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Abstract

This thesis examines how stalled labour migration unfolds among rural households in Bangladesh
and explores how brokerage practices, household financial investment, and social relationships
shape experiences of migration failure and prolonged waiting. The study specifically investigates

why migration aspirations persist despite repeated delays, deception, and financial loss.

The research is based on qualitative interviews with five rural individuals and household members
whose migration attempts had stalled or failed completely. The analysis draws on Migration
Infrastructure Theory, the Aspirations—Capabilities framework, Social Capital Theory, the New
Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), and Precarity Theory to examine how migration

processes developed over time.

The findings show that participants became highly dependent on informal brokers because safe and
regulated migration pathways were difficult to access. Brokers sustained migration processes
through repeated promises, changing destination countries, misleading documents, and prolonged
delays that kept households waiting for years without resolution. The study also finds that migration
functioned as a collective household investment financed through loans, land sales, and borrowing,
which later produced long-term debt, emotional distress, social shame, and financial insecurity
when migration failed to materialize. At the same time, social relationships based on kinship and
community trust initially enabled broker access while later discouraging confrontation and legal

accountability.

The thesis concludes that stalled migration should not be understood as an isolated individual
failure, but as a structurally shaped condition produced through unequal access to safe migration
pathways, dependence on informal brokerage systems, prolonged uncertainty, and limited
institutional protection. By focusing on stalled migration and pre-departure immobility, this study
contributes to migration scholarship by extending existing theoretical frameworks to experiences

of failed mobility that occur before migration itself successfully takes place.

Keywords: Stalled Migration, Brokerage, Precarity, Social Capital, Bangladesh, Immobility,

Migration Failure.
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Introduction

Every year hundreds of thousands of young men and women from rural Bangladesh attempt to
migrate abroad in search of work and better livelihood opportunities. This phenomenon must be
understood within the broader global context of structural inequalities, labour market differences,
and uneven development that still drive people to move from the Global South to the wealthier
parts of the world.! In recent decades, international labour migration from Bangladesh has
increased considerably, and by 2024 an estimated 8.7 million Bangladeshi nationals were living
abroad, most of them in Gulf Cooperation Council countries.> Migration is rarely an isolated
individual choice , but it operates as a household-level strategy for many rural households, shaped
by economic necessity, social expectations, and the visible success of others.?> Families frequently
finance migration by selling land, taking out loans, or borrowing from relatives, reflecting both
the high costs involved and the belief that the migration of one family member can improve the
economic position of the entire household.* In this regard, remittances have become a key pillar
of household survival and national economic stability, supporting consumption, education, and

healthcare while reinforcing migration as a viable livelihood strategy.’

Access to international migration is rarely transparent; instead, the process is highly mediated by
informal intermediaries and local social brokers who navigate complex state and kinship
networks.® These actors are at the center of the organization of migration, linking aspiring migrants
with job opportunities, documentation processes, and travel arrangements. Due to their social

embeddedness, brokers often seem accessible and trustworthy, as they are usually relatives,

1Stephen Castles, Hein de Haas, and Mark J. Miller, The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in
the Modern World, 5th ed. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 29-31.

2 International Organization for Migration, Bangladesh Migration Snapshot Report 2024 (Geneva: IOM, 2025), 15,
IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix.

3 Tasneem Siddiqui, Migration as a Livelihood Strategy of the Poor: The Bangladesh Case (Dhaka: Refugee and
Migratory Movements Research Unit, 2010), 1-3.

*J. Edward Taylor, “The New Economics of Labour Migration and the Role of Remittances in the Migration
Process,” International Migration 37, no. 1 (1999): 64-65

® World Bank, Bangladesh Development Update: New Frontiers in Poverty Reduction (Washington, DC: World
Bank, 2023), 24-26, World Bank Documents.

® Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, ‘Migration Infrastructure’, International Migration Review, vol. 48, no. 1, 2014, p.
S132-S134.




neighbors, or individuals recommended through personal connections.” However, this very
embeddedness can also create conditions for exploitation. Aspiring migrants are commonly
required to pay large sums of money, often borrowed or financed through loans or the sale of
household assets, in return for promises of migration within a given timeframe. Existing studies
suggest that such migration costs are often inflated and poorly regulated, leaving migrants in an

economically vulnerable position even before migration takes place.®

While migration literature often highlights stories of economic mobility and success, it frequently
overlooks the widespread realities of stalled and failed migration. For many individuals, migration
does not result in departure. Rather, it becomes a prolonged, uncertain, and ultimately unsuccessful
process. Deadlines are repeatedly delayed; information remains unclear and promised
opportunities fail to materialize. Months, perhaps years pass, and the financial strains increase as
debts mount and resources are exhausted. The individual who was supposed to migrate remains at
home, caught in a condition of prolonged waiting, while brokers often become avoidant,
inaccessible, or unaccountable. While migration scholarship has long utilized concepts such as
involuntary immobility and protracted waiting to examine situations where migration desires are
blocked by external geopolitical regimes,’ this study introduces the concept of “stalled migration”.
This is defined as a distinct pre-departure condition wherein individuals make ruinous financial
investments into formal mobility but find themselves functionally immobilized through a
combination of cyclical broker deception, infrastructure dependency, and systemic regulatory

vacuum.

This condition represents a significant empirical and analytical blind spot within contemporary
research. Existing evidence suggests that a large proportion of migration attempts from Bangladesh
are unsuccessful, resulting in considerable financial losses for affected households. Nevertheless,

despite the scale of this crisis, mainstream migration research continues to focus mainly on

" Mark Granovetter, "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness," American Journal of
Sociology 91, no. 3 (1985): 489; Pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for
the Sociology of Education, ed. J. Richardson (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248.

8 International Labour Organization (ILO), The Cost: Causes of and Potential Redress for High Recruitment and
Migration Costs in Bangladesh (Dhaka: ILO, 2020), 2.

o Jorgen Carling, "Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility: Theoretical Reflections and Cape Verdean
Experiences," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28, no. 1 (2002): 12; Hein de Haas, "A Theory of Migration:
The Aspirations-Capabilities Framework," Comparative Migration Studies 9, no. 1 (2021): 18.



migrants who successfully cross borders, particularly on destination labour conditions, remittance
flows, and processes of transnational integration. In contrast, those left behind after a failed
migration attempt are rendered analytically invisible. Addressing this gap is critical because the
trauma of stalled migration radiates far beyond abstract financial loss; it fundamentally fractures
internal family dynamics, inflicts severe social stigma and loss of masculinity within close-knit
communities, and induces chronic psychological distress. These vulnerabilities are not accidental
misfortunes; they are structurally produced. The combination of informal brokerage systems, weak
state monitoring, and socially embedded trust structures transfers all structural risks directly to the
shoulders of vulnerable households while protecting the intermediaries from legal accountability.
In this sense, migration failure is not a localized anomaly but a patterned, predictable feature of a

macro-system that produces immobility as much as mobility.

Research Aim and Questions

This study therefore aims to explore how stalled migration processes unfold among rural
households in southwestern Bangladesh and to examine the social, economic, and structural factors
that shape migration failure and prolonged waiting. It argues that stalled migration must be
evaluated not as a collection of individual errors but as a structurally generated outcome of an

exploitative recruitment infrastructure.

To guide this inquiry, the study responds to the following main research question:

How do stalled labour migration processes unfold among rural households in Bangladesh, and
how do brokerage practices, household investment, and social relations shape the experience of

migration failure and prolonged waiting?

This main question is systematically answered through six chronological and experiential sub-

research questions (SRQs):

SRQ1: How are migration aspirations formed and sustained among rural households in Bangladesh

despite limited education, economic insecurity, and awareness of migration risks?

SRQ2: How do socially embedded brokers mediate migration processes through trust, kinship ties,

and social relations among rural households?



SRQ3: How do deceptive brokerage practices and repeated delays contribute to stalled or failed

migration trajectories and prolonged waiting?

SRQ4: How do households finance migration, and what forms of financial loss, debt, and

economic insecurity emerge when migration does not materialise?

SRQS5: How does migration failure affect social dignity, family relationships, and emotional well-
being?
SRQ6: What factors prevent individuals from seeking accountability or legal action against

brokers?

To answer these questions, the study utilizes an interpretivist qualitative framework grounded in
five in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted online via WhatsApp with affected individuals
and household members in rural Bangladesh. The raw interview data were captured in Bangla,
manually transcribed and translated by the researcher, and rigorously examined using Reflexive
Thematic Analysis (RTA) via Braun and Clarke’s six-stage model.!® A qualitative approach was
considered most appropriate because the study focuses on lived experiences, social meanings, and
the ways participants understood migration failure, prolonged waiting, and financial insecurity

within their everyday lives.!!

