 7 201.8

Sectoral shares in GDP (%)   
Agriculture 56.4% 52.3% 40.2%
Manufacturing 4.1% 4.0% 4.4%
Other industry 5.2% 6.2% 9.9%
Services 36.3% 38.6% 46.2%
Sectoral contribution to total growth (%)   
Agriculture 70.1% 46.9% 19.8%
Manufacturing 1.9% 3.5% 7.1%
Other industry 4.3% 4.9% 23.5%
Services 23.7% 44.7% 49.6%
Composition of aggregate demand (% of 
GDP, current prices)   

Private consumption 86.9% 81.6% 69.5%
Government consumption 10.1% 13.5% 7.3%
Investment 9.2% 28.6% 40.3%
Net external balance -6.2% -23.8% -17.8%
Export of goods and services 4.5% 14.5% 11.7%
Import of goods and services -10.7% -38.3% -29.5%

Source: Computed based on data from MoFED

difference: poverty incidence declined by about 5 per cent and 6 per cent per year in rural and urban areas, 
respectively.

The magnitude of poverty varies across regions. In 2010/11, the poverty incidence was higher in the Afar 
region (36.1 per cent), followed by the Somali region (32.8 per cent). The incidence of poverty was also high 
in the major regions such as Tigray (32 per cent), Amhara (31 per cent), SNNP (30 per cent), and Oromia (29 
per cent). The breakdown in Figure 3 is useful to shape region-specific pro-poor interventions to improve the 
welfare in the different areas of the country.

Inequality, measured by the Gini coefficient, has shown an increasing trend between 1999/2000 and 2010/11 
(Figure 4). At the national level, the indicator of consumption inequality has increased from 0.28 to 0.30, 
by about 0.6 per cent per year, although no increase was registered over the period from 2005/6 to 2010/11. 
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While inequality increased in rural areas, it declined in urban contexts. This improvement could be due to 
the intervention of government to promote urban development and employment creation (MoFED, 2013). 
In particular, infrastructural development, expansion of SMEs, improved access to credit, and training 

Figure 2: Trends in consumption-based poverty indices (percentage)

Source: MoFED

Figure 3: Regional dimensions of poverty

Source: MoFED

programmes may have contributed to the decline of urban inequality. Despite these efforts, the incidence of 
inequality urges additional pro-poor productive employment creation and skill development interventions. 
Similarly, in rural areas, the strong interventions to increase agricultural productivity are not sufficient and 
the promotion of non-farm employment is equally crucial to reduce inequality.

2�3 DEMOGRAPHY
Ethiopia, with an estimated population of about 85.9 million in 2013, is the second most populous country 
in Africa (Table 5). Population growth is still high in the country: the annual growth rate was 2.6 per cent 
between 2007 and 2013, and 2.8 per cent between 1984 and 1994 (Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia, 
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Figure 4: Inequality in rural and urban areas, 1999/2000-; 2004/5; 2010/11

Source: MoFED

2008). According to the projections, the total population of the country will reach 94.4 million by 2017. The 
2007 National Census uncovers an overwhelmingly young population in rural and urban areas (Figures 5 
and 6). The demographic structure represents a challenge for the country in terms of employment and job 
availability6 (Broussard, et al., 2012). On the other hand, the proportion of young population represents a 
great opportunity, the so-called demographic dividend, as long as it is supported by better nutrition, better 
health services and sanitation, better educational opportunities, and better housing.

2�4 EMPLOYMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT
The working-age population increased by 3.9 per cent per year, from 41 million in 2005 to 55.6 million in 
2013. The labour force increased from 33.1 million to 44.4 million, at a growth rate of 3.8 per cent per year 
(Table 6). Over the same period, the urban labour force increased by 8.6 per cent, while the rural labour force  
rose by 3.4 per cent. The female labour force increased by about 4.2 per cent, compared to the 4.0 per cent of 
male labour force, which has shrunk by two percentage points in 2013. One possible explanation might lie in 
the improved access to education, which, especially in the young female group, results in delays in their entry 

6  According to the 2007 census about a third of the population were 9 year-olds or younger. In urban areas, youth (15–29 year-olds) accounted for  
  over a quarter of the population.

Table 5: Projected population (000, medium variant)

Year Male Female Total

2007 37 307 36 538 73 845
2008 38 219 37 508 75 727
2009 39 163 38 504 77 667
2010 40 136 39 524 79 660
2011 41 136 40 566 81 702
2012 42 157 41 628 83 785
2013 43 190 42 698 85 888

Source: CSA (2013)
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Figure 5: Population pyramid in rural Ethiopia

Source: Broussard et al (2012)

Figure 6: Population pyramid in urban Ethiopia

Source: Broussard et al (2012)

Figure 7: Population by age group

Source: National Labour Force Surveys (CSA, 2006, 2014)
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into the labour market as they aim to pursue their studies. A massive push in education has contributed to the 
increase in school enrolment, and hence in the share of population not included in the labour force.

However, in 2005, about 81 per cent of the working-age population participated in the labour market, and 80 
per cent in 2013. In fact, high labour force participation rates are common in developing economies, owing 
to the absence of social security systems, low wages, and low income (International Labour Organization, 
2010); (Broussard, et al., 2012).

The number of employed population increased from 31.4 million in 2005 to 42.4 million in 2013, at a lower 
rate than the labour force growth. The employment rate increased in both urban and rural areas (Figure 8)7, 
although, differently from the urban contexts, information on rural labour market is not available on a regular 
basis8.

The proportion of working-age population that is employed has increased by 0.5 per cent between 2005 and 
2013 (Table 7). A plausible reason for the rise in participation and employment rates can be related to the 
entrance in the labour market of a large number of youth who completed their education.

Table 8 provides trends in employment by gender and age. First, it emerges that youth employment (considering 
people between 15 and 24 years of age) has declined from 27.1 per cent of total employed population in 2005 
to 25.5 per cent in 2013, and this reduction is driven by female employment. Secondly, the employment rate 
of adult between 45 and 64 years of age has increased. While the share of female employment between this 
age group has increased, that of male employment has shrunk over the same period.

The structure of the labour market reveals that the weight of agriculture has declined by about 7.6 per cent, 
from 80.3 per cent in 2005 to 72.7 per cent in 2013 (Figure 8). The services sector has assumed a greater role 

7  More recent data on urban employment-unemployment indicates that urban employment grew by 8.8 per cent per year between 2010 and 2012,  
 at a slightly higher rate than the growth of urban labour force (8 per cent).

8 Population census and labour force surveys provide information on rural labour market situation, but these are not available on a regular basis.  
 The Central Statistical Agency (CSA) with the support of the World Bank has started the Ethiopia rural socioeconomic survey (ERSS), which is  
 a panel survey, in 2011. This survey collected information on rural labour markets. The first wave was implemented in 2011-2012 and the second  
 wave was conducted in 2013-2014.

Table 6: Trends in labour force and participation rate

2005 2013

Female Male Total Female Male Total

Working age population  
(million) 21.1 19.9 41.0 28.0 27.7 55.6

Labour force (million) 15.8 17.3 33.1 20.9 23.5 44.4
Labour force participation rate 
(%) 75% 87% 81% 75% 85% 80%

Economically inactive (million) 5.6 3.0 8.6 7.8 4.7 12.5

Students (%) 35% 67.2% 46.3% 39.6% 62.9% 48.3%

Source: National Labour Force Surveys, CSA (2005, 2013)
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in employment generation, where its employment share has increased from 13.1 per cent in 2005 to 19.9 per 
cent in 2013. On the other side, the contribution of the manufacturing to total employment has remained low. 
In conclusion, we can say that the pace of overall employment has accelerated in recent years, and the official 
unemployment rate has declined from 5.9 per cent in 2005 to 4.5 per cent in 20139. Unemployment, which 
does not include underemployment or disguised unemployment, largely remains an urban phenomenon: In 
urban areas, the unemployment rate was 16.5 per cent in 2013, and; according to the urban employment-
unemployment survey, 17.5 per cent in 2012.

9  However, the unemployment rates are controversial by default.

Table 7: Labour market indicators

2005 2013

Female Male Total Female Male Total

Employment  
(% of total labour force) 92.2 97.5 95.0 93.5 97.3 95.5

Employed-to-population ratio 69.0 84.7 74.6 69.8 82.7 76.2
Unemployment  
(% of labour force) 7.8 2.5 5.6 6.5 2.7 4.5

Urban formal employment 
(% of employed) 8.2 3.7 5.9 23.3 68.1 60.1

Urban informal employment 
(% of employed)

5.2 3.3 4.3 15.4 11.9 13.5

Source: National Labour Force Surveys, CSA (2005, 2013)
Note: Formal and informal employment relate to urban areas

Table 8: Employment by age and gender

2005 2013

Female Male Total Female Male Total

Total employed (Million) 14.6 16.9 31.4 19.5 22.9 42.4

 Of which (%):

10-14 yrs. 13.4% 16.3% 15.0% 16.2% 16.4% 16.3%

15-24 yrs. 28.9% 25.6% 27.1% 26.4% 24.7% 25.5%

25-34 yrs. 23.9% 21.4% 22.6% 23.8% 21.6% 22.6%

35-44 yrs. 15.6% 15.2% 15.4% 17.1% 16.5% 16.8%

45-64 yrs. 15.7% 16.5% 16.1% 14.4% 16.2% 15.4%

65 and above 2.5% 5.1% 3.8% 2.1% 4.6% 3.5%

Source: National Labour Force Surveys, CSA (2005, 2013)
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It should be noted that while formal employment increased in urban area, informal employment declined, 
from 37 per cent in 2010 to 31.7 per cent in 2012, by 4.8 percentage points (Figure 9)10. In 2010, of the 4.8 
million employed people living in urban areas, about 1.4 million were employed in the informal sector, and 
the figure increased to 1.6 million in 2012. This implies that, while the urban informal sector is still present, 
it has not grown significantly since 2010.

2�5 MIGRATION AND REMITTANCES
2�5�1 MIGRATION
The 2005 National Labour Force Survey and the 2007 Census do not provide information on international 
migration. In 2005, about 8.8 per cent of rural and urban residents in Ethiopia had the status of migrant 
(Figure 10). Resident females have a higher percentage of migrants than males at the national, rural, and 
urban levels. In 2007, the migration rate increased to 16.6 per cent, with higher portion of female migrants.

Although the presence of employment agencies that facilitate overseas employment opportunities, the 
paucity of systematic data even for those leaving the country through the formal route (e.g. with valid and 

10  According to the Central Statistical Agency, the informal sector comprises production units that are part of the household sector, as house 
 hold enterprises or, equivalently, unincorporated enterprises owned by households. CSA uses two criteria to classify economic activities as formal  
 or informal: book of account that show the monthly income statement and balance sheet, and business/enterprise license. Enterprises that satisfy  
 either of these two conditions are considered as formal, while those that do not fulfill these two conditions are classified as informal (see CSA  
 urban employment and unemployment survey, various years).

