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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1 The Ethiopian return crisis 

From November 2013 to March 2014 about 163,018 illegal Ethiopian migrants residing in Saudi 

Arabia were returned to their home country through an integrated effort by the Ethiopian 

government, International Organization for Migration (IOM), United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), and the Red Cross (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016; Lecadet & Tafesse, 2016). Following 

this mass deportation, Ethiopia was overwhelmed with returnees who needed reintegration 

assistance. This event was called the ‘Ethiopian return crisis’ (Kuschminder, Andersson, & Seigel, 

2018, p. 325). Both national and international media, such as Al Jazeera, as well as social media 

reported extensively on the ‘return crises’. Cases of voluntary and involuntary return, the traumatic 

experiences of the returnees, xenophobic actions and protests, and the reintegration efforts of the 

government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were among the headlines.  

Of the returnees, about 53,732 were women who had travelled to Saudi Arabia using different 

means, including legally licensed agents, unlicensed brokers, and social networks (siblings, 

neighbors, friends and relatives). Some used Muslim pilgrimage as a pretext and overstayed their 

visa (Mulugeta & Makonnen, 2017). Migration to Arabian Gulf countries by women is the largest 

migration flow from Ethiopia, followed by migration to South Africa, North America and Europe 

(Fransen & Kuschminder, 2009; Kuschminder et al., 2018). This massive migration of women 

poses a huge reintegration challenge in cases of mass deportation, such as that executed by Saudi 

Arabia in 2013/14. 

Reintegration into the socio-economic context of the home country was difficult for most of the 

returnees, especially given their hasty and sometimes traumatic expulsion (De Regt & Tafesse, 

2016). This was more so for women returnees given their generally poor economic condition, as 

well as their low social position pre-migration due to Ethiopia’s patriarchal social structure, which 

provides few opportunities in education and property ownership for women. In addition to these 

factors, high unemployment and poverty also contribute to women’s poor social and economic 

status in most developing countries (Anteneh, 2011; Fernandez, 2010; Kebede, 2002; Kifleyesus, 

2012). The majority of Ethiopian women who migrate to the Arabian Gulf are aged 20–46 years, 
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have a low level of education, and are single or divorced with children (Demissie, 2018; Kebede, 

2002; Tayah & Atnafu, 2016), which makes reintegrating into the socio-economic situation in the 

home country upon return relatively more difficult for female than male returnees. 

To address the massive societal challenge posed by the return crisis, the Ethiopian government and 

local and international NGOs developed reintegration support services and programs for the 

returnees. Such support services included providing temporary shelter, offering medical 

assistance, and reuniting the returnees with their families by covering transportation costs to their 

respective villages for those from outside of Addis Ababa. Gradually, returnees were also provided 

with vocational and business skills training, small workplaces, and access to credit to enable them 

to generate income and sustain their livelihood in the home country (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016). 

Despite the efforts of the government and international organizations, there were still challenges 

with successfully re-integrating the returnees into the socio-economic context of their home 

country, which created frustration among the returnees (Kuschminder & Richard-Guay, 2018). 

This situation, together with the ban on legal migration to the Arabian Gulf, contributed to irregular 

migration and the re-migration of returnees to other countries. Tayah and Atnafu (2016) show how 

Ethiopian female migrants are exposed to exploitation in neighboring countries that serve as transit 

points and how they are sometimes forced to stay in these transit countries for prolonged periods 

of time.  

The Ethiopian government enacted the ban on migration to the Arabian Gulf in October 2013, in 

an attempt to protect its citizens abroad (Demissie, 2018; Jones et al., 2014; Mulugeta & 

Makonnen, 2017). However, Ethiopian women continue to migrate. They use illegal means to 

travel to the Arabian Gulf, including traffickers and smugglers, which exposes them to much more 

severe exploitation conditions than traveling legally (Jones et al., 2014). The ban was lifted in May 

2017 with new legislation governing labor migration, private employment agencies, and migrant 

skills requirements and training. Agreements between Ethiopia and destination countries in the 

Arabian Gulf and Middle East to improve working conditions, pay, and legal protection are 

ongoing. So far Djibouti, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, and Saudi Araba have signed memoranda of 

understanding to protect and improve the working conditions of Ethiopian migrants (Mulugeta & 

Makonnen, 2017). The Ethiopian government is making great efforts to improve the working 

conditions of migrants in destination countries, which indirectly improves the reintegration of the 
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returnees upon their return to Ethiopia. However, there is no direct policy or strategy in place to 

improve the reintegration of returnees (Kuschminder & Richard-Guay, 2018). A lot more remains 

to be done to manage return crises, such the crisis that occurred in 2013/14, and to promote the 

successful reintegration of return migrants. This dissertation hopes to contribute to these aims and 

shed light on both the academic and practical aspects of the reintegration of women return migrants 

from the Arabian Gulf.  

1.2 Ethiopian women migrants to the Arabian Gulf and the kafala labor 

system 

Ethiopia is among one of the largest female labor sending countries to the Arabian Gulf and Middle 

East (Belay, 2014; De Regt, 2010). Ethiopian women migrate to the Arabian Gulf mainly for 

economic reasons, however, the poor economic and social position of women due to the gendered 

environment in Ethiopia also have an impact on their decision to migrate (Eresso, 2018). Many of 

the migrants are single women with no education other than high school (Fernandez, 2011; 

Kebede, 2002). Hence, they are employed in jobs that require minimal skill, mainly domestic work. 

In many cases, Ethiopian women traveling to the Arabian Gulf and the Middle East make the 

decision to go by themselves. However, brokers and agents often deceive potential migrants with 

false information regarding salaries and job conditions in the destination country (Kebede, 2002; 

Minaye, 2012). 

The migration of women for domestic work on short term contracts to the Arabian Gulf and 

countries in the Middle East started in the late 1990s and has been increasing steadily since then 

(Demissie, 2018; Fernandez, 2011). For example, in Kuwait the number of Ethiopian migrant 

women increased significantly from 6,000 to 40,000 between 2006 and 2010 (Fernandez, 2011). 

Jones et al. (2014) estimate that about 1,500 girls leave Ethiopia daily to the Arabian Gulf and 

Middle East. Initially, Lebanon was the destination for Ethiopian migrants (Beydoun, 2006), but 

later Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen become major destination 

countries for female Ethiopian migrants.  

While some Ethiopian migrants are successful in achieving their migration goals, the majority 

return with physical, sexual, financial and psychological problems (Ketema, 2014). Some research 

has found that, in some households, unskilled migrant women work in slave-like conditions, but 

are unable to leave their abusive employer or return to their home country until the contract period 
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ends (Fransen & Kuschminder, 2009; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2006). The physical, sexual, 

economic, and psychological exploitation of Ethiopian domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf and 

Middle East is reported consistently (Anbesse, Hanlon, Alem, Packer, & Whitley, 2009; Kebede, 

2002). 

Some scholars have tried to analyze why this exploitation occurs. Employment contracts or visa 

programs that tie a migrant domestic worker to a specific employer are identified as the major 

mechanism for the abuse and exploitation of women domestic migrants (Mantouvalou, 2015; 

Pande, 2013; Romero, 2018). Such visa programs provide employers with unchecked power in 

controlling and exploiting the migrant. Moreover, in most cases domestic workers are not covered 

by national labor laws, which contributes to their vulnerability and exploitation (Strauss & 

McGrath, 2017; Wickramasekara, 2008). Piper (2004) points out that most policy tools issued by 

states focus on exchanging political and economic benefits between the sending and receiving 

countries, rather than on the welfare of migrants. Smugglers and traffickers in both sending and 

receiving countries are also a cause of migrant exploitation in destination countries. There is a 

need for a migration policy framework that enables states to prosecute traffickers and smugglers 

in order to minimize the abuse of unskilled women trafficked by illegal brokers (Anteneh, 2011; 

Fernandez, 2013). In general, the causes of vulnerability and exploitation among this group of 

migrants are multifaceted and arise from restricted migration schemes, illegal intermediaries, lack 

of legal and policy frameworks, and the poor economic conditions of the migrants.  

In recent years, the migration experience of Ethiopian women domestic workers in the Arabian 

Gulf countries has been widely studied by social scientists (Anbesse et al., 2009; De Regt, 2010; 

Fernandez, 2010, 2011; Kebede, 2002; Minaye, 2012). All of these studies adopted a qualitative 

approach to data collection and analysis and all discuss matters related to the precarious position 

migrants have in destination countries (De Regt, 2010; Fernandez, 2010; Kebede, 2002), including 

the motives for migration, the conditions contributing to the vulnerability of the migrants (Kebede, 

2002; Minaye, 2012), and the consequences of the migration experience for the social and mental 

wellbeing of the migrants (Anbesse et al., 2009). The precarious position of Ethiopian as well as 

Asian female domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf countries is well documented. However, what 

is missing in the research on the exploitation of domestic migrant workers in the Arabian Gulf and 

Middle East is how migrant workers cope with their exploitation experiences, particularly upon 
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return. Van der Ham, Ujano-Batangan, Ignacio and Wolffers (2015) analyze the immense stress 

that Asian women migrants experience at different stages of their migration experience. They 

reveal how both emotion and problem-focused coping mechanisms are used by women migrants 

during their migration.  

Some topics that remains under-researched are how trauma transcends beyond the migration 

experience (Schweitzer, Melville, Steel, & Lacherez, 2006), how it affects the lives of the 

returnees, what coping strategies are used to make sense of past traumatic incidents by returnees, 

and the impact of trauma on the reintegration process of the returnees. The first gap in the existing 

literature is that a large amount of the discussion focuses on the experiences that domestic workers 

have in the host country, neglecting how these experiences may affect their reintegration upon 

return. Second, an extensive literature review on domestic workers indicates that research on 

domestic work is dominated by research on migrants from Southeast Asia (Deshingkar, Zeitlyn, 

& Holtom, 2014), with the experience of women from Africa receiving little attention. Such 

knowledge gaps regarding Ethiopian women returnees from the Arabian Gulf inhibit the success 

of reintegration plans for returnees, particularly in situations of mass deportation, such as the return 

crisis of 2013/14. The return crisis confronted Ethiopian society with the sudden influx of a 

massive amount of traumatized female returnees, with limited research on return and reintegration 

issues to draw on. This makes researches on the reintegration of returnees an urgent public issue.  

The ‘return crisis’ that occurred because of the mass deportation of Ethiopian migrants from Saudi 

Arabia in 2013/14 raises new questions about how migration schemes for low-skilled workers 

might contribute to the poor reintegration of returnees into the socio-economic context in Ethiopia. 

Particularly, the kafala1 labor sponsorship scheme, which exists in many Arabian Gulf and Middle 

Eastern countries has a great impact on the migration of migrant domestic workers, as well as their 

reintegration upon return to their home country. This system enables migrants to stay in the 

destination countries for two to three years under the legal and financial responsibility of a specific 

sponsor, who is also responsible for the repatriation of the migrant worker. Under the kafala 

sponsorship scheme, most unskilled women migrants are employed in a private household. In most 

Arab states, households are categorized as a private domain and, therefore, not regulated by the 

                                                
1 This scheme binds migrant workers to their employer or sponsor in Arabian Gulf countries (Bajracharya & 

Sijapati, 2012). 
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government (Frantz, 2008). Given the fact that migrants serve in private households and that they 

are under the ‘control’ of their employer, rather than the state, migrants find themselves in a highly 

vulnerable position. Exploitation and mistreatment by employers in private households is a 

common occurrence (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2006). Changing employers is not easy for migrant 

workers, because they need permission and release from their first employer or the sponsor who 

invited them to the destination country before they can find a new sponsor or employer (Pande, 

2012).  

The return and reintegration of Ethiopian female migrants in their home country has been an under-

researched topic and there are few recent examples of reintegration studies. Based on in-depth 

interviews with 18 returnees, Ketema (2014) examined the return and reintegration of Ethiopian 

female returnees and the challenges with the ‘empowerment’ notion associated with women’s 

migration for domestic work. The author discusses how the migration experiences of women in 

Arabian Gulf countries impact on their lives. By evaluating the social and economic conditions in 

the home country and the relationship of the returnees with their family and community, the study 

concludes that the migration experience is disempowering, rather than empowering. De Regt and 

Tafesse (2016) conducted a survey among 168 returnees and held 8 in-depth interviews with 

returnees. They used the concepts of preparedness (Cassarino, 2004) and embeddedness (Ruben, 

Van Houte & Davids, 2009) to analyze how the forceful expulsion of returnees affects their socio-

economic reintegration in their home country. They concluded that the returnees were unprepared 

for their return, which contributed to their low economic and psycho-social reintegration in the 

home country. Other studies also found poor economic and social reintegration of Ethiopian 

women returnees, due to their negative experiences in destination countries (Anbesse et al., 2009; 

Minaye, 2012). While these studies shed some light on the socio-economic reintegration of 

Ethiopian female return migrants, some aspects of the reintegration process are not explored in 

detail, such as how the returnees deal with their past traumatic experiences, mobility, stigma and 

relationship with family and community. In this dissertation, I attempt to fill this gap and provide 

a holistic view of the reintegration process by integrating both migration experiences and home 

country socio-cultural issues that may have an impact on the reintegration process in order to build 

on previous studies, which mainly focus on the aftermath of migration, and enhance our 

understanding of the reintegration of migrants. 
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IOM (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011) defines return as the movement of a person returning 

to his/her country of origin or habitual residence, usually after spending at least one year in another 

country, which is also the definition used in this dissertation. Reintegration refers to the “re-

inclusion or re-incorporation of a person into a group or a process, e.g. of a migrant into the society 

of his country of origin” (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011 p. 54). The reintegration of returnees 

into their home society has different dimensions. Economic reintegration refers to the reinsertion 

of returnees into the economic system of the country of origin, social reintegration is conceived as 

the development of a personal network and relationships of returnees, and cultural reintegration is 

the process of reintegration of the returnee to the values, way of living, language, moral principles, 

and traditions in the country of origin (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011, p. 54). While some 

scholars argue that reintegration entails the readjustment of returnees to their home countries by 

fitting into the socio-economic context of the home country, others argue that it entails re-adapting 

by integrating their new identity and the skills and ideas acquired from exposure to the country of 

immigration. Van Houte and Davids (2008) propose the concept of re-embeddedness, rather than 

reintegration, to highlight the importance of returnees finding their own place in the home society, 

rather than trying to fit into the previous context of the home country.  

Building on these concepts, in this dissertation reintegration is defined as the ability of returnees 

to participate in economic, social and cultural activities in their home country, which requires 

adapting to the home environment. For example, the migration experience may change the identity 

of the returnees through exposure to a new religion (from exposure to Christianity to Islam), a new 

culture, and even new technology, which affects the participation of returnees in various aspects 

of the home environment upon return. The unit of analysis for this research is the returnees 

themselves. 

In this dissertation, the reintegration of Ethiopian female migrants upon their return is approached 

using multidisciplinary theoretical concepts (from gender studies, sociology, and psychology), 

which complement each other and provide a comprehensive platform from which to explain the 

relationship between the migration experiences and post-return experiences of low-skilled 

Ethiopian women migrants. More specifically, the study examines how migration experiences 

under the kafala labor sponsorship scheme shape the individual, family and community life of 

returnees, including the various social and economic aspects. Understanding a migrant’s return 
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experiences is not only important to understand the reintegration process for returnees, but it may 

also help policy makers in formulating reintegration support programs in cases of individual or 

mass return. This is particularly important considering the large number of Ethiopian women 

migrating to the Arabian Gulf, both legally and illegally, and the inevitability of their return, given 

that the labor program to these destinations allows migrants to stay only temporarily. 

The findings of this dissertation have both academic and practical significance. Academically, the 

empirical findings in each chapter add to our understanding of different aspects of the reintegration 

process. The dissertation contains four empirical chapters. These chapters use different theories 

from migration studies, gender studies, sociology, and psychology. Chapter 2 approaches the 

research problem from a psychological perspective using coping theory (Park & Folkman, 1997); 

Chapter 3 employs the theory of preparedness from return and reintegration theory (Cassarino, 

2004); Chapter 4 applies the concept of intersectionality from gender studies (Crenshaw, 1990; 

Hankivsky, 2014); and Chapter 5 uses the concept of belonging from sociology (Hagerty, Lynch-

Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992). By using these theories from different disciplines, 

the migration and return experience and how it shapes the socio-economic reintegration of 

Ethiopian female returnees from Arabian Gulf countries is examined from multiple perspectives.  

The practical significance of the dissertation relates to the input it provides to reintegration support 

programs for voluntarily returning, as well as involuntarily deported, returnees. The findings 

highlight the need for needs-based reintegration strategies to be adopted to promote the successful 

reintegration of different types of returnees. For example, those who completed their work contract 

and returned with savings may be assisted with vocational skill training and support to enable them 

to utilize their resources, while those who are the victims of abuse and exploitation need support 

to heal from the trauma before delving into economic activities. Moreover, the dissertation points 

to how migration experiences in destination countries impact on the socio-economic reintegration 

of the migrants upon return. Hence, it sheds light on the need for migration policies and programs 

that help prevent some of the problems experienced by migrants during their migration and support 

the reintegration of returnees, addressing any post-return challenges that they may have.  

The next section of this introductory chapter presents a brief review of the relevant literature on 

return and reintegration (section 1.3); the central research question and sub-questions, and in which 
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chapter each is discussed (section 1.4); the data and ethical issues (section 1.5); and, finally, an 

outline of the dissertation (section 1.6).  

1.3 Return and reintegration: The state of the art  

1.3.1 Return and reintegration 

Dominant migration theories postulate opposing views on return migration and also on the 

reintegration of returnees to their home country. The four major theories of return migration are 

the neo-classical theory, the new economics of labor migration theory, structural theory, and 

transnational theory (Setrana & Tonah, 2014). To return is considered to have failed under the neo-

classical migration theory, while it is considered a success in the new economics of labor migration 

theory. The first theory bases its argument on the assumption that migrants are rational beings who 

maximize their benefit. Accordingly, for neo-classical theorists, migration is initiated because of 

wage differentials (Borjas, 1989). According to this theory, migrants want to move to the country 

of immigration as long as there exists an international wage differential; hence, return migrants are 

considered a failure if they return to their place of origin. Within this framework, migrants return 

home if they fail to derive the expected benefit of higher earnings at the destination (Thomas, 

2008). On the other hand, the new economics of labor migration theory views migration as a 

household strategy to overcome financial constraints in the immigrant’s home country (Stark & 

Stark, 1991). According to this theory, return is happens when the migrant household’s financial 

goal is achieved. Return in this case shows that the migration of objectives have been achieved 

(success), rather than failure (Ammassari, 2004; Cassarino, 2008; De Haas, Fokkema, & Fihri, 

2015). Based on a large survey of Moroccan migrants across Europe, De Haas et al. (2015) analyze 

whether return is the result of a failed migration experience or because the migrant has achieved 

their migration objectives, as outlined by neo-classical and new economics of labor migration 

theories. They conclude that no one theory explains all return cases. Rather, each of the theories 

provides a partial view of the intention of return migrants. Constant and Massey (2002) reach a 

similar conclusion. Major criticism of neo-classical and new economics of labor migration theories 

and the reason for return under these theories is that both focus only on the economic motivation 

of the returnees. Moreover, how the returnees use the economic resources accumulated from 

migration and the reintegration of returnees in the home country are not discussed within these 

frameworks (Cassarino, 2008). 
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In contrast to these theories, structural theorists acknowledge the importance of contextual factors 

in the readjustment of return migrants. They cast doubt on the success/failure analysis of return 

migration provided by neo-classical and new economics of labor migration theories. Structural 

theorists do not consider the success of the migration experience abroad as a dominant factor in 

the decision to return, but instead focus on how well returnees adjust to the culture, norms, and 

values in the home country. They focus on the expected productivity of the returnees in the country 

of origin (Setrana & Tonah, 2014). Hence, the socio-economic and the political situation in the 

home country guides both the return decision and the reintegration of returnees. According to the 

structural theory, return and reintegration cannot be understood without taking into account the 

actual conditions in the home country, such as local power, traditions, and values (Cassarino, 2004, 

2008). What is common to the new economics of labor migration theory and structural theory is 

that both acknowledge the role of families and households in migration, as well as the return and 

reintegration process (Mensah, 2016). Finally, the transnational approach views return as an 

experience that demands adaptation to the home country by incorporating new identities acquired 

due to exposure to the country of immigration. Transnational theories argue that back and forth 

movement by migrants helps the return and reintegration process, by facilitating the development 

of social networks and the adaption of migrants to home country changes. Regarding reintegration, 

while structural theorists focus on readjustment to the home society, transnational theorist focus 

on the re-adaptation of migrants to the home country (Cassarino, 2004). The significance of 

context in understanding the return and reintegration of return migrants is emphasized in the 

structural and transnational theories.  

The theories outlined above mostly focus on skilled and permanent labor migrants. Despite this 

fact, the contribution of these theories to understanding the return decisions of migrants is 

indisputable. But the argument put forward in this dissertation is that one specific theory cannot 

explain the return and reintegration process of different types of migrants (this argument is further 

discussed in the next section). For example, the four major theories described above fail to explain 

the return and reintegration of low-skilled workers. In this dissertation, the return and reintegration 

of low-skilled domestic workers is understood mainly through the partial conceptualization 

provided by the new economics of labor migration theory, structural theory, and transnational 

theory of return migration.  
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The return migrants discussed in this dissertation were returnees who engaged in temporary 

migration and unskilled/low-skilled laborers in Arabian Gulf and Middle Eastern countries. The 

migration programs for unskilled domestic workers in many Arabian Gulf and high-income Asian 

countries are temporary, often involving a two to three year work contract; hence, return is an 

expected part of the migration process, hopefully after fulfilment of the migration objective. 

Meanwhile, the conception of return that is provided by the new economics of labor migration 

theory only partially explains the migration intention and return experience of low-skilled workers 

to these destinations, as the majority travel to achieve an economic goal for their household. 

However, the migration setting accessible to most low-skilled migrants entails constraints on 

resource mobilization and on the pursuit of financial goals, as well as the return objective of the 

migrants. On the other hand, knowledge contributed by structural theorists and transnational views 

on the importance of contexts and social relations within the home community helps us to better 

understand the reintegration process of the returnees. Such theories provide a strong ground for 

understanding the return and reintegration of unskilled labor migrants, as return takes place within 

the economic, political, social, and cultural context of the home country.  

A wide gap exists in the research in understanding the reintegration process of returnees, in 

general, and low-skilled workers, in particular. Temporary contract migration in a restricted 

migration scheme such as the kafala labor sponsorship scheme yields returnees who have finished 

their contract period without problem; returnees who have experienced physical, psychological, 

sexual, and financial exploitation and abuse; and those who are deported because of their irregular 

status in the destination country (Bachtiar & Prasetyo, 2017; Mulugeta & Makonnen, 2017). 

Contextual analysis tailored to the specific migration setting of low-skilled migrants as well as 

reintegration based on their reason for return and return experience, it is argued, should be adopted 

(Bachtiar & Prasetyo, 2017).  

1.3.2 What determines successful reintegration? 

Managing a return crisis requires understanding what factors determine the successful 

reintegration of return migrants. In simple terms, reintegration can be defined as a return migrant’s 

participation in social, cultural, economic, and political life in their home country after staying in 

a foreign land for some period (Cassarino, 2008). Social reintegration occurs when returnees have 

good social relationships and acceptance within their family and community in the home country. 
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Cultural and political reintegration involves successfully participating in religious, political, and 

cultural events, and connecting with norms and values of the home society. Economic reintegration 

involves becoming productive by generating an income through employment or entrepreneurial 

efforts by investing the human, social, and financial gains from the migration experience 

(Cassarino, 2008; Kuschminder, 2014; Ruben et al., 2009). The activities in each dimension are 

interrelated and affect one another. For example, having a good social network and relationships 

is crucial in economic, social, cultural, and political reintegration. This helps returnees to acquire 

information, share values and beliefs, and accrue the social capital needed for successful economic 

reintegration (Cassarino, 2004). Therefore, the successful reintegration of return migrants is the 

synergetic output of various activities and actions working to bring about a whole. It is difficult to 

get a definite and conclusive answer as to what factors determine success in reintegration, as it 

varies based on different factors such as the migration setting, demographic factors, the return 

type, and the socio-economic conditions in the home country, among other things. However, in 

this section I discuss the dominant arguments raised by migration scholars. 

Ruben et al. (2009) conducted research involving six countries (Afghanistan, Armenia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Sierra Leone, Togo, and Vietnam) to understand what affects the success of 

reintegration or the ‘embeddedness’ of returnees. By using both qualitative and quantitative data 

on 178 return migrants, the authors found that demographic factors and the experience of the 

migrant, including the reason for leaving the home country, the situation in the host country, the 

length of stay abroad, the conditions of return, and pre-and post-return assistance provided to the 

returnees affect the reintegration of return migrants (Ruben et al., 2009, p. 914). On the other hand, 

Cassarino (2004) argues that what determines a returnee’s success in reintegration is preparedness 

to return, which comprises both readiness, which refers to accumulating the required resources 

that facilitate the return and reintegration processes, and willingness, which refers to the existence 

of free will accompanied by relevant information about the home country. Complementing this 

idea, other studies shows that motivation to return and the preparedness of returnees affect the 

reintegration of return migrants (Cassarino, 2008; De Regt & Tafesse, 2016; Mensah, 2016; Ruben 

et al., 2009). Cassarino’s return and reintegration analysis suggests that spending longer in the 

country of immigration helps migrants to mobilize resources and reintegrate well upon return. In 

line with this, Mensah (2016) found that low-skilled Ghanaian returnees who stayed longer in 

Libya are better off upon return. The reason for this is that migrants often borrow money and sell 
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their property to arrange for their migration, and returning within a short period of time without 

achieving the migration goal exposes migrants to a double loss: wasting the time and resources 

used for migration and returning without mobilizing the necessary resources for reintegration 

(Cassarino, 2004; Mensah, 2016). 

A number of studies have confirmed that human and social skills brought from the country of 

immigration greatly help in the reintegration of return migrants (De Vreyer, Gubert, & Robilliard, 

2010; Ghosh, 2000; Thomas, 2008). Evidence from Uganda shows that return migrants with a 

college degree have a greater chance of employment than non-migrants. However, returnees 

without professional or vocational skills or those having low educational qualifications, below 

high school, do not have a better chance of employment than non-migrants. Another study also 

suggests that returnees from Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

countries earn better in employment and have better entrepreneurial opportunities than returnees 

from other countries (De Vreyer et al., 2010). The notion that all human or social skills acquired 

abroad lead to successful reintegration, at least in economic terms, can thus be contested and needs 

further research Dustman and Glitz (2011) and Dayton-Johnson, Pfeiffer, Schuettler, and Schwinn 

(2009) argue that in some cases the skills acquired may not be applicable in the home country, 

where those industries or technologies may not exist. In other cases, for some returnees who 

resided in the country of migration illegally, despite the fact that they may have brought back skills 

and competencies from abroad, it may be difficult to secure employment, as the migrants may not 

have formal certification for these skills (Mensah, 2016). Some of the key factors affecting the 

reintegration of return migrants mentioned in literature are summarized in figure 1 (not a complete 

list).  
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Figure 1. Key factors affecting the reintegration of return migrants  

Other scholars emphasize the role of socio-cultural and economic aspects in the home environment 

in the successful reintegration of return migrants. De Bree, Davids, and De Haas (2010) discuss 

how transnational relationships are important in facilitating the successful reintegration of return 

migrants. Transnational contact and relationships, and back and forth movement, prepare for and 

lead to the better reintegration of return migrants, as returnees are closer to the culture of the home 

country and its values and have relationships with people in the home country. Return migrants 

experience many challenges upon return, including feelings of loneliness and alienation (especially 

for returnees who spend long periods away from their home country), unfavorable living and 

investment conditions in the home country, infrastructural problems, the high financial and 

material demands of family members, difficulty forming relationships and re-establishing former 

relationships, lack of employment opportunities, and disconnection from the cultural norms and 

values of the home country (Barrett & Mosca, 2013; Konzett-Smoliner, 2016; Mensah, 2016). 

Returnees with a family can experience additional problems arising from spouses and children, 

such as emotional disconnectedness and lack of belonging (De Bree et al., 2010; Vathi & Duci, 

2016). According to Konzett-Smoliner (2016), the reintegration of migrants needs to be evaluated 

from a family perspective, rather than as an individual project. The experience of reintegration into 

the economic, social, and cultural conditions in the home country is complex and challenging for 

many returnees (Arowolo, 2000; Bachtiar & Prasetyo, 2017; Black & Gent, 2006; Cassarino, 2004; 

De Bree et al., 2010; Setrana & Tonah, 2014; Van Houte & Davids, 2008). These authors attribute 
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the complexity of the process to the migration experience of migrants in destination countries, 

changes that occur in the home country while migrants are away and the returnee’s perception of 

them, and changes in the identity of the migrant due to exposure to a new culture. In general, from 

the insights and findings discussed above, it can be seen that many factors affect the successful 

reintegration of return migrants. And there is no one-size-fits-all formula for successful 

reintegration.  