Significance of the study

This study makes three contributions. Empirically, it uncovers the hidden testimonies of an
overlooked population—rural Bangladeshis who paid the ultimate price for mobility but never left
their villages. Theoretically, this study extends established migration frameworks—including the
Aspirations-Capabilities framework, Migration Infrastructure Theory, Social Capital Theory,
NELM, and precarity theory—by demonstrating that these perspectives are useful not only for
understanding successful migration but also for analysing migration failure, stalled migration, and

prolonged immobility. Analytically, the study demonstrates that migration failure is not simply an

10 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, "Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology," Qualitative Research in
Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006),p. 87.

" John W. Creswell and Cheryl N. Poth, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five
Approaches, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2018).



individual misfortune, but a patterned outcome shaped by brokerage systems, structural

inequalities, and weak institutional protection within Bangladesh’s migration economy.

Structure of the thesis

This thesis is structured into seven chapters. Following the introduction, Chapter Two reviews
existing literature on Bangladeshi labour migration, with a particular focus on migration
brokerage, structural vulnerabilities, migration failure, and precarity to identify the research gap
addressed in this study. Chapter Three presents the theoretical framework, outlining the
Aspirations-Capabilities framework, Migration Infrastructure Theory, Social Capital Theory, the
New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), and precarity theory that guide the analysis
throughout the thesis. Chapter Four examines the historical and socio-economic context of labour
migration in Bangladesh, focusing on the broader structural transformations that normalized
migration and contributed to the expansion of informal brokerage systems within rural
communities. Chapter Five explains the methodological approach of the study, including the
qualitative interpretivist research design, participant selection, interview process, translation and
transcription procedures, ethical considerations, and methodological limitations. Chapter Six
presents the empirical analysis through six interconnected themes organized around the study’s
sub-research questions, tracing the migration process from aspiration formation to barriers to
accountability. Finally, Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by summarizing the key findings,
answering the main research question, discussing the theoretical contributions and policy

implications of the study, and suggesting directions for future research.

Literature Review

The aim of this literature review is to examine major scholarly debates on labour migration,
informal migration brokerage, and migration failure within both Bangladeshi and broader
migration scholarship, while identifying the key theoretical and empirical discussions that inform
this study. It reviews existing research on migration brokerage, recruitment governance, structural
vulnerability, and socially embedded intermediaries to understand how migration processes are
organised and regulated. At the same time, it identifies a significant empirical and analytical gap

in the literature concerning individuals whose migration attempts remain incomplete or fail prior



to departure. By mapping these discussions, this review situates the present research within the

broader field of migration studies while clarifying its specific analytical contribution.

International labour migration has long been seen as both a livelihood strategy for households and
an important driver of national economic development, with remittances recognised as vital for
rural survival and national growth.!?> However, migration is not a direct process; rather, it is highly
mediated and involves multiple actors operating within unevenly regulated systems. Earlier studies
on labour migration from Bangladesh largely focused on remittance-driven economic outcomes
and the role of state institutions and licensed recruitment agencies.!> More recent work, however,
looks at recruitment as a complex, multi-layered "migration infrastructure," showing how brokers
and sub-agents actively step in to make movement possible while quietly shifting all the financial

and legal risks downward onto the shoulders of vulnerable migrants.'4

Despite this expanding body of critical research, the literature remains overwhelmingly oriented
toward cases where migration ultimately occurs, even when exploitation or deception is
documented. This tendency is particularly visible in Bangladesh-focused scholarship because the
country’s migration system is one of the most heavily brokered and highly studied in South Asia,
which has led researchers to prioritise the experiences of successful or departed migrants as the
primary empirical unit of analysis. As a result, comparatively limited attention has been given to
individuals whose migration attempts remain incomplete or fail before departure, leaving

households trapped in prolonged periods of debt, uncertainty, and waiting.

This review therefore synthesises three strands of literature— (1) migration brokerage as
infrastructure, (2) structural constraints and bounded agency, and (3) socially embedded
intermediaries, exploitation, and precarity—to situate the present study of migration failure and

immobility in rural Bangladesh.

12 "Migration as a livelihood strategy of the poor: the Bangladesh case." (2010).

'3 "International labour migration from Bangladesh: A decent work perspective." Policy Integration Department
Working Paper 66 (2005).

14Priya Deshingkar, "The Gadfly Intermediary: Informal Brokers in International Labour Migration from the Global
South," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2623.



1. Migration Brokerage as Infrastructure

A major shift in migration studies has been the transition from viewing brokers as isolated
intermediaries to understanding them as deeply connected parts of a wider migration infrastructure.
Lindquist, and Xiang develop this perspective through a political-economy lens, arguing that
modern migration is structured through five interconnected dimensions: commercial, regulatory,
technological, humanitarian, and social."> Drawing on comparative qualitative datasets across
Asia, their work demonstrates that modern brokers do not operate via isolated, informal
transactions but are instead embedded within highly structured, multi-layered recruitment chains

that link remote villages to global labor markets.

However, while Lindquist et al. provide a strong theoretical account of how migration is organized,
their empirical focus remains largely on cases where mobility ultimately occurs. This reflects a
broader pattern in migration-infrastructure scholarship, which tends to understand infrastructures
primarily in terms of their ability to facilitate movement, rather than their ability to disrupt, stall
or immobilize migrants. As a result, the consequences of infrastructural breakdowns—such as

prolonged delays, failed documentation, or non-departure—receive limited analytical attention.

In the Bangladeshi context, Siddiqui’s extensive body of research similarly highlights the mediated
nature of labour migration. Drawing on policy analysis, migrant interviews, and administrative
data, Siddiqui evaluates that migration is organised through a combination of government
institutions, private recruitment agencies, and informal social networks.!'® Her work adopts a
development and livelihoods framework, treating migration as an economic strategy that
contributes to rural survival and national growth. Siddiqui further demonstrates how rural
households rely on kinship networks, informal credit, and community-based brokers to access

migration opportunities otherwise unavailable to them.!’

Complementing this, Rahman utilizes a migration-systems approach to document the multilayered

structure of recruitment into Gulf labour markets, detailing how agencies, sub-agents, and

®Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, "Migration Infrastructure," International Migration Review 48, no. 1 (2014):
S124.

16 Tasneem Siddiqui, International Labour Migration from Bangladesh: A Decent Work Perspective, Working Paper
No. 66 (Geneva: International Labour Organization, 2005), 18.

"ibid,22



village-level intermediaries increase migrant dependency and recruitment costs.!® While these
localized studies offer critical insights into the anatomy of Bangladesh's migration system, they
continue to focus mainly on migrants who eventually depart. This focus is partly shaped by the
structure of migration research itself. Because Bangladesh is one of the world’s largest migrant-
sending countries, most governmental, NGO-based, and academic datasets are organised around
migrants who have already departed. As a result, experiences of pre-departure immobility, stalled

migration, and prolonged waiting have received comparatively limited empirical attention.

This body of literature conceptualizes brokerage as a central mechanism within migration
processes but often overlooks individuals whose migration trajectories collapse prior to departure.
The present study builds on the migration infrastructure framework while extending it to examine
how the same systems that facilitate movement can also produce prolonged waiting, failed

documentation, and immobilisation before migration takes place.

2. Structural Constraints and Bounded Agency

A second body of literature examines how migration decisions are shaped by structural constraints
rather than the rational choice of individual actors. Sikder et al. explicitly introduce the concept
of bounded agency to explain how migration aspirations from Bangladesh to wealthier destination
states emerge within conditions of economic scarcity, limited information, and social pressure.!’
Their study, based on qualitative interviews with irregular migrants, demonstrates that decisions

to migrate are negotiated within tight structural boundaries.

This systemic vulnerability is further illuminated by literature addressing recruitment-related
exploitation and human trafficking. Joarder and Miller, adopting a criminological victimization
framework, document widespread structural deception within the Bangladeshi recruitment market,
specifically highlighting the prevalence of contract substitution, fraudulent visas, and forced

compliance.?’ Similarly, Mia, Alam, and Ismam , utilize qualitative case studies, to identify

18 Rahman, Md Mizanur. "Bangladeshi labour migration to the Gulf states: Patterns of recruitment and processes."
Canadian Journal of Development Studies/Revue canadienne d'études du développement 33, no. 2 (2012): 214-230.
19 Sikder, Mohammad Jalal Uddin, Selim Reza, Sayed Nurullah Azad, and Aziz Ahmed. "Bounded agency and
aspirations: Understanding the motivations for irregular migration from Bangladesh to Europe." International
Migration 63, no. 3 (2025): €70035.

20 Joarder, Mohammad Abdul Munim, and Paul W. Miller. "The experiences of migrants trafficked from
Bangladesh." The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 653, no. 1 (2014): 141-161.



overcharging, false promises, and misinformation in overseas labour recruitment.?! While this
literature effectively demonstrates structural vulnerability and exploitation, it overwhelmingly

focuses on migrants who either successfully depart or experience abuse at destination.