Source: National Labour Force Surveys (2005, 2013)

Figure 8: Trends in sectoral employment (percentage of total employment)

Figure 9: Trends in urban formal and informal employment (percentage)

Source: CSA-Urban employment-unemployment Survey (various years)
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legal documents through the airports) does not offer a detailed picture of migration. The number of workers 
seeking overseas employment through the formal route has increased from 42,233 in 2010 to 198,667 in 
2011(Table 9).11 The top four regions that account for a large share of migrant workers include Addis Ababa, 
Amhara, Oromia, and SNNP. Nonetheless, a large part of migrants rely on brokers to use illegal routes, 
therefore the number of international migrants is expected to be much higher12.

The stock of international migrants has decreased over time. In 1990, the migrants living abroad were 
1,155,390, while in 2013 they decreased to 718, 241 by about 1.6 per cent per year. The share of the 
international migrant stock in the total population shrunk from 2.4 per cent in 1990 to 0.8 per cent in 2013 
(Figure 11). The economic strife and the unstable political climate in Ethiopia shaped the migration flows 
between the 1970s and the early 1990s. Most migrants in the 1970s and 1980s came from the well-educated 
urban part of the population and migrated to developed countries to seek political asylum. In fact, the key 
drivers behind international migration included political instability, economic decline or stagnation, as well 
as the 1980s government resettlement programme.

The magnitude of the international migrants stock increased by 7.9 per cent per year between 2010 and 
2013. During the same period, some 45,876 migrants joined annually, with 24,741 male and 21,135 female 
migrants.

The relationship between the international migrant stock and economic growth in recent years is negative 
(Figure 12). In fact, a slow economic growth seems to be associated with increases in the international 
migration stock. Conversely, the correlation between the international migrant stock and inequality is positive, 
as rising inequality tends to perpetuate unemployment and poverty and necessity to migrate (Figure 13).

2�5�2 REMITTANCES
One of the positive effects of the out-migration flows is the inflow of remittances. The National Bank of 
Ethiopia (NBE) controls and records the flows of formal remittances and keeps track of all financial transfers. 
Remittances constitute a large share of foreign capital inflows and have increased from 3.2 billion ETB in 
2000/01 to 77.1 billion ETB in 2013/14, grew at the average rate of about 26.8 per cent per year. Moreover, 

11  The figures indicated in the table are likely to understate the actual numbers due to poor quality of data entry and management.

12  Recently, about 140,357 migrants have returned to Ethiopia from Saudi Arabia, 36 days after the expulsion operation started (Dimanche, 2013).  
 This figure is more than four times larger than the amount initially estimated, indicating that a large number of migrants travel through illegal  
 means and are subject to abuses and mistreatment. The risk of trafficking has been reportedly high as indicated by qualitative studies  
 (Woldemichael, 2011) (Play Therapy Africa Ltd, 2011).

Figure 10: Migration status (percentage)

Source: CSA (2005, 2007)
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Table 9: Number of migrant domestic workers by region*

 2010 2011 201213

 Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

Tigray 284 1,582 1,866 1,432 8,437 9,869 476 3,803 4,279

Afar 26 139 165 308 611 919 59 305 364

Amhara 542 10,769 11,311 3,462 62,836 66,298 1,811 25,544 27,355

Oromia 422 10,430 10,852 2,420 64,431 66,851 1,135 28,491 29,626

SNNPR 443 4,547 4,990 927 23,392 24,319 257 9,727 9,984

Addis Ababa 969 11,813 12,782 2,235 26,774 29,009 735 8,814 9,549

Gambella 2 12 14 2 50 52 3 15 18

Dire Dawa 9 162 171 61 764 825 13 210 223

Harari 2 15 17 10 111 121 1 55 56

Somalia 2 16 18 7 41 48 19 19

Benishan 
gul-Gumuz 2 45 47 18 338 356 17 109 126

Total 2,703 39,530 42,233 10,882 187,785 198,667 4,507 77,092 81,599

*Through legal recruitment process facilitated by PEAs and approved by MoLSA
Source: MoLSA

Figure 11: International migrant stock as a percentage of total population

Source: UN, Population Division; POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev. 2013

13  The data refer to the first three months and sixteen days only.
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Table 10: Trends in international migrant stock

Average annual change in  
migrant stock

Average annual growth rate in  
migrant stock

1990-2000 2000-2010 2010-2013 1990-2000 2000-2010 2010-2013

Female -23 628 -4 367 21 135 -4.3% -1.4% 7.9%

Male -25 666 -3 817 24 741 -4.2% -1.1% 7.9%

Total -49 295 -8 183 43 763 -4.3% -1.2% 7.9%

Source: UN, Population Division; POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev. 2013

Figure 12: Association between change in international migrant stock and GDP growth rate

Source: Computed from MoFED (2014) for GDP and UN, Population Division; POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev. 2013
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the actual remittances could be higher than data reported, as people may use informal ways to transfer 
money. Remittances have become an important source of foreign exchange in Ethiopia and helped to narrow 
the deficit in the balance of payments. In fact, the remittances surpassed the foreign exchange earnings 
from merchandise exports since 2002/03. For instance, the ratio of private transfers to merchandise exports 
increased from 0.82 in 2000/01 to 1.24 in 2013/14 (Figure 14). Conversely, the remittances as a share of GDP 
have increased from 4.7 per cent to 7.4 per cent over the same period (Figure 15).

Figure 13: Association between change in international stock and inequality

Source: Computed from MoFED (2014) for inequality and UN, Population Division; POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev. 2013

Figure 14: Private transfers (net) as share of merchandise exports

Source: Computed based NBE data (NBE, 2014)
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Figure 15: Merchandise exports and remittances as share of GDP

Source: Computed based NBE data remittances and exports (NBE, 2014) and MoFED for GDP data
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3�  LEVELS AND PATTERNS  
 OF MIGRATION IN SELECTED  
 AREAS OF ETHIOPIA

3�1 BACKGROUND
Many people in developing countries consider migration to be the only option for improving their livelihoods. 
In the process, migrant workers are often exposed to a range of human right abuses, including labour 
exploitation, violence, trafficking, mistreatment in detention, and killings.

The causes of migration are varied and interrelated but can generally be divided into two categories: supply-
side (or push) factors and demand-side (or pull) factors. The push factors pertain to the general condition of 
vulnerability caused by external situations, for instance the poor access to social services, poverty and lack 
of parental support, failure in the education endeavour, family living conditions, peer and family pressures, 
success of others, and failed marriage. The process is further fueled by factors such as political and social 
violence, and the general indifference towards vulnerable categories such as women, adolescents, and 
children. The literature indicates that discrimination against women and early marriage play an important 
role in pushing to look for an independent life inside or outside their country. The process of globalization, 
liberalized border polices, and ease of movement of people, have all intensified this trend.

To design appropriate interventions, it is necessary to understand the process in all its phases. In other words, 
it is important to know if and why different groups of people have different propensity to migrate, and are 
more likely to be victims of trafficking and forced labour.

Ethiopians migrate to other countries, particularly to the Middle East, mainly as domestic and manual 
workers. Recent horrific developments reported in various news media testify the magnitude of the problem 
of abuse and exploitation. Anecdotal evidence from various rural and urban villages of Ethiopia shows that 
almost every poor family has sent children, in particular girls, to Arab countries. Recently, this practice has 
been reinforced, and the cases of youth deceived and coerced into human trafficking to the Middle East, the 
Sudan, and South Africa without adequate protection have increased. The routes towards these countries are 
extremely varied and depend heavily on personal circumstances. This might render the migrants vulnerable 
to abuses.

3�2 PROFILE OF RETURNEE MIGRANTS
Although not fully representative, the dataset contains information on the migration process collected from 
1,450 returnees based on the number of valid interviews from the sample. The study contains information 
related to the migration process, including the origin of migrants, their age, the gender composition, and the 
education level. 
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In terms of regional distribution, more than 50 per cent of respondents came from the Amhara National 
Regional State, while the Oromia and Tigray States account for 19.2 and 16.6 per cent respectively (see Table 
11). Within the Amhara State, the incidence of migration is very high in the zone of North Wollo. Together 
with the zone of North Showa, it accounted for more than a third of the migrants interviewed. It emerges 
that in those communities where a culture of migration has developed, the peer pressure has intensified 
irrespective of the risks, which imposes increasing responsibilities on young girls. An example of this culture 
is visible in the South and North Wollo zones. A significant portion of the Muslim population has travelled to 
Mecca and Medina, in Saudi Arabia, for the Muslim pilgrimage of Hajji and Umra to support their families. 
This is considered as a personal, social, and material success in these communities, and contributes to create 
wrong models for the younger generation. 

Migration is considered an urban phenomenon, due to the better information available and the presence of 
several employment agencies and brokers. However, our study shows that more than 71 per cent of migrants 
come from rural kebeles and around 29 per cent are from urban areas. Saudi Arabia dominates as a destination 
country, with 89 per cent of respondent returnees, while the United Arab Republic (Dubai) and Kuwait have 
a lower but still significant attractiveness for those seeking migration.

Table 12 presents the socioeconomic characteristics of the interviewees. In particular, it provides percentages 
on the religious composition, the ethnic composition, and the marital status. In terms of the religious 
composition, around 28 percent of the migrants were Orthodox Christians while around 67 percent were from 
the Muslim faith. The proportion of migrants from other religious groups was less than 5 per cent. In terms 

Table 11: Place of residence of respondents

Region Number Percent Zone Number Percent Hotspot  
Woredas

Tigray 241 16.6% Southern 
Tigray 89 6.1%

Eastern 
Tigray 152 10.5%

Amhara 727 50.1% North Wollo 302 20.8% Habru (10.6)
Antsokia 
Gemza(5.0)
Efratanagidim(4.6)
Raya & Kobo (7.2)
Dawa Chefa (4.5)

South Wollo 151 10.4%
North Shewa 185 12.8%

Oromia Zone 89 6.1%

Oromia 278 19.2% Jimma 112 7.7%
Others 166 11.4%

SNNPR 129 8.9% 129 8.9%
Addis Ababa 75 5.2% 75 5.2%
Total 1450 100 1450 100%

Notes: Figures in parentheses are percent 
Source: computed from survey data.
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of gender composition, both male and female Ethiopians migrate to the Middle East and other countries, but 
their proportion differ depending on whether we are considering potential migrants or victims and in relation 
to the migration channel. The data shows almost equality in the proportion of male and female returnees, with 
51.4 per cent and 48.6 per cent. The majority of the migrants were from the Amhara ethnic group, around 
20 per cent and 16 percent came from the Oromo and Tigray ethnic groups respectively, while others came 
primarily from the Gurage, Kumbata and Hadya ethnic groups. Looking at the marital status, we observe that 
around 47 per cent of migrants were married, while about 41 per cent were never married or single. Some 
returnees are divorced or separated, in some case as a consequence of migration.