To sum up, the discussion in section 1.3 shows that return and reintegration theories are developed 

from the perspective of permanent skilled migrants, and there is less understanding about the return 

and reintegration process of temporary low-skilled migrants (Bachtiar & Prasetyo, 2017). Despite 

the significance of these findings for understanding what factors influence the successful 

reintegration of return migrants, in some cases some of the factors fail to explain the reintegration 

of low-skilled, particularly female, domestic migrants who work under the domination of a specific 

employer and within a labor system that creates vulnerabilities, such as kafala. For example, the 

kafala labor sponsorship scheme makes it difficult to change employers, which affects resource 

mobilization and motivation to return. As this dissertation will show, labor migrants in restricted 

migration schemes and temporary low-skilled migrants have different reintegration experiences 

than other migrants. The reintegration process for those involved in temporary migration schemes 

for low-skilled labor migrants, particularly female domestic migrants, is a matter not touched upon 

in social science debates. Many of the studies focus on the negative migration experiences of the 

migrants in the destination countries. The reintegration of female domestic returnees needs 

research attention, as the migration scheme for low-skilled workers does not provide the possibility 

of permanently residing in the destination country. Returnees must come back to their home 

country at some point, which calls for a need to understand the reintegration process of the 

returnees. This is particularly important for low-skilled labor-sending countries, such as Ethiopia 

where the migration of women to the Arabian Gulf is the most dominant form of migration. The 

number of women returning from these countries is also increasing substantially. The exact 

number of returnees in Ethiopia is not known; however, the return crisis in 2013/14 gives an 

indication of the magnitude of the issue (Kuschminder & Richard-Guay, 2018).  

This dissertation contributes to our knowledge and understanding of the reintegration of return 

migrants by describing how restricted migration schemes for unskilled female migrants in Arabian 
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Gulf countries (the kafala labor sponsorship system) affect the economic, social, and family 

reintegration process of female returnees in Ethiopia. It also explores issues in the home country 

that affect the reintegration of unskilled female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf. In contrast 

to other studies, which acknowledge that motivation to return, readiness and length of stay in the 

country of immigration do not necessarily result in successful reintegration, the findings of this 

study show that the personal characteristics of the migrants, migration setting, conditions and 

socio-cultural values in the home country have a great impact on the reintegration of low-skilled 

workers.  

1.4 Main research question and sub-questions 

In this dissertation, I examine two aspects of the reintegration process of return migrants: economic 

reintegration and socio-cultural reintegration. The first aspect relates to how the kafala migration 

scheme affects the resource mobilization process and reintegration of returnees upon return to their 

home country. The second aspect looks at how gender and cultural issues in the home country 

intersect with the migration experience and shape the returnee’s relationship with their community, 

friends, and family ultimately affecting the socio-cultural reintegration process. To analyze these 

aspects, I draw on theories from different disciplines such as sociology and psychology, as well as 

from research such as gender and migration studies. The main research question is: How do the 

migration experiences and home country conditions explain the reintegration of Ethiopian return 

migrants from the Arabian Gulf?  
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Figure 2. Main elements of the research question included in each chapter and relationship between 

the elements 

Within this overarching question, sub-questions are raised and answered in each chapter. 

In Chapter 2, I answer the first sub-question: 

What traumatic incidents do Ethiopian women domestic migrants in Arabian Gulf 
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sense of these incidents in their effort to reintegrate into the socio-economic environment 

of their home country? 
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workers, particularly those who serve as live-in maids in Arabian Gulf and Middle Eastern 

countries (Abu-Habib, 1998; Anbesse et al., 2009; Beydoun, 2006; Gardner, 2012; Jureidini & 

Moukarbel, 2006; Minaye, 2012; Pande, 2013). These studies show that physical, psychological, 

sexual, and financial exploitation and abuse are common experiences in a domestic migrant’s life. 
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traumatic incidents, both during migration as well as upon return. There is some evidence that 

suggests that migrants mainly use stress management strategies during their migration (Pande, 

2013; Van der Ham et al., 2015), but what coping mechanisms they use after their return has not 

yet been examined. This is important, as studies show that the traumatic experiences of migrants 

take time to heal (Bhugra, 2004; Schweitzer et al., 2006). For Chapter 2, I collected data in four 

focus group discussions and 36 in-depth individual interviews with Ethiopian female returnees. A 

coping theory (Park & Folkman, 1997) from the discipline of psychology was used as a theoretical 

framework to answer the sub-question raised in this chapter. Based on the data collected, I 

analyzed the traumatic experiences of migrants while they were in destination countries and the 

coping mechanisms they adopted upon return to come to terms with their traumatic past. The 

findings from this empirical chapter show the significance of meaning-based coping strategies in 

the healing process. The chapter also discusses how these coping mechanisms can enhance the 

reintegration of returnees.  

The following two questions are answered in Chapter 3: 

 How do past migration experiences under the kafala labor sponsorship system affect 

the preparedness to return and economic reintegration of unskilled Ethiopian women 

returnees? 

 To what extent does reintegration assistance and support in the home country enable 

returnees to build sustainable livelihoods?  

As indicated in section 1.2, there is a wide gap in research on the socio-economic reintegration 

issues of low-skilled workers. Migration and return theories are developed from the perspective of 

permanent skilled labor migrants and fail to consider the role of the migration setting in the return 

and reintegration of low-skilled workers. In Chapter 3, I use the theory of preparedness by 

Cassarino (2004) to highlight the gaps in our understanding of the reintegration process of female 

domestic workers. Based on data collected in the in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, 

this chapter shows how the kafala labor sponsorship system affects the resource mobilization 

process while migrants are in the destination country, as well as their reintegration upon return. A 

directed approach to content analysis is a useful method of qualitative analysis when “existing 

theory or prior research exists about a phenomenon that is incomplete or would benefit from further 

description” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1281). Hence, in analyzing the data, I used directed 
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content analysis to sensitize concepts from the theory of preparedness (Cassarino, 2004), such as 

‘readiness to return’, ‘resource mobilization’, and ‘willingness to return’, to guide the analysis. 

However, the analysis is not limited to directed content analysis; the thematic analysis method was 

also used to identify patterns in the narrations. In Chapter 3, I discuss how the theory needs to be 

adapted to be useful to understand the reintegration of domestic migrants governed by a restrictive 

migration scheme such as kafala. Building on Cassarino’s (2004) theory of preparedness, the 

results of the chapter reveal new knowledge. They show how migration settings and cultural issues 

in the home country and the personality traits of the migrants are important for the reintegration of 

return migrants, and not their length of stay or willingness to return. The impact of reintegration 

assistance provided in the home country upon return is also analyzed, which is missing in the 

theory of preparedness. The empirical findings show that savings from migration and access to 

capital are dominant reasons for return migrants being able to participate in economic activities in 

the home country, suggesting that assistance programs such as vocational skill training should be 

backed by access to financial capital in both individual return cases and mass deportation cases.  

 

In Chapter 4, I answer the following sub-question: 

How do migration experiences to the Arabian Gulf affect the marital prospects of Ethiopian 

women returnees and their social reintegration in the home country upon return? 

Drawing on theories from gender studies, a number of scholars have shown evidence that women’s 

migration for domestic work creates conflict between married partners (Afsar, 2009; Bélanger & 

Rahman, 2013; Kifleyesus, 2012; Ullah, 2013). The empowerment of women returnees after their 

migration, which can lead them to challenge patriarchal thinking, and the long distances involved 

are considered causes of marital conflict and disruption (Afsar, 2017; Kifleyesus, 2012; Silvey, 

2006). Based on an extensive literature review on women’s domestic migration, Deshingkar et al. 

(2014) argue that little is known about the connection between women’s migration and marriage, 

and there is a need for further research to understand the relationship between the two. In response 

to this call, in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, I use the concept of intersectionality (for a review, see 

Bastia, 2014; Bilge, 2009; Davis, 2008; Hankivsky, 2014) to examine this issue. Bilge (2009) 

provides a two-step method to analyze intersectional issues (see Annex 7). This approach suggests 

first using indicative thematic analysis, followed by a deductive template (which is provided by 
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the author) to further analyze the intersection of various categories such as race, class, and gender. 

Based on this analysis, the findings show that multiple factors interact with each other to place 

women returnees in a stigmatized position, ultimately affecting their marital prospects and 

reintegration in the home community. The study concludes by showing the social cost of migration 

and calling for further research to challenge the overstated positive impact of migration for women 

domestic workers.  

In Chapter 5, I answer the following sub-question: 

How do home country social norms and culture shape the interpersonal relationships, 

sense of belonging and reintegration of Ethiopian female return migrants from the Arabian 

Gulf?  

In this chapter I draw on a theory from sociology called ‘sense of belonging’ (Hagerty, Williams, 

Coyne, & Early, 1996) to analyze returnees’ connectedness with their community and environment 

and to answer the above sub-question. Sense of belonging theory helps to evaluate social 

relationships and people’s connection to their environment. Data gathered through interviews and 

focus groups was analyzed to identify dominant patterns in relation to returnees’ relatedness with 

family members and their sense of belonging to the community. The empirical findings show that 

new dynamics emerge that negatively affect returnees’ sense of belonging to their home 

community. The coping strategies used by returnees to deal with stigma are also discussed in the 

chapter. The chapter shows that returnees’ sense of belonging to the community is affected by the 

socio-cultural norms in the country. These have implications for the reintegration process of the 

returnees and their remigration intention.  

These independent chapters together answer the central research question of how do the migration 

experiences and home country conditions explain the reintegration of Ethiopian return migrants 

from the Arabian Gulf? For example, Chapter 2 shows the aftermath of the migration experience 

and how returnees try to cope with it. To make sense of past migration experiences and proceed 

with their life, migrants use meaning-based coping strategies such as attributing meaning to past 

trauma to understand why it happened, benefit seeking, and emphasizing the positive side of the 

migration experience, which in most cases is linked to how the migration experience changed the 

living conditions of the migrant’s family and seeing the migration experience as a learning 

experience that can be used for personal development and in the reintegration process. Chapter 3 
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shows how restricted migration schemes, such as kafala, interact with home country socio-cultural 

issues to affect the reintegration process. The main contribution of this dissertation, as well as 

contributing to the academic debate, is that it stresses the importance of incorporating migration 

settings and cultural issues in the home country, such as trust between family members, in 

analyzing the reintegration of returnees. Chapters 4 and 5 also stress the importance of 

understanding socio-cultural contexts in the reintegration process. The findings of the research 

show that the reintegration of Ethiopian domestic return migrants from the Arabian Gulf into the 

socio-economic environment in the home country is the result of multifaceted issues related to the 

migration scheme, returnees’ migration experiences, and the socio-cultural conditions in the home 

country, and the intersection of these factors to shape the reintegration process of the returnees. 

The practical implications of these findings, which it is hoped will be used to inform reintegration 

strategies and policies in managing both individual cases and mass deportations, such as occurred 

in Ethiopia in 2013/2014, mainly relate to preventive measures and actions that can be taken during 

the migration process to promote the reintegration of returnees, as well as post-return reintegration 

support programs. Regarding preventive measures, this dissertation points out that the kafala labor 

system, which operates in many Arabian Gulf countries, contributes to the illegality of the migrants 

(which is a major cause of deportation); it also exposes them to various traumatic experiences and 

affects their ability to save and mobilize resources, which is necessary for the successful 

reintegration of returnees. Regarding post-return reintegration support programs, the findings 

underscore the importance of needs-based, customized reintegration assistance programs rather 

than one-size-fits-all support programs. For example, to manage the return crisis in 2013/14, the 

main strategy adopted by the Ethiopian government was to enable migrants to generate income; 

hence, the focus was on providing vocational skill trainings, which were partially useful for some 

returnees. A detailed analysis of the returnees’ migration experiences, family situation, savings 

(from remittances), and health conditions need also attention. For example, for severely 

traumatized returnees, providing health and psychological support programs comes first, before 

income generating programs. According to the findings of this research, however, health related 

and other socio-cultural issues also need attention to promote the sustainable return and successful 

reintegration of returnees.  
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1.5 Data collection process and ethical consideration  

In this dissertation my aim was to understand the socio-economic reintegration of women return 

migrants from the Arabian Gulf. I wanted to understand how the migration experience is linked to 

the reintegration process and what home country socio-cultural issues intersect with the migration 

experience of the returnees to impact on the reintegration process, for which qualitative approaches 

are best suited. A qualitative research approach enables us to capture experiences, perceptions, and 

feelings that cannot be revealed using a quantitative approach (Shin, Mi & Seung, 2009). 

Accordingly, a qualitative approach was used to collect and analyze the data in this study. The 

socio-economic reintegration experiences of female returnees from Arabian Gulf countries were 

presented, as experienced and perceived by the returnees, based on their subjective meaning, 

actions, and social contexts (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002, p. 716), while also 

revealing underlying issues in the narration through careful interpretation. In this section, I briefly 

describe the data and ethical considerations of the research (see individual chapters for details on 

methodological approach). The section is divided into four sections. The first section provides 

general information on the design and field work. The second section presents the sampling 

strategy and data collection methods, and the third section explains the methods of analysis. The 

fourth section discusses the ethical considerations followed in collecting, analyzing, and reporting 

the data.  

1.5.1 Field work in Addis Ababa 

The field work for this dissertation started in January of 2015 and extended to March 2017 in the 

city of Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, and home to many ethnic groups. There exists huge 

differences in the socio-economic conditions of women in Ethiopia based on their location in the 

country. Women in urban centers like Addis Ababa have better opportunities for education and 

employment than those in rural areas. Considering the high number of female migrants traveling 

from rural areas of the country, particularly Amhara, Oromia, and the Southern regions, to the 

Arabian Gulf and Middle East countries, collecting data from outside Addis Ababa would have 

provided an enhanced understanding, but it was not feasible given the resources allocated to this 

research. Hence, I deliberately focused on return migrants located in Addis Ababa, even though 

many of the participants were from different ethnic and religious backgrounds.  
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The field work was started by contacting three local NGOs working on the return and reintegration 

of Ethiopian women migrants from countries in the Arabian Gulf and a governmental organization 

of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, all based in Addis Ababa. The first NGO was (Agar 

Ethiopia www.agarethiopia.com), which focuses the rehabilitation of traumatized returnees, the 

second was Live Addis (liveaddis.org) and third was Women in Self Employment (WISE; 

www.wise.org.et). The last two focus on business and vocational skill trainings to enable returnees 

support themselves economically  

To broaden my knowledge on the issue, I held individual interviews with key officials working in 

reintegration programs for female returnees in Addis Ababa run by local NGOs such as WISE, 

Agar Ethiopia, Live Addis, and by government organizations such as the Ethiopian Ministry of 

Labor and Social Affairs. Five directors or coordinators from the NGOs and two officials from the 

Ministry were interviewed. The key stakeholder interviews were less structured and aimed to 

identify the stakeholder’s role in the reintegration process, any challenges they faced in their 

reintegration efforts, and the assistance provided. Informal data was gathered by volunteering in 

the local NGOs’ activities, including participating in workshops and training programs organized 

for returnees, reviewing local media sources on migration and reintegration, and informal 

conversations with community members about their perception of returnees.  

Through the NGOs and other gatekeepers I was able to meet a few returnees. However, all of these 

returnees were receiving reintegration assistance from the government or NGOs and I wanted to 

see the difference in the reintegration process of other returnees who did not receive reintegration 

support after their return; hence, I used the snowball method to locate these returnees. Finding 

returnees who did not receive reintegration support was not as easy as finding returnees receiving 

support from NGOs. I faced two major challenges: first, the returnees were dispersed throughout 

the community, and, second, I lacked an opportunity to develop trust and many of the returnees 

who I contacted through personal contacts were skeptical about the research. However, I was able 

to overcome these challenges by having the returnees who I had found through the NGOs introduce 

other returnees from their community. Having a positive relationship and developing trust with the 

returnees I had already met through the NGOs helped me to establish a good relationship with the 

returnees who did not receive support. How many participants to include in the study was not 

decided at the beginning of the data collection, but guided by data saturation (Guest, Bunce & 

http://www.agarethiopia.com/
http://www.wise.org.et/
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Johnson 2006). After acquainting myself with the situation, I started to recruit participants for the 

study. A total of 48 Ethiopian women returnees living in Addis Ababa participated in the 

qualitative research. 

1.5.2 Sampling and data collection methods 

As I discussed above, I combined a purposeful sampling method (by deliberately focusing on 

organizations that work with return migrants) and a snowball sampling method (to recruit 

participants who did not have any relationship with government agencies or NGOs working with 

returnees). Table 1 shows the sampling methods and number of participants in the study. 

Table 1. Sampling method 

Sampling method No. of respondents 

Purposeful 31 

Snowball 17 

Total 48 

 

I incorporated returnees with various migration and return experiences to carefully compare and 

contrast their socio-economic reintegration process. Table 1 presents a summary of the 

characteristics of the participants, based on their legal status while in the destination country and 

their return condition. 
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Table 2. Characteristic of participants 

 

 

Characteristics 

Migration experience Return type Reintegration support 

Legal 

(kafala) 

Illegal 

(runaway) 

Illegal 

(other) 

Voluntary Involuntary 

(deported) 

Received Not 

received 

No. of 

participants 

15 26 7 28 20 30 18 

Total 48 48 48 

 

To grasp the general migration process and possible exploitation experiences at each stage, data 

collection started with focus group discussions, which were followed by individual interviews with 

some forcefully deported returnees and those who returned voluntarily after finishing their 

contract. These were preceded by collecting key demographic information through semi-structured 

questionnaires filled in face-to-face with the returnees.  

The data was collected in two phases: from January to March 2015 when, 14 individual interviews 

and 4 focus group discussions were conducted, and January 2016 to March 2017, when an 

additional 22 individual interviews with new participants and 6 follow-up interviews with first-

phase interview participants were conducted. The data collected in the 42 individual interviews 

and 4 focus group discussions were used in the analysis and interpretation for this dissertation. The 

interview and focus group discussion guidelines used can be found Annexes 1 to 4.  

Focus group discussions 

Four focus group discussions were organized with returnees with different experience, such as 

those who received reintegration assistance from Agar Ethiopia and WISE, and those who did not, 

those who stayed legally and those who stayed illegally, and those stayed for a long time and those 

who stayed for only a short time. The groups had six, four, eight and eight participants, respectively 

(see Chapter 2 Methodological approach, for details).  

In general, the focus group discussions were helpful in identifying the core issues in migration and 

in the return and reintegration processes, as well as confirming the accuracy of the data, but they 

were not without limitations. Hesitation to discuss taboo subjects in Ethiopian culture and 
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traumatic experiences (such as rape, drug issues and forced prostitution) was observed in the focus 

group discussions, perhaps for fear of judgment by other group members. Hence, conducting 

individual interviews in addition to focus groups was very important. 

Individual interviews 

To triangulate the information obtained in the focus group discussions, in-depth personal 

interviews were held. Data saturation was considered in deciding when to stop the interview 

process: when no additional information was obtained from the interviews, the interviews were 

stopped. A total of 42 individual interviews were held with 36 returnees. Non-directive interview 

questions such as “Tell me briefly about your life before migration”, “Tell me your typical day as 

a migrant in destination country”, “Why did you return?”, “What are the good or bad experiences 

you encountered after return”, were asked.  

All of the participants gave their consent to audio record the interviews. Table 3 presents a 

summary of the focus group discussions and individual interviews conducted.  
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Table 3. Data collection tools 

 

 

 

No. of 

participants 

Focus group 

discussions 

Individual interviews 

First round Second round  

New Follow-up  

26 14 22 6 

Total 26 42 

 

1.5.3 Data analysis 

Data gathered from various sources was integrated in order to analyze the data. A common 

qualitative procedure was used to analyze the data in all chapters, namely, organizing the data, 

then coding, identifying and categorizing emerging patterns, integrating field notes and memos, 

and interpreting the data. In order to facilitate this process, ATLAS.ti qualitative software was 

used. Both an inductive approach, in which themes emerged from the data, and a deductive 

approach, in which theoretical concepts were applied to the data, were used. Different qualitative 

analysis methods, such as thematic analysis (Chapters 2 and 5), a directed approach to content 

analysis (Chapter 3), and a two-step hybrid approach (Chapter 4), were used. This was dictated by 

the theoretical framework used and the research question raised in each chapter. The validity of 

the data was ensured through the triangulation of sources (participants, NGO coordinators, and 

officials) and methods (focus group discussions, observations, and interviews), as well as member 

checking, where the data collected and transcribed was re-discussed in the focus group discussions 

with the participants in the study so that they could confirm the plausibility of the information. In 

Chapters 2 and 3, the analysis of the data was done collaboratively with other colleagues. This 

helped to ensure the reliability of the interpretation and coding process.  

1.5.4 Ethical considerations 

The importance of respecting the rights of research participants and ethical considerations is 

fundamental in both academic and practical action research (Corti, Day, & Backhouse, 2000; Orb, 

Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2001). Given that the participants in this dissertation are from vulnerable 

groups and may have experienced violence and exploitation, the utmost effort was taken to balance 
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the rights of the participants with the needs of the research (Orb et al., 2001). Ethical considerations 

were an integral part of the research design, collection, analysis, and reporting.  

All interviews began with an explanation of the purpose and objectives of the research, how the 

data would be used and reported, the estimated time the discussion or interview might take, and 

the right to withdraw from the study at any point. Permission was also sought from the participants 

to record the interview using a voice recorder, and all agreed. Participants were assured of the 

confidentiality of the data. Informed consent was gathered, in some cases in writing and in other 

cases verbally, depending on what the participants preferred. The participants were told that there 

was no financial incentive for participating in the study to protect the integrity of data. No 

compensation was provided to participants, except for coffee, snacks, and lunch provided during 

some interviews and focus group discussions, as well as transportation costs after the interview 

(100 Ethiopian birr). 

During the interviews participants sometimes became very emotional while talking about the 

violence that they had experienced. In all cases, ongoing consent was requested and participants 

were asked if they wanted to proceed with the interview or to stop or take a break. Surprisingly, 

many of the participants found it important to share their experiences for the sake of other migrants 

who are suffering in destination countries and to inform those who were thinking about want to 

migrating. The participants appeared to feel relieved talking about the violence and associated 

shame and anger. In fact, some told me that they were unable to talk about these matters even to 

their family members and were happy to share as long as their identity was not revealed. A few 

asked me to provide the final results to the Ethiopian government so that they might improve 

protection for Ethiopian citizens abroad. The majority angrily discussed how the Ethiopian 

embassies in destination countries failed to protect them.  

In analyzing and reporting data, the utmost effort was made to protect the rights of the participants. 

The transcription of audiotaped interviews was conducted by me and a research assistant. The 

transcribed documents were also translated from Amharic to English by a linguist. The translated 

documents were rechecked against the original transcripts for accuracy and consistency of 

meaning. In all cases, only codes were used to identify the participants, and the research assistants 

(transcribers and translators) were asked to delete all information afterwards. Numbers were used 

to identify the research participants instead of names in the transcription, translation, and reporting 
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of the results. In some cases, pseudonyms were used in reporting the results of the data. In general, 

ethics standards for conducting qualitative research were followed and efforts made to balance the 

goals of the research and the rights of participants.  

1.6 Organization of the thesis 

This study is based on four independent and interrelated empirical studies on the reintegration of 

Ethiopian women return migrants from the Arabian Gulf. The first chapter provides an 

introduction in the form of the background, the research context, and a brief literature review on 

the migration experiences and reintegration of return migrants, mainly domestic workers, and the 

organization of the paper. The second chapter deals with migration-related traumatic incidents and 

the coping mechanisms adopted by Ethiopian women return migrants upon their return. The third 

chapter deals with the economic reintegration of women return migrants and reintegration 

assistance programs in the home country. The fourth chapter deals with the stigma and marital 

prospects of the returnees and how these might affect their reintegration process. The fifth chapter 

deals with the dynamics that migration experiences to the Arabian Gulf bring to relationships 

between returnees and their families and how these can affect the returnee’s sense of belonging. 

And, finally, in Chapter 6, the main findings, theoretical and practical contributions, and future 

research directions are presented.   
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CHAPTER 2 

The Exploitation Narratives and Coping Strategies of Ethiopian 

Female Return Migrants from the Arabian Gulf2 

Abstract 

A large number of unskilled women from least developed countries engage in international 

migration as domestic workers. Although the transnational migration experiences of these women 

could be empowering, female migrants are vulnerable to exploitation. This paper explores the 

migration experiences of Ethiopian women who migrate to Arabian Gulf countries as domestic 

workers under the kafala labor sponsorship system and how they cope with their traumatic 

experiences upon return to Ethiopia. Forty-eight Ethiopian female former domestic workers who 

had returned from Arabian Gulf countries participated in this study. The study found that both 

female migrants who live with their sponsor/employer and those who run away from their 

sponsor/employer are exposed to various forms of racialized, gendered and economic exploitation 

at different stages of the migration process. The study also found that upon returning to Ethiopia, 

these women use sense-making and benefit-finding strategies to cope with their multiple 

exploitation experiences. 

2.1 Introduction 

Temporary contract migration, facilitated by temporary migration schemes, is becoming 

increasingly common in many regions of the world, particularly given the growing number of 

workers in highly feminized sectors like domestic work (Piper, 2004, 2008, 2010; Yeoh & 

Ramdas, 2014). Such migration schemes have led to the increased participation of women. 

Transnational migration can potentially be an empowering experience for women. Many women 

use temporary contract migration as an escape route from unwanted marriages, abusive 

relationships, poverty, and dependence on male-dominated patriarchal structures in their home 

country. Temporary contract migration can also be a way for women to support their families, 

develop skills or uphold ideals of womanhood (Parreñas, 2005). At the same time, foreign 

                                                
2 The paper is published in Journal of Gender, Place & Culture as: Nisrane, B. L., Ossewaarde, R. & Need, A. (2019). 

The exploitation narratives and coping strategies of Ethiopian female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf.  
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countries can leave migrant domestic workers vulnerable to multiple exploitations because of their 

gender, class, race, religion and nationality (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Silvey, 2009; Minaye 

2012; Yeoh & Ramdas, 2014; Yeoh, Platt, Khoo, Lam & Baey, 2017). Such racialized, gendered 

and economic exploitation includes deprivation of rest and food, sexual assault including rape, and 

psychological abuse such as being threatened (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Minaye, 2012; 

Anbesse et al., 2009; Wickramage, De Silva & Peiris, 2017).  

Under existing institutional arrangements for temporary contract migration it is difficult to prevent 

such multiple exploitation and protect the human rights, physical safety, and psychological health 

of migrant women. The vulnerability of migrant women is exacerbated by temporary migration 

schemes that tie migrants to specific sponsors/employers for a specific period of time 

(Mantouvalou, 2015; Bosmans et al., 2016; Wickramage et al., 2017). Under these schemes, the 

governments of supply countries provide unskilled migrant workers at a low cost, seeking to 

develop a comparative advantage over other states in relation to labor supply. Both governments 

of supply countries and receiving countries benefit from this. Yeoh et al. (2017) explain how 

Singapore takes advantage of the supply of Indonesian women in this ‘migration industry’. In 

Singapore, Indonesian workers use a work permit system which grants short-term contracts and 

enables easy repatriation. These migrant workers do not have the right to bring along dependents, 

marry Singaporean citizens, and are repatriated if found to be pregnant. Such temporary migration 

schemes are described as operating as “technologies of servitude” (Yeoh et al., 2017, p. 424) and 

as “machinations of structural and institutionalized violence” (Fluri & Piedalue, 2017, p. 537). 

Migrant workers are governed to accept their structurally-servile positions through transnational 

gendered processes that are marked by racialized, gendered and economic exploitation. 

The kafala labor sponsorship system (a system that binds migrant workers to their employer and/or 

sponsor in Arabian Gulf countries, see Bajracharya & Sijapati, 2012) in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 

United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon is another example of a 

temporary migration scheme (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Pande, 2013; Demissie, 2018). Under 

the kafala system, migrant workers enter the destination country under the financial and legal 

responsibility of a specific employer, and stay with the same employer for the duration of the work 

contract (Pande, 2013; Mahdavi, 2013). The purpose of tying migrant workers to one employer is 

twofold: to provide protection for the Arab employer (who bears the financial costs of bringing 
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the migrant) and to prevent migrants from permanently settling in the Arabian Gulf destination 

countries (Frantz, 2013). The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states host more than 15 million 

foreign workers (Frantz, 2013). In countries like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, some 90% of all 

households employ migrant domestic workers. More than two million temporary domestic 

workers, from countries like Ethiopia, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Philippines and India, make use of the 

kafala labor sponsorship system to enter the Arabian Gulf.  

The kafala system is criticized by many for producing a readily exploitable workforce, as it creates 

an unbalanced power relation between employers (kafeel) and migrants (Pande, 2013; Mahdavi, 

2013). Numerous human rights groups have reported widespread human trafficking, violence, 

rape, beating, starvation, excessive domestic work, debt bondage, sexual slavery, and servitude to 

other households. In the Arabian Gulf suicide rates are high among migrant workers (Dervic et al., 

2012). In 2013, in Saudi Arabia, 37% of the documented suicides were of Ethiopian female 

domestic workers. And every week one domestic worker commits a suicide in Lebanon (The 

Guardian, 2012). After returning to their home country, many female migrants suffer from mental 

disorders (Anbesse, Hanlon, Alem, Packer & Whitley, 2009; Minaye, 2012) due to the trauma of 

having been exploited in multiple ways. 