What remains underexplored is how these same structural constraints continue to operate when
migration does not materialize—when households remain trapped in cycles of debt, waiting, and
uncertainty without ever crossing a border. To address this analytical imbalance, this study
connects these ideas of exploitation directly with emerging insights from scholars who have
increasingly drawn attention to experiences of immobility, prolonged waiting, and unrealised
migration aspirations.?? This integration is central to the present study, which conceptualises
“stalled migration” as a condition in which migration processes become prolonged, disrupted, and
immobilised through brokerage dependency, repeated delays, and structural uncertainty before

departure takes place.

Nevertheless, this strand of literature makes important contributions that directly inform the
present study. The concept of bounded agency introduced by Sikder et al. provides a theoretical
language for understanding why participants in this research pursued migration despite awareness
of risks—not from ignorance or irrationality, but from within severely constrained structural
circumstances in which migration appeared as the only viable pathway forward.?® Similarly, the
detailed empirical documentation of deception through fake documents, false promises, and

overcharging by Joarder and Miller and by Mia et al. offers an important foundation for analysing

1 Mia, Md Sakib, Morshed Alam, and Md Jahidul Ismam. "Exploring Exploitative Practices in Overseas Labour
Migration: A Qualitative Case Study of Bangladeshi Male Migrant Experiences." Migration and Development
(2025): 21632324251348962.

22J;zfrgen Carling, "Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility: Theoretical Reflections and Cape Verdean
Experiences," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28, no. 1 (2002): 5; Hein de Haas, "A Theory of Migration:
The Aspirations-Capabilities Framework," Comparative Migration Studies 9, no. 1 (2021): 18; Ghassan Hage,
"Waiting Out the Crisis: On the Politics of Involuntary Immobility," in Waiting, ed. Ghassan Hage (Melbourne:
Melbourne University Publishing, 2009), 97.

3 Sikder, Mohammad Jalal Uddin, Selim Reza, Sayed Nurullah Azad, and Aziz Ahmed. "Bounded agency and
aspirations: Understanding the motivations for irregular migration from Bangladesh to Europe." International
Migration 63, no. 3 (2025): €70035.



the exploitative brokerage practices encountered by participants in this study—even though neither

study focuses specifically on those who never departed.?* 2

3. Socially Embedded Intermediaries, Exploitation, and Precarity

A third strand of literature focuses on the social embeddedness of migration brokerage within rural
communities. Intermediaries are not external, impersonal market actors; rather, as Granovetter's
embeddedness theory suggests, economic transactions are profoundly rooted in everyday social
relations.?® In Bangladesh, Siddiqui and Rahman similarly argue that intermediaries are often
relatives, neighbours, or acquaintances whose social proximity generates trust and legitimacy.?’ 2

However, contemporary scholarship emphasizes that this social embeddedness acts as a double-

edged sword, frequently intensifying migrant vulnerability.

Deshingkar, drawing on theories of precarity and risk-shifting in the Global South, demonstrates
how informal brokerage systems often shift most of the financial, legal, and emotional risks onto
migrants themselves, leaving them to live with prolonged uncertainty, insecurity, and repeated

9 Yunus further demonstrates that informal

delays throughout the migration process.?
intermediaries persist because they are culturally familiar and socially integrated, making
accountability difficult to pursue.’® Empirical studies by Mia, Alam, and Ismam similarly show
how overcharging and misrepresentation flourish in environments characterised by trust-based

brokerage.’! Khondker’s qualitative analysis of Bangladeshi migrants in the UAE, though

24 Joarder, Mohammad Abdul Munim, and Paul W. Miller. "The experiences of migrants trafficked from
Bangladesh." The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 653, no. 1 (2014): 141-161.

%5 Mia, Md Sakib, Morshed Alam, and Md Jahidul Ismam. "Exploring Exploitative Practices in Overseas Labour
Migration: A Qualitative Case Study of Bangladeshi Male Migrant Experiences." Migration and Development
(2025): 21632324251348962

%6 Granovetter, M. (1985). Economic action and social structure: The problem of embeddedness. American Journal of
Sociology, 91(3), 481-483

2" Rahman, Md Mizanur. "Bangladeshi labour migration to the Gulf states: Patterns of recruitment and processes."
Canadian Journal of Development Studies/Revue canadienne d'études du développement 33, no. 2 (2012): 214-230.
28 "Migration as a livelihood strategy of the poor: the Bangladesh case." (2010).

2 Deshingkar, Priya. "The making and unmaking of precarious, ideal subjects—migration brokerage in the Global
South." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2631-2638.

30 Yunus, Raudah M. "Addressing informal labour intermediaries in the context of child labour: Evidence review
across Nepal, Bangladesh, and Myanmar." (2020).

31 Mia, Md Sakib, Morshed Alam, and Md Jahidul Ismam. "Exploring Exploitative Practices in Overseas Labour
Migration: A Qualitative Case Study of Bangladeshi Male Migrant Experiences." Migration and Development
(2025): 21632324251348962.
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destination-focused, highlights how class position and debt shape vulnerability well before

migration occurs.*?

Yet even this literature often assumes eventual mobility, with social embeddedness as one of the
factors shaping quality of migration rather than the possibility of non-migration. Despite
recognising the exploitative potential of socially embedded brokerage, this literature rarely

examines how social closeness constrains accountability when migration fails entirely.

Social embeddedness, however, does not only function as a source of trust and support. Social
relationships can also produce obligation, pressure, and forms of social control that constrain
individual decision-making. In migration contexts, kinship and community expectations may
encourage individuals to pursue risky migration pathways while simultaneously making

confrontation and accountability more difficult when exploitation occurs.

At the same time, this strand of literature provides conceptual tools that directly inform and inspire
the present study. Deshingkar's framework of precarity and risk transfer is applied in this study to
analyse how households absorb all the financial, social, and emotional consequences of migration
failure while brokers remain entirely protected from those consequences.’* Lindquist et al.'s
concept of relational work informs the analysis of how brokers in this study cultivated trust through
kinship and social familiarity before exploiting it—a process that made exploitation both possible
and difficult to challenge.’® Khondker's attention to debt and class as pre-departure vulnerability
factors provides a basis for examining how households became financially trapped well before

migration broke down entirely.

32Habibul Haque Khondker, "Class, Identity, and Insecurity: Bangladeshi Temporary Migrants in the United Arab
Emirates," Current Sociology 66, no. 2 (2018)

33 Abdelaziz Abdalla Alowais and Abubakr Suliman, “Family Chains: Kinship as a Mechanism of Labour
Exploitation Among Bangladeshi Migrant Workers in Manufacturing and Labour-Intensive Sectors,” Societies 15,
no. 7 (2025)

3 Deshingkar, Priya. "The making and unmaking of precarious, ideal subjects—migration brokerage in the Global
South." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2638-2654

% Lindquist, Johan, Biao Xiang, and Brenda SA Yeoh. "Opening the black box of migration: Brokers, the
organization of transnational mobility and the changing political economy in Asia." Pacific affairs 85, no. 1 (2012):
7-11.

36 Habibul Haque Khondker, "Class, Identity, and Insecurity: Bangladeshi Temporary Migrants in the United Arab Emirates,"
Current Sociology 66, no. 2 (2018)
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Research gap and contribution

Despite extensive research on migration brokerage and migrant precarity, limited attention has been
given to individuals whose migration attempts failed before departure. Existing literature has paid
far less attention to people who remain in their villages despite heavy financial and emotional

investment in migration.
Specifically, this study explores:

e how rural individuals become connected to informal intermediaries through social
relationships,

e why individuals continue waiting despite repeated delays,

e how debt, land sales, and loans affect household stability,

e how social dignity and relationships change when migration fails,

e and why accountability remains difficult to pursue.

By focusing on stalled mobility and prolonged waiting, this study contributes to broader
understandings of vulnerability, immobility, and informal brokerage within rural migration

processes in Bangladesh.

Theoretical Framework

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework that guides the study and explains how the selected
theories are used to analyse stalled labour migration and migration failure in rural Bangladesh. The
aim of this chapter is to provide the conceptual foundation for understanding how migration
aspirations are formed, how brokerage systems operate, how social relations shape migration
experiences, and how financial insecurity and prolonged waiting emerge when migration does not
materialise. In this study, a multi-theoretical approach is used to explore stalled labour migration
and migration failure in rural Bangladesh. Migration experiences involving informal brokers,
prolonged waiting, financial loss, and difficulty in seeking accountability are shaped by a
combination of social relations, household strategies, institutional deficiencies, and long-term
economic uncertainty. Such experiences cannot be fully understood through a single theoretical

lens. Instead, they require an approach that captures how migration aspirations are formed, how
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migration is mediated, how trust operates within social networks, and how economic risk and
insecurity unfold when migration does not materialise. For this reason, the study draws on
Aspirations—Capabilities framework, Migration Infrastructure Theory, Social Capital Theory, the
New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), and Precarity. Together, these perspectives
provide a coherent framework for examining aspiration, brokerage, trust, household investment,
financial dependency, and long-term insecurity as interconnected dimensions of failed migration

experiences.