3�3 SITUATION OF RESPONDENTS BEFORE MIGRATION
The study attempts to document the situation of the returnee migrants before migration and the decision 
making process behind the choice to migrate. This exercise is relevant to investigate the mechanism of 
migration for very young people, which raises concerns on the propensity to be victims of traffickers due to 

Table 12: Socioeconomic characteristics of respondents

Characteristics Number Percentage

Gender 
Male 746 51.4
Female 704 48.6

Religion 
Orthodox Christian 411 28.3
Catholic 1 0.1
Protestant 64 4.4
Muslim 974 67.2

Ethnicity 
Amhara 739 51.0
Oromo 291 20.1
Tigryan 235 16.2
Gurage 70 4.8
Kambata 28 1.9
Hadya 35 2.4
Others 52 3.6

Marital status 
Married 677 46.7
Single/never married 600 41.4
Divorced 90 6.2
Separated 66 4.6
Widowed 15 1.0

Source: Survey data
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Table 13: Occupation by destination country

Saudi 
Arabia UAE Kuwait Lebanon Oman Yemen Qatar South 

Africa Other 

Housemaid 57.8 68.3 75.5 81.8 100.0 25.0 50.0 0.0 34.1
Herder 6.1 0.0 4.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Driver 2.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.4 0.0
Daily worker 8.8 4.9 8.2 0.0 0.0 50.0 16.7 2.7 24.4
Construction 2.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Shopkeeper/Sales 1.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.4 4.9
Guard 2.5 0.0 6.1 0.0 0.0 12.5 0.0 1.4 0.0
Own Business 1.1 2.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 86.5 2.4
Cleaning 6.0 17.1 2.0 18.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 12.2
Housewife 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Unemployed 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 9.8
Other 9.6 7.3 4.1 0.0 0.0 12.5 33.3 2.7 12.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Survey data

their vulnerability caused by scarce experience and sense of adventure (International Labour Organization, 
2012). As shown in Table 14, the largest proportion of migrants is between the age of 21 and 25 years, a 
considerable part of which has been recruited when they were below the age of 20. In some cases, recruitment 
has happened even before they even reached the age of 15. In fact, the absence of an effective birth registration 
system in Ethiopia could create an opportunity for young migrants to falsify their age. The gender-age 
breakdown shows that men are generally older than women at the time of migration. Hence, women represent 
the majority of the younger cohort of migrants. 

Another dimension analysed is the education of respondents prior to migration. Various studies indicate 
that uneducated migrants bear a higher risk of exploitation. The access to education is still limited in rural 
areas and for girls the only other, unpopular, option is marriage. Unemployment and poverty pave the way 
to migration decisions. Young people who abandon their education for different reasons, including marriage, 

Table 14: Age at the time of recruitment by gender

Age Male Female Total

<=17 4.6% 17.5% 10.8%
18-20 19.6% 29.1% 24.2%
21-25 36.5% 40.8% 38.6%
26-30 19.7% 8.1% 14.1%
31-35 9.4% 3.6% 6.6%
>=36 10.2% 1.0% 5.7%
Total 51.4% 48.6% 100.0

Source: Computed from survey data on returned migrants
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childbirth, death of parents, repeated failure to pass a grade usually opt for migration to change their life and 
that of their families.

According to data from the survey (see Figure 16), both educated and uneducated men and women are 
potential migrants. A significant number of migrant workers were not even able to read and/or write even 
in their own native mother language., and more than 70 per cent have up to the 8th grade of elementary 
education, which means they were not able to communicate well with their employers. Around 20 per cent 
have completed 10th grade of the secondary education, while less than 4 per cent of returnees have completed 
preparatory schools. Another 4 per cent of migrants have participated in other forms of education, such as 
the adult basic education programs, religious education by churches and mosques, college and technical and 
vocational education.

The survey suggests that poor employment prospects and lack of opportunities are among the main reasons for 
women and men to leave in search of better living conditions. Low employment opportunities in the country 
of origin, low wage rates, low income, impoverished life, and limited access to basic means of production 
such as land and credit facilities are often cited as the critical push factors in the migration process. Certainly, 
other social and political factors play a relevant role in the decisional process behind migration.

Figure 17 describes the employment condition of respondents prior to migration. It appears that nearly a 
quarter of those in employment had permanent jobs, while around 6 per cent had temporary engagements. 
Nearly 17 per cent of the respondents were farmers, while another 10 per cent were engaged in trading 

Figure 16: Education level of respondents before migration (percentage)

Source: Survey data

activities. Some were also self-employed while some were working as daily workers. Some were students 
who have failed their national exams. The most relevant lesson we can draw from this survey is that the 
majority of the migrants (60 per cent) did not have any meaningful economic engagement before migration 
and considered themselves unemployed, on average for a period of six months.

The decision to migrate could follow the advice of parents and relatives. Anecdotal evidence shows that 



24 MIGRATION AND FORCED LABOUR

many girls in Ethiopia are encouraged to migrate to Arab countries by their own families, particularly in poor 
contexts. Peer and family pressure is a common push factor. Some of the migrant workers seek employment 
in the destination country not only to make a living for themselves but also to support their families. In the 
promise of future income, poor families sometimes finance the migration of their children by borrowing, 
selling their cattle and carthorses, and using their savings, often with a great sacrifice of the basic household 
economic interests and needs. Returnees were asked whether they had decided to migrate or if it was the 
responsibility of other actors. The results show that more than 92 per cent of respondents had decided to 
migrate and in less than 3 per cent of cases the decision was taken by the parents (see Table 15). The remainder 
had migrated as a consequence of the decisions made by others, including relatives and friends. Certainly, 
in all cases the weight of peer pressure, in a context of severe poverty and lack of prospects, influences the 
decision process, which cannot be completely independent.

Another question asked to returnees pertains the certainty of a job in the destination country, and the responses 
reveal that more than 70 per cent had not found employment before migration (Figure 18). They simply took 

Figure 17: Primary occupation of migrants before migration (percentage)

Source: Survey data

Table 15: Who decided your migration?

Decision maker Number Percentage

Self 1 340 92.4%

Parents 43 3.0%

Friends (peer pressure) 30 2.1%

Relatives in Ethiopia 19 1.3%

Relatives in destination 
countries 15 1.0%

Others 3 0.2%

Source: Survey data



25AN ANALYSIS ON ETHIOPIAN WORKERS

the risk and decided to migrate with the expectation to find an occupation once arrived to their destination. 
The human traffickers take advantage of the situation to promise better employment opportunities and better 
life. The absence of a secure job creates a condition of vulnerability and results in higher risks of being 
victims of forced labour, such as prostitution and domestic servitude.

Among those who found a job before leaving Ethiopia, most frequently it was the result of social networks 
with informal brokers or with relatives/friends already in the destination country, and sometimes of the 
intermediation of private employment agencies (Table16).

In fact, these results indicate that the lack of social connections aboard may represent a vulnerability factor in 
the process of migration. The variability of the findings also suggests that the recruitment method of migrants 
does not ensure safety against forced labour.

3�4 THE RECRUITMENT PROCESS
Many actors are involved in the recruitment of migrants, such as local brokers, employment agencies, 
returnees, visitors living in the potential destination countries, relatives, and friends. Usually, the local 
brokers are involved in the first stage of the recruitment procedure. In many cases, potential migrants 

Figure 18: Respondents with a job before migration (percentage)

Source: Survey data

address informal agencies or brokers because they think it is a cheaper solution. More than that, particularly 
those who live in rural areas are not informed about the formal procedures, or find their comprehension 
too complicated or inaccessible. In such a situation, informal brokers and agents can easily offer potential 
migrants false promises of good financial revenues that will enable them to escape poverty and send money to 
their families. According to the results of the survey, around 47 per cent of the migrants have made substantial 
cash payments upfront to the employment agencies and other intermediaries (see Table 17).

A greater access to information on the conditions of work, payments, and living conditions prior to migration 
would dramatically reduce the risk of abuse. From this study, it emerges that only a restricted portion of 
migrants who have signed an employment contract have also received relevant information on the working 
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conditions of their agreement (see Figure 19).

Potential migrants should have access to information regarding the legal status, the living conditions, the 
nature of the job and the working conditions (wage, workload and work-hours, benefit package), the location 
of the job, and the details of the employer prior to engage in any occupation. Unfortunately, it emerges that 
this happens in the minority of circumstances. As reported in Table 18, some migrants affirmed that they did 
not even discuss the employment terms with their employer or recruiter and only relied on oral promises. The 
scarcity of formal contracts and awareness is particularly worrisome since it paves the way to various forms 
of exploitations and abuses.

As many of the migrants come from rural areas, they are usually new to the life of urban contexts and need 
specific life skill training. However, only a small share of returnees, around 12 per cent, declared to have 
received special training before migration.

Table 16: How the job was found

Intermediaries Number Percentage

An informal broker/ 
intermediary 129 30.9%

Private foreign  
employment agencies 193 46.3%

Relatives 61 14.6%

Friends  who migrated  
and living abroad 25 6.0%

Other means 9 2.2%
Total 417 100%

Source: Survey data

Table 17: Payment made for recruitment

Payment Number Percentage

Yes, total amount in cash upfront 682 47.0%
Yes, some money was later deducted from my wages 
to pay for the service 169 11.7%

No, the intermediary (or employer) helped me free of 
charge 535 36.9%

Total 1 386 95.6%
Borrowed money to pay for the service 
Yes 446 30.8%
No 978 67.4%

Source: Survey data
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The possession of legal documents before the departure is an important pre-requisite to reduce the risk of 
harassment and other abuses. During transportation and upon arrival in the destination country, the migrants 
are often physically, sexually, and psychologically abused, and left without documents. The respondents in 
the sample described the routes through which they entered the country of destination. Table 19 reports that 
a minority of returnees have used legal travel documents and valid work visas, while most frequently they 
have travelled through illegal routes. Note that about 89 percent of returned migrants are from Saudi Arabia, 
the figures for males and females are 94.5 and 83.2 percent, respectively. Kuwait and United Arab Emirates, 

Figure 19 Information provided on working conditions

Notes: N/A-means not applicable
Source: Survey data

Table 18: Information provided to migrants at the time of recruitment

Living 
conditions

Legal 
status 

Nature of 
the job 

Location 
of the job 

Employer’s 
name 

Social 
security Wages Volume 

of work 

Not discussed 
with recruiter 
or employer

751 
(52.2)

812 
(56.5)

627 
(43.6)

653 
(45.4)

771 
(53.6)

983 
(68.3)

538 
(37.4)

709 
(49.3)

As promised 
or agreed  
verbally

536 
(37.3)

458 
(31.8)

652 
(45.3)

629 
(43.7)

501 
(34.6)

318 
(22.1)

708 
(49.2)

581 
(40.4)

Written  
contract

82  
(5.7)

80 
(5.6)

85  
(5.9)

85 
(5.9)

92 
(6.4)

44 
(3.1)

130 
(9.0)

83 
(5.8)

Not relevant 68  
(4.7) 

87 
(6.1) 

72  
(5.0)

70  
(4.9) 

73  
(5.1)

93  
(6.5)

62 
(4.3)

65  
(4.5) 

Notes: Figures in parenthesis are percentages 
Source: Survey data
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Figure 20: Did you receive special training before your migration?

Source: Survey data

respectively, accounted for 3.2 and 2.3 percent of returned migrants.