While the racialized, gendered and economic exploitation of women migrants, before and during 

their migration, including at their place of work, has been frequently narrated, especially in relation 

to Asian migrants, how women cope with their multiple exploitation experiences during their 

migration and after they return from abroad to their home country is as an under-researched area 

(Anbesse et al., 2009; Kronfol, Saleh & Al-Ghafry, 2014; Minaye, 2012; Pande, 2012; 

Wickramage, De Silva & Peiris, 2017). More knowledge is needed about the coping mechanisms 

female domestic returnees use to deal with their traumatic past and make sense of their multiple 

exploitation experiences, as part of their efforts to reintegrate into their home community. The aim 

of this article is to explore how Ethiopian female return migrants from Arabian Gulf countries 

narrate and cope with their racialized, gendered and economic exploitation experiences in the 

process of resettling back into life in Addis Ababa. To our knowledge, this is the first study of its 

kind to explore the post-migration coping mechanism of female domestic workers, and it is hoped 

that it will greatly add to our understanding of these group of migrants and how they cope with the 

their migration experiences.  
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Forty-eight female Ethiopian return migrants, who had served as domestic workers in the Arabian 

Gulf countries, were interviewed for this study. These women were asked, in individual interviews 

and focus group discussions, to describe their experiences pre-migration, during the migration 

journey to the Arabian Gulf countries, and pre- and post-resettlement in the host country. A 

thematic content analysis was used to find out how the returnees cope with their exploitation 

experiences in the process of resettlement in Addis Ababa. In the next sections, we briefly discuss 

the coping strategies of Ethiopian female returnees from the Arabian Gulf, before presenting the 

methodological approach, followed by the analysis of the interviews and focus group discussions. 

Finally, we make some concluding remarks 

2.2 Coping strategies: Sense-making and benefit-finding  

The migration of Ethiopian women under the kafala system to places in the Arabian Gulf comes 

with a high risk of racialized, gendered and economic exploitation during the migration journey 

and while at work (De Regt, 2010; Minaye, 2012). Such women, particularly those who serve as 

live-in maids in domestic houses, are typically subjected to physical, sexual and psychological 

abuse, which can be classified as trauma (Bhugra, 2004; Ladegaard, 2015; Wickramage et al., 

2017; Habtamu, Minaye & Zeleke, 2017). When they return to their home country, these women 

must reintegrate and cope with their multiple exploitation experiences abroad.  

Coping with the trauma of exploitation during the migration experience is different from coping 

after returning to the home country. Coping with exploitation abroad, as a female migrant domestic 

worker in the house of the foreign employer, is typically focused on changing the immediate 

situation. Such coping involves stress management strategies and immediate interactions with the 

exploiter, in direct, highly-stressful confrontations in a hostile, fundamentally unsafe environment 

(Pande, 2013; Van der Ham et al., 2015). However, coping with past multiple exploitation 

experiences in a context of reintegration involves different coping strategies. Returnees no longer 

face immediate danger, but are haunted by their memories. In their struggle to reintegrate, 

returnees typically seek to accept their ‘fate’ and attempt to move on with their lives in their home 

country, leaving their painful migration experiences behind them. In other words, the coping 

strategies of migrants are distinctive from returnees. Park and Folkman (1997) point out that 

victimized or violated people actively look for plausible reasons as to why traumatic incidents 
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happen. Traumatized people attribute meaning to their adverse experiences in order to come to 

terms with them. Coping may also involve looking for perceived benefits. In their strategies, 

traumatized people make downward comparisons and positively re-interpret their adverse 

experiences (Park & Folkman, 1997).  

In the context of Ethiopian female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf, it is expected that their 

coping efforts revolve around a cognitive restructuring process to enable them to resettle in Addis 

Ababa. It is expected that returnees change their perspective and interpretation of the meaning of 

the racialized, gendered and economic exploitation they have experienced in the Arabian Gulf, 

rather than trying to solve the problem of their exploitation itself (problem-focused coping). It is 

also expected that they try to minimize the distress caused by their multiple exploitations (emotion-

focused coping) (Wright, Crawford & Sebastian, 2007; Lindio-McGovern & Wallimann, 2009). 

In the cognitive restructuring process that traumatized or exploited people undergo, two types of 

coping strategies can be distinguished: sense-making and benefit-finding (Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema 

& Larson, 1998; Davis & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2001; Currier, Holland & Neimeyer, 2006; Wright et 

al., 2007). Sense-making is where the victim looks for some kind of explanation for the traumatic 

exploitation experience in order to comprehend it (Park & Folkman, 1997; Davis et al., 1998). 

Benefit-finding is pursued in an attempt to get something positive (like personal growth and 

increased strength) out of the traumatic exploitation experience in order to accept it (Wright et al., 

2007; Holland et al., 2006). Benefit-finding is a strategy that involves looking for something good 

amidst a bad experience. In the context of our enquiry into the coping strategies used by Ethiopian 

female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf countries to reintegrate into life in Addis Ababa, it 

is expected that both coping strategies are used in the narrations of their migration life under the 

kafala labor sponsorship system.  

2.3 Methodological approach 

The data used in this study is based on fieldwork conducted in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia from January 

to March 2015 and January to March 2016. In collaboration with three local non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) working on the return and reintegration of Ethiopian women migrants from 

countries in the Arabian Gulf, returnees were recruited for participation in the study. One of the 

NGOs (Agar Ethiopia) focuses on programs related to the rehabilitation of traumatized returnees, 
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mainly physically injured and mentally ill female returnees. Upon recovery, this NGO provides 

them with vocational skills training that might enable these returnees to generate income. The other 

two NGOs (Live Addis and WISE) mainly provide returnees with vocational skills training and 

start-up capital for businesses. The researchers participated in different workshops, reintegration 

assistance training, and social gatherings organized by the three local NGOs, with the aim of 

creating trust-based relationships with the returnees. These local NGOs selected the first few 

returnees for the interviews and focus group discussions, after which a snowball sampling method 

was used with participants referring other returnees, including those who had received support 

from government and NGOs and those who had not.  

The first author of this article conducted the fieldwork. She speaks the same language as the 

returnees and is of a similar age. This helped the returnees to open up about very personal and 

sometimes difficult experiences they had in the Arabian Gulf countries. These interviews would 

not have been possible if the data collector had been foreign or male (Minaye, 2012).  

A total of 48 Ethiopian women returnees who live in Addis Ababa participated in this study. The 

research objective, confidentiality of the discussions, and importance of audiotaping the interviews 

and group discussions were explained to the participants and their consent obtained. Data 

saturation – the redundancy of responses on major themes with limited new insights – was used as 

a guide to determine the appropriate number of participants for the study (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 

2006). From the 48 participants, 15 lived with their sponsors (legally) throughout their time as a 

domestic worker in the Arabian Gulf countries. Another 26 of the participants first lived in the 

host country legally with their sponsors and then, because of the exploitation they experienced, 

ran away from their sponsors. These women then resided illegally in the host country, as the kafala 

system makes it illegal to stay in the host country without a sponsor. In addition, 7 participants did 

not have any sponsor throughout their migration experience. A total of 20 out of the 48 women 

returned involuntarily and 28 returned voluntarily (see Annex 5 for details). Of the participants in 

the study, 30 received reintegration assistance from NGOs or the government (in the form of basic 

business and vocational skills training, assistance to open small shops, and health-related 

assistance), whereas 18 did not receive any reintegration assistance. The reason for selecting the 

participants with diverse migration and reintegration experiences was to examine the role of 
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kafala, voluntariness/involuntariness and reintegration support programs in the home country in 

order to evaluate the differences in the coping process and use of coping strategies by returnees.  

The data collection process was a two-stage process starting with a focus group discussion and 

followed by an individual interview. The group discussion topics and semi-structured interview 

guidelines were prepared in English. The topic themes included general background information 

on pre-migration, migration, and post-migration (return) experiences. The guidelines were 

translated from English to Amharic, which is the local language of both the participants and the 

first author of this paper. To grasp the general migration process and possible exploitation 

experiences at each stage, data collection was started with focus group discussions. Four focus 

group discussions with six, four, eight and eight group members, respectively, were held with 

returnees with diverse migration and return experiences. The focus group discussions helped the 

researchers to identify the main exploitation experiences of the returnees at the different stages of 

the migration process.  

Hesitation to discuss some traumatic experiences (such as rape and forced prostitution) in the focus 

group discussions was observed, possibly for fear of judgment by the group members, as these 

subjects are taboos in Ethiopian culture. To make sure all experiences were captured, including 

taboo subjects, and to triangulate the information obtained in the focus group discussions, in-depth 

personal interviews were held. Thirty-six returnees were interviewed to gather detailed 

information about their exploitation experiences and how they coped with them. The individual 

interviews provided participants with an opportunity to express their personal experiences, both of 

the migration and its aftermath, without fear of judgment by others. The returnees shared painful 

pre-migration, migration, and post-migration (return) experiences and how they coped with the 

experiences.  

To make sure that every experience was captured and no experience lost, every new theme in the 

individual interviews was well explored till data saturation was reached. Both group discussions 

and individual interviews were audio-recorded. Focus group discussions lasted on average one 

hour and forty minutes and individual interviews lasted on average an hour. A transcript was made 

from the audiotape in Amharic by the first author and a research assistant. The transcribed 
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documents were subsequently translated into English by a linguist and rechecked by the first author 

for consistency.  

In analyzing the data, we focused on how the Ethiopian female return migrants who participated 

in this study described their exploitation experiences and how they cope with these experiences in 

the aftermath of their migration to the Arabian Gulf countries. We analyzed in depth the interview 

and focus group discussion transcripts to identify patterns in the returnees’ narratives of 

exploitation at the different stages of the migration process. We focused on where, how, what and 

by whom their exploitation occurred. Coping strategies were coded in detail (using ATLAS.ti) 

according to each exploitation experience.  

2.4 Exploitation narratives and coping strategies while in the Arabian Gulf 

The Ethiopian female return migrants we interviewed typically explained that extreme poverty and 

the desire to change the economic status of their family motivated their migration journey to the 

Arabian Gulf countries. Almost all of the participants said that the dire economic situation they 

and their family were in was the main reason for migration. They reported using both legal and 

illegal agents/brokers to facilitate the migration process. Either way, legal or illegal, their 

migration process and exploitation experiences in the Arabian Gulf were similar. A great number 

of the Ethiopian female return migrants in our study reported that deception by both legal and 

illegal brokers regarding job description, amount of pay, and other issues is common.  

Under the kafala system, migrants are bound by law to stay with their sponsor until the end of their 

contract period, which in most cases is two or three years (Pande 2013). Often their passport is 

confiscated by their employer and they are prohibited from going out of the house unless 

accompanied by their employer. The kafala system makes it difficult to change employer, even in 

the case of human rights violation. In our focus group discussions and interviews, respondents 

explained that the violation of basic human rights by their employer in their work place 

(employer’s house) was commonplace. Most of the participants in our study mentioned 

exploitation experiences such as deprivation of food and rest, overwork, confinement, servitude to 

other households, beating and sexual assault. They also stated that they did not receive any legal 

protection from the Ethiopian embassy, agents or any official legal body in the Arabian Gulf. We 

analyzed and compared various coping strategies adopted based on migration experiences such as 
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residing legally/illegally in the host country, and return experiences, such as voluntary/involuntary 

repatriation and receiving/not receiving reintegration assistance from NGOs or the government. 

Residing legally in the host county means abiding by the kafala labor system, which requires 

staying in the employer’s house as a live-in maid for the duration of the contract. In this way, 

temporary migration schemes, such as the kafala system, operate as a ‘technology of servitude’ 

(Yeoh et al., 2017). Ethiopian female domestic workers are systematically beaten and deprived of 

basic needs, so as to break their resistance and make them submit. They are violently governed 

through racial and gendered processes to make them accept their servile position. Employers are 

reported to frequently threaten domestic workers and Arab wives play a tyrannical role in the 

household in the sense that they tend to treat Ethiopian migrant women as their slaves and as 

potential mistresses.  

Respondents who found themselves trapped in this situation of multiple exploitation described it 

as continuing till the end of the contract period. In this situation of fear and hopelessness, they 

mentioned feeling weak and ill at times, apathetic and unable to sleep properly, mainly out of fear 

of being assaulted at night. The thematic analysis of data revealed that migrants used emotion-

focused coping strategies to deal with traumatic events while staying in the employer’s house. 

Prayer and crying were frequently mentioned as coping mechanisms. In some cases, tolerating the 

situation in the hope of a better future was mentioned as a coping strategy. 

On the other hand, 26 out of the 48 participants reported trying to cope by escaping from the 

employer’s house, despite the risk. Hence, their coping strategy revolved around actively changing 

the situation (problem-focused). The narrative of the following participant shows the kind of 

despair that migrants experience:  

Her husband had a gun and I always felt like using it for killing her. I decided to kill her 

and kill myself too. You think that committing such a crime is a big thing but killing 

somebody when you lose hope is not difficult. I stayed three months in such a horrible 

condition. I could not eat and lost a lot of weight. One day I found the opportunity and I 

ran out of the house in the middle of the night with my night wear only. (Interview 2) 
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Most of our respondents narrated how they considered committing, or actually attempted to 

commit, suicide to escape from the unbearable situation they found themselves in. In our 

interviews with them, it appeared that the majority of migrant workers experienced extreme 

despair and a suicidal mental state during their time in the Arabian Gulf. This shows the 

unbearableness of the exploitation experiences, given that suicide is highly condemned in 

Ethiopia’s religious traditions. In Ethiopia, those who commit suicide are widely regarded as 

‘condemned sinners’ (Alem et al., 1999, p.65).  

Given that under the kafala system working without a designated sponsor makes the migrants 

illegal in the Arabian Gulf region, Ethiopian migrant domestic workers can be easily imprisoned 

and deported. In other words, escaping the household exposes Ethiopian migrant domestic workers 

to new traumatic experiences. After escaping from their abusive sponsors, migrants come to 

depend on illegal brokers and traffickers to find a job and shelter, and, in most cases, the 

interviewees said that these agents lured them into sexual enslavement.  

In sum, in the work place (their employer’s house), migrant domestic workers experience multiple 

exploitations – all of our interviewees reported being exploited to varying degrees – that often 

converge to create an unbearable situation. Escape from their employer’s house, often with the 

help of an illegal agent, however, can make matters worse, as these agents often force women into 

prostitution. Regarding coping strategies, both problem-focused coping (escaping from the 

employer and trying to change the situation) and emotion-focused coping (crying and praying to 

deal with the distress caused by the migration process) were found to be used as coping 

mechanisms during migration. 

2.5 Coping strategies upon returning to Addis Ababa 

Once Ethiopian migrant workers return from the Arabian Gulf and resettle in Ethiopia, they are 

forced to cope with the exploitation they have experienced abroad as migrant workers. From our 

interviews (from their narratives of coming to terms with their experiences), it appears that the 

sense-making (attributing cultural meaning or sense to experiences) by returnees is typically 

racialized. That is, returnees make sense of their exploitation experiences by attributing the 

'otherness' of the Arabs as an excuse for their wrongdoing.  
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This racialized sense-making is most clearly illustrated by a returnee who escaped the house where 

she was employed because of physical exploitation (lack of sleep and food deprivation) with the 

help of an Ethiopian agent. To her dismay, she narrates, she found that she was to live in a house 

with four Ethiopian male brokers, who all expected to have sexual relations with her. She survived 

an attempt of rape by one of the men and decided to escape from the brokers’ house and move to 

another city, via a dangerous journey; on her way she was raped by two Saudi policemen. To make 

sense of what she went through in Saudi Arabia, she has constructed a racialized understanding of 

her experience in the following way:  

I was brave enough to escape from the danger of rape while I was living with the Ethiopian 

guys, but I was raped by Arab policemen. Thank God there were only two of them. If there 

were more, they might have raped us in a group… I am glad I was not raped by the 

Ethiopian men, though, because I would not stop thinking about it, and I might have 

developed a lifelong hatred and rage towards every Ethiopian man. But with the Arabs, if 

you think they are people from another country, it is still hard, but it is easier to let go and 

forgive. I literally prefer to die than to be raped by an Ethiopian man. (Interview 1) 

This returnee makes sense of being raped by Saudi Arabian policemen through a racialized 

explanation: rape fits with being Arab. In her sense-making, rape does not fit with being Ethiopian 

(rape by Ethiopian men is strongly denounced). This is not a unique experience and narrative, but 

quite common among Ethiopian returnees. Despite the fact that Ethiopia is highly patriarchal, and 

domestic violence and masculine dominance is prevalent and implicitly accepted (Kedir & 

Admasachew, 2010), our respondents denounced the violence they suffer at the hands of 

Ethiopians in the Arabian Gulf. From their narratives it was implied that they expect benevolence 

and Ethiopian solidarity while abroad in a hostile environment. Such violence grossly violates their 

(nationalistic) expectations. With Arabs, they have lower expectations. Such racialization 

apparently facilitates sense-making, while at the same time marking the limits of sense-making as 

a coping strategy. They cannot cope with the experience of being raped by an Ethiopian in the 

Arabian Gulf. In other words, not all experiences of exploitation can be made sense of by the 

returnees. Our respondents said that they find it most difficult to make sense of the abusive conduct 

of Ethiopian agents, given the absence of a racial explanation. These women typically say that they 
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cannot understand why their fellow Ethiopians enslaved them, yet they do expect, and perhaps 

even accept as a sense-making strategy, the tyranny of Arab agents. 

To come to terms with their experiences upon return to Addis Ababa, returnees typically need to 

use more than one coping strategy. In addition to sense-making, benefit-finding appears to be a 

common strategy used by returnees to come to terms with their experiences in the Arabian Gulf. 

Returnees typically look for something positive (like having survived) in their experiences and 

usually articulate this in religious language. They compare their own suffering to even less 

fortunate domestic workers (including those who did commit suicide), and they imagine the worst 

situation they could possibly, and plausibly, have been in. In other words, they emphasize that 

their experiences could have been worse, thereby minimizing their own negative experiences. For 

instance, those who have been raped or subjected to brutal physical or psychological exploitation, 

explain that they are thankful that they have been able to return to Addis Ababa safely. They 

compare themselves with those who lost their life in the Arabian Gulf or who have been disabled 

or disfigured due to the physical violence of their Arab employers. As one returnee articulated: 

Praise God, I didn’t face other bad things… I really regret very much [going to the Arabian 

Gulf]. I faced all these agonies and troubles… I feel happy because I am alive. When I 

observe several disabled women returnees, I praise God for making me able. (Interview 9)  

Benefit-finding appears to be a common coping strategy among returnees. The vast majority of 

participants used it. Some returnees try to cope with their experiences by making them a 

constitutive part of their new life in Addis Ababa. Such returnees develop new life principles in 

the aftermath of their migration experiences. Such benefit-finding is expressed in terms like: 

Allah be praised! Unless you travel somewhere, you would not appreciate the good things 

in your country. (Interview 19) 

Or, 

You will be stronger as a person because you pass through a difficult path there and …you 

think you should work hard here also. (Focus group discussion 2)  

The adoption of such attitudes and consideration of the exploitation experience as a learning 

experience that is vital to personal growth and has value in the post-migration phase, are not 
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uncommon. In other words, from our interviews and focus group discussions it appears that 

benefit-finding is used as a strategy to distinguish between the past and present, and to distinguish 

between places. There and then is constructed as a school for present success, which is realized 

via the capacity for suffering and hard work that has been learned in the Arabian Gulf. 

Apart from benefit-finding in their own survival or their own personal development, returnees also 

find benefits for their family. Returnees typically do not generate the financial and material gains 

that they expected from domestic work in the Arabian Gulf (Nisrane et al. 2017). The majority of 

respondents stressed that, as migrant workers, they sent their meager salary almost entirely home 

to family members in Ethiopia. Almost all of them stressed that they felt betrayed when they 

learned that their parents, husband or children did not save anything for them. Some of the 

returnees believed their family had saved enough money so that they would be able to start a small 

business, as they had dreamed about before migrating to the Arabian Gulf. Very few of the 

returnees recouped some of the remittances they had sent. The majority of the returnees said that 

they are financially dependent on their family now. Although returnees tend to be proud of the 

sacrifices they have made for their family, almost all of them emphasize that this sacrifice has been 

too extreme. They try to cope with this bitter experience through benefit-seeking. They focus on 

the blessings that they have brought to their family, typically by comparing their family’s condition 

before and after their migration. That is, they emphasize that their earnings may not have 

financially benefited them personally, but that they have benefited their families, even if this is 

marked by betrayal. They emphasize the benefit for their family and de-emphasize the experience 

of being betrayed by their family and being left with nothing for themselves. The following quote 

illustrates how benefit is found in personal sacrifice for the family. 

Even though I sacrificed a lot and passed through difficult paths, I changed a lot in my 

family life and I am glad I went… This house is rebuilt again and well-furnished compared 

to what it used to be. It was about to fall apart. My younger brother and sisters were able 

to go to a better school, were able to eat better, and were able to dress better. They were 

able to follow their education without the hassle of financially helping my mom. At least 

they did not pass through the difficult childhood I passed through. It was better for them. 

Of course, I did not achieve my ultimate goal, but it changed a lot of things for good in my 

family. (Interview 1) 
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This returnee uses benefit-seeking as a coping strategy by enacting a positive migration-

development nexus (Piper, 2008, p. 1290) in her narrative of suffering. In other words, in the story 

of this particular returnee, the migration-development nexus is part of a benefit-seeking strategy, 

marked by her painful migration experience and framed as sacrifice that benefits the whole family, 

ultimately giving her brother and sisters a future.  

To sum up, the returnees interviewed use sense-making and benefit-seeking (both for themselves 

and their families) as strategies for coping with their exploitation experiences. Racialized sense-

making enables the returnees to look for some kind of explanation that helps them to come to terms 

with their past in the Arabian Gulf and to make sense of their experiences so that they can go on 

with their lives. Their sense-making strategies must be distinguished from their benefit-seeking 

strategies, yet the two strategies cannot be separated. While trying to make sense of their 

experiences, the majority of the returnees applied benefit-seeking strategies. These include making 

comparisons with less fortunate domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf, imagining worse scenarios 

retrospectively to enable them to claim that they could have been even worse off, making their 

experience a ‘school’ for personal development, and making stories of personal sacrifice for the 

greater good of the family. In this way the returnees comfort themselves.  

Finally, the researchers tried to determine if there were differences in coping strategy based on 

return experience (voluntary/involuntary) and receiving reintegration assistance or not; however, 

the coping strategies used to cope with past trauma were found to be similar for most of the 

returnees and no difference was seen in the coping process of the returnees based on their migration 

or return experiences. The support programs provided by the NGOs and the government focused 

on enabling the returnees to be self-sufficient financially and did not in any way affected their 

coping process in relation to their past traumatic experiences. 

2.6 Concluding remarks 

In this paper, we reconstruct, on the basis of interviews and focus group discussions, returnee 

narratives of racialized, gendered and economic exploitation in Arabian Gulf countries and stories 

of coping with these experiences in the process of resettling in Addis Ababa, as articulated by 

Ethiopian female return migrants. Returnees who have lived under the kafala system tell of 

multiple exploitation experiences at different stages of the migration process and in different places 
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(by agents and in their employer’s house), which are marked by patriarchal constructions of 

gender, race, class and sexuality, which leave female Ethiopian domestic workers highly 

vulnerable to exploitation (Fluri & Piedalue, 2017).  

To deal with adverse conditions while in exile, migrants use problem-focused coping (such as 

escaping from their employer’s house) and emotion-focused coping (such as trying to minimize 

the distress caused by praying or crying). Returnees use sense-making and benefit-seeking as 

coping strategies upon their return to their home country to come to terms with the aftermath of 

their traumatic experiences. In benefit-seeking, they try to cope with their migration-related trauma 

by making downward comparisons with worse-off migrants and by comparing their own situation 

with possible worse scenarios. Also, they find benefit in the sense that they consider their 

experiences as the price paid for the betterment of their families or as a way of ‘learning the hard 

way’ – a learning that they believe can be of benefit in their lives in Addis Ababa.  

Their sense-making strategy is most striking. From our research it appears that racial differences 

between Arabs and Ethiopians help the Ethiopian returnees to make sense of their traumatic 

experiences in the Arabian Gulf. Through racialized sense-making returnees manage to understand 

the exploitation – particularly sexual violence – that they have suffered, in the sense that they 

stereotype Arab men as rapists, whereas they do not stereotype Ethiopian men in that way. As one 

implication of such racialized sense-making, returnees could not make sense of abuse and rape by 

Ethiopian agents who live in the Gulf countries.  

In other words, while experiences of exploitation, such as being raped, may be similar, the way of 

coping may differ. In terms of coping, it makes a difference to the returnees whether they are raped 

by an Arab or Ethiopian man – and this difference has a major impact on their ability to come to 

terms with the experience of being raped. This raises the question of why returnees do not try to 

understand or accept rape and sex trafficking by their own compatriots. This is a puzzling question, 

especially if we consider that, in patriarchal Ethiopia, violence against Ethiopian women is 

‘tolerated’ at an individual as well as a societal (rural and urban) level (Kedir & Admasachew, 

2010, p. 438). In a study by Kedir and Admasachew (2010), it appears that many Ethiopian women 

do not view sexual exploitation as a crime and do not report it to the authorities – the exploitation 

by perpetuators tends to be normalized and masculine domination is tacitly ‘accepted’ by women. 

Family pressure to uphold gender conventions, cultural pressure to meet moral standards of gender 
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in patriarchal society, and the resistance of men may explain such ‘acceptance’ (Parreñas, 2005). 

And yet, the Ethiopian women who participated in our study found it difficult to accept or tolerate 

the sexual exploitation of their male and female compatriots in the Arabian Gulf. It may well be 

that the places where the exploitation occurred may have an impact on them accepting or 

denouncing the violence: the Ethiopian female migrants expected support from their compatriots 

who live in the Gulf region as a form of Ethiopian solidarity abroad, only to find out that they were 

deceived. Also, dealing with violence in strange places – outside one’s own known surroundings 

– has an impact on the identity of Ethiopian migrants, which is to say that identity is dynamic and 

shaped by temporal, power and spatial relations (Silvey, 2006; Van Blerk, 2011; Ye, 2014).  

While this paper is one of the first to explore the coping strategies of female return migrants, it is 

not without limitations. We conducted our study after the migrants returned and had stayed in 

Addis Ababa for at least a year. Having returned for a year or more may have had an impact on 

migrants’ sense-making process. Perhaps a different result may have been found if interviews and 

focus group discussions were organized with returnees immediately after their return from the 

Arabian Gulf, before they were confronted with the reality of resettlement in Addis Ababa. For 

future studies into returnees’ narratives of exploitation and coping strategies, we recommend 

considering various timespans and their possible impact on sense-making strategies. Moreover, to 

better understand migration-related trauma and associated coping mechanisms, we recommend 

expanding the scope of respondents, for instance, to include other types of migrants and 

destinations, as migrant workers may experience different types of exploitation by smugglers and 

traffickers and Gulf state authorities (like police officers).  
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CHAPTER 3 

Economic Reintegration of Ethiopian Women Returned From the 

Middle East3 

Abstract 

Current migration studies and policy reviews neglect the vital link between migration experiences 

of labor migrants and their return and reintegration process. The objective of this study is to 

highlight the phenomenon and bring the matter to policy makers’ attention. This study uses in-

depth interviews and a series of focus group discussions to explore the relationship between 

migration experiences and economic reintegration of unskilled Ethiopian women who are return 

migrants from Middle Eastern countries4. Economic reintegration, which in its basic form is about 

securing a livelihood, is a challenge for most returnees. The reason relates to the migration settings, 

preparedness and reintegration assistance in the home county. Reintegration assistance for 

involuntary returnees is beneficial only for those who manage to obtain some savings out of their 

migration. The findings imply the need for policy improvements regarding the working conditions 

of female domestic workers in the host countries and reintegration programs in the home countries. 

3.1 Introduction 

Ethiopia is one of the largest sending countries of female domestic workers to Middle Eastern 

countries (De Regt, 2010). About 1,500 girls were estimated to leave each day to the Middle East 

before the Ethiopian government banned all work-related movement through official channels in 

2013. The ban was installed after the reported abuse and exploitation of Ethiopian women in the 

destination countries (Jones et al., 2014). Unfortunately, the ban did not stop the movement but 

                                                
3 The paper is published as Nisrane, B. L., Morissens, A., Need, A., & Torenvlied, R. (2017). Economic reintegration 

of Ethiopian women returned from the Middle East. International Migration.  

4 The returnees who participated in this study traveled to the Middle Eastern countries of Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, 

Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Araba, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen, one or more times. In this dissertation the terms 

Middle Eastern countries and Arabian Gulf countries are used interchangeably because most of the Middle Eastern 

countries where the participants migrated to are also a member of the six Arabian Gulf Countries (Saudi Arabia, 

Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman). 
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rather caused an increase in the number of women leaving through illegal channels. On the other 

hand, the return and reintegration of these migrants into the socio-economic context of their 

country did not get any attention until the expulsion of about 160,000 Ethiopian irregular migrants 

from Saudi Arabia following the Arab spring. Both the Ethiopian government and local and 

international NGOs responded to the problem and provided reintegration assistance for the 

returnees. The assistance included psychological counselling programs; vocational training in 

various areas such as cooking, hairdressing, urban agriculture like poultry raising and producing 

construction materials for six to eight weeks; work sheds; credit facilities; and health care for those 

who were traumatized (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016). The influence of reintegration assistance and 

migration experiences on the reintegration process of return migrants is significant (Ruben et al., 

2009). However, little is known as to how these factors affect the return and reintegration process 

of unskilled domestic workers. By analyzing the lived experience of female return migrants from 

the Middle East, this study answers the following two questions:  

 How do past migration experiences under the kafala labor sponsorship system affect 

the preparedness to return and economic reintegration of unskilled Ethiopian women 

returnees?  

 To what extent does reintegration assistance and support in the home country enable 

returnees to build sustainable livelihoods? 

The answers to these questions add to the understanding of the economic reintegration process of 

this large but understudied group of labor migrants. The large majority of literature regarding 

domestic workers concentrated on the financial, human and sexual exploitation and abuse of the 

migrants, particularly in the Middle Eastern countries. See, for example, the studies by Belay 

(2014), Beydoun (2006), Fernandez (2010), Jureidini and Moukarbel (2004), and Pande (2013). 