Aspirations—Capabilities

To understand why rural individuals continue to aspire to migrate despite known risks and repeated
delays, this study draws on the Aspirations—Capabilities framework. This framework distinguishes
between individuals’ hopes and ambitions to improve their lives through migration (aspirations)
and their actual ability to realise these aspirations given their economic resources, information,
and structural constraints.?” Carling’s work on involuntary immobility demonstrates that the desire
to emigrate may remain strong even when structural barriers deprive individuals of the capability
to achieve transnational mobility.*® De Haas further shows that aspirations are socially shaped by
structural inequality, exposure to others’ migration success, and broader development imaginaries
that present migration as a pathway to improvement.’* In the Bangladeshi context, migration
decisions are often influenced by financial pressure, limited access to reliable information, and
strong family or community expectations, rather than being the outcome of unconstrained

individual choice.*°

This analytical framework is specifically chosen because it understands migration decisions as
shaped by broader social and structural conditions rather than as completely free or purely rational

individual choices. The study also draws on the concept of bounded agency to examine how people

37 Carling, J@) rgen. "Migration in the age of involuntary immobility: Theoretical reflections and Cape Verdean
experiences." Journal of ethnic and migration studies 28, no. 1 (2002): 5-7.

38 ibid, 12

%Hein de Haas, "A Theory of Migration: The Aspirations-Capabilities Framework," Comparative Migration Studies
9, no. 1 (2021): art. 8, tracking p. 18.

40 Sikder, Mohammad Jalal Uddin, Selim Reza, Sayed Nurullah Azad, and Aziz Ahmed. "Bounded agency and
aspirations: Understanding the motivations for irregular migration from Bangladesh to Europe." International
Migration 63, no. 3 (2025): €70035.
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continue making decisions within highly constrained circumstances over long periods of time.*!
In this study, the Aspirations—Capabilities framework helps explain migration aspirations and the
desire for socio-economic advancement, as well as why participants continued waiting despite
repeated delays and disappointments. Waiting is therefore understood not simply as passivity or
misunderstanding, but as a response shaped by limited alternatives and ongoing uncertainty. When
households had already accumulated significant debt and invested large amounts of money in
migration, withdrawing from the process often felt more difficult than continuing to hope that
migration would eventually happen. As a result, participants remained dependent on brokers’
repeated assurances and continued waiting to avoid complete financial loss, producing prolonged

immobility rather than immediate withdrawal.

Migration Infrastructure

This study uses Migration Infrastructure Theory to analyse how transnational mobility is organised
and mediated through complex, multi-layered systemic arrangements. This perspective views
migration as a process structured through interconnected actors and systems, including brokers,
documentation process, financial arrangements, state institutions, and social networks.*? Within
this framework, brokers are not marginal or exceptional figures but central actors who make
migration possible while redistributing operational and financial risks systematically downwards
onto migrants. Xiang and Lindquist developed this concept to show that migration brokerage
typically operates through layered recruitment chains rather than one-off transactions. Later
migration studies further show that uncertainty, delay, and informality are not accidental failures

of migration systems but common features of broker-mediated migration environments.*

This framework is essential for this thesis because it establishes a clear conceptual boundary
between the systemic production of uncertainty and its subsequent socio-economic consumption
by households. Migration Infrastructure Theory is deployed strictly to analyze the systemic
mechanics of recruitment fraud—specifically how deceptive practices, false documentation, and

shifting spatial destinations are structurally organized by institutional and market actors. In this

4
ibid

42 Xiang, B., & Lindquist, J. (2014). Migration infrastructure. International Migration Review, 48(1_suppl), 132-133

43 Deshingkar, Priya. "The making and unmaking of precarious, ideal subjects—migration brokerage in the

Global South." Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2626
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research, Migration Infrastructure Theory directly informs the theme of broker deception and
exploitation, helping explain why false documents, repeated postponements, and shifting
assurances are common experiences. It also helps explain prolonged waiting by showing how
uncertainty becomes normalised within migration processes rather than functioning as a clear sign
that migration has failed. This theory is especially useful for showing that delay is not simply a

mistake or exception but part of the infrastructure itself.

Social Capital

To examine how rural individuals become connected to informal intermediaries through mutual
social connections, this study draws on Social Capital Theory and the concept of social
embeddedness. Social capital refers to the resources people gain access to through social
relationships, including trust, obligation, and familiarity.** In rural settings where formal
regulatory mechanisms are weak or distant, kinship ties, neighbour relations, and community
familiarity often substitute for formal contracts and official guarantees. Importantly, Bourdieu
emphasizes that social capital is not merely a mechanism of mutual trust, but a form of
accumulated power that is highly stratified and capable of being converted into economic
advantage, thereby enabling structurally well-positioned actors—such as informal brokers—to
extract economic rent from relations of dependency.* Granovetter’s concept of embeddedness
further explains why economic activities, including migration brokerage, are deeply rooted in
everyday social life rather than operating as impersonal market transactions.*® These concepts are
closely connected, but each focuses on different aspects of social life. Social capital helps explain
how people gain access to resources, trust, support, and advantage through social relationships,
while embeddedness explains how economic activities and decisions are rooted within everyday
social relations and community life. Furthermore, while Migration Infrastructure Theory focuses
on the broader systems and structures that organise migration, Social Capital Theory is used in this

study to examine the everyday dynamics of trust, obligation, and power within rural communities.

“Ppierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, ed.
J. Richardson (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248.
45 . .

ibid
4®Mark Granovetter, "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness," American Journal of
Sociology 91, no. 3 (1985): 489.
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In migration research, scholars widely use these ideas to explain network-based migration and the
central role of trust. However, social relationships do not function only as sources of support and
opportunity. They can also create pressure, obligation, and forms of social control that shape
decision-making. In migration contexts, kinship and community expectations may encourage
individuals to pursue risky migration pathways while at the same time making confrontation and

accountability more difficult when exploitation occurs.

In this study, Social Capital Theory is central to understanding the theme of trust, social relations,
and kinship mediation, as well as why accountability becomes difficult when migration fails.
Strong social ties within rural communities often made confrontation socially costly. Taking legal
action or publicly challenging a broker who was socially connected to the household could create
family conflict, damage important community relationships, and harm the social standing of the
affected household. This makes social capital both enabling and constraining in the migration

process.

New Economics of Labour Migration
The New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) is used in this study to explain why households

collectively invest large amounts of money and resources in migration despite uncertainty and risk.
Developed by Stark and Bloom , NELM conceptualizes migration as a household-level strategy to
manage risk, diversify income, and secure remittances in environments characterized by missing
or imperfect local credit and insurance markets.*” Migration is thus theorized as not an individual
decision but a collective capital investment, often financed by domestic assets, high-interest
informal borrowing, or the strategic pooling of kinship resources.*® This framework has been

widely used to explain migration financing and household decision-making.

In the Bangladeshi context, where families commonly pool resources to support transnational
mobility, NELM helps explain the theme of financial investment and loss, including debt, land
sales, and loan dependency. However, NELM generally assumes that migration eventually

produces economic returns and successful remittance flows. Consequently, this study uses NELM

47 Stark, Oded, and David E. Bloom. "The new economics of labor migration." The american Economic review 75,
no. 2 (1985): 173
8 ibid., 174
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critically by shifting the focus from successful migration and financial return to what happens
when household migration investments fail.* By examining cases where migration does not
materialise, the study explores how loans, interest payments, and the loss of land or other
productive assets create long-term financial pressure and deepen household insecurity over time.
In this sense, the theory is useful not because it fully explains migration failure, but because it
helps show the scale of household resources and expectations invested in migration before the

process collapsed, contributing to prolonged economic insecurity and precarity.

Precarity

Finally, the study draws on theories of precarity to analyse the longer-term consequences of failed
migration. Precarity refers to conditions of chronic insecurity, instability, and lack of protection
that are structurally produced rather than temporary or accidental.>® In broker-mediated migration
systems, the structural friction and financial liabilities of the market are systematically transferred
downward, leaving migrants and their households to absorb the shock of migration failure.’! In
this study, precarity is used to explain the financial devastation and household instability that
follow failed migration, as well as the emotional and social consequences, including stress, loss of
dignity, and prolonged insecurity. Precarity also highlights barriers to legal action, as individuals
living under insecure conditions often lack the financial resources, confidence, or institutional trust

required to pursue accountability.