The results show that less than one third of the respondents have used some form of legal travel document, 
such as residence permit, and short-term or long-term work permit. Instead, the vast majority have used 
informal routes and justified their travels through religious purposes14. It clearly appears that the migrants in 
this situation, which are not aware of their rights and do not know where to find assistance, cannot address to 
the local authorities due to their illegal status. Thus, they are isolated without social and legal protection and  
find themselves under the total control of traffickers or employers. 

Commonly, migrants use two ways to leave Ethiopia: 35 per cent of respondents have used air transports 
from Addis Ababa to the destination country, while another 37 per cent used boats or ships. Certainly, some 
have used a combination of different transportation methods and many have travelled on foot to reach the sea 
and the airports.

14  Informal route refers to movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of sending, transit and receiving countries. This means that  
 migrants do not have the necessary authorization or documents required under immigration regulations to enter, reside, or work in a given coun 
 try. From the perspective of the sending country, informality means that the migrant does not fulfill the administrative requirements for leaving  
 the country (Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime Smuggled Futures, 2014).

Table 19: Entry in the country of destination

Means Number Percentage

Residence Visa (Iqama) 101 7.0%
Short term work permit (teleb) 348 24.0%
Long term work permit (professional) 3 0.2%
Religious purpose (hajji and Umra) 75 5.2%
Informally through sea transport 828 57.1%
Informally on land 79 5.4%
Others 16 1.1%

Source: Survey data
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Figure 21: Means of financing travels

Source: Survey data

Table 20: Harassment during travel

Number (Total) Yes (Percentage)

Police of own country 145 6.6%

Intermediaries (delala) 144 13.3%

Transport operators 142 9.0%

Police of transit country 143 18.9%

Police of destination country 143 12.1%

Other migrants 143 5.5%

Individuals in own country 143 5.9%

Individuals in transit country 143 16.2%

Individuals in destination country 143 11.1%

Source: Survey data

During their travel, as they make significant payments to the transporters, many are forced to borrow money 
at exorbitant interest rates. In fact, the survey testifies that more than one third of respondents used their 
savings to pay for their travel, and more than 37 per cent borrowed money. An additional 19 per cent of 
migrants sold their assets to finance their travel.

3�5 INCIDENTS DURING TRAVEL
This phase hides a variety of dangers for migrants that can obtain false travel documents, and encounter 
corrupted border guards and officials. The evidence collected shows that about 20 per cent of the respondents 
have experienced harassment along their travel through the transit country (see Table 20).
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This section discusses the professional and personal experience of returnees abroad and presents the incidence 
of forced labour.

4�1 CONTRACTS
Figure 22 reports the small percentage of migrants who obtained a signed contract before migration. It is 
evident that, in the majority of cases, the respondents had no contract or only made an oral agreement with 
their employers and agents.

In addition, about 87 per cent of the respondents, both males and females, did not sign a contract together 
with the employer upon their arrival. In the cases where the migrants had signed a preliminary contract before 
departure, about 26.4 of females and 17.5 per cent of males reported that the final contract was different (see 

Figure 22: Did you sign an employment contract before migration? (Percentage)

Source: Survey data

Figure 23: When you first arrived in the foreign country, did you sign a contract with your employer?

Source: Survey data

4�  THE EXPERIENCE OF  
 ETHIOPIAN MIGRANTS
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Figure 24: Was the contract similar to the one signed before departure?

Source: Survey data

Figure 24).

The majority of respondents reported that they had no information regarding the nature of the job (see Figure 
25). About 26.2 percent indicated that the job found on arrival was worse than what was initially promised, 
situation that was worse for females (34 per cent against 18.6 per cent). Moreover, about 37 per cent of 
respondents did not refuse or quit the job even if it was different from their expectations. The reasons behind 

Figure 25: Compared with the information you received beforehand, how was the job 
you found on arrival? (Percentage)

Source: Survey data

this choice include fear of deportation, isolation, lack of support, and violent employers (see Figure 26). 
Based on these results, we can conclude that many migrant workers were victims of forced labour.

About 54 per cent of the respondents reported that they had no prior information on their employer (see 
Figure 27). For what concerns the choice of the employer, it emerges the predominant role of brokers and 
agency, especially for female migrants (see Figure 28). The respondents declared that they were not free to 
refuse the job for different reasons: the risk of remaining without a job as the employer would have prevented 
others from hiring, and the fear of violence (see Figure 29).
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Source: Survey data

Figure 26: Reasons for staying in the job

Source: Survey data

Figure 27: Type of employer before migration and after arrival (percentage)

Source: Survey data

Figure 28: Choice of the employer (percentage)
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Source: Survey data

Figure 29: Risks in the case of refusal by the employer

Source: Survey data

Figure 30: Social security coverage

Source: Survey data

Figure 31: Daily working hours
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Source: Survey data

Figure 32: Leave

The majority of respondents did not receive any work-related information before departure. (see Figures 
30, 31 and 32). This is not surprising since the majority of migrants did not sign a contract neither before 
departure nor after their arrival in the foreign country.

4�2 WAGES
When asked whether they had suffered unfair deductions on their salary, the majority of interviewees 
responded negatively (Figure 33). Furthermore, the difference between the wage agreed before migration and 
the actual amount is not statistically significant15. However, about 40 per cent of the sample reported to have 
received lower wages than local workers in similar jobs (Figure 34), with the discrimination being worse 
for male migrants. In addition, although the majority of respondents received their salaries regularly (Figure 
35), among those not regularly paid, the majority indicated that employers forced them to work longer than 
agreed (Figure 36).

15 The agreed payment before the beginning of the first job during last migration was about 5,096 ETB (256.6 USD), while the actual wage was  
 5,462 ETB (270 USD) in their first job during last migration.

Source: Survey data

Figure 33: Have unfair deductions from your salary ever been made by your employer?
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Source: Survey data

Figure 34: Were you paid the same wage as (or more than) local workers doing the same job?

Source: Survey data

Figure 35: Were you paid regularly on fixed dates?

Source: Survey data

Figure 36: Reasons for not getting paid on a regular basis
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4�3 LIVING AND WORKING CONDITIONS
The survey investigated the living conditions, such as shelter, drinking water, and sanitation facilities of 
the migrants during their stay. The majority (91.6 per cent) of females reported that they lived with their 
employer, compared with only 26.9 per cent of males (Figure 37). In 15 per cent of cases, the respondents 
expressed a difficulty in obtaining adequate food and drinking water (Figure 39). A large proportion of 
respondents had access to sanitation facilities, while only 12 percent did not (Figure 40). In general, the 

Source: Survey data

Figure 37: Did you live with your employer?

Source: Survey data

Figure 38: Condition of living space

Source: Survey data

Figure 39: Adequate food and drinking water
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Source: Survey data

Figure 40: Did you have access to sanitation facilities?

Source: Survey data

Figure 41: How do you evaluate your living conditions?

Table 21: Work-related social protection

Yes/No Health 
insurance

Paid sick 
leave

Contribution 
to social 
security

Compensation 
for work-
related 

accidents

Unemployment 
insurance

Yes 10.2 19.4 1.2 7.9 0.6

Yes in theory, but it 
was refused when 
asked for it

4.1 2.4 1.6 2 1

No 77.3 72 88.6 83 83.4

Other 8.3 6.2 8.6 7.1 15.0

Source: Survey data
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majority of respondents considered their living conditions good, however about 24 per cent experienced a 
negative situation (Figure 41).The majority of respondents were not entitled to social protection schemes, 
such as health insurance, paid sick leave, and social security. The numbers indicate that about 72 per cent of 
the interviewees did not benefit from paid sick leave, and about 82 per cent did not receive any employment-
related benefits at the conclusion of their work agreement.

4�4 HEALTH, VIOLENCE, AND ABUSES
When asked if they have experienced any injuries in the workplace during the first year of employment, about 
12 per cent of the interviewees responded positively, with an average of two times per year. 

About 58.3 per cent of females and 24.5 per cent of males reported that the employers forced them to perform 

Source: Survey data

Figure 42: Experience of any injury in your workplace during the first year of employment in a foreign country

Table 22: Did the employer force you to do any of  
the following activities? (percentage)

Respon-
dents Occurrence

Perform 
tasks 

not part 
of the 

contract

Perform 
hazardous 

work

Overtime 
work 

without 
payment 

Do things 
against 
will (or 
sexual 
harass-
ments)

Work for 
another 
house-
holds 

without 
consent

Work for a 
longer pe-
riod than 
agreed in 
order to 
be paid 

previously 
unpaid 
wages

Commit 
illicit/

criminal 
activities

Female 

Never 41.7% 62.1% 31.2% 82.9% 47.5% 60.1% 93.6%

Some-
times 27.3% 23.1% 16.7% 13.0% 38.2% 21.5% 4.7%

Regularly 31.0% 14.8% 50.9% 4.1% 14.3% 18.4% 1.7%

Male 

Never 75.3% 87.1% 70.2% 93.9% 87.6% 79.1% 96.1%

Some-
times 18.8% 10.2% 17.7% 5.6% 9.9% 17.9% 3.5%

Regularly 5.7% 2.6% 11.8% 0.4% 2.2% 2.9% 0.3%
Source: Survey data
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activities not included in the contract either occasionally or regularly. These activities include hazardous 
tasks, overtime work without payment, or obligations against the will of the workers (in this category we 
consider also sexual harassment). A large part of female respondents (50.9 per cent) affirm that overtime 
work without payment has been the predominant form of exploitation. In fact, the regular workday consisted 
of about 13 work-hours, with additional three hours of overtime unpaid work.

Among the group of domestic workers, about 18.5 per cent of interviewees reported that they experienced 
some kind of violence in the first year of employment (Figure 43). A larger proportion of females (about 27 
per cent) experienced violence compared to males (10 per cent), with an average of four times during their 
first year. The female interviewees were mainly victims of the wife of the employer, while males of the 
husband (Figure 44). In particular, physical violence accounts for 31.3 per cent, non-payment of wages for 
29.4 per cent, and threats for 21.3 per cent (Figure 45) of the abuses.

Security authorities outside the home country also play a role in the mistreatment of migrants. About 12 per 
cent of respondents suffered from abuses perpetrated by security authorities (Figure 46). The predominant 

Source: Survey data

Figure 43: Were you victim of some kind of violence during the first year? (percentage) 

Source: Survey data

Figure 44: Who was the member of the household who more often abused you?(mainly for domestic workers)
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Source: Survey data

Figure 46: Agents involved in the harassment of respondents

Source: Survey data

Figure 47: Types of harassment experienced by respondents

types of harassment comprise ransom and torture (Figure 47). In the case of ransom, the average payment 
was 18,357.7 ETB.

4�5 SUPPORT
In a situation of isolation, the presence of supporting organizations is crucial. The survey has investigated 
the level of knowledge of respondents of such realities in the host countries. About 45 per cent were aware 
of the presence of the Ethiopian Embassy or Consular Office, while another 12 per cent relied on friends or 
relatives in the country (Figure 48). About 22.9 per cent sought assistance from these organizations in case of 
problems or need of advice. However, about 64 per cent of the respondents did not address to any supporting 
organization because they thought it was unhelpful (54 per cent) or that they were not interested in their 
situation (12.3 per cent).