There is little literature that shows the impact of such precarious migration experiences at the 

destination and of post-return reintegration assistance programs in the home country on domestic 

return migrants’ ability to build a sustainable livelihood. Our study contributes greatly in this 

regard. In addition, the answers enlighten policy makers on devising strategies that bring about the 

successful economic reintegration of return migrants. In this study, the ability of return migrants 

to secure their livelihood was taken as an indicator of successful economic reintegration 

(Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011). 
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The article starts with a brief overview of literature regarding the migration experience of domestic 

workers in contract labor programs, preparedness, post-return assistance programs and the impact 

of these on their reintegration in the home country. Next, we present the methods section, followed 

by results and discussion. In the concluding section, we provide answers to our research questions, 

discuss the strengths and limitations of our approach and draw conclusions about the policy 

implications of our findings.  

3.2 Theory 

The migration experience of female domestic migrants is characterized by restricted resource 

mobilization, limited or no legal protection and precarious working conditions. A number of 

scholars identify the root causes that put domestic migrant workers in such an underprivileged 

position. According to Mantouvalou (2015), the fact that female domestic migrants’ 

responsibilities take place inside a house, away from the public eye or and authorities’ inspection, 

contributes to the problem. Other scholars argue that a migration setting that ties domestic workers 

with a specific employer is the main cause for the constrained migration experience of domestic 

migrant workers (Belay, 2014; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Mahdavi, 2013; Pande, 2013). In our 

study, the focus is on the migration setting and the labor sponsorship program found in most 

Middle Eastern countries. Many Middle Eastern countries have a labor sponsorship program called 

the ‘kafala’ by which foreign domestic workers are only permitted to enter the host countries with 

the help of a specific sponsor. The designated sponsor assumes the legal and financial 

responsibilities of the migrants for a specific length of time (Pande, 2013). Legally, the sponsor is 

also the employer. However, there are circumstances where citizens act as a sponsor for migrants 

working for others in exchange for money (Moors & De Regt, 2008). Hence, it is important to 

differentiate between the categories of domestic workers that exist in the Middle Eastern countries: 

first, those who are regular and work under a contract for a specific employer/sponsor who invited 

them; second, those who run away from their sponsor or enter into the country under the pretext 

of pilgrimage, or crossing the sea, and in all cases are irregular and work illegally in the country; 

third, those who buy an ‘iquama’ (resident permit), which makes them regular in the country even 

though the process of getting it might not always be legal (De Regt, 2010; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 

2004; Moors & De Regt, 2008). Domestic workers in the second and third category are better off 

because they can change employers when there is a need. Meanwhile, domestic workers in the first 
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category are vulnerable to exploitation and abuse by sponsors/employers to whom their legal 

existence is tied (Mahdavi, 2013). 

Leaving or changing one’s sponsor, who in most cases is also the employer, requires the consent 

of the sponsor who facilitated the migration; otherwise, it makes the migrant worker an illegal 

resident in the host country (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Mahdavi, 2013; Pande, 2013). Such 

dependency on sponsors increases migrant domestic workers’ vulnerability to exploitation. 

Physical and psychological exploitation such as overwork, starvation, rape, intimidation, insult, 

restrictions on movement and social connection, confiscation of passports and financial 

exploitation such as inability to change workplaces and denial or underpayment of wages are the 

most common migration features of female domestic workers in the Middle Eastern countries 

(Fernandez, 2011; Frantz, 2008; Jureidini, 2010; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Minaye, 2012; 

Pande, 2013).  

Several studies show that the aftermath of a precarious migration experience on the return and 

reintegration of female domestic workers is significant. For example, Anbesse et al. (2009) 

analyzed mental health problems encountered by female domestic workers returning from the 

Middle East. Their results showed that an increasing number of women returning from the region 

experience mental disorders because of the extreme hardship they pass through at the destination. 

Other studies show that social reintegration presents challenges for women returnees such as 

stigma, broken social and family ties and marital conflicts (Bélanger & Rahman, 2013; Parreñas, 

2005; Ullah, 2013). Inability to change employers, underpayment or denial of wages, limited social 

contacts and restricted movement are migration experiences that put strain on economic 

reintegration of contract domestic workers upon return (Minaye, 2012).  

On the other hand, based on a study of 168 Ethiopian involuntarily returned domestic workers 

from Saudi Arabia – both men and women – De Regt and Tafesse (2016) observe that lack of 

preparedness for return is the primary reason for poor social and economic reintegration of 

domestic workers. Preparedness constitutes elements of both readiness and willingness to return 

(Cassarino, 2004). Readiness refers to accumulating the required resources that facilitate the return 

and reintegration processes, while willingness refers to the existence of free will accompanied by 

relevant information about the home country. For domestic workers, particularly in the Middle 

Eastern countries, the labor sponsorship system (kafala) is assumed to affect their preparedness in 
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two ways. First, the system provides full control of the legal existence of the domestic migrant to 

the sponsor. This limits the resources mobilization process of the domestic migrants by putting 

them in a vulnerable position for physical, psychological and financial exploitation. Second, if 

female domestic workers escape from their sponsors, even for the reason of exploitation and abuse, 

they become illegal residents in the country (Pande, 2013). This is assumed to affect both the 

readiness and willingness of women migrants to return, as they might be deported back to their 

country if authorities catch them.  

Social or economic conditions of the returnee’s home country (Cassarino, 2004) and reintegration 

assistance programs such as financial, material and human reintegration assistance programs also 

play a role in the reintegration of return migrants (Grazhdani, 2013; Ruben et al., 2009). 

Unfortunately, the role of reintegration assistance in returnees’ reintegration process is the least 

studied topic in the return and reintegration area. Few studies have examined the impact of post-

return assistance programs on returnees’ reintegration processes (see for example De Regt & 

Tafesse, 2016; Ruben et al., 2009). In most cases, post-return assistance programs are provided to 

involuntarily returned migrants, and they focus on short-term goals rather than bringing long-term 

socio-economic reintegration (Arowolo, 2000; De Regt & Tafesse, 2016). These studies suggest 

that in order to bring long-term benefits, assistance programs need not be just an ad hoc response 

to emergency return programs but rather continuous programs that provide service for both 

voluntarily and involuntarily returning migrants.  

In sum, the above studies indicate the interrelated relationship between migration experience, 

preparedness, post-return assistance and reintegration of return migrants. Cassarino (2004, p. 173) 

best summarizes the link between these four variables. According to Cassarino’s (2004) 

preparedness theory, successful reintegration depends on migrants’ preparation to return, which 

requires time, resource mobilization and willingness to return. However, in order to understand 

the return and reintegration process of unskilled contract labor migrants in the domestic sector, 

particularly in Middle Eastern contexts, the theory needs to be adapted in three ways. First, the 

theory of preparedness assumes that all labor migration experiences lead to a smooth accumulation 

of tangible and intangible resources if optimal time is provided. This may not always be the case 

for unskilled labor migrants, who often work under the domination of a specific sponsor. Migration 

settings that tie migrants to a specific sponsor may affect both the readiness and willingness of the 
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returnees. Second, the theory needs to incorporate the influence of personality traits and abilities 

of the migrant to accumulate resources in the host country and use them in the home country, 

which are also very important for successful reintegration. Third, the theory needs to take into 

account involuntary return, which is a common phenomenon among domestic workers in the 

Middle Eastern countries because of disputes with the sponsor or illegal status in the host country. 

This study adapted the theory of preparedness and included migration settings, personality 

characteristics and reintegration assistance programs in its analytic framework.  

3.3 Methods  

Qualitative data collection and analysis methods are well suited to explore and understand the lived 

experience of migrants (Shin et al., 2009). Accordingly, a qualitative approach in collecting and 

analyzing the data was chosen. Data was collected from January to July 2015 through a focus 

group discussions and individual interviews. Summaries of the focus group discussions and 

individual interviews were reported back to study participants and checked for accuracy.  

To examine the variation in the reintegration process with differing migration and return 

experiences, study participants were selected by means of a stratified purposeful sampling method 

(Patton, 2002). The first stratification criterion was whether or not the participant received 

reintegration assistance in the home country. Then two additional variables  length of stay in the 

host country and working with the kafala labor sponsorship system or not – were used. 

Two local NGOs working in reintegration of women return migrants from the Middle East were 

contacted to select women returnees who have received reintegration assistance. The organizations 

contacted were Women in Self Employment (WISE, www.wise.org.et) and Agar Ethiopia 

(www.agarethiopia.com). Both are located in the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa. To recruit 

participants who had not received any reintegration assistance, we used a snowball sampling 

method. We asked the women participants in WISE and Agar to recruit women in their 

communities who did not receive any reintegration assistance, and then those who were referred 

brought others until the selection process was completed successfully.  

In total, 32 informants were selected equally from the two groups  those who had received 

reintegration assistance and those who had not. Within these groups, whether they had worked 

with the kafala sponsorship system or not and length of stay in the host country were further used 

http://www.wise.org.et/
http://www.agarethiopia.com/
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to categorize the participants (Patton, 2002). The sub-categories were used to make comparisons 

of the returnees’ return preparedness (Cassarino, 2004) and of the reintegration processes in the 

home country. In addition, as reintegration is a process and it needs time, the participants selected 

had stayed at least one year in their home country since their return. After selecting participants 

who fit our study design, the objective of the study was explained to the participants and the 

confidentiality of the discussions was assured. Written consent of the informants was obtained, 

followed by key demographic information through semi-structured questionnaires.  

Out of the 32 women participating in the study, 26 took part in focus group discussions. Four focus 

group discussions were held. The first group was organized with six returnees who received 

reintegration assistance and stayed in their host countries for less than five years. The second group 

consisted of four returnees who received reintegration assistance and stayed more than five years 

in the host country. The third group consisted of eight returnees who had not received any 

reintegration assistance and stayed more than five years. The fourth group was organized with 

eight returnees who had not received any reintegration assistance and stayed in the host country 

for less than five years. All groups were comprised of women who worked legally, illegally or 

both in the host country. Annex 1 shows the details of the participants in this study. 

The focus group discussions allowed us to observe the general picture of the reintegration process 

in relation to the different migration and return experiences. To get detailed data on individual 

experiences and triangulate the information obtained in the focus group discussions, in-depth 

personal interviews were held with 14 participants using semi-structured interview guidelines. The 

selection for the individual interviews was made with the same criteria used for the focus group 

discussions. Data saturation was considered in deciding when to stop the interviewing process. 

Among the 14 women who took part in the individual interviews, 8 participated in the focus group 

discussion and 6 did not. When no additional information was obtained from the interviews, the 

interviewing process was stopped. The in-depth personal interviews provided rich and detailed 

information on the individual experiences of the women, particularly about those aspects that the 

returnees felt embarrassed to talk about in the focus groups such as their involvement in drugs or 

prostitution. 

Both the focus group discussion topics and semi-structured interview guidelines were prepared in 

English and then translated to Amharic, which is the local language of the first author and the 
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informants. All discussions were held in Amharic and were audio-recorded. Focus group 

discussions lasted on average 1 hour and 40 minutes, whereas individual interviews lasted on 

average an hour. A transcription was made from the audiotape. The transcribed documents were 

translated into English by a linguist and checked by the first author for consistency of meanings. 

The results of the focus group discussions were triangulated with the in-depth interview, and both 

reflected similar outputs.  

The first two authors of this paper analyzed the data collaboratively. A combination of a directed 

approach to content analysis method (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and a thematic analysis method 

was used to analyze the data. ATLAS.ti software was used to facilitate the coding process. The 

first, second and third authors of this article agreed on emerging themes, theme categorization and 

relationships.  

3.4 Results and discussion 

The data collected were used to analyze the lived experiences of women returnees from various 

Middle Eastern countries, but mainly Saudi Arabia. Most of the returnees had travelled at least 

twice or more to different countries in the Middle East, predominantly Lebanon, Kuwait and 

Yemen, before they eventually settled in Saudi Arabia. Only 8 participants out of the 32 lived 

under their sponsors throughout their migration period. Eighteen of the participants first lived in 

the host country legally with their sponsors and then ran away from their sponsors to reside in the 

host country illegally. Six of the participants did not have any sponsor throughout their migration 

as they entered through the country under the pretext of ‘Hajji and Umrah’ as Muslim pilgrims 

and overstayed their visa periods to work illegally in the host country. Annex 1 shows the personal 

profile of the respondents. 

Most of the women in this study could not secure their livelihood after their return and are 

financially dependent on their family or relatives for their survival. Remigration is found to be a 

major strategy contemplated by the returnees, as they feel ‘unfit’ for the socio-economic conditions 

in the home country.  

3.4.1 Readiness to return 

Readiness, which is defined as mobilizing the resources that are necessary for return and 

reintegration (Cassarino, 2004), was found to be the main factor for success in economic 
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reintegration for the unskilled women returnees. Those who had the most savings were better 

reintegrated upon their return home. Another significant point our study revealed is that, for female 

domestic workers returning from Middle Eastern countries, resource mobilization and success in 

reintegration are not directly related but are rather mediated by the ability to get back the mobilized 

resources in the home country. Because of their specific migration setting, domestic workers in 

the Middle East cannot use legal financial institutions by themselves to save their money in the 

host country during their migration. The legal system encourages the migrants to remit their salary 

to the home country or keep it with their sponsors or by themselves until they return. This often 

results in entrusting the money to family members in the home country or to legal 

residents/sponsors in the host country. Getting the money back from these people proved to be 

difficult for the women migrants. Most of the women returned to their home country thinking they 

were ‘ready’ only to learn nothing had been saved for them upon their arrival in the home country. 

The following quote from an interview exemplifies the situation. 

It was a total shock and feeling of sadness when I first saw the saving book with only 3,000 

Birr in it. I was shocked […] What else can be as bad as knowing your family did not 

consider the trouble you went through to earn that money? It was very disappointing and 

in fact it was the first and main problem I faced after returning to home. I was asking myself 

how on earth my own family don’t give a shit about the trouble I went through to earn and 

send the money, with a hope that one day I would come back and use a part of it for the 

hair salon I was dreaming to start. It took me a while to let go and accept the situation. 

(Interview 1) 

In most cases, the poor economic condition of the returnee’s family in the home country is the 

reason for using the entrusted money, but that is not always the case. Family members and friends 

also misuse the savings of the migrants thinking the latter earns it easily. For example, one of the 

participants for this study told her story like this: 

I had a lot of money and sent most of it to my mom to use a part of it and save the rest, but 

nothing was saved. I had a good feeling coming back home with the hope to start my own 

business with the money, but there was nothing saved. All my family had their own income 

and they were not that much in need, so that was why I expected them to save some of the 
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money. I was very disappointed, had a fight with my family about it and left home. 

(Interview 5) 

To sum up, readiness was found to be a very important element in successful reintegration. 

However, the migration setting played a role in getting the resources back in the home country. 

Ability to get back the entrusted money in the home country was the most commonly shared 

experience by the participants and a dominant challenge to the economic participation of the 

returnees.  

3.4.2 Resource mobilization and legal status 

In relation to the resource mobilization process, we found that  paradoxically  the sponsorship 

system that exposes the women to various physical, psychological and financial forms of 

exploitation and abuse at the same time enabled the women to save more than those who were 

working without the sponsorship system. However, this holds true only when the kafala system is 

executed in accordance with the contract. Denial of pay was a common problem for most women 

working within the sponsorship system. Generally, women working with a sponsor were paid a 

smaller salary compared to the runaways or the illegal workers, but they were able to save better 

because the sponsor covered their living costs. The women working without a sponsor often earned 

two or three times more than those working with a sponsor, but they were nevertheless unable to 

save money because of high living costs and unnecessary spending. In most cases, those who 

worked outside the kafala system found it easier to get involved in prostitution and selling alcohol 

and drugs to deal with the high living costs or compensate for the time they did not work. Job 

insecurity is another major problem observed in working without a sponsor. In such cases migrants 

live on their savings until they find another job. Job insecurity predominantly affects the resource 

mobilization process of women working without a sponsor and their ‘readiness’ to return.  

The personal traits of the returnees, such as determination to achieve their migration goal and 

money management skills, also matters a great deal. There were returnees who were determined 

to achieve their migration goal; even after running away from their sponsor, they were able to 

accumulate a lot of resources within a short period of time. Married women with kids were more 

determined to achieve their migration goal and accumulated better resources than non-married 

ones. However, they were not able to get back the money they had remitted to be saved in their 

home countries or the materials they had invested in. For example, the following participant in the 
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focus group discussion who repatriated voluntarily, a married woman and mother of one, was very 

successful in achieving her migration goal within 2 years of her stay. She worked with her sponsors 

for three months. After that, she ran away from them and worked illegally for the rest of the time, 

doing the same domestic work and saving as much as possible. At the time of the interview, she 

had no income and she was dependent on her family for her financial needs because her husband 

spent the money unwisely.  

Thank God it was not really bad. I toiled a lot but I saved something…. [M]y husband 

wasted all the money… When I was there I bought a condominium house, settling all its 

cost, and I sent all kinds of home furniture and kitchen accessories. The money I was 

sending was not enough for him. He sold the home furniture and all the things I sent just 

for drinking. I came to Ethiopia hoping to live a happy life with my husband, as I had done 

all I could to buy the house and fill the necessary things in it. I even had a plan to have 

another baby. Believe it or not, I also brought things for my future baby. I was ready to 

lead a happy life. But it was all a dream. At first I couldn’t believe it… I have no money in 

my hands, as I spent it all for buying the house and home furniture. (Focus Group 3, p. 16) 

The above quote shows that the personal behavior and characteristics of the migrants and their 

determination to achieve their goal has more impact on their resource mobilization process than 

their legal status or the number of years abroad. From the focus groups and the individual 

interviews, it became clear that personal behavior matters significantly in mobilizing economic 

resources. Most participants in our study who worked illegally admit and regret their unnecessary 

spending while they lived in the host country. A few were able to work without the sponsorship 

and accumulate more financial resources than those who worked with a sponsor, mainly because 

of their disciplined behavior and organized lifestyle in the host country.  

Overall, the advantages and disadvantages for the resource mobilization process of being a legal 

or illegal worker counterbalance each other. The former allows the migrant to earn only low pay 

but provides opportunity for the money to be saved because the sponsor covers all other costs – 

yet it happens only if the sponsor is good and acts according to the contract. The latter provides an 

opportunity to earn more, but the migrants themselves need to cover the living costs, affecting the 

likelihood of saving the money required for return. Personal behavior and the influence of 

acquaintances were also important in mobilizing more resources for those who lived illegally in 
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the host country. For successful economic participation in the home country, the ability to get back 

the entrusted money upon return was more important than legal status. Getting the money back 

was a problem for both those who lived legally and illegally.  

3.4.3 Resource mobilization and length of stay in host country 

Our study reveals that the number of years stayed in the host country does not improve the ability 

of the returnees to accumulate resources or to be successful in their reintegration process. In this 

study, 13 participants out of the 32 stayed in the host country from 6 months to 5 years, 11 stayed 

5-10 years and 8 stayed more than a decade. Despite variations in the length of stay in the host 

country, we did not observe important differences in their economic reintegration process in their 

country of origin. 

The fact that women who stayed longest in the host country could not mobilize more resources 

than women who stayed a shorter period could be explained by the following three factors. First, 

a majority of the women send their poor families in the home country money for daily household 

consumption. Especially if the sending of remittances is combined with low pay, it is difficult to 

save money. Second, as the length of time in the host country increases, more migrants start 

working independently without a sponsor. The high living costs and job insecurity are a common 

challenge for those who work illegally in the host country, making it difficult to save money. Third, 

for illegal migrants their inability to exit from the host country freely also contributes to prolonging 

the length of stay in the host country. Due to these factors, migrants who stay longer in the host 

country do not increase their resources more than migrants who stay for a shorter period of time. 

3.4.4 Willingness to return 

Our participants included both women migrants who returned voluntarily and those who returned 

involuntarily. ‘Voluntary return’ was considered throughout the study based on the existence of 

free will by the returnee to return (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011) except in cases of contract 

breach or violation of human rights.  

The preparedness hierarchy outlined by Cassarino (2004) assumes that those repatriated or 

expelled are not prepared for their return and hence typically have low success in their reintegration 

processes in their home country. Our data, which only focused on economic reintegration, shows 

that in addition to preparedness, personal traits and abilities of the returnee matter. It must be noted 

here that Cassarino (2004) suggests a broader concept of reintegration, in which returnees are 
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actors of change in the economic development of their origin country. However, we argue that 

securing one’s livelihood is the basic form of economic reintegration and contribution to 

development. Against all odds, those who were not ‘willing’ to return to their country were 

sometimes successful in generating income and integrating themselves in economic activities. Out 

of the nine participants who were able to generate some kind of income, four were returned without 

their will because of a breach of contract by the sponsor, three were deported forcefully as they 

were captured working without a resident permit, one was voluntarily repatriated and one returned 

willingly to accompany her husband. We observed that the personal traits of these returnees like 

persistence and pro-active behaviors made a difference in their economic participation. This gives 

insight into the relevance of personal behavior for successful reintegration in addition to 

preparedness as expressed in terms of readiness and willingness.  

Given the migration setting in the Middle East for female domestic workers, there are good reasons 

why ‘willingness’ to return might not always result in success in economic reintegration. First, 

most women who migrate to Middle Eastern destinations have a poor educational profile, with no 

possibility to improve their education in the host country, which remains the same for those 

returning both willingly and unwillingly. This poses a challenge to getting returnees employed in 

the private or public sectors on their return. Most women regret quitting their education in 

exchange for migrating abroad. A quote from one returnee who stayed in the Middle East for a 

total of 8 years with different contract jobs illustrates this. After finishing her last contract job, she 

returned willingly to her country to settle for good, but getting employed to earn a living was a 

problem for her since she only completed elementary school before leaving to the Middle East.  

I regret quitting my study and leaving to the Middle East. When I start looking for a job 

now, in most cases they ask if I have at least completed grade 10, even for a cleaning job, 

and that hurts. I could not find a job. (Interview7) 

The migration settings in the Middle Eastern countries and the type of work impede the women 

from developing their education or any other personal skills, and this affects their economic 

participation upon return, irrespective of the migrant’s motivation to return or the length of time 

stayed abroad. 

Second, for most Ethiopian women migrating to the Middle East, the primary migration objective 

is to improve the deprived economic situation of their family, followed by bringing in some 
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financial capital that could enable them to start their own business when they return. In most cases, 

the former objective prevails and the women are unable to save resources for themselves with the 

little money they earn from domestic work within the constrained migration setting. The majority 

of women were supporting their poor family back home with their daily household consumption. 

The sudden return of migrants affects the household consumption of the returnees’ families 

negatively. However, since the migrants were not in a condition to save resources for their return, 

their economic participation in entrepreneurial activities is unlikely, whether they return willingly 

or unwillingly. According to Cassarino (2008), willingness must be backed by readiness, and 

migrants may be willing to return but not ready. However, for Ethiopian domestic workers in the 

Middle Eastern countries, in most cases, readiness cannot be determined beforehand, as migrants 

accumulate their financial resources in the hands of others, mainly family members in the country 

of origin. 

In general, migration settings, personality traits and the nature of jobs migrants engage in affect 

the resource mobilization process as well as the reintegration process of female domestic workers. 

3.4.5 Economic reintegration and assistance 

Finally, we examined the impact of assistance and reintegration outcomes. Assistance provided 

upon return by the government and local or international NGOs includes the provision of medical 

and counselling assistance, a workplace, vocational skill training for about 3-12 weeks and credit 

facilities. However, the reintegration assistance did not prove to be life-changing for the returnees 

in our study. Out of the 22 participants who could not generate any kind of income, 12 received 

reintegration assistance in vocational skills and were provided small shops to start their businesses. 

However, they could not use the assistance provided by the government and NGOs, mainly 

because of a lack of starting capital, bureaucracy and infrastructural problems associated with the 

workplaces provided. The government also facilitated credit options for the women, but they could 

not use them because the returnees perceived the interest rate as prohibitively high. Table 1 shows 

the source of income in relation to reintegration assistance provided.  
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Table 1. Sources of income and reintegration assistance 

 

No. of 

participants 
Sources of income 

from Dec 2015–Feb 2016 
Reintegration support provided 

12 None Basic business skills, workplace, training in food preparation & 
hairdressing 

10 None None 

2 Catering business Basic business skills, workplace, training in food preparation & credit 

facility 

1 Catering business None 

1 Small vegetable and fruit 
shop 

Basic business skills 

1 Employment (saleswoman 
in supermarket) 

Basic business skills, workplace, training in hairdressing 

1 Employment (saleswoman 
in a supermarket) 

None 

1 Own hair salon Basic business skills and training in hairdressing  

1 Laundry worker None 

1 Day shift house maid None 

1* - - 

N=32  

 
Source: Field work, Addis Ababa, December 2015 

Our study revealed that those who received reintegration assistance were better reintegrated than 

those who did not receive any assistance at all. The assistance focused on enabling the women to 

participate in entrepreneurial activities. Nevertheless, this rarely succeeded because migrants did 

not have savings from their migration and had difficulty obtaining loans. Hence, reintegration 

assistance was more useful to those who had some savings.  

3.5 Conclusion  

Using a qualitative approach, this article addressed the question of how past migration experiences 

under the kafala labor sponsorship system affect the economic reintegration of unskilled Ethiopian 

women returnees. The kafala labor sponsorship system enables domestic workers to enter the host 
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country under the financial and legal responsibility of a specific sponsor/employer. We examined 

the impact of such a restrictive labor sponsorship program on those who work with their sponsors 

throughout their contract period (legal domestic workers) and on those who ran away from 

sponsors or entered the destination country through pilgrimage or crossing the sea – in all cases 

illegal workers.  

We found that women working with a sponsor were paid a smaller salary compared to the 

runaways or the illegal workers, but they were able to save more because the sponsor covered their 

living costs. Underpayment or denial of wages, inability to change employers, constrained social 

contact and movement affected the resource mobilization process of domestic workers working 

with a sponsor. The women working without a sponsor often earned two or three times more than 

those working with a sponsor, but they were nevertheless unable to save money because of high 

living costs, job insecurity and unnecessary spending. Saving money required for return and 

reintegration was difficult for both groups.  

The kafala system does not provide a legal right for domestic migrants to use financial institutions 

by themselves for saving, sending and other services in the host country. This compelled the 

migrants to send almost their entire salary to family members in the home country. Most women 

returned to their home country thinking they were prepared for their return but then learned that 

nothing had been saved for them upon their arrival. For successful economic participation in the 

home country, the ability to get back the entrusted money upon return was more important than 

legal status. Inability to get the money back was a major reintegration problem for almost all 

returnees.  

The number of years stayed in the host country did not affect the ability of the returnees to 

accumulate resources or to be successful in their reintegration process. This was because as the 

length of time in the host country increased, more migrants started working independently without 

a sponsor. The high living costs and job insecurity made saving money difficult. In addition, for 

illegal migrants their inability to exit from the host country freely also contributes to prolonging 

the length of stay in the host country without necessarily accumulating other resources. In general, 

the study results showed how the kafala labor sponsorship system interferes with the resource 

mobilization process and preparedness of domestic migrants, which later has impact on their 

economic reintegration in the home country. 
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Our study also revealed that the personal behavior of migrants and the influence of acquaintances 

were important factors in the mobilization of resources for those who lived illegally in the host 

country. Personal characteristics and behaviors such as determination to achieve migration goals, 

money management skills and marital status influenced both the resource mobilization process at 

the destination and economic reintegration in the home country. This finding complements 

previous research (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016; Van Houte & Davids, 2008) that indicated the 

influence of individual characteristics on the reintegration of return migrants.  

The second question addressed was to what extent reintegration assistance and support in the home 

country enabled returnees to build a sustainable livelihood. In our study, the assistance provided 

for involuntary returnees was found to be beneficial only for those who brought some savings from 

the host country or for those who were able to get back the money they had entrusted to family 

members. Similar to Ruben et al. (2009), our findings confirmed that reintegration assistance 

provided by the government and/or NGOs is helpful when human development skills training is 

accompanied by financial assistance. The combination of financial means with vocational skills 

training allows the returnees to start the small businesses that most returnees aspire to establish.  

Overall, the results of our study showed the vital link between migration experiences and economic 

reintegration of female domestic worker returnees. This study used the lived experiences of a small 

number of women returnees who were employed in the domestic services market. Future research 

may enhance and strengthen our findings by focusing on a larger number of participants, including 

both men and women and covering different employment sectors. In addition, as the current study 

focused only on economic aspects of the reintegration process, future studies could also contribute 

by focusing on the social reintegration process.  

Our findings have three major policy implications aimed at alleviating the precarious situation of 

returnees in both the sending and receiving countries. First, legal procedures that allow the women 

to access financial institutions without the help of sponsors are important. Access to financial 

institutions would allow migrant women to avoid remitting their money to family members or 

entrusting it to their sponsors or others. Policy makers in both the home country and the host 

countries need to set up or strengthen the legal framework in this regard. Second, preventing 

breaches of contract and financial exploitation by sponsors and providing migrant domestic 

workers the freedom to change sponsors would relieve bottlenecks in the resource mobilization 
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process. Policy makers should enact a legal framework that offers better employment protection 

and conditions. Third, assistance programs in the home country are helpful in the reintegration 

process. However, human capital or vocational skills training will only help returnees to sustain 

their livelihood when facilitated by access to financial capital. In addition, follow-up procedures 

for the start-up businesses and the provision of financial and professional assistance to sustain the 

businesses is important.  
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CHAPTER 4 

“I Should Get Married as Soon as Possible, but the Relationships I 

Start Do Not Work”: Marital Prospects of Female Return Migrants 

from the Arabian Gulf 

Abstract 

This study seeks to understand how the intersection of migration, gender and age shape the marital 

prospects of Ethiopian female domestic workers returning from the Arabian Gulf and the Middle 

East. The study found that gendered attitudes in Ethiopian society rooted in patriarchy interact 

with age and the migration experiences of returnees to create stigma and marginalization, 

excluding the returnees from the highly-desired social institution of marriage. It was also found 

that returnees tended to dissociate themselves from other returnees or keep their experiences secret 

to cope with stigma and marginalization and increase their marital prospects. The study shows how 

the stigma and marginalization experienced by Ethiopian female returnees from Arabian Gulf and 

Middle East countries affects their social reintegration in the home country and can trigger 

remigration intention.  