This theory works alongside Migration Infrastructure Theory by focusing on the lived
consequences of uncertainty and delay. While Migration Infrastructure Theory explains how
uncertainty, delays, and insecurity are produced within migration systems, precarity explains how
these conditions are experienced by households over long periods of time through financial
pressure, instability, and ongoing insecurity. Waiting is therefore understood not simply as delay,

but as an active, exhausting condition of structural exposure that progressively erodes the

“9 Hein de Haas, "Migration and Development: A Theoretical Perspective," International Migration Review 44, no. 1
(2010): 242; Jargen Carling, "The Determinants of Migrant Remittances," Oxford Review of Economic Policy 24, no.
3 (2008): 584.

%0 Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 7.

51 Priya Deshingkar, "The Gadfly Intermediary: Informal Brokers in International Labour Migration from the Global
South," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2631.
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household's future viability and agency. This makes precarity especially useful for showing that

failed migration is not a short-term setback but an ongoing condition of insecurity.

Integrating the Framework

Rather than functioning as separate explanations, these theories help illuminate different
dimensions of the same migration process. Together, they provide a connected analytical
framework for understanding how stalled migration unfolded across the six themes of this study.
The Aspirations—Capabilities framework is mainly used to explain how migration aspirations were
formed and why hope persisted despite repeated delays and uncertainty. Social Capital Theory
helps explain how trust, kinship ties, and community relationships shaped access to brokers while
also making confrontation and accountability more difficult later. Migration Infrastructure Theory
is used to analyse how deception, delays, false documents, and shifting promises became
embedded within the migration process itself. NELM helps explain why households collectively
invested large amounts of money and resources into migration despite substantial risks. Finally,
precarity theory is used to understand the longer-term financial, emotional, and social
consequences of migration failure, including debt, insecurity, damaged relationships, uncertainty,

and prolonged waiting.

Together, these theories make it possible to move beyond viewing migration failure as an isolated
individual outcome and instead analyse it as a structurally shaped process produced through the
interaction of aspiration, brokerage systems, social relations, household investment, prolonged
uncertainty, and institutional weakness. The framework therefore provides the analytical
foundation for examining how stalled migration unfolded within the lived experiences of affected

households.

Historical and Socio-Economic Context of Labour
Migration in Bangladesh

This chapter examines the broader historical and socio-economic context within which the
participants’ migration experiences emerged. The aim of the chapter is to show how labour

migration became normalised within rural Bangladesh and how structural conditions such as
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unemployment, educational mismatch, informal brokerage systems, debt, and weak regulation
shape migration aspiration and vulnerability. By situating the participants within these wider
structural transformations, the chapter provides the contextual foundation for understanding stalled
migration, prolonged waiting, and migration failure as socially and structurally produced

experiences rather than isolated individual outcomes.

Situating the Study Participants’

This study draws on the lived experiences of five rural individuals from Bangladesh who attempted
to migrate for overseas work but remained stalled or failed. All five participants originate from
economically vulnerable households in rural areas. None were engaged in stable salaried
employment at the time of their migration attempts. Their educational backgrounds ranged from
primary education to secondary and higher secondary schooling—a profile that is common among
aspiring migrant workers in rural Bangladesh. Although the participants were not entirely
uneducated, their educational attainment did not translate into secure employment or upward
mobility within the domestic labour market. Most of them were engaged in irregular work such as
agriculture, daily wage labour, or informal self-employment, characterised by low income and

instability.

As key household members — often eldest sons or primary earners — they carried expectations
to contribute financially, repay debts, and support family livelihoods. Migration was, therefore,
not regarded by the participants as an adventurous or voluntary choice. Instead, it was perceived
as an imperative livelihood strategy to secure household survival, reduce financial stress, and
preserve social dignity. Understanding these aspirations and the vulnerabilities that accompanied
them requires situating the participants' experiences within the broader historical, educational, and
economic context of labour migration in Bangladesh—a context shaped not by individual

decisions but by decades of structural transformation.

From Local Livelihoods to a Migration Nation: A Historical
Transformation

International labour migration was not always a defining feature of rural Bangladeshi life. After

independence in 1971, Bangladesh faced severe economic challenges—Ilimited industrialisation,
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high population growth, widespread rural poverty, and insufficient employment opportunities.>?
At this stage, overseas migration for work was not a realistic option for most rural households,
which were largely oriented toward subsistence agriculture and local informal labour.’® The
transformation began in the mid-1970s and accelerated through the 1980s, driven by two
intersecting forces: the oil boom in Gulf states and the deliberate expansion of Bangladesh's state-
supported migration infrastructure.>* Labour emigration has proved a major economic boon to the

country, with a complex migration history that began in earnest following independence.”

The Bangladeshi state actively institutionalised overseas migration as a development strategy.
This was achieved by establishing the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET)
in 1976, signing bilateral labour agreements with Gulf states, and licensing private recruitment
agencies to organise outflows of workers.>® This deliberate policy shift effectively decoupled rural
livelihoods from purely local resource bases. Consequently, Migration abroad—once
unimaginable for most rural families—was transformed through state action, globalisation, and
Gulf economic expansion into a viable, then normal, then expected livelihood pathway.>” Of the
more than 7.4 million Bangladeshi migrants abroad as of 2020, approximately 1.3 million were in
Saudi Arabia and 1.1 million in the United Arab Emirates,>® reflecting the deep entrenchment of
Gulf-oriented migration that developed during this period. Over time, migration became embedded
not only within the national economy but also within everyday rural life, where overseas
employment increasingly came to represent one of the few visible pathways toward upward social

mobility.

52 Sadiq Ahmed, "The Economic Development of Bangladesh in the Last 50 Years (1971-2021): An Integrative
Literature Review," Munich Personal Repec Archive (MPRA), Paper No. 121999 (2024), 2-3.

%3 Tasneem Siddiqui, Migration as a Livelihood Strategy of the Poor: The Bangladesh Case (Dhaka, 2010), 1-2;

4 Migration Policy Institute, "Bangladesh: Economic Vitality Owes in Part to Migration and Remittances,"
ReliefWeb, April 19, 2024, https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/bangladeshs-economic-vitality-owes-part-
migration-and-remittances

*® ibid

%6 Tasneem Siddiqui, International Labour Migration from Bangladesh: A Decent Work Perspective (Geneva: ILO,
2005).

5" Md Mizanur Rahman, “Bangladeshi Labour Migration to the Gulf States: Patterns of Recruitment and Processes,”
Canadian Journal of Development Studies 33, no. 2 (2012): 215.
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The Normalisation of Migration Aspiration and Remittance
Economy

As labour migration expanded, it became a significant part of rural social and economic life.
Migration was increasingly not only conceptualized as a solution to poverty but as a primary
vehicle for achieving household security and community standing. Improved housing, land
acquisition, and consumer goods were obvious indicators of migration wealth in villages with
successful migrants, which further fueled non-migrant households' desire to migrate.>
Remittances became central to this transformation. From 2010 to 2025, remittance inflows to
Bangladesh more than tripled, growing from USD 11 billion in 2010 to USD 32.8 billion in 2025—
an increase of over 198 percent.®® In 2024 alone, Bangladesh recorded a landmark USD 26.88

billion in remittances, with over one million workers migrating that year.5!

These massive figures are not experienced by rural populations as distant national statistics; rather,
they manifest as visible structural changes within rural communities, where migration income
transforms ancestral homes, builds local businesses, and reconfigures local social hierarchies.
However, the macro-level celebration of remittance growth by state and institutional actors
frequently obscures the highly unequal distribution of risk carried by migrant households under
the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) framework. While migration is presented at the
state level as an unmitigated economic success story, the exorbitant recruitment costs, financial
burdens, and institutional uncertainties are systematically transferred downward onto rural
households. These families are left to absorb the compounding shocks of debt, fraud, or protracted
waiting entirely absent formal institutional protection. This historical trajectory has
institutionalized a self-reinforcing culture of migration, where regular exposure to the success of

peers creates a powerful normative expectation that migration is an obligatory familial duty.

%9 Md. Mizanur Rahman, “Bangladeshi Labour Migration to the Gulf States,” Canadian Journal of Development
Studies 33, no. 2 (2012): 216.