Unfortunately, the results show that only 16 per cent of those who have experienced abuses had sought help 
(Figure 49). The majority contacted their agents in their home country, and only 17 per cent reported to the 
Consular Office or Embassy of Ethiopia. 



41AN ANALYSIS ON ETHIOPIAN WORKERS

Source: Survey data

Figure 48: Types of support organizations known in the country where respondents have been working

Source: Survey data

Figure 49: Types of organizations or individuals to which returnees addressed for help

4�6 FINANCIAL SITUATIONS AND REMITTANCES
The respondents were asked to categorize their overall financial position with respect to their pre-migration 
status. About 62 per cent of the respondents said that their financial status had improved compared with the 
situation prior to migration.16

The average of remittances sent to Ethiopia set around 66,238.60 ETB (3,335.30 USD)17 per year. The survey 
investigated the most common uses of the remittances, which were mainly allocated to consumption (60.6 
per cent), but also investment (15.6 per cent) and saving (8.2 per cent).

16  Those who described worse conditions were either farmers (or family farm workers) or students before migration. About 76 per cent of these  
  respondents were deported to Ethiopia, and had a little chance of bringing back any payment received abroad. 

17  Exchange rate: 1 USD= 19.86 ETB in 2014 (NBE, 2014). 
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Source: Survey data

Figure 50: Perceptions on overall financial status of respondents

Source: Survey data

Figure 51: Use of remittances in Ethiopia

4�7 INCIDENCE OF FORCED LABOUR
4�7�1 MEASUREMENT FRAMEWORK OF FORCED LABOUR OF ADULTS
According to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), forced labour include “all work or service which 
is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered 
himself voluntarily’’. Article 2.2 of Convention No. 29 provides exceptions concerning purely military work, 
civic obligations, work in the framework of legal conviction under the control of a public authority, work 
in emergency situations, such as wars or natural calamities, and minor communal services. Subsequently, 
the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No. 105) declares that forced labour can never be used 
as a means of political coercion, education, punishment for expressing political views or for participating 
in strike action, labour discipline, racial, social, national or religious discrimination, and for mobilizing 
labour for economic development purposes. Forced labour manifests itself through a wide range of penalties 
and coercive actions. Slavery, debt bondage, human trafficking, abuse of vulnerability through threats and 
violence, and restrictions of the freedom of movement. 

According to the ILO (2012), the three principal dimensions of forced labour are (i) the unfree recruitment, 
(ii) the duress of work and life, (iii) the impossibility to leave the employer. All these practices hide an 
element of penalty in the form of coercive actions or menaces and include an aspect of involuntariness. 
Certainly, the nature of unfree recruitment belongs to both forced and deceptive mechanisms, which impose 
constraints on the workers and undermine their free will.
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Work and life under duress involves adverse working or living situations imposed on a person by the use 
of force, penalty or menace of penalty. Furthermore, excessive volume of work beyond what is allowed 
by the national law, degrading living conditions, limitations on freedom, and the excessive dependency of 
a worker on the employer, all worsen the conditions of work and life under duress. For what concerns the 
third dimension, the deliberate retention of wages or passports is often one of the most relevant indicators. 
The penalty and coercion dimension has several components including threats and violence, restriction of 
workers’ freedom of movement, debt bondage, withholding wages (or other promised benefits), retention of 
passport, and abuse of vulnerability (including threats of denunciation to authorities). 

The ILO (2012) guideline provides a set of criteria and indicators to identify forced labour (Figure 52). When 
discussing about forced labour, it is important to remind that it pertains to the relationship between the worker 
and the employer more than to the nature of work (ILO, 2012).

4�7�2 PUT INTO ACTION THE MEASUREMENT FRAMEWORK
The ILO (2012) indicators of forced labour express the seriousness according to their categorization as 
strong or medium penalties. For example, physical violence, confiscation of identity documents or passports, 
removal of rights or privileges, withholding of assets or cash, and denunciation to authorities are strong 
indicators of penalty. Thus, involuntariness and penalty (or its menace) are represented by different indicators 
with different levels of strength depending on the magnitude of the abuse (see ILO, 2012 for details). The 

Source: ILO (2012), p.26

Figure 52: A schematic presentation of the measurement framework for forced labour

combination of these indicators would help to generate a composite measure of forced labour.

An adult worker is considered a victim of forced labour if one of the following situation occurs: (i) unfree 
recruitment with some form of penalty, (ii) work and live under duress with the menace of penalty, or (iii) 
impossibility to leave the employer due to the menace of penalty. This measurement framework has been 
used to generate indicators of forced labour in Ethiopia.
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Table 23: Occurrence of forced labour (adults)

Dimension Conditions of occurrence 

Unfree recruitment At least one indicator of involuntariness and one indicator of penalty (or 
menace of penalty), and at least one of these indicators is strong

Work and life under 
duress

At least one indicator of involuntariness and one indicator of penalty (or 
menace of penalty), and at least one of these indicators is strong

Impossibility of leaving 
employer

At least one indicator of involuntariness and one indicator of penalty (or 
menace of penalty), and at least one of these indicators is strong

Source: ILO (2012)

4�7�3 ANALYSIS OF FORCED LABOUR OF ADULTS
The survey was used to estimate the incidence of forced labour adapting the ILO measurement framework 
to the case of Ethiopia. 

(i) Unfree recruitment (UFR)
Specific indicators of unfree recruitment have been generated from the survey as reported in Table 24. Thus 
unfree recruitment can be computed as: 

Table 24: Unfree recruitment

Main dimensions Specific indicators

Unfree  
recruitment

Indicators of  
involuntariness

Strong

Coercive  
recruitment 
(a)

Someone decided for the worker

Forced to work for indeterminate 
period in order to repay outstand-
ing debt or wage advance

Deceptive 
recruitment 
(b)

Nature of the job

Medium (c) Deceptive  
recruitment

Living condition
Location of job or employer type
Social security
Working conditions
wages

Indicators of 
penalty

Strong (d)

Forced to marry
Risk of divorce
Forced to leave home
Harassment

Medium (e) Fear of deportation
Threat on future job
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UFR= [(a or b) & (d)] or [(a or b) & e] or [c & d]

The returnees were not considered freely recruited if recruited under false pretenses or with coercion, worked 
in a different location than initially agreed, in a different type of job or with a different employer, under 
conditions not specified in the signed contract. In deceptive recruitment, the promises of lucrative jobs with 
good employers were not maintained. In our sample, about 41.2 per cent of returnees were recruited through 
deception or coercion and were victims of harassment, forced marriage with implicit risk of divorce, and 
forced to leave their home. 

(ii) Work and life under duress (WLUD)

Similarly, based on the survey we generated the indicators of work and life under duress described in Table 
25.

The formula of the WLUD index is the following:

WLUD= (f & h) or (f &i) or (g & h)

Table 25: Work and life under duress

Main dimensions Specific indicators

Work and life 
under duress

Indicator of  
involuntariness

Strong
(f)

Forced overtime work,working for 
other individuals without consent
Degrading living conditions 
Forced hazardous working condi-
tions 

Medium
(g)

Commit illicit/criminal activities
Perform tasks that are not part of 
worker’s contract or verbal  
agreement

Indicator of  
penalty

Strong
(h)

Sexual violence
Physical violence
Threats of violence against myself 
or my family
Isolation, confinement or  
surveillance
Withholding of wages/non-pay-
ment of wages
Denunciation to authorities
Other forms of punishment (depri-
vation of food, water, sleep, etc.)
Confiscation of identity papers or 
travel documents

Medium
(i)

Exclusion from future employment 

Financial penalties 
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The respondents have been categorized as working and living under duress if they were victims of violence 
or threats of violence on the workplace. This violence, which can be physical or not, include missing payment 
or withholding of wages, threats of denunciation to the authorities, bad conditions of life, or the confiscation 
of documents. From the responses, it emerges that about 19.4 per cent of returnees were working and living 
under duress, victims of their employers that used various threats to keep their employees.

(iii) Impossibility of leaving employer (ILE)

The ILE index is the following:

ILE= (j & l) or (j & m) or (k & l)

The calculations show that about 41.3 per cent of interviewees were forced to remain with their employers. 
In fact, by borrowing money from other individuals to finance their migration, the workers increased their 
vulnerability and were forced to bear unacceptable conditions of work just to be able to repay their loans. 
Frequently, they were forced to remain for a longer period at their workplace to obtain their wages, although 
67 per cent of respondents declared they did not receive any payment for their work. 

The returnee migrants were categorized as exploited if they worked an excessive number of hours, lived or 

Table 26: Impossibility of leaving employer

Main dimensions Specific indicators

Impossibility of leaving 
employer

Indicator of  
involuntariness

Strong (j)

Work for a longer 
period than agreed in 
order to be paid previ-
ously unpaid wages

Unable to terminate 
employment

Medium (k)

Indicator of penalty

Strong
(l)

Confiscation of iden-
tity papers or travel 
documents 

Denunciation to au-
thorities

Medium
(m)
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worked under poor conditions, received very low salaries, faced violence from employers and colleagues, 
carried out hazardous work with no protection, or did not receive social protection.

(iv) Forced Labour (FL) 

The composite forced labour index is the following: 

FL= (UFR) or (WLUD) or (ILE)

Based on our sample, the results show that about 58 per cent of migrant workers were in forced labour (Figure 
53), which most commonly manifested itself in the dimensions of unfree recruitment and impossibility of 
leaving the employer.

Male migrants seem more vulnerable to forced labour than females. Additional vulnerability factors include 
the low level of education, the illegal mechanisms of migration, the possession of short-term work permit, 
borrowing, and the absence of special training. It also appears that a large share of returnee migrants from 
Amhara were in forced labour.

Respondents who undertook migration for work purposes exhibit a higher incidence of forced labour (Table 
28). Interestingly, the results suggest a correlation between educated unemployment and forced labour abroad.

Table 28 provides the correlation between the reasons behind migration and the incidence of forced labour. 
The interviewees who undertook migration with the assistance of their family or acquaintances were more 
protected from forced labour. Conversely, about 90 per cent of respondents who migrated independently were 
in a situation of forced labour. 

Table 30 reports that about 41.3 per cent of respondents who borrowed money to finance their travel found 
themselves in a situation of forcved labour.