4.1 Introduction 

The interest to understand the relationship between the migration of women and their family has 

increased significantly in the past few years. Accordingly, this chapter explores the impact of 

female migration on the migrant’s family and marital relations from different perspectives. A 

number of studies show that the migration of women for labor purpose is an uplifting and 

empowering experience for the women, and their family, mainly because of the financial gains, 

but also because of the exposure of the migrant to a new culture, which can result in improvements 

in living status upon return (Asis, 2002). Particularly married return migrants were able to provide 

better for their children and were psychologically empowered to challenge gendered roles and 

gender-based oppression (Bélanger & Rahman, 2013). On the other hand negative impacts on 

children left behind were observed in migrant households where women migrated for labor 

purposes (Hugo & Ukwatta, 2010). As well as the challenges posed by the migration experience, 

female return migrants also need to deal with any changes that have taken place in their absence. 
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For example, attachments and ties with children, spouses and other family members can change 

(Asis, 2002). A study on Eritrean female domestic migrants highlights the existence of more 

divorce in Eritrean households with migrant wives, than in households with non-migrant wives 

(Kifleyesus, 2012). Negative attitudes towards migration and the violation of gender norms 

resulting from the migration experiences of women, which can threaten the masculinity of men, 

have been found to be some of the main reason for marriage disruption and conflict (Kifleyesus, 

2012). The long distance between couples in a relationship also creates conflict, and men often 

marry other women in the absence of their wives (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016).  

The migration experience particularly impacts on the marital prospects of unmarried female 

migrants, which has received relatively scant attention. However, there are some studies that 

explore the relationship between female labor migration and the marital prospects of returnees. 

For example, Ullah (2013) recounts the experience of female return migrants from four Asian 

countries, showing how staying abroad for a long period of time diminished the marital prospects 

and possibility of being a mother for many of the returnees. The author highlights that the financial 

gains reaped by these women from migration did not compensate them for the intangible loss they 

experienced on account of not being married or becoming a mother.  

Marriage, family and motherhood are important parts of life for many women (Coontz, 2004; 

Sharp & Ganong, 2011). The importance of these aspects in women’s life may be less in some 

societies, and more in others. In patriarchal societies, like Ethiopia, being married and having 

children is an honor that makes womanhood complete (Muwonwa, 2017). For women, being 

unmarried and without children is socially undesirable and those who have passed the expected 

marital age without getting married are often stigmatized (Ntoimoa & Isiugo-Abanihe, 2014). As 

the number of women participating in labor migration is increasing (Afsar, 2011), and as marriage 

is still regarded as an important part of women’s identity(Sharp & Ganong, 2011), exploring how 

migration impacts on the lives of unmarried women upon their return in various socio-cultural 

settings is valuable. The main research question we aim to answer in this article is how do 

migration experiences to the Arabian Gulf affect the marital prospects of Ethiopian women 

returnees and their social reintegration in the home country upon return? The question is 

approached using the concept of intersectionality, which helps to identify various interrelated and 

overlapping factors that may have an impact on the social reintegration of women returnees. 
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In this article, we focus on the lived experiences of African women migrants. African women are 

involved in labor migration to the Arabian Gulf and Middle Eastern countries extensively, 

however, their experiences are not as well documented as their Asian counterparts (De Regt, 2010). 

By taking Ethiopian female returnees from Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Yemen, Kuwait and Bahrain, 

as a case study and drawing upon qualitative data collected through in-depth interviews and focus 

group discussions, we unfold how the marital prospects of returnees are shaped by the intersection 

of their migration experience, gender and age. Ethiopia is a good case for this study, because, 

unlike Asian migrants who are usually married with children at the time of migration (Ukwatta, 

2010), most Ethiopian women migrants who travel to the Arabian Gulf for domestic work are 

single (Fernandez, 2011; Jones et al., 2014; Kebede, 2002).  

The article uses the concept of intersectionality to understand the experiences of returnees. 

Intersectionality is useful in identifying the sources of oppression and disadvantage faced by some 

groups, as a result of the interaction of various social categories, such as race/ethnicity, age, 

disability/ability, gender, nationality, religion, and migration status (Hankivsky, 2014; Nash, 

2008). Often, studies using intersectionality to examine women domestic migrants’ life focus on 

classical categories such as gender, class and race, as well as the experiences of such women during 

their stay in the destination country. However, this article, also explores stigma and 

marginalization experiences that occur within the migrant’s own country upon their return, which 

provides us with a new perspective on the experiences of female domestic workers post migration. 

Unraveling the intersection of migration, gender and age also helps us to understand the 

reintegration challenges associated with the experiences of female migrants and highlights the 

opportunity cost of the economic gains associated with migration and the intangible social costs 

for the women themselves, which is often overlooked in the literature. Beyond academic 

significance, this article sheds light on the post-migration experience of returnees, which requires 

policy attention to facilitate the successful reintegration of female returnees. In the next section, 

we briefly discuss the concept of intersectionality, followed by a description of the methods used 

in this study, the findings and analysis, and a short conclusion.  

4.2 The concept of intersectionality 

In the last few decades, the concept of intersectionality has been used to dissect the various 

socially-constructed, interrelated and tacitly-embedded factors oppressing women and other 
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marginalized groups (Bastia, 2014; Knapp, 2005). Intersectionality is defined as “the interaction 

between gender, race, and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, 

institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in terms 

of power” (Davis, 2008, p. 68). Hankivsky (2014) argues that these interactions are the result of 

the systems and structures of power, which are connected to one another, such as through laws, 

government policies, and religious or social organizations. Hence, systems and structures of power 

may both create, or be a result of the interaction of, various social categories. In this article, the 

concept of intersectionality is used to examine the intersectional impact of migration, gender and 

age in shaping the marital prospects of female returnees from the Arabian Gulf and Middle East.  

The use of the concept of intersectionality to understand a migrant’s life and experiences is 

increasing (Bastia, 2014; Bürkner, 2012; Nash, 2008). Migration involves the interconnection of 

various social divisions and categories, which raises the need to explore these connections at the 

local, national and global levels (Anthias, 2012). On the other hand, Näre (2013) argues that 

migration by itself has become a social category. Migration, together with other social categories, 

shapes the lives of those who are involved in it.  

The concept of intersectionality is used to show how different social categories contribute to 

women migrants’ precarious situation in destination countries (see, for example, Stiell & England, 

1997; Beydoun, 2006; Liang, 2011; Anderson, 2007). Recruitment agencies and brokers play a 

large role in how the intersection of various social categories shapes the experiences of migrant 

domestic workers (Deshingkar, 2018). They use race to classify and characterize domestic 

migrants. Moreover, domestic workers are trained and guided by agents and brokers to modify 

their behavior and suppress their ethnic identity to impress employers in destination countries 

(Liang, 2011). Hence, through brokers, the process of marginalizing domestic workers before and 

after their migration is strengthened, rather than challenged (Liang, 2011).  

Gender and racial ideologies that start at the time of recruitment of domestic workers continue 

throughout their employment. The power dynamics between the employer and migrant, and their 

relationship, are shaped by various interlocking factors (Stiell & England, 1997). Differences in 

race and ‘foreignness’ is a reason to employ migrants in the United Kingdom, as a distinction in 

social class makes domestic worker-employer relations easier (Bridget Anderson, 2007). De Regt 

(2010) also notes that people from Yemen do not employ domestic workers from their own 
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country, and migrants from Asia or Africa are prefered to ensure control and authority. Often a 

more subtle way is used to describe domestic migrants and preferences by employers, such as 

docility, language ability, loyalty, and social relationships (Benedict Anderson, 2006). In general, 

different social categories intersect in the employment of domestic workers, as well as in their 

relationships with employers.  

The intersection of migration and gender is visible in women return migrants’ lives, often putting 

them in a marginalized social position. This makes their reintegration in the home community 

difficult. For example, Bangladeshi return migrants (Afsar, 2009; Bélanger & Rahman, 2013; 

Dannecker, 2005) and Nepalese female return migrants (Thimothy & Sasikumar, 2012) are 

stigmatized and marginalized upon their return, because of the gendered attitude that women’s 

place is in the home. In these contexts, migration is considered a threat to norms about femininity 

and women’s roles. Female migrants are perceived to have led a sexually-loose lifestyle while 

abroad, which is a threat to their marriage or marital prospects upon their return (Afsar, 2009; 

Bélanger & Rahman, 2013; Dannecker, 2005; Thimothy & Sasikumar, 2012; Ullah, 2013). On the 

other hand, De Regt and Tafesse (2016) note that Ethiopian women returning from the Arabian 

Gulf are perceived to have been sexually abused, which makes them undesirable for marital 

relationships. The study by Yu (2015) also focused on the return context. The study exhibited how 

the migration experience changed the identity of the women positively and negatively, as well as 

their relationship with the local environment.  

In sum, the concept of intersectionality is used in this study to identify how multiple social 

categories interact to create oppression and disadvantage for some groups in society. The 

intersection between gender, race and class in shaping the experiences of domestic migrant 

workers and their subordinate status in destination countries has been well examined, particularly 

before and during their migration experience. However, the stigma and marginalization that female 

domestic returnees experience upon return is still in need of further research attention. This study 

attempts to contribute in this regard by examining how migration experience intersects with gender 

and age in shaping the marital prospects of Ethiopian female migrants returning from various 

Arabian Gulf and Middle Eastern countries and how it affects their socio-cultural reintegration in 

the home community. 
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4.3 Methods 

This study is based on qualitative data collected in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia from January 2015 to 

March 2017. A total of 48 female returnees, who at the time of the data collection were living in 

the capital (Addis Ababa), participated in the study. The majority of Ethiopian women who migrate 

to the Arabian Gulf are between the ages of 20 to 46, less educated, single, or divorced with 

children (Demissie, 2018; Jones et al., 2014; Kebede, 2002; Tayah & Atnafu, 2016). Almost all of 

the participants in this study were single; only seven were married or had been married (three of 

them were divorced because of conflict related to their migration) and had children. Seventeen of 

the returnees had children before their migration, most as a result of love affairs they had outside 

of marriage, and had never been married. Half of the migrants were participants of vocational skill 

training organized by three local non-government organizations (NGOs) working in the area of 

reintegration of returnees in Addis Ababa: Agar Ethiopia, WISE and Live Addis. With the help of 

these organization, voluntary participants were selected for the study; snowball sampling was then 

used to recruit women from the community, who were not part of any reintegration support 

programs by NGOs or the government. The participants were provided with information on the 

purpose of the study and gave their consent to participate in focus group discussions as well as 

individual interviews.  

A semi-structured interview guideline, which was first prepared in English and then translated into 

Amharic (the local language), was used for both the focus group discussions and individual 

interviews. To identify general themes in the intersection of social categories, data collection 

started with 4 focus group discussions with 26 returnees, followed by in-depth interviews. A total 

of 42 individual interviews were held with 36 returnees (some of the returnees were re-interviewed 

at different time intervals to capture changes in their social reintegration and marital 

status/relationships). All discussions and interviews were audio taped with the consent of the 

participants. The first author and a research assistant made a verbatim transcription of the 

audiotaped interviews. The transcribed documents were translated into English by a language 

translator and rechecked against the original transcripts for accuracy and consistency of meaning.  

To analyze and interpret the data, a two-step hybrid approach was used (Bilge, 2009). This 

approach uses both inductive thematic analysis and a deductive template approach. As a first step, 

the focus group discussion and individual interview transcripts were coded to identify emergent 
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themes, patterns and connections regarding the martial prospects of the returnees. A consistent 

pattern was observed in relation to the stigma and marginalization that female returnees from the 

Arabian Gulf and Middle East experience when seeking to enter into a marital relationship. As a 

second step, an analytical template informed by intersectionality was used (see Annex 7 for details) 

and the coded documents re-read to identify intersections between social categories. Three 

important intersections were observed as affecting the marital prospects of the returnees and stigma 

and marginalization they were experiencing. These salient categories were migration, gender and 

the age of migrants. In the next section we discuss in detail how the intersection between these 

three social categories affects the marital prospects of the returnees and the stigma and 

marginalization they experience, along with the strategies used by the returnees to deal with stigma 

and marginalization and increase their martial prospects. Pseudonyms are used in all narrations to 

protect the anonymity of the participants.  

4.4 Findings 

4.4.1 Marriage and motherhood 

In Ethiopia, marriage as well as motherhood are important aspects of womanhood. Unmarried 

women and those without child are stigmatized and looked down upon. Our study found that, 

generally, women over the age of 30 desperately want to get married and have children. Many of 

the respondents stated that they are actively seeking a marital relationship. Surprisingly, for many 

of them, the driving force behind actively seeking a marital relationship is not the desire for a 

loving relationship, but their age: “I do not want to have a boyfriend, I want to get married. I don’t 

want to go out with boys. I don’t want to waste my time hanging with them. I want to settle down” 

(Interview 19). As exemplified in this quote, the returnee wants to avoid wasting the time required 

for dating and is seeking a relationship that leads to marriage within a short period of time. As well 

as age, the returnees also mentioned pressure from their family and society. The returnees said that 

they are constantly reminded by close family members and the community that they need to get 

married.  

It is really hard for a woman to start a family when it is too late, you know. After I came 

here I started a relationship with a guy. I really want to get married and have children. 

Everybody in the family, my mom and relatives are telling me that time is passing and 
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getting late for me. They are really concerned that I may not have kids. I am not sure what 

the future holds for us, but I think he just needs me for a while. (Interview 2) 

The returnees explained how difficult it is to deal with stigma and marginalization in an 

environment in which passing the traditional age of marriage is not the norm for a woman. To be 

a mother through a formal marital relationship is the norm and having children outside of marriage 

is not socially acceptable in Ethiopia. Those who have children outside of marriage are often 

stigmatized and called names that belittle their social status, such as ‘dikala’ Few returnees 

(particularly those who are in their late 30s) try to fulfill their desire to have children without 

getting married first. Pressure to conform to the society's expectation of womanhood by getting 

married and having children was exacerbated by the fact that the majority migrate in their early to 

mid-20s and return in their 30s. The following excerpt from an interview with a returnee who 

entered a relationship mainly to have a child exemplifies this situation: 

I am getting older and decided to have a child before it is too late. Otherwise, it will be 

very difficult to have a child if you pass a certain age… You can get money any time you 

want to have it, but not a child. As I told you I got into this just to get a child, not a married 

life. He does not even have a stable income. I did not want to live with him. Whatever the 

case I believe a woman should have a child. The main thing is having a child. I know a lot 

of women coming from Arab countries, who find it difficult to have a child because they 

spent their young age trying to get money and help their parents, brothers and sisters. 

When they came back, they tried to start a family of their own, but it was impossible to get 

a child. A man won’t stay in his married life if he doesn’t get a child. As a result, these 

women travel back to the Arab country, because of the frustration of not having a child. I 

did not want that to happen to me. (Interview 3) 

This is not, however, an easy road for many of the returnees. The women are not only challenged 

economically, but also socially. The stigma and marginalization of unmarried women with 

children is strong. On the other hand, it is difficult to live in a society that perceives marriage and 

motherhood as core to a woman’s identity. Hence, having a child without necessarily getting 

married may reflect the returnee's desire to fulfill cultural expectations of womanhood, at least 

partially. 
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Surprisingly, the majority of the returnees were presented with a marriage proposal while they 

were in the host country, however, they said they refused to accept these proposals because their 

main objective was to achieve their migration goal, they were relatively young at the time, and 

marriages that take place while the migrant is in the host country are seen as more beneficiary to 

the man than the woman. There was a common consensus among the returnees that men who 

propose marriage to a migrant women while they are in the destination countries often do so to 

financially and sexually exploit the women. 

When I was there, there were a lot of proposals from people who wanted to marry me, but 

there was no interest from my side. It is not fair for a woman to get married while she is 

working there. The guys, they marry you, they don’t work, but spend what you have earned; 

they don’t allow you to spend your own money for even for a telephone card and you cannot 

help your family back home. But for them, they spend your money on whatever they want, 

they help their family, have affairs with a lot of women… how could I get married seeing 

all this. A lot of my friends regret marrying while they were there. One can’t call this a 

marriage, rather it is slavery – being a slave to a man. I did not want to do that. Moreover 

you don’t know who they are, where they are from in Ethiopia, who knows they might have 

a wife in Ethiopia. (Interview 3) 

In summary, age is an important variable in the decision to marry for Ethiopian women return 

migrants. Marriage was highly desired among the returnees, mainly to conform to the societal 

norm of womanhood.  

4.4.2 Stigma and marginalization 

The intersection of migration, gender and age were dominant themes in the narrations of the 

returnees, affecting their marital prospects negatively. A consistent pattern was observed in the 

data, with returnees reporting that they were marginalized because they are perceived to have led 

a ‘loose’ sexual life while abroad.  

After finding out I had lived in an Arab country he told me he doesn’t want to be with me 

anymore. He did not need any other reason. He said he would never trust a woman coming 

from an Arab country telling him she only had a relationship with a single guy. (Interview 

11) 
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In the above quote it is implied that gendered ideologies, which require the reserved sexual identity 

of women as a prerequisite for entering into a marital relationship, is assumed to be violated by 

the freedom migration provides.  

In analyzing the data, we found that gendered attitudes that require women’s chastity are not the 

only problem associated with low martial prospects and the marginalization of female returnees 

from the Arabian Gulf and the Middle East. Women’s martial age was also an issue. Most of the 

participants in our study migrated in their early or mid-20s, unmarried, and some (17 out of 48) 

were single mothers. They stayed abroad for an average of 8 years (maximum 22 years, minimum 

6 months). For most of the respondents, by the time they returned they were over 30, even 40, 

negatively affecting their marital prospects. The returnees said they regretted wasting their youth 

abroad and the fact that their marital prospects had decreased. Tigist, a 35-year-old (at the time of 

the interview) returnee, who had recently started dating, fulfilled one desirable factor that may 

positively contribute to her marriage prospects – chastity; however, she expects that her age will 

pose a threat to her marital prospects:  

He is three years younger than I am. He knows that I have had no sexual relations with 

guys [a virgin] before, but you know the age difference might cause a bit of a problem in 

our relationship. That’s my fear. (Interview 2)  

In the quote, we see the intersection of migration, gender (gendered attitudes) and age impacting 

on the returnee’s marital prospects.  

4.4.3 Dealing with stigma: Strategies for coping 

In the previous section we discussed how the intersection of migration, gender and age place 

female migrant returnees in a marginalized social positon, which affects their marital prospects 

differently from non-migrant women and their male counterparts. Stigma and marginalization, 

stemming from society’s negative attitudes towards migrant women and assumptions about their 

migration experiences, is a major issue faced by returnees. The stigma of being single in a society 

where marriage and motherhood are core to womanhood is another. In this section, we show how 

the returnees try to cope with this stigma and marginalization in their effort to reintegrate back into 

the home community.  
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To deal with negative perceptions associated with promiscuity and leading a ‘loose’ sexual 

lifestyle, many of the returnees disassociate themselves from other migrants as a strategy. 

Expressions such as: “Of course, there are women who work as a prostitute or go out with men for 

money” or “They don’t believe you when you tell them that you were working on a contract base” 

are used to differentiate themselves from other ‘bad’ or ‘promiscuous’ returnees. Staying as a live-

in maid in an employer’s house signifies restricted sexual freedom and, hence, is often used as a 

strategy to make this distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ returnees. Hence, separating oneself 

from the ‘others’ is a common strategy used to avoid stigma and to increase martial prospects. This 

strategy was not only used in the narration of the returnees about their relationships with men, but 

was also observed in the group discussions, in which the women were reluctant to mention if they 

worked as a ‘freelancer’ (in different households, living independently from a sponsor, which is 

often associated with sex work and having multiple relationships to cover living costs and for 

entertainment purposes), for fear of judgment, even by women who had similar experiences. After 

a reasonable time had been spent with the first author of this article and trust developed, the 

returnees were more open about their experiences (such as prostitution or having multiple sexual 

partners) in the individual interviews, which they were not comfortable talking about in the group 

discussion.  

The second common strategy used to avoid stigma and increase martial prospects was secrecy. For 

example, a returnee who was in a relationship narrated her experiences as follows:  

Interviewee: […] he broke up with me when he found out that I had been to an Arab 

country. He was very angry, because I didn’t tell him…. 

Researcher: Why didn’t you tell him? 

Interviewee: Because I was afraid that our relationship might end. Oh, it is really hard. 

When I think about it, I lose hope. 

Researcher: Why do you lose hope? 

Interviewee: I cannot change or hide that part of my life. My return from the Arabian Gulf 

has had a negative impact on me, let alone on men. Even other women look down on us in 

this regard. I regret going there. (Interview 15) 
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Another returnee, Nesanet, who stayed abroad for eight years and desperately wants to get married 

and have children, mentioned that she has also repeatedly experienced rejection by men. Following 

her experiences of rejection, she tried to avoid stigma and marginalization by using secrecy: “Time 

is running very fast and it is not in my favor. Like I said, I don’t want to speak about my experience 

in the Middle East; people only use it to say bad things about you” (Interview 7). 

As indicated in the above two quotes, and also shared by other participants in the study, returnees 

use secrecy as a strategy to avoid stigma and increase their marital prospects. However, this 

strategy often yields a short-lived relationship; as the experience of living in the Arabian Gulf or 

Middle East unfolds, the relationship often stops.  

Finally, while migrants often experience marginalization in their desire to start a marital 

relationship, in some cases we also found that the returnees themselves avoid socializing with 

others for fear of possible negative treatment (self-stigmatization) or past sexual violence. 

When I was a little girl I heard stories about women working in the Middle East becoming 

rich by working as a prostitute. I had no such experience and that is not the reason why I 

feel ashamed, but I have the feeling that the people around me, including my friends, don’t 

like me at all. (Interview 3) 

Women’s negative experiences during migration can kill the desire to get married in returnees, 

instilling a hatred of men and fear of intimate relationships. For example, Hanna experienced 

sexual violence at the hands of her boyfriend before her migration and by employers and brokers 

while she was in the host country. The psychological trauma of being raped by her intimate partner 

and sexual violence during her migration abroad impacted on her self-worth and she developed 

hatred and anger against men in general. She describes her feelings as follows:  

Men want to use me. If I approach someone, does he love me, care for me? No. He just 

asks to take me to bed, straight away. I generally don’t trust anyone. I believe they are 

phony. Even if I have interest, I am scared to get close to men. (Interview 23) 

The above quote shows that the returnee thinks that she is perceived as a sexual object by men. It 

is evident that stigma and stereotypes associated with female returnees from the Arabian Gulf and 

Middle East affect the social reintegration of returnees. This makes female returnees from the 

Arabian Gulf and Middle East more marginalized than other non-migrant women or women who 
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migrated to other foreign countries. Hence, gender on its own fails to capture the experience of the 

returnees, or their migration experience and status in the host country. The negative perception of 

domestic worker migrants who return from the Arabian Gulf and Middle East leads to stigma and 

marginalization after they return, which makes social reintegration into the community in their 

home country difficult. 

Next to negative perceptions about them due to their migration experience, the stigma of staying 

single beyond the usual marital age is another reason why women are stigmatized. The returnees 

in our study acknowledged the stress of dealing with their loved ones always reminding them that 

‘time is ticking’. This finding revealed pressure from family and relatives, pushing women to enter 

into sometimes unfulfilling marital relationship or to re-migrate. One returnee explained:  

I wanted to go back because I was not fitting in here. Compared to my friends who did not 

migrate, I was in a bad situation. Seeing all my friends live their own life, married with 

children, except me was frustrating. (Interview 7) 

The stigma associated with being single and not conforming to the perceived societal ideal of 

womanhood seemed to decrease for those once married, but now divorced or separated. Never 

married women are often referred as ‘kumo ker’ in the local language, which cannot be translated 

literally, but refers to how unmarried women are seen as below the standard required for 

womanhood. In the Ethiopian context, having children is desirable socially, and women without 

children are stigmatized. When the possibility of marriage diminished, a few of the women who 

participated in this study opted to have a child out of wedlock. Paradoxically, having a child out 

of wedlock seems to be interpreted differently before migration and after return. Before migration, 

it entails breaking the norm about sex before marriage and enduring the stigma that follows, which 

some participants tried to escape through migration. After return, it is accepted by the returnees as 

a blessing.  

4.5 Discussion 

Gender provides a lens through which to understand the experiences of women. However, there 

are also other social categories that intersect with gender to shape women’s experiences. This study 

found gender, migration and age intersected to negatively affect female returnees’ marital 

prospects, as well as their social reintegration into their home country. The following three findings 
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came out of the research clearly. First, the study found that the norm that ascribes reserved sexual 

behavior for Ethiopian women is perceived to be violated by the ‘freedom’ that migration to the 

Arabian Gulf and Middle East provides. Ethiopia is a country with a traditional and patriarchal 

social structure (Fransen & Kuschminder, 2009). In patriarchal societies like Ethiopia men often 

choose their marital partner (Kifetew, 2006). As in many patriarchal societies, they are also the 

breadwinners and decision makers in the household.  

In Ethiopia, women having multiple sexual partners, with or without marriage, are denounced, 

while men’s sexual freedom is tacitly accepted as the norm (Molla, Berhane, & Lindtjørn, 2008). 

This double standard regarding men and women’s sexuality was acknowledged by some of the 

participants in our study. Expressions like ‘a man is a man’ and ‘of course, he is a man’ were used 

to describe men’s infidelity in a marriage or intimate relationship as normal. Women’s sexual 

experiences are scrutinized and often determine their marital prospects in the Ethiopian context. 

Confirming the chaste rule is a study by Molla et al. (2008), which notes that in rural villages in 

Ethiopia virginity is still used to secure marriage. This highlights how migration can threaten the 

marital prospects of female returnees in Ethiopia. 

This study also found that, Ethiopian women who return from the Arabian Gulf and Middle East 

are typically seen as promiscuous. Other findings also show that migrant women who are involved 

in domestic work are often stereotyped.. They are often viewed as promiscuous and easy-going 

women who sell their bodies in exchange for money (Dannecker, 2005; Hoang & Yeoh, 2015). 

These attitudes are carried over to their origin country upon their return and used as tools to 

stigmatize and marginalize these women (Dannecker, 2005). Some returnees in our study reported 

having multiple sexual partners while they were abroad as a way to deal with the economic 

pressure in the host country, escape an exploitative employer, or better enjoy life and freedom. 

Similar findings were found among Asian migrants in the Arabian Gulf (Mahdavi, 2013) and 

Taiwan (Hoang & Yeoh, 2015). 

Studies suggest that sexual violence is tacitly embodied within masculine cultures, reflecting 

men’s dominance and power over women (Walby, 1989), which presents an intersection between 

gender and migration. We found that, sexual violence had a significant impact on the returnees’ 

marital prospects and their desire to become involve in an intimate relationship. Similar findings 

show that the aftermath of the psychological trauma and sexual violence that female migrants often 
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experience in destination countries greatly affects the relationships that migrants have after they 

return (Ketema, 2014).  

The migration experience of domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf and Middle East often entails 

physical, psychological and sexual abuse (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2006). More than half of our 

participants experienced sexual violence in the destination countries, perpetrated either by their 

Arab employer or Ethiopian agent (see also, Nisrane, Ossewaarde, & Need, 2019). On the one 

hand, sexually-abused Ethiopian women are typically pictured as exploited beings and sexual 

objects, who do not deserve love and care and who are not a good prospect for marriage (see also 

De Regt & Tafesse, 2016). On the other hand, the trauma that comes from experiencing sexual 

violence brings about feelings of shame, terror and hatred of men in returnee women. As a result 

of both of these factors, we found that the marital prospects of returnees were low. Studies suggest 

that sexual violence is tacitly embodied within masculine cultures, reflecting men’s dominance 

and power over women (Walby, 1989). Migration can provide an opportunity for migrant women 

to explore their sexuality, or it can make them victims of sexual exploitation; both situations 

contradict society’s perception of an ideal woman for marital relations. 

To cope with the stigma and stereotypes attached to their perceived sexual behavior or victimhood, 

the majority of the returnee women who we interviewed use secrecy or disassociate themselves 

from other returnees as a coping strategy. They acknowledged that some of the Ethiopian migrant 

women in the Arabian Gulf and Middle East are involved in prostitution or have multiple sexual 

partners, but not them. They externalize the issue of sexual experience as applying only to ‘others’. 

A study by Thimothy and Sasikumar (2012) also confirms that Nepalese women returnees from 

the Arabian Gulf refrain from sharing their experiences, because of the negative attitudes of society 

and stigma involved, which is partly due to activists and the media in the Nepal raising awareness 

about the negative experiences of women migrating in the Arabian Gulf. 

Another important finding was that the age of returnees had a compounding effect, together with 

gendered attitudes towards sexuality and migration, on the marital prospects of returnees. As with 

gendered norms about sexual behavior ascribed to men and women, there is also a double standard 

in relation to the ideal marital age for men and women. Women are expected to get married and 

have children at a younger age than their male counterparts. This relates to the fact that to have a 

normal marital life women are expected to fulfill the role of motherhood (Mehari, 2013). 
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According to the Ethiopian Demographic and Health Survey 2011, the average age of marriage 

for women in urban areas is 21.4 and in rural areas 18. In that survey, among the women studied 

in the age range 25–49, 63% were married by age 18 and 77% by age 20 (CSA-Ethiopia, 2011). 