®0 International Organization for Migration (IOM), DTM Bangladesh — Remittance Inflows to Bangladesh (2024—
2025) (Dhaka: IOM Bangladesh, April 2, 2026), accessed May 17, 2026, https://dtm.iom.int/reports/bangladesh-
remittance-inflows-bangladesh-2024-2025.
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Educational Expansion and Employment Mismatch

Alongside the growth of migration, Bangladesh experienced substantial expansion in access to
education, particularly at the primary and secondary levels. However, the expansion of education
has not been matched by a corresponding growth in formal employment opportunities, especially
in rural areas. This has produced a persistent education-employment mismatch that directly shapes
migration aspiration. According to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics' Labour Force Survey 2023,
approximately 1.94 million youths aged 15-29 were unemployed, and over 80 percent of
unemployed youth resided in rural areas.®? A significant proportion had completed secondary or
higher secondary education, indicating that education alone does not secure access to stable
employment. According to recent surveys, approximately 65 percent of aspiring migrants have not
completed secondary education, and many possess only basic reading and writing skills in
Bengali.®® Remittances from migrant workers abroad translate into an average of USD 3,790 to
USD 4,043 per worker—notably 46-56 percent higher than Bangladesh's GDP per capita, making
overseas work appear dramatically more productive than domestic employment for rural

households.*

The discrepancy is important for explaining the peculiar vulnerability of rural youth who have
attained partial and higher levels of education, because education raises expectations about socio-
economic upward mobility, while the local economy is unable to provide enough formal positions
for fulfilling those expectations. For many young men from rural areas, being unemployed after
completing their studies implies not only material poverty, but also social humiliation. Not being
able to earn money for helping one's family, starting independent lives and supporting one's older
generation, leads to blocked adulthood and social identity. Migration overseas becomes not just an
economically reasonable decision, but a solution for restoring masculine honor, generational role
and social prestige. The pecuniary motives strengthen that choice — the average remittances from
migrant workers still are significantly higher compared to GDP per capita in Bangladesh. Hence,

migration becomes much more productive than any possible work opportunity in local conditions.

62 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force Survey 2023 (Dhaka: BBS, 2024), 45.
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Thus, young men see no other way of turning their educational investment into money except
migration, which motivates them to participate actively in migration markets regardless of how

difficult and expensive it can become.

The Evolution of Recruitment Systems and the Rise of Informal
Brokerage

Although Bangladesh has established formal recruitment mechanisms, access to regulated
migration channels has historically been uneven and structurally inaccessible to rural households.®
Furthermore, licensed recruitment agencies are associated with high upfront costs, bureaucratic
procedures, and limited outreach beyond urban centers.®® Only an estimated 15-20 percent of
migrant workers use officially licensed recruitment agencies for overseas placement, while the
remaining 80-85 percent rely entirely on informal networks of relatives, village brokers, sub-

agents, and social connections.5’

This extensive institutional gap has cemented the dalal (informal village broker) as the primary
mediating force in rural migration. Labor recruitment in Bangladesh operates not through
transparent transactions, but through multi-layered, opaque recruitment chains that typify a highly
commercialized Migration Infrastructure.’® These intermediaries rely on social proximity, kinship,
and trust rather than formal contracts. Dalals commonly charges exorbitant fees — as high as USD
3,000 per migrant — to provide access to regular work opportunities abroad, and fees are even
higher for irregular journeys spanning greater distances.®® As Deshingkar argues, these informal
brokerage networks operate as profit-driven structures that systematically shift all financial,
operational, and legal risks downward onto the individual migrant and their family.”® Recruitment

costs are borne by households, while intermediaries operate within weakly regulated
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environments. Because these intermediaries operate within a weakly regulated and highly informal
environment, the vulnerability of the migrant is structurally produced at the very inception of the

recruitment process, long before any physical border crossing occurs.

Household Capital Accumulation, Debt Traps, and the of Waiting

Financing these high migration costs often requires significant household-level resource
mobilisation, reflecting the collective investment logic explained by the New Economics of Labour
Migration (NELM). Because many rural households have limited access to formal bank loans or
affordable migration financing, families frequently rely on selling or mortgaging land, selling
livestock, borrowing from relatives, or taking high-interest loans from local moneylenders and
microfinance institutions. Migration therefore becomes a major household investment built around
the expectation that future migration and remittances will improve the family’s economic

condition.

However, when the migration process becomes delayed or fails entirely, these financial pressures
often deepen household insecurity and vulnerability’! Instead of remaining a temporary financial
burden, loans and interest payments continue to accumulate over time, creating long-term
economic pressure for households already struggling with uncertainty. As Khondker argues,
existing class position and financial conditions can shape how vulnerable households become even
before migration takes place.”? Under these circumstances, withdrawing from the migration
process or demanding money back from brokers often felt extremely difficult for participants,
especially after large amounts of household resources had already been invested. As a result, many
households continued waiting and relying on brokers repeated promises in the hope that migration

would eventually happen or that some financial recovery might still be possible.

The Scale of Broker Exploitation and Systemic Migration Failure

The exploitation of aspiring migrants through informal brokerage is not an exceptional problem in

Bangladesh — it is a systemic one. The vast majority of Bangladesh's migrants depend on brokers

7
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to find work overseas, and about half experience some form of fraud or harassment, according to
the Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit (RMMRU).” In 2023, overseas job-related
complaints — including fake job offers, wage fraud, irregular salaries, and complications with
work permits — nearly doubled compared to the previous year, according to the Bureau of

Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET).”

The structural scale of this fraudulent architecture is immense. From 2022 to 2024, more than
400,000 Bangladeshis fell victim to what became one of the largest recruitment frauds in the
country's history, with aspiring migrants paying large sums for fake visas and fraudulent job
offers.” According to a 2024 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) survey, approximately 52.03
percent of international migrants paid their migration costs through brokers or migration
facilitators, with reliance on brokers being slightly higher in rural areas (53.10 percent) than in
urban areas (48.25 percent), underscoring the continued dominance of informal intermediaries
despite official attempts at regulation.”® Brokers provide migrants with irregular visas, fake
documents, and non-existent jobs—in some cases, migrant workers are provided with visas that
are inapplicable for overseas employment or even fake travel documents by these intermediaries.””
These widespread illicit practices demonstrate that migration failure is not an event that occurs
unexpectedly upon arrival in a foreign destination; instead, it is an institutional condition that is
actively manufactured within the unregulated domestic recruitment infrastructure of the home

country.

& Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit (RMMRU), cited in "Bangladesh Sets Sights on Recruitment
Brokers to Curb Abuse, Trafficking," The Daily Star, February 12, 2019.
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remedies-774514.

">The Business Standard, "Digital Recruitment Scams: A Nightmare for Thousands of Bangladeshi Migrants,"
November 24, 2025, https://www.tbsnews.net/thoughts/digital-recruitment-scams-nightmare-thousands-bangladeshi-
migrants-1294116.
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Systemic Desperation: Irregular Migration Corridors and Europe

The recent growth of high-risk irregular migration routes towards Europe further illustrates the
deep structural desperation generated by local employment deficits and predatory domestic
brokerage. While the participants in this study primarily pursued migration pathways linked to
Gulf and other labour destinations rather than Mediterranean Sea crossings, the rise of irregular
migration routes to Europe illustrates the broader structural desperation surrounding migration

aspirations in Bangladesh.

In recent years, migration aspirations have increasingly expanded beyond traditional Gulf
destinations to Europe, despite the extreme risks involved. A growing number of Bangladeshis—
particularly from rural and economically marginal backgrounds—have attempted to reach Europe
through irregular routes involving transit through Libya and hazardous sea crossings across the
Mediterranean. According to a Criminal Investigation Department (CID) official cited by The
Daily Star, approximately 70,000 Bangladeshis, most between the ages of 25 and 40, travelled to
Europe through such irregular routes over the last decade.”® According to the International
Organization for Migration, nearly 8,000 migrants were reported dead or missing globally on
migration routes in 2025, highlighting the continued dangers associated with increasingly risky
migration routes despite declining arrivals in some regions.”” In March 2026 alone, at least 18
Bangladeshi migrants died after being stranded at sea without food or water, and in 2025
Bangladeshi nationals became the largest group of sea arrivals to Europe, comprising 30.5 percent
of total arrivals.®® Survivors reported that they were promised transport on larger, safer vessels,
only to be placed on overcrowded and unsafe boats. Investigations consistently reveal that brokers
play a central role in organising and profiting from these journeys. Migrants reported paying
between Tk 800,000 and Tk 1.4 million for promised legal employment in Europe, only to be
abandoned in transit countries or forced onto life-threatening sea routes.®! UNODC characterises

these transnational networks as profit-driven systems that exploit populations facing limited

78 «“Protect Youth from Irregular Migration,” The Daily Star, 20 April 2026,
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"International Organization for Migration (IOM), “Nearly 8,000 Migrant Deaths Recorded in 2025: New IOM
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domestic opportunities and restricted legal pathways %> Whether a rural young person becomes
trapped on a dangerous migration route toward Europe or remains stuck for years in a Bangladeshi
village waiting for promised migration documents that never arrive, the broader structural
conditions are closely connected. In both situations, migration systems and informal brokerage
networks profit from people’s aspirations for a better future while shifting most of the financial,

emotional, and physical risks onto vulnerable migrants and their households.

Why Rural and Partially Educated Individuals Are Structurally
Targeted

The systematic targeting of rural and partially educated individuals by informal intermediaries is
not incidental—it reflects structural conditions in Bangladesh's labour market. Rural youth
experience the highest levels of unemployment and underemployment, and many possess
secondary or higher secondary education that raises aspirations without providing employment

opportunities. Educational attainment thus produces pressure rather than protection.