Source: Survey data

Figure 53: Forced labour and its dimensions
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Force  
labour 

Not in forced  
labour Total 

Gender
Female 61.4 30.7 51.5
Male 38.6 69.3 48.5
Marital status
Married 44.8 49.5 46.8
Single 39.1 43 41.4
Divorced 6.1 6.4 6.2
Separated 4.9 4.1 4.6
Widowed 1.2 0.8 1
Education 
No education 18.3 25.4 21.3
Adult and Religous education 0.8 1.5 1.1
Primary education 52.9 50.2 51.8
High school 25.7 20.5 23.5
TVET and College Diploma 2 2.2 2.1
University education 0.2 0.2 0.2
Means of entry
Residence visa (iqama) 9.3 3.8 7
Short-term work permit (teleb) 34.6 9.2 24
Long-term work permit 0.4 0.0 0.2
Religious purpose (hajji and umra) 4.2 6.6 5.2
Informally through sea transport 45.5 73.5 57.2
Informally on land 4.9 6.3 5.5
Tourist visa 0.1 0.2 0.1
Other 1.00 0.40 0.80
Means of financing travel
Own saving 31.2 38.2 34.1
Selling assets 17.7 20.9 19
Borrowing 41.3 31.2 37
Other 9.8 9.7 9.9
Whether or not special training has taken 
Yes 17.9 3.1 11.7
No 82.1 96.9 88.3
Location 
Tigray 22.3 8.8 16.6
Amhara 41.3 62.4 50.2
Oromiya 20.5 18.2 19.2
SNNP 5.1 11.7 8.9
Addis Ababa 3.3 6.5 5.2

Table 27: Forced labour by some attributes (percentage) 
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Table 28: Association between reason for migration and forced labour

Not in forced labour Forced labour Total

Looking for a job 73.6% 63.9% 68.0%

Found a job 3.5% 20.3% 13.2%

Displaced due to drought 0.5% 0.5% 0.5%

Success of previous migrants 2.6% 2.9% 2.8%

To be with relatives or friends 
 for other reasons 0.0% 0.1% 0.1%

Family relocation 0.0% 0.1% 0.1%

Expected higher pay abroad 3.6% 1.6% 2.4%

Lack of work requiring my  
skills/qualifications here 15.3% 9.9% 12.2%

Someone decided for me 0.2% 0.0% 0.1%

Migrated, intentions unknown 0.0% 0.5% 0.3%

Do not know 1.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Source: Survey data

Table 29: Correlation between type of recruitment assistance and forced labour 

Not in forced labour In forced labour Total 

Own initiative 95.6% 90.3% 92.5%

Parents 0.5% 4.8% 3.0%

Friends (peer  
pressure) 2.0% 2.1% 2.1%

Relatives home  
country 1.0% 1.5% 1.3%

Relatives at  
destinations 0.8% 1.2% 1.0%

Brokers pressure 0.2% 0.0% 0.1%

Source: Survey data
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Table 30: Correlation between means of financing and forced labour 

Not in forced labour In forced labour Total

Own saving 38.16% 31.22% 34.14%

Selling assets 20.89% 17.70% 19.04%

Borrowing 31.25% 41.27% 37.05%

Gift 8.22% 8.25% 8.24%

Employer 0.00% 0.36% 0.21%

Agency 0.00% 0.12% 0.07%

Own saving and selling assets 
and borrowing 0.33% v.00% 0.14%

Own saving and borrowing 0.16% 0.12% 0.14%

Selling assets and borrowing 0.49% 0.36% 0.42%

Do not know 0.16% 0.24% 0.21%
Other 0.33% 0.36% 0.35%

Source: Survey data

4�7�4 DETERMINANTS OF FORCED LABOUR AMONG ADULT 
RETURNEES: THE ECONOMETRIC ANALYSIS
To complete the descriptive analysis, it is useful to identify and quantify the vulnerability factors behind 
forced labour. The ILO (2014) distinguishes four types of individuals: those who did not migrate, those who 
migrated and did not return, those who migrated and returned but were not in forced labour, and those who 
migrated and returned and were in forced labour in their final destination country. Due to the scarcity of 
available information, the analysis on forced labour can be carried out only for returnees and raises a problem 
of selection. Following ILO (2014), we adopt a trivariate probit model to assess the determinants of forced 
labour and take into account the selection bias.

The variable of interest is binary and assumes value 1 if the returnee migrant was in forced labour (FL), 

and 0 otherwise. This is the latent (or unobservable) variable, now called *
iFL , denotes with i indicating 

the individual. Let iFL  be the binary variable that assumes a value of one if a returned migrant is in forced 

labour or zero otherwise. Given a vector of explanatory factors , which can potentially influence the 
vulnerability to forced labour, the model can be expressed as:

          (6.1)

where  is a vector of parameters to be estimated, is the error term, and F is a function taking values 

between 0 and 1 (Wooldridge, 2006). The functional form for distribution F determines the type of the binary 
model. The logit and probit models are commonly used in this type of choice problems (Wooldridge, 2006; 
Green, 2004; Maddala, 1983). In this discrete choice problem with two outcomes, the probit model is used 
because of its statistical properties (Green, 2004). Accordingly, we have:
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                      (6.2)

The migration equation, which assumes value 1 if the individual was a migrant (present or absent at time of 
interview), and 0 otherwise. Accordingly, 

                     (6.3)

A similar probability model can be specified for migration. 

Third, the migration equation for returnees, which is associated with the observed indicator variable, takes 
value 1 if the individual is a returnee, and 0 if the individual is still absent from the household. Thus, the 
model becomes:

                        (6.4)

Again, it can be expressed as a probability model. 

Information on forced labour can only be obtained from returnee migrants, thus suggesting that the two 
equations are interrelated. In other words, the correlation between the two error terms is different from 
zero. Likewise, the correlation between forced labour and migration is different from zero. To estimate the 
coefficients it would be necessary to use a trivariate probit model to control for the omitted variable problem. 
However, given that the focus is on return migrants, the estimation is done using the returnee equation to 
control for selection bias. We use the bivariate probit model with forced labour (FL) and returnee migrants 
(R) as dependent variables:

                                (6.5)

4�7�5 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
To identify the determinants, the factors included are: characteristics of returnees, the financing of migration, 
means of entering a foreign country, attributes of employers, and location before migration. 

The results indicate that returnee’s gender, network, occupation before migration, and education are important 
determinants of forced labour. For instance, female returnees were more likely experience forced labour. 
Similarly, individuals with primary education or training participation were more likely to be victims of 
forced labour compared with those with no education. Relating to the occupation, it emerges that migrants 
who were farmers before migration were less likely to be victims of forced labour. Furthermore, those 
returnees that were in contact with previous migrants obtained better information and were less likely to be 
victims of forced labour.

Among the attributes of employers, the location and the age of the male employer (husband) are significant 
drivers of forced labour. Specifically, remoteness and isolation increase the incidence of forced labour in rural 
areas, as well as older employers. 

In terms of origins of the returnees, migrants from the region of Tigray display higher rates of forced labour 
than those from Addis Ababa, as a consequence of the different information available in the two areas.
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Table 31: Determinants of forced labour (marginal effects)

Description Coef. SE Z P>Z
Demographic characteristics of migrants
Age -0.0002 0.003 -0.09 0.929

Marital status (Married=1) 0.040 0.032 1.26 0.209

Gender (Male=1) -0.247 0.050 -4.97 0.000

Having Network before migration (yes=1) -0.054 0.031 -1.74 0.081

Occupation (Reference: Employed) 
Student -0.036 0.043 -0.84 0.403

Farmer -0.107 0.053 -2 0.05

Unemployed 0.066 0.046 1.42 0.157

Education (Reference: No education)
Primary 0.074 0.042 1.76 0.079

Secondary 0.060 0.047 1.28 0.201

TVET & College -0.017 0.091 -0.19 0.850

University -0.190 0.140 -1.36 0.170

Means of entering a foreign country
Resident 0.066 0.166 0.4 0.690

Short-term work permit 0.174 0.154 1.13 0.258

Illegal 0.062 0.198 0.31 0.753

Financing travel (Reference: Own savings)
Asset sell 0.002 0.039 0.04 0.966

Borrow -0.002 0.033 -0.07 0.940

Characteristics of employer
Residence of employer (Rural=1)  0.077 0.028 2.77 0.006

Literacy level of husband 0.005 0.058 0.1 0.922

Literacy level of wife 0.011 0.046 0.25 0.810

Number of rooms in a house -0.001 0.001 -1.47 0.140

Age of husband (employer) 0.001 0.001 1.98 0.047

Age of wife (employer) -0.0003 0.001 -0.55 0.590

Number of adult male members -0.0002 0.001 -0.14 0.840

Region (Reference: Addis Ababa)
Tigray 0.196 0.051 3.8 0.000

Amhara -0.021 0.069 -0.3 0.991

Oromia -0.028 0.079 -0.36 0.581

SNNP -0.076 0.084 -0.9 0.548

Number of obs  894

Wald test 194.30

Prob > chi2     0.000
Log pseudo likelihood -602.598
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5�1 OVERVIEW
It is well established that wage differentials between sending and receiving countries are the major driver 
of migration. The model predicts that the youth migrate more than the elderly, and the differentials in skill 
reward causes the movement of skilled labor. Extensions of the basic model predict that migration is also a 
result of uncertainties about expected wages and job opportunities, family decisions, and bandwagon effects 
even in the absence of significant earning differential.

The significant migratory phenomenon that is affecting Ethiopia in recent years is primarily due to the 
aspiration for better living conditions. In turn, migrants can be categorized based on their destination. 
Migrants heading to Europe and USA are either university-educated or moderately educated and will be 
skilled workers in the destination countries, while those leaving for the Middle East have often abandoned 
school very early. The last group comprises all those educated migrants moving to the West and Middle East 
as well who are occupied in low-skill activities and are sometimes identified as the “lost education” group. 
Since the policy implications of the different aspects of the migratory phenomenon are various, this study 
primarily focuses on the analysis of the drivers of out-migration to the Middle East. 

The next section attempts to model the determinants of out-migration from selected rural and urban areas of 
Ethiopia. It investigates the impact of earning differentials, networking, unemployment, skill, in addition to 
standard demographic and social indicators, on the decisions of migration. 

5�2 MODEL AND ESTIMATION
The model of international migration derives from the Harris-Todaro (1970) model of rural-urban migration 
where individuals weigh the benefits and the costs of migration. Wage differentials, job prospects, and 
migration costs constitute the basic Harris-Todaro model. The same model can be extended to estimate their 
international migration decisions. 

Let  represent the equation of expected benefits in the destination country, where  includes 
wage or income abroad  and better living conditions abroad ;  is the probability to find a job abroad, 

and is the expectation operator. Let  represent all types of migration costs including the opportunity 

costs. The cost includes direct costs of migration , opportunity costs,  where  is the wage in 
the country of origin and  is the level of certainty, and   is the cost of assimilation abroad. Thus, the 

5�  DRIVERS OF INTERNATIONAL  
 MIGRATION IN SELECTED  
 AREAS OF ETHIOPIA
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probability of migration is:

    (6.1)

where  is probability of migration conditional on a vector of covariates  . 

The income differential. The income differential for migrants represents the difference between earnings in 
the country of origin and of destination. For non-migrants, it represents the difference between the expected 
earnings abroad and the current earnings in the home country. The reservation income of migrants and the 
potential income of non-migrants abroad are not observed and challenge the estimation of these indicators. 
One method suggested by Nakosteen and Zimmer (1980) is to estimate the earning functions for both migrants 
and non-migrants in their respective locations and use the estimated earnings of non-migrants to predict the 
reservation income of migrants, and similarly use the estimated earning of migrants to predict the expected 
incomes of non-migrants. 

Probabilities of finding job. The difference in the probability to find a job, , is expressed by 
the length of unemployment of migrants and non-migrants respectively abroad and in the home country. One 
useful assumption is that migrants with the same destination experience a similar probability of finding a job, 
which varies according to the network, gender, and education.