Most of the participants in this study migrated in their early to mid-20s, unmarried, and stayed 

abroad for more than a decade. Upon their return, they were in their 30s (some in their 40s) and 

found that their marital prospects had diminished. Younger girls are preferred for marriage in 

Ethiopia because of the tacitly embedded role of motherhood in the identity of womanhood; hence, 

passing the expected marital age for women is a threat to their marital prospects. In addition, 

childlessness is a major factor in divorce among married couples in Ethiopia (Tilson & Larsen, 

2000), strengthening the vital role of motherhood in marital relationship. Coping with being single 

in a male-dominated society that believes womanhood is associated with marriage and motherhood 

appeared to be difficult for many of the returnees who participated in this study.  

An interesting finding about the impact of the intersection of gender and migration on the martial 

prospects of the returnees that requires for further research was that returnees are also assumed to 

have financial resources. Paradoxically, the returnees claim that men approach them if they think 

they have resources. This contradicts the traditional assumption of masculinity, i.e., that men are 

the breadwinners. Some studies in other traditional societies indicate that men are intimidated by 

women who have economic resources, are independent, are well-educated and earn more than 

them (see, for example, Ntoimo & Isiugo-Abanihe, 2014). In the current study, however, men 

reportedly looked for women with economic resources; however, this does not guarantee that the 

relationship will move on to marriage. Our participants did not display visible economic changes 

because of their migration experience (see also, Nisrane, Morissens, Need, & Torenvlied, 2017) 

and, hence, it was difficult to project what might have happened if they had been able to 

successfully accumulate economic resources from their migration. This requires further research, 

but it highlights the possibility that in order to overcome the stigma associated with their migration 

(such as violation of the chaste rule or passing the accepted marital age), women need to have good 

economic resources. This also implies that gender roles and relationships are not fixed and can 

change due to various social forces, such as migration, which might equip women with economic 

resources.  
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To sum up, Ethiopia is inherently a patriarchal society, which influences many social and gender 

role relations, and the norms about marital relationships are no an exception. Gendered attitudes 

implicitly embedded in patriarchal cultures that ascribe norms about women’s identity, such as the 

desired marital age and chastity before marriage, interact with the migration experience of women 

to decrease their prospects of marriage. 

4.6 Conclusion 

This study sheds light on how the intersection of migration, gender and age affect the marital 

prospects of Ethiopian female returnees from the Arabian Gulf and Middle East, how they cope 

with stigma and marginalization and, finally, the implications of such stigma and marginalization 

for their reintegration in their home country. 

There are some points this article did not address and that call future research. First a number of 

Ethiopian women migrate from rural parts of the country, however, this research is based on data 

collected from women returnees in Addis Ababa. There are differences about gender roles, 

gendered attitudes and masculine dominance between the capital city and rural areas. Hence, a 

different result might be found based on where returnees are located. It is recommended that future 

research incorporate the experience of women returnees from different rural areas to strengthen 

the findings. Second, this study is based on returnees’ perceptions and experiences; the findings 

could be strengthened by including the perception of men and society towards returnees. Finally, 

understanding the differences (or similarities) between the reintegration process for men and 

women will enhance our understanding the intersection of gender and migration. Hence, 

comparative research is recommended to understand the role of gender dynamics in return 

migration and reintegration.  

The findings in this article have implications for the reintegration of returnees. Inability to conform 

to societal expectations about womanhood, the stigma and marginalization that female returnees 

experience because of their perceived or real sexual freedom, and the pressure of being unmarried 

beyond a certain age may hinder their social reintegration and trigger remigration intention. The 

marginalization that unskilled female return migrants experience in their home country, such as 

reveal in this study, or other marginalized identities created by the intersection of social categories, 

need further attention by stakeholders to improve the social reintegration of female domestic 

migrants in their home country. Moreover, the counterbalancing effect of the economic gains and 
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social losses that female migration brings for the women themselves, and their families, needs to 

be examined more closely in order to avoid overstating the benefits of female migration for women 

and their families. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Home, but Not at Home: Sense of Belonging, Reintegration and 

Remigration Intention of Female Ethiopian Returnees from the 

Arabian Gulf5 

Abstract 

Studies regarding women domestic workers and their reintegration concentrated on the horrible 

migration experiences the migrants had in the host country. Despite the horrors however female 

return migrants from the Arabian Gulf re-migrate back to the exploitative and abusive working 

conditions in the host countries. Hence necessitating to examine post return conditions that play a 

role in re-migration intention other than poor economic conditions of the returnees. Post return 

experiences in the home country and their impact on the reintegration process are often neglected 

in the scholarly debate. In response to this gap this study explored social factors in the home 

country that affect interpersonal and interrelatedness of the returnees to their community upon 

return. Betrayal by close family members, social expectation associated with traveling abroad, and 

negative social perceptions were identified as factors that hinder positive relationship between the 

returnees and the community. These factors intersect and often overlap between each other and 

together create a feeling of low sense belongingness among the returnees. Negative interaction 

with the home environment and low sense of belonging to the home community are found to be a 

trigger for further remigration intention. The implications for reintegration of women return 

migrants and policy interventions are discussed.  

                                                
5 The paper is published on a book chapter as Nisrane, B. L (2019), Home, but not Home: Sense of Belonging: 

Reintegration and Remigration Intention of Female Ethiopian Returnees from the Arabian Gulf. In Van Reisen, M, 

Mawere, M., Gebre-Egziabher, K.A &Stokmans (eds), Roaming Africa: Migration Resilience and Social Protection, 

Bamenda, Cameroon, Langaa Research & Publishing.   
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5.1 Introduction  

While the migration experiences of domestic workers in Arabian Gulf countries6 and high-income 

Asian countries has received increased attention of late (Demissie, 2018; Gikuru, 2013; Human 

Rights Watch, 2014), their reintegration in their home country upon return has not been well 

explored. In general, studies on female domestic workers and their reintegration have concentrated 

on their negative migration experiences (Anbesse, Hanlon, Alem, Packer, & Whitley, 2009; De 

Regt & Tafesse, 2016; Frantz, 2008; Gikuru, 2013; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Ketema, 2014; 

Wickramage, De Silva & Peiris, 2017). This chapter looks at the reintegration of Ethiopian female 

domestic migrants into their home country upon return from the Arabian Gulf, with a particular 

focus on the role of interpersonal relationships and sense of belonging. It also examines the effect 

of their post-migration experiences on their intention to re-migrate. 

5.1.1 Migration to the Arabian Gulf 

The migration of female domestic workers to the Arabian Gulf usually takes the form of temporary 

migration, whereby migrants are invited to the host country by a particular employer for a specific 

duration, in most cases two or three years. After arrival in the destination country, whether the 

migrant has positive or negative experiences depends on the subjective behavior of the sponsor or 

employer. Even though some migrants have positive migration experiences, the majority have 

negative experiences (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004; Ketema, 2014; Nisrane, Morissens, Need, & 

Torenvlied, 2017).  

The migration experience of domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf has been equated with slavery 

by some scholars (Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2004). African female migrants, mostly from Kenya, 

Ethiopia, or Uganda, are subjected to various forms of physical, sexual, verbal and financial abuse 

(Gikuru, 2013; Minaye, 2012). Excessive workload, constrained movement and isolation, 

starvation, forced servitude, rape, and denial or underpayment of wages are recurrent issues 

(Anbesse et al., 2009; Gikuru, 2013; Minaye, 2012). Migration experiences such as these have a 

significant impact on the reintegration of return migrants (Cassarino, 2004; Ketema, 2014; Nisrane 

et al., 2017; Van Houte & De Koning, 2008).  

                                                
6 The Arabian Gulf countries (also referred to as Gulf Cooperation Council countries) are Kuwait, Oman, Saudi 

Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Bahrain. 
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Some point to the kafala labor sponsorship system, which is found in most Arabian Gulf countries, 

as being linked to the exploitation and abuse of domestic migrant workers (Mahdavi, 2013; 

Murray, 2013; Pande, 2013). However, human trafficking activities also play a significant role in 

their vulnerability and suffering (Fernandez, 2013; Minaye & Zeleke, 2015).  

5.1.2 Coming home: The difficult task of reintegrating  

Cassarino (2004) argues that the successful reintegration of returnees requires mobilizing 

financial, social and human capital in the host countries. However, domestic migrants in the 

Arabian Gulf have limited options for accruing such capital. This directly affects their economic 

reintegration upon return. Structural barriers associated with the kafala system – such as inability 

to change employer, financial exploitation by employers, and inability to access financial 

institutions – constrain the economic reintegration of returnees (Nisrane et al., 2017). In addition, 

physical, sexual, and psychological abuse and exploitation during migration affect the mental and 

physical health of returnees, playing an adverse role in their economic and social reintegration 

(Anbesse et al., 2009; Habtamu, Minaye, & Zeleke, 2017).  

However, despite the exploitative and abusive working conditions, women often re-migrate to 

Arabian Gulf countries (Gardner, 2012). This calls for an examination of the post-return conditions 

affecting reintegration and remigration intention.  

This chapter answers two main questions. First, what new dynamics in interpersonal relationships 

unfold in female Ethiopian former domestic migrants’ (hereinafter called returnees7) lives after 

returning from the Arabian Gulf? And, second, how do female Ethiopian returnees’ interpersonal 

relationships affect their sense of belonging and, in turn, their reintegration into their home country 

and remigration intention? The study builds on existing studies that aim to understand the 

reintegration of female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf by focusing on the changes that the 

migration experience brings to the social relationships of the returnees. It also pushes the 

discussion of their reintegration one step further by moving beyond migration experiences and 

identifying social factors embodied in the home country context that affect the successful 

reintegration of returnees and possible social issues that trigger remigration. It is hoped that the 

                                                
7 As all the returnees who participated in this study were former domestic workers, the terms former domestic 

migrants and returnees are used interchangeably in this chapter. 



 

97 

findings of this study will help to develop various social support programs that facilitate the social 

and economic reintegration of returnees from Arabian Gulf countries. The next sections present 

the conceptual framework for the study (sense of belonging theory), the method used to collect the 

data, followed by the findings, concluding remarks and policy recommendations.  

5.2 Sense of belonging theory 

Relationships and interrelatedness with the environment are what makes life meaningful (Lambert 

et al., 2013; Stillman & Baumeister, 2009); they are the essence of our day-to-day life. Relatedness 

to others in the environment, which is most often used to express interpersonal attachment, is a 

fundamental human need that helps individuals obtain social support and makes their life 

meaningful (Hagerty, Lynch‐Sauer, Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993). An individual’s relatedness to 

others in the environment is best conceptualized using ‘sense of belonging’ theory. A sense of 

belonging is defined as the evaluative feeling or perception that people have of their acceptance in 

their environment by the people around them or the degree to which they ‘fit in’ (Hagerty, Lynch-

Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992). Hagerty et al. (1992) state that for someone to 

belong the following antecedents must exist: energy and desire for meaningful involvement and 

shared characteristics with other people in the environment. The opposite of belonging and 

connectedness is social exclusion, which refers to a person’s perception of being excluded and 

rejected from a desired relationship, which can be as painful as physical pain (MacDonald & Leary, 

2005). Relationships and positive interactions with others are vital for people to function well in 

their environment.  

A number of empirical studies have shown that people who are more socially integrated and who 

have healthy relationships with others have better general wellbeing and adjust better (Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995; Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2014; Cohen, 2004; Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 

1996). Positive interpersonal relationships with others are associated with a high level of cognitive 

and social achievement (Martin & Dowson, 2009). Conversely, negative interactions have an 

adverse effect on health and wellbeing (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The importance of having 

positive relationships with those around us is not limited to health and wellbeing, but extends to 

other facets of our life. Individuals become more productive through social interactions and by 

connecting to the environment (Kitchen, Williams, & Chowhan, 2012; Levett-Jones & Lathlean, 

2008; Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007; Pooley, Cohen, & Pike, 2005; Prusak & Cohen, 2001). Hence, 
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positive relationships are important in the reintegration of female returnees from the Arabian Gulf. 

In line with this, Cassarino (2004) asserts that having social networks and relationships is vital to 

the reintegration of return migrants, as they provide crucial emotional support, which facilitates 

the economic and social reintegration of return migrants (Cassarino, 2004).  

However, there are factors that may inhibit people’s desire to interact with their community and 

lead to a low sense of belonging, such as stigma and poverty (Stewart, Makwarimba, Reutter, 

Veenstra, Raphael, & Love, 2009; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Based on a comparative study of high 

income and low income people in Canada, Stewart et al. (2009) acknowledge that being poor, 

ashamed or stereotyped, limits people’s ability to initiate and maintain social relationships. Stigma 

has been found to have a negative impact on the social relationships of Asian female domestic 

returnees from Arabian Gulf countries (Bélanger & Rahman, 2013; Dannecker, 2005). Past 

traumatic incidents also affect returnees’ social interactions and sense of belonging to their home 

community. The findings of Ketema (2014) found that sexually abused female returnees from the 

Arabian Gulf find it difficult to create healthy relationships with men in their home community 

after their return. Positive social relationships and a sense of belonging are important for the 

economic and social development of returnees, as well as their integration into the home 

community. 

Sense of belonging theory helps to evaluate social relationships and people’s connection to their 

environment. It has two attributes: first, valued involvement, which is “the experience of feeling 

valued, needed and accepted” and, second, ‘fit’, which refers to a “person’s perception that his or 

her characteristics articulate with or complement the system or environment” (Hagerty et al., 1992, 

p. 173). Sense of belonging is a psychological state and social interactions, companionship, 

membership and networks are the means by which belongingness is observed physically (Hagerty 

et al., 1992; Lee & Robbins, 1995). Return migrants’ interactions with their family, friends and 

community indicate their sense of belonging to their community. It must be noted, however, that 

sense of belonging not only refers to positive interactions with others, but also to positive, 

meaningful, and long-term bonds with members of the community that bring about a feeling of 

being valued and fitting into the environment (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).  

Based on the above conceptualizations, in this study, sense of belonging is defined as a returnee’s 

feeling of being loved and accepted as a valued member of the community and of fitting into their 
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environment, evidenced by positive social interactions and the reciprocity of love within the 

community. By analyzing the lived experience of female Ethiopian returnees from domestic work 

in the Arabian Gulf, this study aims to examine the new dynamics that the migration experience 

brings to the interpersonal relationships of returnees and evaluates their sense of belonging to the 

home environment and how it affects their reintegration and remigration intention. 

5.3 Methodology 

This ethnographic study is based on field work conducted in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia by the author 

from January 2015 to March 2017. The findings presented in this chapter are part of a larger study 

that focuses on the socio-economic reintegration of Ethiopian female return migrants (see Nisrane 

et al., 2017). The data was collected through focus group discussions and in-depth individual 

interviews with 48 female Ethiopian former domestic workers who had returned from Arabian 

Gulf countries and where living in the capital Addis Ababa. The returnees were recruited through 

purposeful and snowball sampling methods (see Table 1). As reintegration is a matter that requires 

time, all selected participants had been residing in their home country for at least a year and the 

majority for three years at the time of data collection. 

Table 1. Sampling method used to select respondents for interviews and focus group discussions 

Sampling method Referred by No. of respondents 

Purposeful Agar Ethiopia 11 

Live Addis 12 

WISE 8 

Snowballing Other respondents 17 

Total 48 

 

Data for this study was collected in two phases. In the first phase, from January to March 2015, 14 

individual interviews were conducted. In the second phase, from January 2016 to March 2017, 22 

individual interviews were conducted with new respondents and 6 follow-up interviews with 

interviewees from the first phase. Follow-up interviews helped to show changes in the social and 

economic reintegration of returnees after a year’s interval. A total of 26 returnees participated in 
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the focus group discussions (14 of these also participated in the individual interviews) in both 

phases. 

Semi-structured interview and focus group discussion topics were prepared in English, translated 

to Amharic (local language) and then back to English for the analysis. The major discussion themes 

focused on economic and social reintegration, as well as migration experiences in the host country. 

Probing questions were used as needed. Individual interviews and focus group discussions were 

conducted in the local language (Amharic) at places chosen by the respondents, including their 

homes, cafeterias and parks, training centers and, in some cases, the interviewer’s house or office. 

The returnees were fully informed of the research objectives and assured about the confidentially 

of the information provided. Written or oral consent was obtained. Focus group discussions lasted 

on average 1 hour and 40 minutes, whereas individual interviews lasted on average 1 hour.  

Ethnographic studies also rely also on informal data collected through informal interviews and 

field notes (Agar & Hobbs, 1982). Accordingly, the field data for this study is complemented by 

field notes taken at various personal and social events in the return migrant’s community, including 

weddings, children’s birthday parties, graduation ceremonies, and meetings/training organized by 

local non-government organizations (NGOs). To give a new perspective on issues surrounding the 

social and economic reintegration of female returnees and to substantiate the data, interviews were 

also conducted with three coordinators and representatives of local NGOs (Agar Ethiopia, Live 

Addis, WISE) and one official from the Ethiopian Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs using a 

semi-structured interview guideline. The interview questions asked of NGO coordinators focused 

on what major social and economic reintegration challenges returnees face and what social support 

is provided by NGOs and the government to ensure their successful reintegration.  

All discussions and interviews were audio taped. A transcript was made from the audiotape in 

Amharic by the author and a research assistant. The transcribed documents were subsequently 

translated into English by a linguist and rechecked by the author for consistency of meaning with 

the original transcripts. The individual interviews provided detailed accounts of experiences, in 

contrast to the focus group discussions, which were more general. However, both forms of data 

collection yielded similar findings and the results complement each other. After re-reading the 

interviews and focus group discussion transcripts, relevant data (related to returnees’ interpersonal 

relationships and sense of belonging to their community) were selected from the interview 
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transcripts and focus group discussions. In the first stage of analysis, themes that showed changes 

in the interpersonal relationships of returnees with people in their home community because of the 

migration experiences were identified and coded to identify shared experiences and differences. 

ATLAS.ti qualitative software was used to facilitate the coding process for the data from both the 

focus group discussions and individual interviews. A comparison was made to delineate specific 

categories in the description of situations, interpersonal relationships, and migration and return 

settings. In the second stage, identified themes were further analyzed to identify their relationship 

with home country socio-cultural settings and attitudes. The attributes of sense of belonging, such 

as the feeling loved, fitting in, and being accepted, were often explicitly found in the narrations 

and sometimes implied, despite the fact that the questions focused on general migration and 

reintegration experiences and challenges. In the final stage, the relationship between sense of 

belonging and reintegration and remigration intention was analyzed and is presented in the next 

section, with quotes that represent the most common experiences of returnees. 

5.4 Findings: Interpersonal relationships, belonging and reintegration 

The study found that the social relationships of female migrants change dramatically upon their 

return. Three major themes emerged as affecting the interpersonal relationships of returnees with 

members of their family and community: first, conflict between returnees and close family 

members related to betrayal; second, the expectation of members of their family and community 

that returnees had resources; and third, stigma and negative social perceptions of returnees held by 

members of their family and community. These factors intersect and overlap with each other, 

together creating a low sense of belonging among returnees to the home community. They are also 

linked to the poor reintegration of returnees into their home country and the emergence of 

remigration intention.  

5.4.1 Conflict with family related to betrayal  

The need to belong is characterized by stable, positive, and conflict-free social contact with 

individuals to whom a person feels connected (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In this study, it was 

found that conflict often arises between close family members8 and the returnees from Arabian 

                                                
8 ‘Family’ in this study refers to parents, siblings, spouse and, in some cases, close relatives such as uncles, aunts 

and cousins. 
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Gulf countries. The study also found that family was at the heart of the migration process, with 

economic deprivation of the family being mentioned as the main reason for the migration of female 

migrants in the first place. Forty percent (40%) of the returnees measured their success by what 

they did for their family members, even if they had no income or savings for themselves upon 

return. Supporting parents in household consumption, sending siblings to a better school, 

supporting family members to obtain better health care, renovating the family house and buying 

household furniture were mentioned by returnees as some of the benefits of their migration. The 

vast majority (81%) of respondents reported not having their own income and being dependent on 

their families financially upon return. For some, receiving the blessing of their parents (‘mirkat’ 

in the local language) is the best reward for their toil in a foreign country. One participant, who 

stayed in Saudi Arabia for 22 years supporting her family, and had no savings or income at the 

time of data collection, reported being happy regardless of the fact that she was now dependent on 

her family for her financial needs.  

I am happy I could make my family happy. Of course, they [her family] did not save any 

money for me but, I don’t complain much because my family’s happiness is my reward. 

That makes me a very happy woman. Happiness is not always measured in terms of money 

[…]. To tell the truth, I couldn’t change anything for myself. I am not changed at all. I am 

41 years old now and I live with my family. (Focus group discussion 4, p. 5, Addis Ababa, 

2015) 

The above quote illustrates the love and sacrifice of some returnees for their family. It also reveals 

a sense of loss and dissatisfaction on the part of the returnee for losing her youth in a foreign land 

and being financially dependent on her family in her 40s. This kind of narration was common 

among returnees. In most cases returnees used such a narration to accept the fact that their 

migration experience did not benefit them directly. Most returnees mentioned often that they 

regretted leaving their education to go to the Arabian Gulf in order to improve the living conditions 

of their family, although a few reported being happy about their decision. Many returnees are 

elementary or high-school dropouts, which makes it difficult for them to find even low-skilled jobs 

upon their return. High inflation and lack of savings and marketable skills makes it difficult for 

returnees to participate in income generating activities in their home country. The average length 

of stay in the host country for the participants in this study was 8 years (minimum 6 months; 
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maximum 22 years). Some returnees described how time flies and how their youthful beauty was 

lost in a foreign land striving to help their family and not themselves.  

Paradoxically, despite their claim that their migration was for the sake of their family, almost all 

of the returnees expected their family to save money from the remittances they sent and reported 

feeling betrayed that they did not. In most cases, the family members of returnees spent the money 

without saving any for the returnees. Only three returnees who participated in this study reported 

that their family members saved some of the money they sent and that they were able to use it for 

their reintegration. The majority sent remittances to their parents and siblings, while a few sent it 

to their husband or fiancée. Some returnees who sent money to their partner later learnt that the 

money was wasted on alcohol and drugs, an affair or even marriage with another woman. Based 

on the narrations of the participants in the individual interviews, some returnees (40%) specifically 

told their family members how much to use and how much to save, others (44%) trusted family 

members to save as much as they could and some (16%) either said nothing about saving or saved 

money in their own account. A few participants tried to understand the dire economic condition 

that their family was in and did not blame them for not saving money; however, about half of the 

participants reported feeling betrayed. One returnee shared the following: “I sent all the money I 

have worked for to them [her family]. When you find out that your own family do not keep their 

word, you feel betrayed. Thus, you want to go back” (Interview 23, Addis Ababa, 2015). As 

reflected in her narration, this returnee seems to feel betrayed because the action she is complaining 

about involved people she perceived to be close to her. 

Besides violation of trust, there are other factors that are a source of conflict between returnees 

and their family members. For example, when the sacrifice made for the family and their response 

is not congruent it can negatively affect the interpersonal relationships between the returnee and 

their family members: “I quarrel with my family and tell them that I have suffered a lot for their 

sake. But when you are broke, nobody cares. This makes you sick. When you have money, they 

like you” (Interview 27, Addis Ababa, 2017). As live-in domestic workers often send their entire 

salary9 to their family members, they are financially dependent on family members upon their 

return, which is another source of conflict between the returnees and their family members. The 

                                                
9 Under the kafala system, migrant domestic workers are only allowed to work as a live-in maid for one sponsor and 

prevented from going out, hence, they often send their entire salary home as they do not have local expenses. 



 

104 

returnees claim they are regarded as a burden. Regret and disappointment is clear when they talk 

and when they reflect on what the future holds for them without any savings or marketable skills 

to enable them to successfully reintegrate into their home country. In both focus group discussions 

and individual interviews, not only negative interactions and lack of reciprocity were problems, 

the returnees’ sense of being valued, loved, and accepted was also low.  

The returnees seem to be trapped in a vicious cycle of going and coming. The majority of returnees 

who participated in this study had migrated more than twice to Arabian Gulf countries. As is 

reflected in the above quotes, betrayal, particularly by close members, not only results in a low 

sense of belonging, but also gives rise to an intention to re-migrate. The study found that, next to 

economic reasons, negative interactions and low sense of belonging in the family and community 

are the main reasons for female returnees from Arabian Gulf countries to re-migrate. Fifty percent 

(50%) of the returnees said they may consider going back if the official route is opened (at the 

time of the field work it was closed by the Ethiopian government following the reported 

exploitation and abuse of Ethiopians in destination countries). By the end of data collection, 8% 

of the returnees who participated in the study had left through illegal means, 20% said that they 

did not want to go back, while the rest were undecided. One participant shared the following: “I 

get upset when I look at my life. I benefited neither here nor there. This always make me ask 

questions such as where will I end up and what is my destiny” (Interview 28, Addis Ababa, 2017).  

In summary, 84% of the returnees expected their family members to save some of the money they 

sent home for their reintegration upon return. However, trust-based remittance management 

appeared to be counterproductive to the reintegration of the returnees for two reasons. First, the 

violation of trust and lack of reciprocity (not getting enough love or recognition for the sacrifice 

they made for their family) disrupted interpersonal relationships between family members. Second, 

migrants’ families generally did not save any of the remittances, which meant that returnees did 

not have any financial capital to use for reintegration. Negative interpersonal interactions meant 

that the returnees did not receive from the emotional support required to successfully reintegrate 

back into the community. In addition to creating conflict and negative social interactions, betrayal 

by their close family members affected the returnees’ perception of being loved and valued. When 

the expected reciprocal love was not received from family members, the returnees questioned 

whether the sacrifice they had made for their family by working in the Arabian Gulf countries was 



 

105 

worth it. Feelings of regret, disappointment and hopelessness were reflected in the discussions 

with returnees. The sense of belonging to the family (being valued and needed and fitting in) was 

low for most returnees. In some cases, negative social interactions and low sense of belonging in 

the community were found to be a source of remigration intention.  

5.4.2 Expectation of resources  

As well as conflict with close family members, this study found that social expectations associated 

with working abroad also negatively affect the interpersonal relationships of returnees. There is a 

strong conception in Ethiopian society that people who migrate abroad come back with a lot of 

money. Return migrants are confronted with this assumption and are expected to bring financial 

and material gifts, not only for nuclear family members, but also for members of their extended 

family, close neighbors and friends. In relation to this, three themes emerged: first, pressure to 

meet social expectations; second, the shame associated with not meeting social expectations; and 

third, being rejected for not meeting social expectations. These factors negatively affected the 

personal interactions of returnees and their sense of belonging to the community, creating a barrier 

to their successful reintegration.  

Trying to bring various financial and material gifts for family members, relatives and others is a 

very stressful experience for returning migrants. The migration experience of female domestic 

migrants in the Arabian Gulf is characterized by inability to change employers and financial 

exploitation, including underpayment and denial of wages. In addition, the migrants send their 

money periodically to family members in the home country, making saving or buying gifts 

extremely difficult, if not impossible. The majority of returnees reported trying to meet this 

expectation, even if they did not agree with the norm or did not have the financial resources to do 

so. Returnees think about and prepare for this expectation before they return to their home. ‘Ekub’, 

a traditional Ethiopian financial cooperative, is one form of social membership that is practiced 

among freelance migrants10 that enables returnees to buy gifts upon their return. This system is 

followed by close friends who trust each other and members contribute money periodically ahead 

of time for a specific purpose. Some are able to bring gifts for close as well as extended family 

                                                
10 Freelance migrants are those who work in the host country independently from a sponsor or for a fake sponsor, in 

other words, illegally. 
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members, neighbors and friends. However, family members and relatives sometimes do not find 

the quality or type of gift satisfactory.  

 

Most returnees care about this social norm of gift giving, although it is described by many as 

‘yulignta’ (being too concerned about the opinion of others). Family members also want to show 

off the fact that they have sent a daughter abroad by giving gifts to relatives, neighbors and friends. 

Most of the returnees cannot meet this expectation, at least at the level that satisfies their relatives, 

neighbors and friends, for various reasons. This affects their interpersonal relationships and sense 

of belonging in the community, as they have to deal with the rejection that comes with not fulfilling 

the norm. For example, one returnee described the irony of the social norm and how it forced her 

to isolate herself:  

I was frustrated and used to lock myself up in the house. All your relatives expect you to 

give them money or a gift. If you migrate to the Arabian Gulf or two months with a salary 

of 3,000 birr [USD 100] and one works within the country with a salary of 50,000 [USD 

1,667], just because that individual went abroad people expect that person to come with a 

bag full of money. Most of my relatives were disappointed in me as they were expecting 

something from me… I was frustrated so much and regret coming back here. I had nothing, 

but my relatives did not understand or did not want to understand at all the situation I was 

in. (Interview 1, Addis Ababa, 2015) 

The rejection and shame this returnee experienced is well reflected in her narrative and was a 

common experience among the other returnees who participated in the study. As a result, the 

returnee’s interpersonal relationships with significant others were affected and she had a low sense 

of belonging (feeling loved and valued and fitting into the environment) to the extent that she 

questioned whether returning was the right decision. The sense of shame associated with not being 

able to satisfy social expectations and coming home empty handed is strong. Some returnees 

explain how the shame of coming home empty handed prolonged their stay in the host country 

with a lot of suffering and isolated them after they returned home. Social expectations have a great 

impact on the social relationships of returnees and their sense of belonging. The social interactions 

and relationships of female return migrants is also affected by the shame associated with a failed 

migration experience and inability to continue the role of bread winner for the family. The data 
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also shows that the majority of returnees live with the guilt and shame associated with an 

unaccomplished migration goal, which the migrants generally respond to by isolating themselves:  

If you don’t have money, nobody loves you even your family, friends or your boyfriend. If 

you are broke nobody likes to be around you […]. You see, people need you when you have 

money. I don’t have money so nobody wants me and I don’t need them also. I really don’t 

have social engagements. (Interview 10, Addis Ababa, 2015) 

Being valued and respected is one element of belonging. Most returnees believe that their family 

members love them and respect them only when they are a source of income. This creates 

uncertainty in terms of fitting in to the environment when they do not have financial resources.  