For young men in rural communities, remaining unemployed after schooling carries social stigma.
Migration becomes a socially acceptable response to blocked futures. This position —
characterised by ambition, constraint, and limited institutional access—makes individuals
particularly dependent on brokers. The failure to monitor recruitment, verify foreign job offers, or
track Bangladeshi workers abroad has turned the migration system into an exploitative one, with
rural populations bearing the greatest burden of this systemic weakness.®® Socially embedded
brokers exploit trust, kinship, and familiarity to present themselves as credible facilitators because
these intermediaries are known within the community, so their promises carry moral authority.4
Questioning delays or documentation risks social conflict, making exploitation difficult to
challenge. As Deshingkar argues that risky migration decisions are driven by desperation rather

than ignorance—brokers exploit this desperation by framing migration as the only remaining

8 yNoDC, "Preventing and Addressing Trafficking in Human Beings and the Smuggling of Migrants in South
Asia," February 26, 2025, https://www.unodc.org/southasia/frontpage/2025/February/bangladesh -shaping-a-
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Transnational Migration from Indonesia," Pacific Affairs 85, no. 1 (2012): 74.
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pathway while shifting all risk onto migrants and their households. 8 Yunus similarly
demonstrates that socially embedded intermediaries persist precisely because their cultural

familiarity makes exploitation difficult to identify and challenge.®®

Structural Implications for Migration Failure, Waiting, and Long-
Term Insecurity

The same migration systems that produce successful labour migration also generate failure,
prolonged waiting, and immobility. Migration in Bangladesh does not operate as a linear pathway
with clear outcomes. Instead, it produces a continuum shaped by brokerage, debt, uncertainty, and
weak accountability. Stalled migration therefore emerges not as an exceptional anomaly but as one

possible outcome produced within the wider migration system itself.

For rural households that had invested most of their savings and assets into migration, failure was
often difficult to accept as final. Financial pressure, debt, family expectations, and fear of social
shame pushed many households to continue waiting and hoping that migration would eventually
happen. Within this context, waiting is understood not as a passive condition but as an ongoing
and emotionally exhausting experience shaped by uncertainty and insecurity. Over time, prolonged
waiting weakened household stability through continued debt, interest payments, emotional stress,
strained family relationships, and disrupted future plans for the individuals involved. By placing
participants’ experiences within this broader social, economic, and institutional context, this study
moves beyond individual explanations of migration failure. Instead, stalled migration is
understood as a structurally shaped condition produced through the interaction of weak migration

governance, informal brokerage systems, social pressures, and rural inequality.

Methodology

This chapter explains the methodological approach used to examine stalled labour migration and

migration failure among rural households in Bangladesh. It outlines the research design, data

85Priya Deshingkar, "The Gadfly Intermediary: Informal Brokers in International Labour Migration from the Global
South," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2627.
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collection process, participant selection, and analytical approach used to explore how brokerage
practices, household investment, and social relations shape experiences of prolonged waiting and
migration failure. The chapter also discusses ethical considerations, researcher positionality, and
the limitations of the study. The aim is to explain and justify the methodological choices made

throughout the research process.

1. Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore stalled labour migration among rural
households in Bangladesh. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the
research focuses on lived experiences, social meanings, and complex social processes that cannot
be fully understood through statistical measurement alone.®” Migration failure is not only an
economic issue but also an emotional and social experience shaped by debt, kinship relations,
community expectations, and brokerage systems. Unpacking these dimensions requires an
analytical commitment to capturing the participants' own narrative architectures and subjective

interpretations.

The study is guided by an interpretivist perspective. Interpretivism conceptualizes social reality as
actively constructed through the subjective meanings and values that individuals assign to their
experiences, rather than as a fixed, objective external reality.3® In this study, participants’
understandings of dalals (informal brokers), debt accumulation, extended waiting, and trajectory
failure are treated as deeply meaningful interpretations of lived experience. Their accounts are
therefore analysed not simply as factual descriptions, but as reflections of broader social and

structural conditions. %°

87 John W. Creswell and Cheryl N. Poth, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five
Approaches (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2016)
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2. Method of Data Collection

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interviewing. Semi-structured
interviews combine pre-prepared questions with flexibility, allowing participants to discuss their

experiences in their own way while ensuring that key themes are covered across interviews. *°

This approach was particularly suitable because the topic of migration failure is emotionally
sensitive. Participants discussed financial loss, social embarrassment, family tension, and
experiences of deception. A rigid interview structure would likely have restricted the depth and
openness of these discussions. Semi-structured interviews instead allowed participants to speak
more freely while also enabling follow-up questions and clarification where necessary. An
interview guide was prepared in advance around key themes such as migration aspiration, contact
with brokers, migration processes, financial consequences, and the social and emotional effects of
migration failure. The guide functioned as a flexible reference point rather than a fixed

questionnaire. A copy of the interview guide is included in the appendix A.

3. Data Collection Process

All five interviews were conducted online through WhatsApp. Four interviews were conducted
through video calls, while one interview was conducted through an audio call due to connectivity
limitations in the participant’s rural area. With participants’ permission, interviews were recorded
simultaneously in two ways: through WhatsApp screen recording and through a secondary audio
recording device. This was done to minimise the risk of technical data loss. The interviews were
conducted online because the participants were in rural Bangladesh while the researcher was based
in Denmark. Given the geographical distance and practical limitations, in-person fieldwork was
not feasible within the scope of the study. WhatsApp was selected because it was familiar and
easily accessible to participants, reducing technological barriers and helping create a more

comfortable interview environment.”! Although online interviewing limited direct physical

% Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods, 5th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 468.
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interaction, participants provided detailed and reflective accounts throughout the interviews,

suggesting that meaningful rapport was established.

4. Sampling and Participant Selection

The study included five participants selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Purposive
sampling was used to identify participants whose experiences were directly relevant to the research
questions. All participants came from rural areas in southwestern Bangladesh and had invested
financially in overseas labour migration through informal brokers before experiencing either
migration failure or prolonged stalled migration. Access to participants was facilitated partly
through the researcher’s parents, who acted as an informal gatekeeper by identifying individuals
within the community who had experienced failed or stalled migration. Because the topic involved
financial exploitation, debt, and social stigma, introductions through trusted community networks
helped establish rapport and participant trust. One additional participant was later identified
through snowball sampling. The participants represented different forms of migration failure.
Some had paid brokers but never departed, while one participant had migrated and later returned
after exploitation abroad. In two cases, parents were interviewed regarding the migration
experiences of their sons. Adopting this multi-perspective household approach was analytically
important because migration in rural Bangladesh often functions as a collective household strategy

rather than an individual decision.

The study prioritised analytical depth rather than statistical breadth. The aim was not statistical
generalisation but the development of detailed insight into the structural and social processes
shaping stalled migration. This strategic focus aligns with the principle of "information power,"
which establishes that a smaller sample size offers high analytical utility when the study's scope is

highly specific, the sample group is unique, and the interview dialogue is theoretically driven.*?

Although the interviews lasted between twenty and thirty minutes, participants spoke about highly
specific and emotionally significant experiences. The focused, intensive nature of the interviews

also reflected the structural sensitivity of the topic; participants were navigating intense financial

92 Kirsti Malterud, Volkert Dirk Siersma, and Ann Dorrit Guassora, "Sample Size in Qualitative Interview Studies:
Guided by Information Power," Qualitative Health Research 26, no. 13 (2016): 1756.
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trauma and loss of community honor, making brief, hyper-focused interactions culturally
appropriate and ethically protective of the participant. Furthermore, within a reflexive qualitative
paradigm, sample adequacy is dictated by the conceptual utility of the generated accounts rather

than rigid, pseudo-positivist criteria for automated data saturation.”?

5. Language and Transcription

All interviews were conducted in Bangla, the first language of both the researcher and the
participants. Conducting interviews in participants’ native language allowed them to describe
sensitive experiences such as financial loss, shame, and family conflict more naturally and
comfortably. The researcher manually transcribed and translated all interviews from Bangla into
English. An intelligent verbatim approach was used, meaning that unnecessary repetitions and
filler words were removed while preserving the substance and meaning of participants’ accounts.
Although filler words and repetitions were removed for readability, attention was still paid to
pauses, hesitation, emotional tone, and moments of silence during the analytical process, as these
formed part of the broader interpretation of uncertainty, distress, and prolonged waiting. Because
translation always involves interpretation, some meanings and cultural nuances may not transfer
perfectly into English. All interview quotations used in the analysis chapter are the researcher’s
own translations from the original Bangla recordings. A copy of interview transcription is included

in appendix B.

6. Method of Data Analysis

The interview data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s
six-stage model.”* Thematic analysis was selected because it is well suited to exploratory

qualitative research and allows patterns of meaning to be identified across participants’ accounts.