Living conditions. Living conditions include a wide array of elements, ranging from household utilities, to 
infrastructure and freedom. Indicators of basic social and economic infrastructure, such as access to school 
and roads in the country of origin, can be used. 

Direct costs of migration. The migratory process implies direct costs such as transportation costs and fees to 
obtain valid documents. These costs are negatively associated to the distance and positively to the network, 
which reduces them through provisions of useful information.

Other costs (psychological costs). The cultural difference between the sending and receiving countries 
represents a significant psychological cost for migrants. For instance, Christian migrants could experience 
higher cost of assimilation than Muslim migrants in the case of migration to the Middle East. A religion 
dummy can be adopted to capture the impact of cultural and religious differences on migration decisions. 

In this study, the income differential is calculated using a method suggested by Nakosteen and Zimmer 
(1980). The earnings of migrants abroad are estimated using a simple Mincerian wage equation. A similar 
method is used to estimate the earnings of non-migrants in urban centers. In the case of non-migrants in rural 
areas, among the estimated drivers of crop income, we consider the land per capita and the level of education. 
In this case, the Heckman procedure has been used to control for selection bias. As for the previous model, 
the estimated earnings of migrants are a useful tool to predict the expected income of non-migrants in case 
of migration. Similarly, the estimated earnings of non-migrants are used to predict the reservation income 
that migrants would earn in their home country. Accordingly, income differentials for both rural and urban 
contexts are calculated.

The general theoretical model in Equation (6.1) can be transformed into an econometric model. Let 
represent individual-specific, household-specific, and community or district-specific drivers 
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of migration. Let  be the status of migration that assumes value 1 if an individual has migrated and 0 
otherwise. Thus, the probability of migration is the following:

            (6.2)

where,  are parameters to be estimated and  is the error term.

The model in equation (6.2) can be estimated using the standard index models, logit and probit.

Let  represent the income of migrants in the country of origin and of destination respectively. 

The income  is estimated using the model:

 (6.3) 

where the first equation is our regression model and the second is the equation accounting for the selection 
bias. In the regression (Mincer) equation, the square age is introduced as a proxy for experience. The variable 

  represents the factors affecting the probability of migration and contains at least one variable that does not 
directly affect income of respondents. 

Similarly, the expected earnings of migrants if they had not migrated is estimated by matching with the model 
of earning functions of non-migrants:

      (6.4)

where  represent income factors in the country of origin.

5�3 THE COVARIATES
In this study, the determinants of migration were divided into (i) economic variables, (ii) social variables, 
(iii) demographic variables, (iv) indicators of infrastructure, (v) indicators of shocks, and (vi) ethnicity. The 
level of education varies according to the years of schooling. Moreover, the networking dummy variable is 
determined based on the presence of migrants in the group of personal connections of non-migrants or within 
their families. In both cases, the dummy variable assumes value 1 if the answer is affirmative. The sample 
used for estimation include individuals in the age range between 18 and 64. 

The details on these variables and the descriptive statistics are reported in Table 32 and Table 33. 

Among the indictors of infrastructures, it is worth saying that the Ethiopian secondary school system 
comprises the formal high school (grades 9-10) and the preparatory school (grades 11-12). Students who pass 
the national certificate examination at grade 10 go to pre-college or preparatory school, while the others join 
the two-year programme in technical schools. Although the two levels were expected to have distinct effects 
on migration decisions, their separation was not important in the case of urban respondents because many of 
the urban centers have access to schools of both levels.

To capture the impacts of shocks, households were asked if a disaster, such as flooding, drought, and plague, 
had occurred in the past five years. 
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Table 32: Variables used in the estimation of the migration model - the rural case

Dependent variable Number of 
observations Mean Standard 

deviation Max Min

Migration status 5731 0.289 0.453 0 1

Economic Variables
Income differential (in logs) 4502 9.043 0.167 6.620 9.418

Square of income differential 4502 81.795 2.959 43.83 88.69

Duration of unemployment in months 5731 1.966 8.696 0 180

Social Variables
Level of education 5731 4.362 4.103 0 15

Square of level of education 5731 35.863 45.03 0 225

Networking dummy 5731 0.342 0.474 0 1

Religion dummy (Muslim = 1) 5731 0.650 0.475 0 1

Demographic Variables
Age 5731 32.00 11.899 18 64

Square of Age 5731 1165.66 886.357 324 4096

Gender dummy (Female = 1)

Dummy for marital status (divorced = 1) 5731 0.506 0.500 0 1

Infrastructure Indicators
Dummy- access to secondary school (9-
10) 5526 0.165 0.372 0 1

Dummy -access to preparatory school 
(11-12) 5526 0.049 0.215 0 1

Dummy - access to all weather road 5731 0.734 0.442 0 1

Shocks
Dummy - incidence of disaster 5731 0.290 0.454 0 1

Ethnicity
Dummy for ethnicity (Oromo = 1) 5731 0.269 0.443 0 1
Dummy for ethnicity (Tigrian = 1) 5731 0.417 0.493 0 1

Lastly, ethnicity dummies are interesting to control for the impact of origins and understand if a particular 
group tends to migrate. Ethiopia is characterized by the presence of about 85 ethnic groups, although the 
two major ethnicities – Oromo and Amhara – account for 61.4 per cent of the population. The third and 
fourth ethnicities – Ethiopian Somali and Tigre – gather 6.2 per cent and 6.1 per cent of Ethiopians (Central 
Statistical Agency of Ethiopia, 2008). In our sample, the Amhara ethnic group displays the highest share 
of migrants. Despite the fact that Oromo migrants occupy the second place in our sample, this number is 
relatively low compared to the presence of the Oromo ethnicity in the total population. The Tigre ethnicity 
occupies the third place accounting for 16.6 per cent of migrants in the sample. Based on these differences, 
dummy variables are introduced in case of Oromo and Tigre individuals.
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Table 33: Variables used in the estimation of the migration model - the urban case

Dependent variable Number of 
observations Mean Standard 

deviation Min. Max.

Migration status 2473 0.248 0.432 0 1

Economic Variables

Income differential (in logs) 2473 6.595 0.458 0.572 7.166

Square of income differential 2473 43.699 5.204 0.327 51.349

Duration of unemployment (in months) 2473 4.287 12.941 0 144

Social Variables

Level of education 2473 7.065 4.569 0 15

Square of level of education 2473 70.774 63.055 0 225

Networking dummy 2473 0.316 0.465 0 1

Religion dummy (Muslim = 1) 2473 0.408 0.492 0 1

Demographic Variables

Age 2473 31.526 11.681 18 64

Gender dummy (Female = 1) 2473 0.571 0.495 0 1

Dummy for marital status (divorced = 1) 2473 0.098 0.298 0 1

Infrastructure Indicators

Dummy- access to secondary school 
(9-12) 2473 0.317 0.465 0 1

Dummy - access to all weather road 2473 0.775 0.418 0 1

Shocks

Dummy - incidence of disaster 2473 0.605 0.489 0 1

Ethnicity

Dummy for ethnicity (Oromo = 1) 2473 0.137 0.344 0 1

Dummy for ethnicity (Tigrian = 1) 2473 0.288 0.453 0 1
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5�4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The econometric results show that the differential between expected income and networking are significant 
drivers of migration from both urban and rural areas. In addition, the duration of unemployment is an 
important driver of migration from urban centers. Despite the tendency to send a member abroad attributed 
to households with lower income per capita, the negative and statistically significant coefficient of the square 
income differential in both rural and urban areas implies that members of very poor households have a lower 
probability of migrating abroad. The explanation could be the high financial costs of migration. Moreover, 
the coefficient of the networking dummy is positive and significant, and supports the belief that networking 
plays a relevant role in migration decisions in rural as well as urban areas, due to available information on 

Table 34: Probit estimates on the drivers of migration in rural areas; dependent variable:  
migration status (= 1 if migrated, 0 otherwise)

Explanatory Variables Coefficient Z-statistic Marginal Effects

Economic Variables
Income differential (in logs) 145.215 6.51** 31.911
Square of income differential -8.562 -6.56** -1.882
Duration of unemployment in months 0.0031 1.20 0.0007
Social Variables
Level of education 0.160 8.29** 0.035
Square of level of education -0.0108 -6.49** -0.002
Networking dummy 1.023 20.77** 0.265
Religion dummy (Muslim = 1) 0.422 6.98** 0.087
Demographic Variables
Age 0.188 8.60** 0.041
Square of Age -0.0023 -7.31** -0.0005
Gender dummy (Female = 1) 1.850 6.25** 0.416
Dummy for marital status (divorced = 1) 0.631 6.05** 0.180
Infrastructure Indicators
Dummy- access to secondary school (9-10) 0.213 2.49* 0.051
Dummy -access to preparatory school (11-12) -0.818 -3.12** -0.111
Dummy - access to all weather road -0.102 -1.73 -0.023
Shocks
Dummy - incidence of disaster 0.083 1.43 0.019
Ethnicity
Dummy for ethnicity (Oromo = 1) -0.512 -5.00** -0.010
Dummy for ethnicity (Tigrian = 1) 0.168 1.91 0.038
Intercept -618.99 -6.47**
Number of observations  = 4,307
LR: x2(16) = 1336.76
Pseudo R2 = 0.27

** Significant at 1 per cent, * significant at 5 per cent.
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the destination countries and on the migratory routes. In rural areas, it is common practice to finance the 
costs of migration through received remittances from relatives already abroad. Furthermore, the presence 
of relatives abroad serves as a reputable collateral that eases the process of borrowing money from informal 
operators. For the remitters, it is usually easier to sponsor the migration of their relatives back at home rather 
than perpetually remitting to support them. Late migrants joining early migrant relatives are expected to 
share the burden in supporting their parents at home. Networking may also have a bandwagon effect due to 
peer pressure and influence. Among the ethnic groups considered in the survey, the Oromos tend exhibit a 
lower probability to migrate from both rural and urban contexts, especially compared to the group of Amhara 
respondents. While there is not a systematic difference between Tigrains and other ethnic groups, the Tigrians 
in urban centers display a relatively higher probability of migration compared to others.

Table 35: Probit estimates on drivers of international migration in urban areas; dependent variable: migra-
tion status (= 1 if migrated, 0 otherwise)

Explanatory Variables Coefficient Z-statistic Marginal
Effects

Economic Variables:
Income differential (in log) 11.358 3.99** 2.336
Square of income differential -1.073 -4.53** -0.2207
Duration of unemployment in months 0.0118 4.79** 0.0024
Social Variables
Level of education 0.053 1.88 0.0109
Square of level of education -0.016 -8.08** -0.0033
Networking dummy 1.025 14.90** 0.2562
Religion dummy (Muslim = 1) 0.391 5.60** 0.0839
Demographic Variables
Age -0.128 -9.36** -0.0262
Gender dummy (Female = 1) 0.689 9.82**  0.1349
Dummy for marital status (divorced = 1) 0.195 1.79 0.044
Infrastructure Indicators
Dummy for availability of secondary school (9-12) -0.255 -3.40** -0.0497
Dummy for access to all weather road 0.3081 3.20** 0.0574
Shocks
Dummy - incidence of disaster 0.0544 0.68 0.0111
Ethnicity
Dummy for ethnicity (Oromo = 1) -0.4598 -3.50** -0.0761
Dummy for ethnicity (Tigrian = 1) 0.3130 3.17** 0.0694
Intercept -25.54661 -3.07**
Number of observations = 2,473
LR: x2(16)  = 801.94
Pseudo R2 = 0.29

** Significant at 1 per cent, * significant at 5 per cent.
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As expected, the results show that the duration of unemployment has a positive and significant impact on 
migration decisions in urban areas, while it is insignificant in rural contexts. In fact, the unemployment rate 
is usually higher in urban areas than in rural areas, where unemployment is disguised in the participation in 
primary activities and people do not perceive themselves as unemployed.