Not being valued or respected is not the only issue for return migrants, they also experience 

rejection for coming home empty handed. For example, one returnee, who had a very bad 

migration experience with high isolation, heavy workload, denial of salary for one year, starvation, 

and psychological trauma (threat of being killed by her employer), was extremely happy to come 

back to her home country alive. However, her close family members did not accept her warmly, 

instead she experienced rejection and exclusion: 

My relatives expected me to give them some money. When they realised that I had nothing, 

they started to keep away, hate me […]. I kept my distance from my relatives as they 

couldn’t accept me with an empty hand […]. I don’t understand why my relatives blame 

me for not giving them money. They expect a lot just because I went to the Arabian Gulf. 

Only God knows what I have been through. They think I have money and I don’t want to 

share it with them. That is really very disappointing. (Interview 9, Addis Ababa, 2015) 

Such rejection plays an adverse role in the reintegration of returnees. As belonging focuses on the 

quality of relationships and the strength of the bonds in interpersonal relationships. The fact that 

conflict arises mostly with close family members affects returnees’ sense of belonging. The study 

found that returnees experienced various traumatic incidents at the hands of their employers and 

agents (both Ethiopian and Arab) while in the host country. Few migrants had a good migration 

experience. Most stated that they were subjected to sexual abuse, starvation, psychological trauma 

such as death threats, attempted killing, isolation, beating, overwork, forced servitude to other 

households, and degrading verbal comments. These factors by themselves have impact on the 
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interpersonal relationships of returnees and their connectedness to others in their community. For 

example, as documented in this study and a study by Ketema (2014), women who are sexually 

abused exhibit low or no interest in becoming involved in another intimate relationship upon 

return. In addition to traumatizing experiences in the host countries, experiencing rejection from 

loved ones upon return may have undesirable consequences, affecting both the mental and physical 

health of returnees (MacDonald & Leary, 2005) and their social and economic reintegration.  

The expectation that returnees have a significant amount of material and financial resources is not 

limited to family members and relatives of returnees. Returnees also reported that it was difficult 

to start or maintain spousal relationships because of this belief. In Ethiopian society, men are 

regarded as the provider for their family, however, changes in this gender role requirements were 

also evidenced by the data. In this study, the participants acknowledged that it was hard to trust 

men and that their romantic relationships often ended if the returnee did not accumulate financial 

or material resources from their migration. The majority of respondents claimed that men 

approached them thinking that they have money and, when they find out that they don’t, no longer 

want to be with them. The following quote from one of the interviews exemplifies this: 

I had a boyfriend before traveling to the Arabian Gulf. But he married another woman 

while I was there [...]. He cheated on me. I worked hard to build our future. I used to send 

a lot of money to him, but he wasted it all on another woman. It was devastating. I don’t 

trust men anymore [...]. Once my friend arranged a date for me. She introduced me to a 

guy. On our second date, he asked me how much money I have. He said ,”I bet you have a 

lot of money; I heard you returned from Arabian Gulf’. (Field work 2015, Addis Ababa, 

Interview 28) 

Violation of trust, rejection and not being valued for who they are, but what they might have, were 

dominant themes in the narrations of returnees in relation to their post-return experiences. 

Repeated rejection and betrayal by men led the returnees to avoid social interactions: “I don’t trust 

anyone. What I believe is that they will take advantage of me and leave me alone just as my family 

did. Therefore, I don’t trust anyone” (Interview 23, Addis Ababa, 2017). This contradicts the 

strong desire of most returnees to start their own family. Inability to form a family and have 

children is considered to be one of the major costs of the migration experience by returnees. The 

returnees regret wasting their youth in a foreign country and feel that their marriage prospects have 
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declined. They also acknowledge the pressure from parents and the community. Only 7 of the 48 

returnees who participated in this study are married or have been married (three divorced because 

of conflict related to the migration) and have children. The relationship between marital partners 

is also spoilt by lack of trust and perceived or real infidelity. However, seventeen of the returnees 

had children, mainly out of wedlock and before their migration. Almost all of the returnees 

reported that they left their children in the care of their mothers when they migrated. The returnees 

also reported that their children sometimes rejecting them due to the long separation, which 

resulted in low or no attachment.  

I always have a fight with my daughter and have no peace at home […]. We have not been 

together for long and she doesn’t like me at all. She doesn’t have a tiny bit of love or respect 

for me. I worked so hard in a foreign land to change her future, but lost the love of my 

child. (Interview 10, Addis Ababa, 2015) 

In summary, rejection by close family members or others because of expectations that the returnees 

have financial or material resources impacts on the various interpersonal relationships of the 

returnees and raises uncertainty about how they fit into the home environment. The vast majority 

of returnees respond to this rejection by isolating themselves and avoiding social interactions. This 

finding is in line with other studies on relatedness, which found that people who are less connected 

feel distant and perceive themselves to be outsiders, often finding it difficult to interact with the 

social world (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001). Inability to meet expectations was frustrating for most 

returnees. Having no or few financial resources was a shameful experience and often made 

returnees restrict their social engagements. This strengthens other findings that postulate that being 

poor restricts people’s desire for relationships and sense of belonging (Stewart et al., 2009). Being 

financially dependent on their families after return is common among the returnees. At the same 

time, stepping down from the expected status attached to working abroad was a shameful 

experience and a barrier to becoming involved in a low paying job for some of the returnees. In 

general, the above findings indicate that the social expectations on returnees create a low sense of 

belonging because of rejection, shame and doubts about fitting into the environment. Not meeting 

people’s expectations results in rejection by society in the home country and self-isolation by the 

returnees. This may affect the social and economic reintegration of returnees and their remigration 

intention. 
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5.4.3 Negative perceptions and stigma 

Negative perceptions and stigma can lead to poor interpersonal relationships and, hence, affect 

people’s relatedness to their environment and sense of belonging. Social perceptions of the 

migration experience of women to the Arabian Gulf are generally negative. The returnees 

described being stereotyped and stigmatized by people in their home community. Two dominant 

stereotypes were associated with female returnees from the Arabian Gulf. First, the returnees were 

identified as mentally unfit (weird or crazy) and, second, they were considered promiscuous and 

associated with sex work or prostitution. These stereotypes and stigma created a barrier to migrants 

interacting with people in the community. The migration experience puts a mark of disgrace on 

the female returnees for life. The returnees explained how difficult it is to deal with such negative 

perceptions given the fact that they cannot exclude the migration experience from their life. For 

example, one returnee who was rejected by her own family, as they thought she was working as 

prostitute while she was in the host country and wrongly associated her weight loss with HIV 

infection, explained the feeling of isolation, betrayal and rejection she felt:  

I hated going outside and meeting people. I didn’t even agree with my family and I was 

crying all the time. I didn’t go out and I stayed home for a long time […]. At the beginning, 

I even wanted to be a prostitute or go back there again. I tried to commit suicide once 

[…]. When I came back here at first, I did not work and did not have any money. I guess 

my family expected a lot from me. I came here with empty pockets. […]. When my 

employers took me to the office and I knew they were going to send me back to my country, 

I was really disappointed and tried to kill myself. (Interview 23, Addis Ababa, 2017) 

This quote shows the stigma, rejection and isolation that the returnee experienced. This returnee 

migrated to the Arabian Gulf twice and how her family treated her after she returned the first time 

caused her to attempt suicide. There is evidence that suicidal ideation (Kissane & McLaren, 2006; 

Vanderhorst & McLaren, 2005) and the experience of stigma (Walton & Cohen, 2007) are 

associated with a low sense of belonging. The majority of returnees reported experiencing stigma 

and rejection from people with whom they had desired relationships. This shows that the ‘home 

country’ is not always an environment in which returnees feel at home – a home they aspire to 

return to and feel safe, loved, valued and accepted in. Negative interactions and conflict with 

family members was a trigger for some returnees to migrate again. Returnees reported travelling 
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back to Arabian Gulf countries on multiple work contracts (see also Fernandez, 2010). Economic 

reasons were often mentioned as a cause, such as unemployment or low wages. However, negative 

social interactions with family members also contribute greatly.  

The returnees admitted that the negative perceptions of returnees had some truth (some returnees 

had been engaged in sex work in the Arabian Gulf), but they are disappointed that all returnees are 

judged because of the activities of some women. There are female migrants who are locked in the 

house and never see the sun until the end of their contract, others are sexually abused or raped. 

However, these returnees are also perceived as a ‘bad’ woman. Regarding being involved in 

prostitution, the returnees reported that many migrants escape from their sponsor because of 

exploitation and abuse or to earn a better income (becoming ‘freelance migrants’). This act 

immediately changes the status of the migrants in the host country from legal to illegal. The 

runaways need to sustain themselves economically and often turn to sex work. The returnees also 

admitted that many returnees from the Arabian Gulf suffer from mental health problems and 

attribute the cause to ill treatment, the poisoning of migrants by employers (to keep them for longer 

or to avoid paying their salary), isolation and other traumatic experiences in the host country (see 

Anbesse et al., 2009 and Habtamu et al., 2107 for similar findings).  

Their migration experiences influenced the behavior of some returnees. The returnees who 

participated in this study admitted that they are easily irritated, speak loudly, isolate themselves, 

wear a lot of makeup and jewelry, use strong perfume, dress in colorful or sparkly clothes, and 

wear a lot of accessories. The respondents provided an explanation for some of these behaviors; 

for example, speaking loudly is associated with the ‘mukeyaf’ (air conditioner) in the houses in the 

Arabian Gulf – it makes noise, so every member of the house speaks loudly. Irritability is often 

associated with frustration and shame is associated with failed migration and being financially 

dependent on their family instead of being a provider. Dressing colorfully and using a lot of 

makeup relate to their identification with the host country culture.  

Sense of belonging encompasses feeling valued and loved by others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

Most returnees stated that they are not taken seriously in most interactions with their family 

members and in the community and that they are not desired for marital relationships. Some 

returnees reported hiding their migration experience for fear of rejection and so as not to jeopardize 

their relationships, including intimate relationships. Stereotyping greatly damages their desire to 
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form a family or maintain already established marital relationships. This puts pressure on the 

returnees, as marriage is highly valued in Ethiopia and regarded as completing womanhood. Not 

fulfilling this desired relationship can cause alienation and detachment from society. The study 

found that stereotypes and shame are a cause of poor social interaction and low sense of belonging 

in returnees’ lives. Some of the participants in this study are isolated and do not feel accepted in 

the community, as evidenced by the following quote: 

[…] I did not experience anything bad, but working in the Arabian Gulf made me fearful. 

I felt ashamed. I could not go along with friends. I became sensitive to what people were 

saying and felt like they were trying to hurt my feelings. I didn’t want to go out and meet 

friends, but rather chose to stay in the house. (Interview 3, Addis Ababa, 2015) 

Stereotypes associated with the migration experience bring about changes in the self-perception of 

returnees, their social interactions and sense of belonging. The perceptions of others affect a 

person’s self-worth (Buckley, Winkel, & Leary, 2004). It challenges their feeling of fitness for and 

acceptance in the social environment, which adversely affects their social and economic 

reintegration. Another indication that returnees suffer isolation, have poor social interaction and a 

low sense of belonging is that 80% of returnees reported staying home most of the time and only 

going out for weddings and funerals; the rest mentioned going to churches or mosques, in addition 

to mandatory social engagements such as funerals. This limited social interaction also relates to 

their limited economic resources (Nisrane et al., 2017). However, shame associated with 

unachieved migration goals, stigma and negative social perceptions contributes to this behavior. 

5.5 Conclusion and recommendations 

This study investigated the new dynamics that unfold in the interpersonal relationships of female 

Ethiopian domestic migrants upon their return from the Arabian Gulf. It also looked at how their 

interpersonal relationships affect the returnees’ sense of belonging, reintegration and remigration 

intention. It found that negative social interactions resulting from betrayal by close family 

members, social expectations about money and gifts, and negative social perceptions of returnees 

affected their sense of belonging to the home community. These factors impacted on the returnees’ 

feeling of being loved and valued and raised uncertainty about them fitting into the home 

environment. In turn, these factors influenced the returnees’ desire to stay in their home country 

and their remigration intention.  
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Negative interpersonal interactions mean that returnees do not receive the emotional support 

required to successfully reintegrate into the home community. Not being accepted, or even being 

rejected, by people in the community, including by close family members, and inability to bring 

about significant economic changes in their own life, apart from their family’s life, made the 

returnees question whether they fit into the home environment and whether migrating to the 

Arabian Gulf was worthwhile in the first place. About 50% of the returnees said that they may 

consider going back if the official route was reopened, 8% had already left through illegal means 

by the end of data collection, 20% said that they do not want to go back, while the rest were 

undecided. The study indicated that negative social interactions was among the factors influencing 

remigration intention, as was low sense of belonging. Low sense of belonging, next to economic 

reasons, explains why returnees are willing to return to the Arabian Gulf, despite the risk of 

exploitative and abusive working conditions. Hence, reintegrating into the home community is not 

only dependent on the migration experiences of the returnees in the host country, but intertwined 

with various social issues in the home country. Positive social interactions and a sense of belonging 

are important for return migrants to successfully reintegrate, socially and economically.  

For the returnees who participated in the study, the migration experience did not bring about 

personal economic gains and improved social status, as expected. Instead they incurred social costs 

that cannot be measured in monetary terms. The study found that although the family of the 

migrants experienced some positive economic and social changes, the majority of returnees did 

not have any savings of their own from their migration, making them economically dependent on 

their family upon return. This study casts doubt on the claim by other studies that migration to the 

Arabian Gulf is an empowering experience for women and leads to upward movement on the 

social ladder (Kifleyesus, 2012), in line with Ketema (2014).  

This study provides valuable insights into how home country social issues may impact on the 

reintegration of female domestic workers returning to Ethiopia from the Arabian Gulf and their 

intention to re-migrate. It serves as a starting point for the further analysis of experiences and issues 

facing returnees in the home country in relation to reintegration. It also provides a self-evaluation 

of the returnees’ sense of belonging to their home community. However, it has some limitations 

related to its scope, which might guide future researchers. First, the participants in this study were 

all living in Addis Ababa, whereas a significant number of women migrate to the Arabian Gulf 
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from rural parts of Ethiopia. Hence, the social perceptions and social interactions uncovered in this 

study may not represent returnees in rural areas. Second, this study used the personal stories of 

returnees to evaluate social perceptions. Triangulating the results by using various sources, such 

as family and community members, is suggested for future research. Third, this study found that 

female returnees are perceived as socially unfit because of stereotypes associated with their 

migration. Similar findings were made in other studies conducted in Asia (Bélanger & Rahman, 

2013; Dannecker, 2005). This similarity may arise because of the existence of a patriarchal social 

structure in both places. However, our study did not analyze patriarchy or gender roles, which was 

the case in the other studies. Indeed social perceptions and the treatment of male and female 

returnees are different. The majority of participants in this study acknowledged that Ethiopian men 

generally lead a loose lifestyle, having many intimate relationships with women, including 

exploiting vulnerable female migrants while in the host country.11 However, the stereotype of 

promiscuity is mainly associated with female returnees. This study did not include the accounts of 

male returnees, so is unable to answer whether a difference exists in the treatment of female and 

male returnees. However, it is important to see if patriarchy plays a role and it is suggested that 

future researchers explore this issue.  

The experience of belonging is not only beneficial to the returnees, it also impacts on the 

community and society at large. A sense of belonging is associated with a higher level of 

achievement and productivity, which impacts on the community and society over a period of time. 

Hence, it would be beneficial to society at large to implement policy interventions to improve the 

reintegration of Ethiopian female domestic migrants returning from the Arabian Gulf. Four policy 

recommendations can be drawn from this study.  

 First, social support and counselling programs that address problems with interpersonal 

relationships should be encouraged.  

 Second, one reason why migrants send their entire salary to family members in their home 

country is because they do not have anywhere to save it while they are in the host country 

                                                
11 They persuade the migrants to escape from their sponsors, once the women leave their employers they become 

illegal, hence, the agents and brokers force the migrants into sexual relationship in exchange for job placement and a 

house where they can stay. 
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(Nisrane et al., 2017). The option they have is to either keep it with them or save it with 

their employer, both of which are risky. Hence, creating a remittance system that cultivates 

the independence of migrants will help them to develop positive relationships upon their 

return, as well as facilitate better economic reintegration through savings.  

 Third, depending on family members for financial needs is a cause of negative interactions 

and low sense of belonging. Hence, educational programs and vocational training should 

be provided to returnees, especially given that many of the migrants are elementary or high-

school dropouts.  

 Finally, to address the issues of unrealistic social expectations and negative social 

perceptions, media campaigns should be run to change the society’s attitude to returnees.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Summary of Main Findings and Conclusion 

In the wake of the mass deportation of around 163,000 illegal Ethiopian residents from Saudi 

Arabia in 2013/14, Ethiopia experienced a return crisis. This forced the government, as well as 

international and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), to respond by helping returnees 

reintegrate into the socio-economic context of their home country. The crisis also gained the 

attention of many researchers, and academic efforts were undertaken to understand the different 

facets of the problem. How the sudden expulsion affected the reintegration of returnees, the 

traumatic experiences migrants went through on their way back to their home countries, and what 

reintegration challenges return migrants are facing are some of the questions that received 

scholars’ attention (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016; Jones et al., 2014; Mulugeta & Makonnen, 2017). 

This dissertation contributes by providing insights into the academic and practical aspects of the 

socio-economic reintegration of Ethiopian female returnees from the Arabian Gulf. This final 

chapter sets out the main findings of each chapter (section 6.1), the theoretical contribution of the 

study (section 6.2), the limitations of the research and suggestions for future research (section 6.3), 

practical implications of the findings (section 6.4), and concluding remarks (section 6.5).  

6.1 Main findings  

The main research question of this dissertation is: How do the migration experiences and home 

country conditions explain the reintegration of Ethiopian return migrants from the Arabian Gulf? 

Combined, the findings presented in each chapter show that the socio-economic reintegration of 

female returnees from Arabian Gulf is affected by multifaceted issues that intersect which other. 

For example, the migration scheme for unskilled labor migrants (kafala) in the Arabian Gulf places 

the migrants in a precarious position and exposes them to negative experiences, which affect their 

economic and socio-cultural reintegration upon return. The migration experiences of the women 

also intersect with various socio-cultural issues (conditions) in the home country, such as gender 

norms and expectations, which together have a subtle negative impact on the socio-cultural 

reintegration of returnees, particularly in terms of their relationships and belongingness in the 

home community. This section sets out the findings from the individual chapters on each of the 

sub-questions. 
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6.1.1 Exploitation narratives and coping strategies of Ethiopian female return migrants 

from the Arabian Gulf 

Chapter 2 looked at the question: What traumatic incidents do Ethiopian women domestic migrants 

in the Arabian Gulf countries experience in the course of their migration and how do returnees 

cope and make sense of these incidents in their effort to reintegrate into the socio-economic 

environment of their home country?  

Physical, psychological, financial, and sexual exploitation and abuse were common in the 

migration experiences of the returnees, and sexual harassment and abuse cases were particularly 

prevalent. While these findings are consistent with other studies (Abu-Habib, 1998; Fernandez, 

2010; Jureidini & Moukarbel, 2006; Kebede, 2002; Pande, 2013), the focus of the chapter was on 

what coping mechanisms are adopted to deal with exploitation experiences. Coping with 

exploitation while migrants are in the destination country involves stress management strategies 

and immediate interaction with the exploiter. Escaping from employers and working as 

‘freelancers’ was a strategy that migrants employed to deal with extreme violation and 

exploitation. The kafala labor sponsorship system binds migrants to their employer/sponsor 

throughout their migration period. When migrants go ‘freelance’ to escape from their employer’s 

house, they automatically become illegal migrants under the law. In cases of exploitation and 

violation, going freelance was used as a mechanism to resist the unchecked power of employers 

over domestic migrants. This partially explains how the kafala system indirectly produces irregular 

migrants who are vulnerable to exploitation. This creates a circular problem. The kafala labor 

system exposes migrants to exploitation and abuse by employers, then the migrants leave their 

sponsor to freelance, which further exposes them to sometimes even more traumatic conditions, 

such as forced sexual slavery by illegal brokers (mainly Ethiopians). This ultimately affects the 

return and reintegration process of the migrants in their home country.  

Traumatic incidents and exploitation experiences have a long-term impact on migrants (Bhugra, 

2004), but how returnees come to terms with their past traumatic incidents and make sense of them 

after their return to their home country is a neglected area in the research and academic debate. 

This study found that Ethiopian women returnees try to minimize the distress caused by their 

multiple exploitation experiences and make sense of their past trauma by using meaning-making 

and benefit-seeking coping strategies. For example, returnees try to understand the sexual, 

physical, and psychological exploitation they have suffered at the hands of Arab employers by 
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using racialized sense-making. The returnees believe that the difference in race between them and 

their employers contributed to their suffering, although this fails to help them understand suffering 

inflicted by Ethiopian agents or brokers. In benefit-seeking, the returnees predominantly view the 

suffering they experienced during their migration as the price paid for the betterment of their 

families. They also try to cope with their migration-related trauma by making downward 

comparisons with ‘worse-off’ migrants and comparing their situation to possible worse scenarios. 

These findings are useful to help understand how the returnees heal and move on with their life, 

which is important for their successful socio-economic reintegration in their home country.  

6.1.2 Economic reintegration of Ethiopian women returnees from the Arabian Gulf 

Chapter 3 asked: How do past migration experiences under the kafala labor sponsorship system 

affect the preparedness to return and economic reintegration of unskilled Ethiopian women 

returnees? And: To what extent does reintegration assistance and support in the home country 

enable returnees to build sustainable livelihoods?  

In this chapter, the concept of preparedness (Cassarino, 2004) was used to compare and contrast 

experiences of migrants with different migration (legal/illegal) and return experiences 

(voluntarily/involuntarily), as well as those who had received reintegration assistance and those 

who had not. The kafala labor sponsorship system affects migrants’ preparedness and economic 

reintegration in two ways. First, the system forces migrants to stay under the domination of a 

specific sponsor. This limits the resource mobilization process of the domestic migrants by making 

them vulnerable to physical, psychological, and financial exploitation and preventing them from 

finding better employment opportunities. Second, if female domestic workers escape from their 

sponsors, they are categorized as illegal residents in the country, which makes securing a job and 

mobilizing resources much more difficult.  

Regarding the difference between those who work under the kafala system (legally) and those who 

work independently without a specific sponsor (in most cases illegally), it was found that those 

who were working with a sponsor were able to send more money home than those who worked 

without a sponsor, provided they had a good employer. However, in most cases, as employers have 

full control of the migrant’s stay in the host country, migrants reported experiencing financial 

exploitation, such as a denial of payment or underpayment. It must be noted, however, that 

migrants working with a sponsor as a live-in maid are paid less than those who run away and work 
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independently. The ones who are working with sponsors were able to save (remit) more because 

the sponsor covered their living costs. Meanwhile, migrants who run away from their sponsors and 

work independently (freelancers) were paid better wages, but manage to save little because of high 

living costs, job insecurity, and unnecessary spending. Unlike other studies, the results of this 

research found that length of stay in the destination country and returning voluntarily or 

involuntarily did not affect the ability of the returnees to accumulate resources or the successful of 

their reintegration. This was because as the length of time in the host country increased, more 

migrants started working independently without a sponsor, which increased their living costs in 

the destination country and minimized their savings. In addition, illegal migrants cannot exit the 

host country unless they pay a high fine for the number of years they stayed illegally in the 

destination country. This prolongs the length of stay in the host country without necessarily adding 

to the accumulation of resources. 

In conclusion, the chapter shows that personal characteristics and behaviors such as the 

determination to achieve migration goals, money management skills, and marital status, influenced 

both resource mobilization in the host country and economic reintegration in the home country. 

The majority of the returnees were remitting almost their entire earnings to their family in the 

home country for household consumption and for their own future reintegration. Trust and the high 

level of social attachment that exists between family members in Ethiopian society explains why 

the majority of the migrants sent their entire earnings to their family. However, in this specific 

study, this negatively impacted on the economic reintegration of returnees, as they were unable to 

save any money for themselves and were sometimes betrayed by their own family members. This 

shows that, unlike other migration settings, resource mobilization in destination counties and 

successful reintegration are not directly related in Ethiopia, but are rather mediated by the ability 

of returnees to access some of the money they send to family members upon their return. It also 

shows how the cultural context, values, and norms of the home country influence the reintegration 

process of return migrants. 

6.1.3 Marital prospects of women return migrants from the Arabian Gulf 

In Chapter 4: How do migration experiences to the Arabian Gulf affect the marital prospects of 

Ethiopian women returnees and their social reintegration in the home country upon return?  
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Using the concept of intersectionality, in this chapter the study examined post-return migration 

experiences, the marginalization and stigma that migrant women experience upon their return, and 

the impact this has on their social reintegration. While a gender attitude that requires chastity or 

reserved sexual behavior applies to all women in the Ethiopian context, women who migrate to 

the Arabian Gulf countries face an additional challenge in relation to marital relationships that is 

not faced by women who did not migrate or by their male counterparts. Stigma and disruption in 

the marital relationship for female return migrants in the Asian context have been examined (Afsar, 

2011; Bélanger & Rahman, 2013; Dannecker, 2005). These studies conclude that the stigma and 

marginalization women experience, particularly regarding marital issues, is linked to the 

patriarchal notion that women’s place is in the home and the gendered view that discourages 

women from assuming a breadwinning role, as well as the perceived sexual freedom that migrants 

have. However, this study argues that focusing only on gendered attitudes as an analytic 

framework does not provide a holistic understanding of the situation. As evidenced in Chapter 4, 

using an intersectional analytic approach reveals other factors that intersect with gendered attitudes 

to create the stigmatized position of the returnees regarding marital relations. For example, 

younger women are preferred for a marital relationship in Ethiopia to guarantee that they are able 

to bear child. Female migrants often migrate to the Arabian Gulf at a young age and have surpassed 

the desired marital age for women in Ethiopia upon their return. This creates problems in starting 

a marital relationship, in addition to problems with stigma, due to the gender attitude that requires 

women’s chastity. The psychological trauma resulting from the sexual violence some women 

experience in the destination countries was also found to intersect with the gender and age of the 

returnees. This trauma affected the returnees’ self-worth and made them afraid of having an 

intimate relationship with men after their return.  

In conclusion, it was evidenced that the attitudes implicitly embedded in patriarchal culture 

intersect with age and the sexual violence experienced by the migrants abroad to negatively affect 

the marital prospects of returnees and their resettlement. To deal with the stigma and negative 

perceptions of migrants associated with promiscuity, many of the returnees engaged in secrecy or 

distinguished themselves from ‘others’ assumed to be involved in prostitution. In addition to 

society’s negative perception of their migration experience, the stigma of staying single beyond a 

certain age is another reason women are stigmatized. In some cases, pressure from family and 

relatives push women to enter into an unfulfilling marital relationships or re-migrate abroad. 
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Although economic reasons are often mentioned as driving the remigration intention of Ethiopian 

female migrants (Fernandez, 2010), the findings of this study show that socio-cultural challenges 

also play a role. If migrants are unable to (re-)adjust to the values, norms, and social institutions 

in the home country, they feel alienated and will have a low sense of belonging to the community. 

The findings presented in this chapter bring culture, norms, and social values to the forefront of 

the discussion on social reintegration.  

6.1.4 Role of interpersonal relationships and a sense of belonging in the home country 

Chapter 5 sought to answer the question: How do home country social norms and culture shape 

the interpersonal relationships, sense of belonging and reintegration of Ethiopian female return 

migrants from the Arabian Gulf?  

The social relationships of female return migrants with their family members and other people in 

their home community change dramatically upon return. Violations of trust, rejection, and not 

being valued for who they are, but rather what they might have, were dominant themes creating 

conflict between the returnees and their loved ones. The high expectations of family members (in 

terms of financial and material support) and inability to meet expectations, as well as having no or 

few financial resources was a shameful experience that led returnees to restrict their social 

interaction and sometimes became a cause of remigration intention. Being financially dependent 

on their families after return was a common experience among the returnees who took part in this 

study. As also indicated in Chapter 4, returnees are stereotyped as being promiscuous and mentally 

unfit, and this affects the interpersonal relationships of the returnees with people in their 

community and family members. This is particularly important in understanding the social 

reintegration of returnees. Both Chapters 4 and 5 emphasize the understated impact of socio-

cultural factors on reintegration, as well as the remigration intention of female return migrants 

from the Arabian Gulf. Surprisingly, in the individual interviews as well as focus group 

discussions, participants themselves emphasized economic difficulties as a source of reintegration 

problems and remigration intention. However, deeper investigation into their narrations revealed 

hidden socio-cultural issues affecting social reintegration, as well as driving remigration 

intentions. Using an inductive approach was helpful to reveal these hidden socio-cultural reasons 

for unsuccessful reintegration and the emergence of remigration intention, besides the commonly 

mentioned economic reason. These findings contribute to migration and reintegration studies by 
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shedding light on what factors affect the sense of belonging of Ethiopian female return migrants 

from Arabian Gulf countries. 