The impact of education on migration decision of individuals is significant but its direction slightly differs 
in rural and urban areas. In rural areas, education tends to promote migration up to a certain level, in fact 
calculations based on the estimates indicate that probability of migration reaches its maximum at junior high 
school (grades seven and eight)18, for which the rate of migration is 40 per cent. Looking at data points above 
the line of average rates, the rate of migration at grade 10 sets about 1 percentage point over the predicted 
maximum rate (See Figure 54). 

It is important to underline the ambiguous verse of causality between education and migration. In fact, if 
education can drive the migratory process, migration itself can cause school drop-outs at a certain turning 
point. The descriptive analysis of this study shows that the majority of migrants in rural areas dropped out 
from school at junior secondary levels.

Furthermore, the religious affiliation is an important aspect of migration in Ethiopia. Being Muslim is 

18    Using the Probit index function, the probability of migration is maximum at a level of education where   where I is the probit index and E is 
level of education. This implies   years. Similar calculation using the marginal effects yields  years where  is the change in probability of successful 
migration conditional on covariates for a one year increase in years of schooling.

Figure 54: A non-linear relationship of migration and  
level of education in rural Ethiopia
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In urban areas, an increased level of education does not seem to have a systematic relation with the probability 
of migration. An inverse relationship between level of education and probability of migration begins to operate 
beyond the junior secondary school level. In this context, the overall impact of education on the probability 
of migration should be assessed by the joint significance of the coefficients of the level of education and its 
square (Wooldridge, 2010). Nevertheless, the insignificance of the coefficient indicates that low grades of 
education do not have a systematic impact on the probability of migration (see Figure 55).

Figure 55: Migration and level of education in urban Ethiopia

positively and significantly associated with a higher probability of migration in both rural and urban centres. 
The reason may reside in the structure of this research, which focused mostly on the phenomenon of migration 
towards the Middle East.

In general, the probability of migration is higher for female migrants both in rural and urban areas. This 
depends on the nature of labour in destination countries, as female workers are traditionally considered more 
suitable to household services. This tendency is related with a high incidence of divorces, which can be both 
a cause and a consequence of migration. While it is normal to expect that divorced individuals tend to migrate 
more compared to married individuals, one may suspect that divorce in this particular case is an outcome of 
migration or the intention to migrate rather than a cause.

The higher probability of migration for female members of the household is also affected by family decisions. 
The first reason concerns the fact that females are expected to be more altruistic and that non-migrant members 
of the household count on them in receiving remittances (Stark, 2004, 1991). The second reason is that the 
role of male members as household workers cannot usually be replaced by female members. They normally 
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tend to leave early in consequence of arranged marriages and do not contribute to the economic return of the 
household.

The dummy indicators of access to infrastructure have different impacts on migration decisions in rural 
and urban areas. The access to road connecting to urban centers has a positive impact on the probability 
of migration in urban areas, as it can reduce the costs of transportation and information. This variable has 
insignificant impact on the probability of migration in rural areas. 

The availability of secondary school (grades 9 to 10) in rural areas is associated with higher probability of 
migration, while the availability of preparatory school (grades 11-12) tend to have a negative impact. One 
plausible explanation is that once students complete grade 10, continuing further education far away from 
their villages could be costly in a number of ways. Access to a secondary level school tends to discourage 
migration decisions in urban centers. 

This study allows to draw some important conclusions. Beyond the short-term financial benefits, migration to 
the Middle East has a double adverse consequence on the migrants. First, the decision to migrate induces early 
drop-outs from school and second, the remittances are generally used to finance consumption. Therefore, the 
risk is that returnee migrants impoverish their human capital (in terms of education, health, and weakness), 
and their financial and physical capital. The mass return of citizens with deteriorated quality means represent 
a huge burden for the nation. Purposeful education is an expensive investment as young individuals can 
commit to serious education programmes if they have high hope that their efforts will be recognized and lead 
to economic prospects in the country. 

To tackle this situation a reform of the labour market is necessary to reward education and give incentives to 
push Ethiopians to stay in school and remain in the country. Many other measures may be seen as effective, 
and social mobilization in channeling remittance money towards productive investments as a means of 
portfolio diversification that minimizes the risk of falling into a more severe poverty after returning home. 
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6�1 CONCLUSION
The objective of this study was to identify the challenges that Ethiopia is facing  in terms of migration, 
forced labour and human trafficking. Specifically, the study estimated the number of adults in forced labour, 
examined the patterns of forced labour and trafficking in migrants, the mechanisms of recruitment, the means 
of deception, the means of coercion, and more generally the working conditions of migrants.

Migrants use both formal and informal channels to leave the country. The choice of informal agencies or 
brokers depends on the belief that they provide cheaper solutions and on the lack of information on formal 
procedures, especially in rural areas. More frequently, these migrants are victims of false promises.

A large proportion of migrants did not find their job in their destination country before migration and are 
forced into prostitution, domestic servitude, and forced labour upon their arrival. The study reveals that 
about 60 per cent of returnees were in forced labour when abroad. Unfree recruitment through deception or 
coercion was a very common form of exploitation.

The analysis identifies the major drivers of forced labour. It emerges that those who financed their travel 
through asset depletion or borrowing were more likely to be in forced labour compared with those who used 
their own savings. Moreover, gender is another important determinant of the likelihood of forced labour, with 
women being more vulnerable. They are often subject to abuses such as sexual exploitation. The location of 
the employer was another determinant, as the incidence of forced labour is higher in rural areas.

The study shows that differences between expected earnings in receiving countries and reservation earnings 
in sending countries, together with networking, are the major drivers of out-migration in both rural and 
urban areas of Ethiopia. The study further shows that high earning differentials are associated with lower 
probability of migration as very poor people are not able to finance the cost of migration. The results also 
confirm that networking between prospective migrants and early movers has a significant positive impact on 
migration decisions. Unemployment is another major driver of international migration in urban centers, while 
it is not a significant in rural areas. Interestingly, education has a non-linear relationship with the probability 
of migration. In rural areas, the rate of migration is positively associated with the level of education up to the 
junior high school. Among individuals with secondary and tertiary education, the probability of migration 
tends to decrease.

Being young, female, and Muslim is positively associated with the probability of migration. On the one 
side, females are more likely to migrate due to the type of jobs available in destination countries and family 

6�  FINAL DISCUSSION
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decisions. On the other side, the positive association between being Muslim and the probability of migration 
supports the importance of cultural similarity between sending and receiving countries. In fact, Muslim 
migrants expect to have lower difficulties in adapting to the environment of Middle Eastearn countries. In 
conclusion, another interesting result is that, in rural areas, divorce is positively and significantly associated 
with probability of migration.

6�2 RECOMMENDATIONS
The study has shown that many young boys and girls with very little education, irrespective of their 
employment status, are highly susceptible to the prospect of migration and likely to be victims of trafficking 
and forced labour. While barriers to this phenomenon are not a viable strategy, policymakers and other actors 
must adopt other measures to mitigate this problem. According to the findings of this study, measures to 
reduce human and financial costs of migration include awareness creation, provision of relevant information 
about the dangers of illegal migration, expansion of the legal and formal migration channels; and provision 
of specialized training. The role of the government, civil society organizations, community leaders, and other 
stakeholders is critical to promote the sensitization on this topic.

Structural reforms are needed to facilitate the creation of productive and inclusive economic opportunities 
at the local levels. In particular, the promotion of decent work must be sought through macroeconomic and 
sectoral policies centred on employment, as well as employment-related interventions such as microcredit 
and entrepreneurship development. Furthermore, targeted pro-poor policies for specific vulnerable groups, 
in particular youth and women, are necessary to improve the outcomes on the labour market. In this view, 
an accurate mapping of the current employment situation would help to identify the key labour market 
constraints on both the demand side and supply side.

Ethiopia shall devote adequate efforts to curb the massive phenomenon of out-migration, in particular among 
those who drop out of school to pursue low-skill opportunities in the Middle East. Reforming the labour 
market, rewarding educational excellence with higher wages (through productive employment), and enabling 
the private sector to allocate resources to sectors capable of creating more and productive jobs, such as the 
manufacturing industry, are some of the strategies to retain potential talents. Non-farm activities should 
be expanded and the productivity in these sectors enhanced to create more opportunities for youth in rural 
areas, specifically through creation and enlargement of rural microfinance institutions, business skill training 
programmes, and rural infrastructures. Additionally, the linkages between urban centers and rural areas 
should be developed through the creation of rural hinterlands. Labour market and institutional reforms are 
necessary to promote job creation and require the improvement of social security for workers in both formal 
and informal sectors, with higher promotion of social dialogue and support of international labour standards.

Networking represents one major driver of migration decisions and emphasizes the beneficial role that early 
movers play in financing the investment in education and other endeavours of non-migrant members of the 
family. First, encouraging the households that receive international remittances to invest in land, housing, 
businesses, farm improvements, and agricultural equipment would be useful. This requires awareness creation 
and social mobilization by the government and other stakeholders. Second, the provision of guidance and 
incentives to use formal channels of money transfer, for instance through the “remittance recipient award” for 
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those households who receive their money through banks or other formal agencies, is necessary.

Preventive measures should be put in place to mitigate the risk factors. Social protection, access to education, 
and skill training can decrease the household vulnerability to sudden income shocks and debt bondage. 
Similarly, the enhancement of the bargaining power of workers would reduce the incidence of forced labour. 
Furthermore, to understand the socio-economic causes of this illegal practice and enable the government 
and other actors to develop comprehensive measures, it is necessary to expand the current knowledge base 
through empirical studies. The creation of a migration intelligence system to collect, analyse, and share 
relevant statistics on the migration flows should be pursued to facilitate the collaboration between institutions. 
It requires capacity building efforts from all the actors involved in the management of migration, such as 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, the Department of Immigration and Nationality Affairs, and the 
security forces.

In the light of our findings, we can conclude that Ethiopia needs a comprehensive legal and policy framework 
to address the phenomenon of labour migration in all its aspects, with the purpose to tackle irregular and 
forced migration, safeguard human rights of migrants, and effectively respond to this phenomenon with 
development actions. Indeed, only such a framework could create the basis for future cooperation and 
coordination among national and international stakeholders, which are fundamental to improve work and life 
conditions of migrant workers and eliminate the plague of forced labour.
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