6.2 Theoretical contributions  

This dissertation makes three theoretical contributions to the debate on the reintegration of return 

migrants into their home country. The first contribution is that it emphasizes the large role of the 

cultural context in the home country in shaping the reintegration process of returnees. In a 

collective society such as Ethiopia there is a high level of attachment between family members, 

which plays a significant role in the migration decision as well as the reintegration of return 

migrants. Interdependency and trust between family members creates an environment in which 

migrants send their entire salary to family members in the home country. Unfortunately, this can 

play a counterproductive role in the reintegration process, as many family members in the home 

country spend the remittances sent by migrants without saving some for their return and 

reintegration. Despite the fact that the returnees were dependent on their family for their financial 

and materials needs upon their return, and felt betrayed by their family for not saving some of their 

remittances for their reintegration, many of them tried to cope by emphasizing the benefits and 

blessings their migration had brought to their family. Some of the returnees in this study said that 

receiving the blessing of their parents for helping their family, known as ‘mirkat’, although at their 

own expense, was satisfying. These findings highlight how values, norms, and traditions in the 

home country influence the migration as well as the reintegration of returnees. A structural 

approach to the study of the reintegration of return migrants emphasizes the role of context in the 

reintegration process; however, the focus is on the need to adjust to cultural values, norms, and 

traditions for better reintegration. Hence, examining how and why home country cultural values 

and traditions affect the reintegration process is something that complements the structural 

approach to study of the reintegration of return migrants.  

The second contribution is that, in contrast to other research which emphasizes the importance of 

length of stay and motivation to return as determining factors for the successful reintegration of 

returnees (Cassarino, 2004; Van Houte & Davids, 2008), this study found that the personal 

characteristics and traits of the migrants, migration setting, and cultural context play a significant 

role in the successful reintegration of Ethiopian return migrants from Arabian Gulf countries. The 

preparedness theory proposed by Cassarino (2004) assumes that the successful reintegration of 
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returnees in their home country depends on the migrants’ preparation to return, which requires 

time, resource mobilization, and willingness to return. Paradoxically, these factors were not found 

to be applicable to domestic workers who work under the domination of a specific employer within 

the kafala labor system. As shown in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, women who stayed longer in 

host countries did not necessarily mobilize more resources than women who stayed for shorter 

periods of time. A longer period of time in the host country was not always a positive predictor of 

resource accumulation and the successful reintegration of return migrants. These things were found 

to be dependent on the migration setting of the migrant in the destination country. In terms of 

reintegration, surprisingly, returning voluntarily or involuntarily yielded similar results in terms of 

the economic reintegration process (measured by the ability of returnees to generate income 

through employment or entrepreneurial activities and sustain their livelihood). Having a poor 

educational profile, with no possibility of improving it in the host country – which remains the 

same for those returning willingly and unwillingly – and continuously helping family members in 

the home country are two important factors that made involuntarily and voluntarily returning 

similar for this group of migrants. Of course, collecting all mobilized resources may not be possible 

in cases of expulsion (De Regt & Tafesse, 2016). The sharp contrast between this finding and the 

findings of other research on female domestic workers in the Arabian Gulf relates to the fact that 

most migrants send their entire wage to their family in the home country before their return. The 

sudden return of migrants affects the household consumption of returnees’ families negatively. 

However, in this study, sudden return had little impact on the reintegration of the returnees 

themselves, as family members were not saving money for the migrants from the remittances they 

were sending. In contrast, the influence of personality traits and personal characteristics (such as 

marital status and age) was significant, factors that are not considered in the theory of 

preparedness.  

The third contribution of this dissertation to the reintegration debate is that it shows that 

reintegration is a social process and not solely dependent on the individual efforts of the returnees. 

Reintegration needs reciprocal action between the returnees and the home society. As indicated in 

Chapters 4 and 5, the desire of a returnee to reintegrate into the society is not enough – the society 

must also accept the returnee, which means it is a mutual process. For example, stereotypes and 

the stigmatization of women returnees from the Arabian Gulf were found to emerge from norms 

and attitudes associated with the patriarchal social structure in Ethiopia. The returnees were 
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alienated and were unable to establish marital relationships because their migration experience 

was assumed to violate the chastity norm for women or because they were perceived to have been 

sexually exploited while in the destination countries. Some returnees planned to re-migrate 

because they were unable to fulfil the societal expectation of womanhood in Ethiopia, which 

revolves around getting married and having children. In Chapter 5, the importance of considering 

reintegration as a social process was discussed in detail. It was indicated that returnees’ sense of 

belonging in the community was affected by socio-cultural norms and values that affect 

relationships between the returnees and the community. In the existing literature, reintegration is 

perceived as an individual process, but this study argues that it is a social process that necessitates 

the involvement of returnees in social, economic, and cultural activities and acceptance by the 

society. In other words, returnees’ efforts to fit into or adapt to the home environment may not be 

enough to bring about successful reintegration, particularly in the social and cultural dimensions 

of the reintegration process. The home society also needs to make and accept some changes in 

order for returnees to successfully reintegrate into the socio-cultural environment of the home 

country. This is a major contribution to the return and reintegration debate, which often focuses 

on individual efforts by returnees for successful reintegration. 

6.3 Limitations of the study and suggestion for future research 

The results of this dissertation showed the link between migration experiences and the 

reintegration of female returnees from Arabian Gulf countries. The findings are not only applicable 

to Ethiopian women returnees from the Arabian Gulf, but also to African and Asian women who 

migrate under the same migration scheme (kafala) and come from a patriarchal society with a 

collective culture, like Ethiopia. The insights developed in each chapter of the dissertation 

contribute to the debate on the reintegration of return migrants. The study findings also highlight 

the practical reintegration challenges of women domestic workers returning from the Arabian Gulf, 

due to reasons related to the migration scheme, experiences in the destination country, and socio-

cultural values in the home society. These practical implications can inform policies and programs 

on the reintegration of female return migrants from these destinations. While there are valuable 

findings pointed out in this study that enhance our understanding of the reintegration of low-skilled 

women domestic workers, there are also some limitations to the study that necessitate caution 
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when generalizing the findings and making comparisons with other contexts, as well as areas that 

call for future research.  

A limitation of this study, which is also common to other studies on the reintegration of return 

migrants, is the lack of a standard measure of successful reintegration of migrants (Koser & 

Kuschminder, 2015). This makes comparison with other findings difficult. Remigration intention 

and remigration indicate the poor reintegration of return migrants (Ghosh, 2000), and are also used 

as an indicator in this study. In addition, what constitutes the economic or socio-cultural 

dimensions of reintegration, and the magnitude of each dimension, is debatable. For example, 

some studies measure economic reintegration by the investment made by returnees and the assets 

acquired (Setrana & Tonah, 2014; Thomas, 2008), while others measure it by the ability of 

returnees to sustain their livelihood (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011). In this dissertation I 

argued that sustaining’s one’s livelihood is the basic form of economic reintegration. The ability 

of migrants to generate income to sustain their livelihood, either through small-scale business or 

employment, was used as an indicator to evaluate the economic reintegration of the returnees. 

However, such operationalization may oversimplify economic reintegration, as it is based on the 

temporary income gained from different sources. In general, inconsistency in the definitions used 

by scholars, as well as the operationalization of terms, poses a limitation on the generalizability of 

the findings of this study.  

Another limitation that may pose difficulty in generalizing the findings of this study relates to the 

selection of participants and the data sources used. The participants selected for this research are 

returnees residing in Addis Ababa at the time of data collection. Negative gender attitudes and 

masculine dominance is expected to be more pronounced in rural areas, than cities. Considering 

this, it is recommended that future research on the reintegration of returnees attempts to strengthen 

the findings by incorporating the experience of women returnees from different rural areas. This 

will bring new insights about the socio-economic reintegration of returnees that would be useful 

in relation to both urban and rural returnees. 

The findings of this study highlight that there is a difference in the reintegration process between 

men and women. However, this issue is not well examined here, as it was beyond the scope of the 

study. Chapter 4 shows that female return migrants from the Arabian Gulf countries are 

stigmatized because of negative perceptions held by society about their experiences and behavior 
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abroad, while their male counterparts are not exposed to such stigma. Moreover, some studies 

show that in Ethiopia young girls grow up shouldering complex responsibilities for supporting the 

family on a day-to-day basis (Abebe, 2012). This might relate to the fact that many of the women 

returnees in this research sacrificed a lot for their family, with little benefit accruing to themselves. 

Most tried to make sense of their suffering in the host country by focusing on the blessings 

(financial) they brought to their family. Other studies also show that there is a gap in our 

understanding of the impact of migration on the reintegration process of male and female returnees 

in Ethiopia (Bilgili, Kuschminder, & Siegel, 2017). Therefore, to better understand the gender 

dynamics in the reintegration process, comparative research on men and women returnees is 

suggested as a future research agenda.  

Finally, in this study, it was indicated that the reintegration assistance provided to returnees by the 

Ethiopian government, international humanitarian organizations and local NGOs in the wake of 

the mass deportation and return crisis of 2013/14 was helpful merely in enabling the returnees to 

sustain their livelihood. Lack of capital to work with the skills acquired, lack of follow-up 

programs to sustain the small businesses started, and the existence of infrastructural problems were 

observed. Some scholars suggest that to bring sustainable and successful reintegration, well-

planned reintegration assistance programs should be developed for return migrants (Arowolo, 

2000). However, little is known about the role of assistance programs in the reintegration of return 

migrants, except for some studies that highlight it from the perspective of forced return cases (see, 

for example, Van Houte & Davids, 2008), and hence it is also suggested as a future research 

agenda.  

6.4 Practical policy implications 

The return crisis of 2013/14 forced Ethiopian society to deal with the sudden influx of a massive 

number of traumatized female returnees. This made the reintegration of returnees an urgent public 

issue. Well-established reintegration programs for return migrants do not exist in Ethiopia 

(Kuschminder & Richard-Guay, 2018). The Ethiopian government, together with the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) and local NGOs provided ad hoc humanitarian support, 

vocational skills training (such as food preparation, catering, and hairdressing), short-term 

business skill training, financial and credit facilities, and small shops to start small businesses to 

help returnees reintegrate into life in their home country. Based on the findings in this study, the 
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assistance helped only a few returnees, but did not help the majority of the returnees to generate 

an income and sustain their livelihood. Based on the findings, the following recommendations are 

made to bring about the successful economic and socio-cultural reintegration of female returnees 

in the long term. It contains insights into how to manage mass return cases by highlighting focus 

areas that the government and other stakeholders need to consider for successful and sustainable 

socio-economic reintegration.  

6.4.1 Need for pre-departure training programs 

As indicated in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, many of the migrants have the objective of helping 

their family and establishing a small business for themselves upon return. However, this last 

objective is seldom met, as the migrants do not accumulate savings from their migration 

experience. Many of the remittances they send are spent by family members. At the time of the 

return crisis, government assistance programs mainly focused on providing vocational skill 

training, which was unable to help many of the returnees to be self-sufficient in economic terms. 

Successful economic reintegration mainly depends on the extent migrants were able to save from 

the remittances they sent to their family members. Hence, training programs should be organized 

before the migrants depart for the Arabian Gulf countries, include money management skills and 

how to establish their own savings account while working abroad (instead of sending all their 

earnings to family members). This and other awareness programs that strengthen this idea will 

help in the reintegration of the returnees. 

6.4.2 Improving the working conditions of migrants in destination countries 

As highlighted in this dissertation, many of the reintegration problems emanate from the precarious 

nature of the migration experience. The kafala labor system mainly protects the employer and not 

the employee. Preventing Breaches of contract and financial, physical, sexual, and psychological 

exploitation and abuse by sponsors should be prevented by establishing mutual agreements with 

receiving countries and putting in place a strong legal framework that protects migrants. The 

Ethiopian government is taking steps to improve the working conditions and legal protection of 

migrants in Arabian Gulf countries. Improving the working conditions of migrants in host 

countries is a major step in bringing about the successful reintegration of returnees in the home 

country. Reducing vulnerability and taking legal action in cases of breaches of contract will enable 
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migrants to accumulate the resources required for their economic and social reintegration upon 

return.  

6.4.3 Holistic reintegration assistance in the home country 

During the return crisis to manage the mass deportation of Ethiopians from the Arabian Gulf, 

reintegration assistance by stakeholders focused mainly on enabling returnees to generate income 

to sustain their livelihood. Except for one local NGO (Agar Ethiopia), the majority provided 

vocational skill training. However, the findings of this study suggest that returnees encounter 

multifaceted problems, of which generating income is but one, albeit a major, problem. 

Reintegration assistance programs for vulnerable migrants, such as domestic workers (in both 

voluntary and involuntary return cases) should be based on identifying the different needs of 

migrants, such as whether they were exposed to traumatic incidents and whether they have been 

able to recover from the experiences. This dissertation highlights the magnitude of the traumatic 

incidents experienced by migrants in host countries. The existence of mental health challenges 

among Ethiopian female returnees is also evidenced in other studies (Anbesse, Hanlon, Alem, 

Packer, & Whitley, 2009; Zeleke, Minaye, & Kygana, 2015). However, psychological and health-

related problems are not given enough emphasis in the reintegration programs of Ethiopian female 

domestic workers. Therefore, rehabilitation programs to help returnees heal from their traumatic 

past and process trauma should be a significant part of the resettlement process. This is a vital 

practical implication to come out of the research. To this end, it is suggested that trauma 

rehabilitation centers be established and self-help groups organized where migrants and other 

stakeholders (i.e., family members) can share their experiences among returnees who went through 

more or less similar experiences. As discussed in the previous section, the reintegration of return 

migrants is a social process; hence, awareness programs to minimize negative perceptions and 

stigma within the community are vital. Such programs improve returnees’ sense of belonging in 

the community and their socio-economic reintegration.  

6.5 Concluding remarks 

This dissertation looked at the socio-economic reintegration of Ethiopian women return migrants 

from Arabian Gulf countries. It examined the lived experiences of women who migrate to these 

countries and then return to their home country. How female returnees make sense of migration-

related trauma, how migration settings impact on the migration as well as the reintegration process, 
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and the understated role of home country cultural values in the reintegration process were new 

insights developed in this dissertation. This research also pinpoints the limited or non-existent 

support programs for returnees when they return to Ethiopia. It points out the practical policy 

implications of the findings for reintegration support programs, such as the need to support 

psychological and mental health, which is often neglected, but requires attention, given the 

immensely traumatic incidents that some returnees go through while in the destination countries.  

Reintegration is a very challenging experience, even though the returnees are coming to their home 

country. Many of the returnees in this study were unable to sustain their livelihood upon return 

and ended up financially dependent on their family. Social reintegration such as a sense of 

belonging in the society and developing a good social relationship with family members, as well 

as entering a marital relationship or maintaining the existing one, was difficult for most of the 

returnees who participated in this study. These factors relate to migration experiences with the 

kafala labor system and the socio-cultural attitudes and norms that exist in the home country, which 

are often neglected in the discussion of the reintegration of return migrants. Particularly, the 

intangible social costs that women returnees from the Arabian Gulf bear (in terms of health and 

social relationships) and the stigma and discrimination they experience upon return are often 

neglected in the social science and migration debate. Often the focus is on the economic resources 

needed to enable returnees to reintegrate in the home society. Other societal and cultural factors 

are not considered in managing return crises, and reintegration programs usually focus on 

providing vocational and skill training that might help returnees to sustain their livelihood.  

In general, while there are some studies that evidence the positive impact of women’s migration 

to the Arabian Gulf and other countries (psychological and economic), caution needs to be 

exercised in generalizing such positive impact. Beyond short-term economic gains that mainly 

benefit the migrant’s family, rather than the migrant herself, there are long-term intangible losses 

and reintegration in the home country can be difficult. This research calls for additional research 

to investigate the long-term needs of returnees and the impact of migration on the returnees, their 

families, and society at large.  
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Annex 1 

Individual interviews 

Women returnees from the Arabian Gulf Countries  

January–March 2015 

Date of the Interview __________ 

Place of interview ____________ 

Duration of the interview __________ 

 

About the study  

This study tries to understand the relationship between migration experience in Arab country and 

the reintegration process in to home country, every discussion is very confidential and anonymity 

of participants is highly respected. 

1. Let us start our conversation by telling me about your life before migration. (45 minutes) 

 How was your upbringing? 

 How was your family life as a child?  

 How was your school life? 

 Did you have permanent income? 

 How was your health condition? 

2. Women migrants have different reasons for going to the Arabian Countries. What was your 

motivation or reason to migrate to the Arab country?  

 Who helped you to go there? (Agents, Brokers, relatives/friends) 

3. The journey to the Arab country is easier for some and difficult for others. How was your 

migration journey starting from Ethiopia till you settled to your employer’s house in the Arab 

country?  
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4. Let us now discuss to your working conditions in the host country you lived. (1 hour on average 

10 minutes for each question) 

 For how many employers did you work for?  

 Did you get a chance to work by yourself in the host country? (without having a sponsor) 

  What were your main work activities? 

 Women migrants may have good and bad working conditions in the home of their 

employer. How were your working conditions? (Work load, sleeping conditions, food, and 

relationship with employer?) 

  Were you paid your salary as stated in the contract? 

 Did you encounter any health problems during your migration experience? 

 If yes, how did you solve them? 

 How was your contact with your family while you were on your contract employment? 

5. Different stories are told about migration experience in the Arabian Counties? Some say it is 

good and others say it is bad. How would you describe your migration experience? First let us start 

with the good experiences you had in the host country. 

6. Some returnees tell that they have very bad working experiences. Knowing this can help to 

improve the condition for future women migrants to the Middle East counties. Did you have any 

bad working experiences in the host country?  

7. Some returnees regret going to the Arab countries and others like it very much and want to go 

back. When you think about your migration experience, how do you feel about it?  

 Do you think it improved you social status or not?  

8. Now let us talk to the time after you came back to Ethiopia. (1 hour: on average 6 minutes to 

one question) 
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 What were you main positive and negative experiences? Let us start with the good things 

that happened when you come back first. 

 Some women encounter difficulties after coming back to their countries. What were the 

major difficulties you encountered after return? 

 What do you do for a living now?  

 Is your income enough for you and your family needs?  

 How is your health now? 

 How are things going in your family life right now? I would like to know this because 

sometimes people say migration and family life are difficult to go together. Let us discuss 

how your migration experience and your family life went with you.  

 Do you want to go back to the Arab countries in the future? If yes, Why? 

 Thinking of your return experience do you think women returnees need some kind of 

support from government or NGO’s to successfully re-integrate into their home country? 

What then do they need exactly? 

 Did you get a chance to get any kind of support from an organization? Do you think it 

helped you in settling well after your migration? How could you think even be improved?  

I finished my questions and thank you very much for your time and sharing you experience with 

me. Your migration and return experience help to improve the reintegration of women returnees. 

I will contact you to let you know the results. Is there anything else you want to add? 
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Annex 2 

Individual interviews 

Women returnees from the Arabian Gulf countries  

January 2016–March 2017 

 

Date of the Interview __________ 

Place of interview ____________ 

Duration of the interview __________ 

 

About the study 

This interview was prepared to gather information about social reintegration process of women 

return migrants from the Middle East. The objective is to understand women returnees’ social 

reintegration process. The results of the study will facilitate smooth social reintegration of women 

return migrants. All the discussions to be made will be kept confidentially. Any information that 

can lead to the revelation of an individual identity will not occur.  

1. Let us start our discussion by telling me how many times you traveled to the Middle 

East? 

2. Do you remember the periods you spent in the Middle East and in Ethiopia?  

3. What was the reason for going back first time, a second time etc.? 

 I understand financial struggles may be the cause. What other day to day affairs 

could be the reason?  

The following questions are about your living experiences in the Middle East. 

1. Could you please tell me about your migration experience in the Middle East? 

 What do you like about living in the Middle East? 
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 What makes it difficult to live in the Middle East? 

 Could you give me an example of major obstacle you encountered? 

 How did you felt about it?  

 How did you cope with it? 

2. Can you give me an example of social or cultural activities you like and participated in 

while you were in the Middle East 

 How did you decided to participate? 

 How did you felt about it? 

Now let us discuss about your social life in Ethiopia (in the first, second, third visits) 

1. Could you please tell me about your experiences after your return? 

 What do you like about living here in Ethiopia? 

 What social factors makes it difficult to live in Ethiopia? 

2. What sort of activities you would like to get involved here?  

 Where you able to participate?  

3. Do you feel differently treated compared to non-migrated women? 

 Can you give an example? 

 How did you felt about it? 

 How did you coped with it? 

Questions regarding experiences in both countries 

1. Could you tell me what you think about feeling at home? 

 What comes into your mind 
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 Where do you feel most at home, In Ethiopia or in the Middle East? Why? 

 If you are provided the possibility to choose where to live for the rest of your 

life, in Ethiopia or the Middle East, which one would you prefer? Why? 
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Annex 3 

Focus group discussion themes 

About the study 

The objective of this group discussion is to understand how pre-migration and migration 

experiences affect women return migrant’s reintegration process in to their home country. The 

study helps to indicate problems in return and reintegration of women returnees from the Middle 

East. The results of the study will improve the social and economic life of women returnees. All 

the information to be collected on this questionnaire is only for study purpose and it is highly 

confidential. Any information that can lead to the revelation of an individual identity will not 

occur.  

Migration experience (1 hour) 

1. There are different reasons for women’s motivation to migrate. What do you think motivates 

women to migrate to the Arab countries? 

2. In most Arabian counties there is sponsorship employment system. What do you think about the 

sponsorship system? What advantage do you think it has? 

3. In your opinion what disadvantage do you think it has? 

4. There are both positive and negative consequences of women migration to the Arabian 

countries. What are in your opinion the positive consequences of migration to the Arabian country? 

5. And what are in your opinion the negative consequences of migrating to the Arabian country on 

employment contract?  

Return and reintegration (1 hour) 

1. Now let us discuss about what happens after women return to their home country. For some 

women return and reintegration may not be easy as they expected it. For some it may be as 

expected or even better. Do you think women returnees encounter problem to reintegrate? What 

kind of problems? 

2. How do you think the difficulties women encounter in reintegration should be solved?  
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3. Do you think women migrant returning from the Arabian states need support to reintegrate? 

What kind? 

Additional questions for those who received government of NGO support service for 

reintegration  

4. Do you think the support provided by different organizations help returnees to successfully re-

integrate with the home country?  

5. Do you think other support services should be included? What kind? 
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Annex 4 

Interview questions 

Government and NGO officials working in women’s reintegration in Ethiopia 

About the study 

The objective of this study is to understand how women migration experiences in the Middle East 

counties may affect their socio-economic reintegration in return migration. The study result will 

add to the efforts made by government and NGO’s in successful reintegration of women return 

migrants. All the interview discussions are very confidential. The anonymity of study participants 

is strictly respected. 

Expected duration (1 hour) 

1. How long have you been working with women returnees? 

2. What are the main problems observed in unskilled women return and reintegration? 

3. Can you briefly describe what kind of support programs are provided to unskilled women 

returnees? Can I have the paper documents for the program? 

4. Based on the experiences you have working with women returnees, what do you think should 

be improved so that the women could successfully re-integrate into their home society? 

5. When do you conclude you did a good job? 

6. Thank you for your time. I finished my interview but if there is anything else you want to add 

in relation with women migration to the Arabian Country or their return and reintegration let me 

give you a chance. I will keep in touch to let you know the findings of the study. 
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Annex 5 

Profile of respondents 

(for chapter two and three) 

Code 

Migration 

experience  

Support 

from 

NGO or 

govern-

ment 

Marital 

status 

before 

Marital 

status 

after Children 

School 

level 

Age at 

departure 

Length of 

year 

stayed 

abroad Return type Religion 

p1 BOTH YES S M NO 

High 

school 20 

2 years 

and 3 

months Voluntary Orthodox 

p2 K  YES S S No 

High 

school 20 10 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p3 NK YES S M YES 

High 

school 18 12 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p4 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school 20 11 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p5 BOTH YES S S NO Diploma 23 

1 year and 

3 months Voluntary Orthodox 

p6 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school 21 9 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p7 K YES S S NO 

High 

school 23 3 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p8 K YES S S NO 

High 

school 16 6 months Voluntary Protestant 

p9 K YES S S NO 

High 

school 19 1 year Involuntary  Orthodox 

p10 K YES S S NO 

High 

school 24 

1 year and 

2 months Involuntary  Orthodox 

p11 K YES S S NO 

Element

ary 20 

1 year and 

2 months Involuntary  Muslim 
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p12 BOTH NO S M YES 

Element

ary 21 

8 years 

and 2 

months Voluntary Orthodox 

p13 K NO S S NO 

High 

school 20 8 years 

Voluntar

y 

Orthod

ox 

p14 BOTH NO S S YES 

High 

school 25 11 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p15 BOTH NO S S NO 

High 

school 19 7 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p16 BOTH NO M D YES 

Element

ary 27 2 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p17 K NO S S NO 

Element

ary 22 

1 year and 

6 months Involuntary  Orthodox 

p18 BOTH NO S S NO 

High 

school 29 5 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p19 NK YES M D YES 

Element

ary 20 16 years Voluntary Muslim 

p20 BOTH YES S D YES 

High 

school 27 7 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p21 NK NO S S NO None 14 10 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p22 BOTH NO S S NO 

High 

school 24 3 years Involuntary  Orthodox 
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p23 BOTH NO S S NO 

High 

school 25 6 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p24 BOTH NO S S YES 

Element

ary 27 3 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p25 BOTH NO M S YES 

High 

school 25 2 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p26 NK NO S D NO 

High 

school 18 10 years Voluntary Muslim 

p27 NK NO S S NO 

High 

school 19 9 years Voluntary Muslim 

p28 NK YES S S NO 

High 

school - 10 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p29 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school - 15 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p30 BOTH NO S D YES 

High 

school 16 22 years Voluntary Muslim 

p31 BOTH NO D D YES 

High 

school - 21 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p32 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school - 11 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p33 BOTH NO S S NO 

High 

school 19 5 years Involuntary  Orthodox 
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p34 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school 20 10 years Voluntary Muslim 

p35 NK YES S S NO 

High 

school 17 8 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p36 K YES S M YES None 20  6 years Voluntary Muslim 

p37 K YES S S YES 

High 

school - 5 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p38 K YES S S NO 

Element

ary - 7 years Voluntary Muslim 

p39 K YES S S NO 

Element

ary - 2 years Involuntary  Muslim 

p40 K YES S M YES 

Element

ary - 6 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p41 BOTH YES S S yes 

Element

ary - 3 years Involuntary  Orthodox 

p42 BOTH  YES S S NO 

High 

school - 3 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p43 BOTH YES S S NO 

High 

school 17 

5 years 

and 3 

months Involuntary  Orthodox 

p44 K YES S S NO 

High 

school 18 

3 years 

and 6 

months Involuntary  Muslim 
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p45 K YES S M YES 

High 

school - 2 years Voluntary Orthodox 

p46 BOTH YES S M YES 

High 

school  5 years Voluntary Protestant 

p47 BOTH YES M D YES 

High 

school  3 years  Voluntary Orthodox 

p48 BOTH YES S S NO Diploma  

9 years 

and 6 

months Involuntary  Orthodox 

 

Note 

1. Migration experience through kafala represents contract work throughout the migration 

experience. Both refers to those who started with a contract job and ran away from the sponsors. 

None refers to those who travelled through a pilgrimage and overstayed their visa period or 

those who have a legal resident permit, often by paying some money to citizens to act as 

sponsors.  

2. Educational background was classified as grade 1-8 elementary (E), 9-12 high school (H), 12+2 

diploma (D). 

3. ‘Voluntary return’ was considered throughout the study as based on the existence of free will by 

the returnee to return (Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011), except in cases of contract breach or 

violation of human rights.  

4. (-) represent answers not provided by the respondents. 

5. p = participant; K = stayed under the kafala system; NK = migration and stay without kafala 

system, such as on a tourist visa; M = married; S = single; D = divorced  

6. Orthodox refers to follower of Ethiopian Orthodox religion, which is the major religion in 

Ethiopia. 
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Annex 6 

Generic intersectionality template 

(for chapter 4) 

Social categories Discrete consideration 

(1st step) 

Intersectional consideration 

(2nd step) 

Gender How does gender inform this individual account? How does gender interact/intersect with other social 

categories in this individual account? 

Or which dimensions of the experience are interacting with 

gender? 

Class How does class inform this individual account? How does class interact/intersect with other social 

categories in this individual account? 

Or which dimensions of the experience are interacting with 

class? 

Race How does race inform this individual account? How does race interact/intersect with other social categories 

in this individual account? 

Or which dimensions of the experience are interacting with 

race? 

Ethnicity  How does ethnicity inform this individual account? How does ethnicity interact/intersect with other social 

categories in this individual account? 

Religion How does religion inform this individual account? How does religion interact/intersect with other social 

categories in this individual account? 

Sexual orientation How does sexual orientation inform this individual 

account? 
How does sexual orientation interact/intersect with other 

social categories in this individual account? 

Age How does age inform this individual account? How does age interact/intersect with other social categories 

in this individual account? 

Handicap How does being handicapped inform this individual 

account? 
How does being handicapped interact/intersect with other 

social categories in this individual account? 

Other relevant 

categories 

(immigration status, 

family status, language 

etc.) 

How do other relevant categories inform this 

individual account? 
How do other relevant categories interact/intersect with 

other social categories in this individual account? 

Source: Bilge, 2009, p. 7 

 