The analysis followed six stages. First, the researcher repeatedly read the transcripts to become

familiar with the data. Second, initial codes were developed by identifying meaningful sections

% Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, "To Saturate or Not to Saturate? Questioning Data Saturation as a Universal
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within the interviews. Third, related codes were grouped into broader candidate themes connected
to the research questions and theoretical framework. Fourth, the themes were reviewed and refined
to ensure coherence and distinction between themes. Fifth, themes were clearly defined and
named. Finally, the analysis was written up using participant quotations to support the analytical

discussion.”?

The analysis produced six interconnected themes linked to migration aspiration, brokerage
practices, prolonged waiting, financial loss, social consequences, and barriers to accountability.
Throughout the process, the researcher moved continuously between data, coding, themes, and

theory to ensure that interpretations remained grounded in participants’ experiences.

7. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were taken seriously throughout the study. Participants were informed about
the purpose of the research, how their data would be used, and their right to withdraw at any stage

without consequence.

Verbal consent was obtained and recorded before each interview began. Verbal rather than written
consent was used because interviews were conducted remotely and formal written documentation
could create confusion or discomfort for participants unfamiliar with academic research
procedures. All participants were anonymised and are referred to as Participant 1 to Participant 5.
No identifying details, including village names or broker identities, are included in the thesis. This
was particularly important because some participants described experiences involving threats,

coercion, and financial exploitation.

Interview recordings were securely stored and used only for transcription and analysis. Some
migration-related documents provided by participants, such as visas and work permits, are
included in the appendix C with identifying information removed or blurred to protect

confidentiality. Given the emotional sensitivity of the topic, participants were reminded that they

% Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, "Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology," Qualitative Research in
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could pause or stop the interview at any time. Attention was paid to signs of discomfort during

interviews, particularly when discussing debt, family conflict, or exploitation.

8. Positionality and Reflexivity

This study is shaped by the researcher’s positionality as a Bangladeshi researcher who shares a
linguistic and cultural background with the participants. This common background helped
establish trust and allowed participants to discuss sensitive experiences in a more open and natural

way.

At the same time, familiarity with the social context of migration in rural Bangladesh carried the
risk of assumption or over-familiarity. To minimise this, the analysis remained closely grounded

in participants’ own accounts and interview transcripts.

Some participants were accessed through the researcher’s personal and community networks.
While this facilitated access to a sensitive and difficult-to-reach population, it may also have
influenced how openly some participants discussed certain experiences. To reduce the possibility
of perceived obligation or social pressure, participants were clearly informed that participation was
entirely voluntary and unrelated to community or family relationships. Reflexivity remained an
ongoing part of the research process, particularly during interviewing, translation, interpretation,

and analysis.

9. Use of Atrtificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence (Al) tools were used in supportive ways during different stages of this thesis.
ChatGPT, Microsoft Copilot were mainly used for brainstorming, organising ideas, identifying
potentially relevant literature, and planning the structure of the thesis. SciSpace was also used to
help organize and manage academic literature during the research process. During the writing
stage, tools such as Grammarly and QuillBot were used to improve grammar, clarity, readability,
paraphrasing, and the overall academic flow of the text. Al tools were also occasionally used to

receive general feedback and suggestions on sections of the writing during the drafting process.
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However, all interview analysis, coding of themes, theoretical interpretation, analytical arguments,
and final conclusions were independently developed and critically reviewed by the researcher. All
Al-assisted suggestions were manually checked, revised, and verified against academic sources
before being included in the thesis. Al tools were not used to generate empirical findings or replace
independent academic judgment. Full responsibility for the final content and academic integrity of

this thesis remains with the researcher.

10. Limitations

Several methodological limitations should be acknowledged in this study. First, the interviews were
conducted in Bangla and later translated into English. Although conducting interviews in
participants’ native language allowed richer and more comfortable communication, some cultural

meanings, expressions, and emotional nuances may not have transferred fully through translation.

Second, all interviews were conducted online through WhatsApp because of the geographical
distance between the researcher and participants. While online interviews enabled access to
participants living in rural Bangladesh, the absence of face-to-face interaction may have limited the

observation of non-verbal communication and affected the depth of rapport during interviews.

Third, the study was based on a relatively small sample size. Since participants were not personally
known to the researcher and were located in geographically distant rural areas, identifying potential
participants and building trust during the recruitment process was challenging. The sensitive nature

of stalled migration experiences also made access more difficult.

In addition, several participants had limited experience with formal interviews, and some appeared
hesitant when discussing sensitive issues such as debt, financial hardship, family tensions, and their
changing position within the household. Most interviews lasted approximately 20 to 30 minutes,
and participants were sometimes uncomfortable or ashamed when speaking about their financial
condition and social situation. Longer interviews or repeated engagement over time may therefore
have produced even richer insights. The study also captured participants’ experiences at a single
point in time. Most participants were still living with prolonged uncertainty and waiting during the
interviews. A longitudinal approach could provide deeper understanding of how migration failure,

debt, and household conditions evolve over time.
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Furthermore, all participants were selected from the same rural region of southwestern Bangladesh.
Migration experiences in other regions may differ depending on local economic conditions,
brokerage systems, social relations, and migration networks. Therefore, the findings should not be

understood as representative of all migration experiences in Bangladesh.

Finally, access to some participants occurred through the researcher’s community connections.
Although this helped establish trust and access a sensitive population, it may also have influenced
how openly certain experiences were discussed. These relational dynamics were considered

throughout both the interview process and the analysis.

Analysis

This chapter contains the empirical analysis of the study, based on five in-depth interviews
conducted with rural individuals and household members in Bangladesh whose attempts to migrate
for overseas work either stalled or failed. The aim of this chapter is to examine how migration
aspirations are formed, how broker-mediated migration processes unfold over time, and how
migration failure reshapes household life socially, financially, and emotionally. Rather than
treating migration as a singular decision or fixed outcome, the chapter analyses it as a gradual

process shaped by social relations, household strategies, and structural conditions.

The analysis is guided by the main research question— how do stalled labour migration processes
unfold among rural households in Bangladesh, and how do brokerage practices, household
investment, and social relations shape the experience of migration failure and prolonged waiting?
— and its six sub-research questions. The chapter is structured thematically, with each theme
corresponding to a key stage or dimension of the migration process and addressing one of the sub-

research questions.

Participants' voices are central to this chapter. To keep participants' experiences apparent and
grounded throughout, interview extracts are presented in block format, clearly separated from
analytical interpretation. The analysis draws upon the multi-theoretical framework established in
the preceding chapter—encompassing the Aspirations—Capabilities framework, migration
infrastructure theory, social capital theory, the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), and
precarity—to interpret what participants described. Each theory is applied primarily to the theme
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it is best suited to explain, though where a secondary theoretical lens genuinely adds explanatory
value, it is brought in as a supporting perspective. Rather than comparing individual cases against
one another, the analysis identifies recurring patterns and shared structural conditions across the
five accounts. The objective is to understand how common processes—aspiration formation,
broker engagement, deception, financial loss, social damage, and prolonged waiting—combine to

produce stalled migration as a lived, structurally generated experience.

Theme 1: Migration Aspirations and the Dream of a Better Life

Addressing SRQ1: How are migration aspirations formed and sustained among rural households

in Bangladesh despite limited education, economic insecurity, and awareness of migration risks?

Migration aspirations among the participants in this study emerged gradually through economic
pressure, social comparison, and the collective expectations of rural households in which migration
had become one of the most visible pathways to social and economic mobility. This theme
examines how those aspirations were formed and sustained despite uncertainty and risk, drawing
on the Aspirations—Capabilities framework to explore the relationship between migration

aspiration, structural opportunity, and access to mobility.

The social production of aspiration

Across all five interviews, participants described growing up in communities where successful
migration was visible and tangible. Neighbours had built new houses. Relatives sent money home
regularly. People who had once shared the same material circumstances had, through migration,
clearly moved to a different position in life. These observations shaped what participants

understood to be possible and desirable for their own futures.

"Yes, everyone goes and we see they live well. They send money, they make cattle farms, build
houses, and seeing their stability we hoped for a better life.”
(Participant 1-,17:50)

"Many people around me were abroad. I have seen known people, since childhood I have been
seeing that. Considering that, since it was said that it is a good opportunity to go to Canada or a

European country with little money, will give a company job and good salary, so from that
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thinking the idea of going came.”
(Participant 2,2:42)

“Many people from our area have gone abroad and are living a better life. Seeing their situation
encouraged us to consider going abroad as e ‘well. Their success motivated us to take the

decision”
(Participant 3, 2:37)

De Haas argues that migration aspirations are socially produced — shaped not by individual
psychology alone but by exposure to others' mobility and the visible inequality it creates within
communities.’® For participants in this study, migration success was highly visible within the
community, while failed migration experiences were far less publicly discussed. As a result,

migration continued to appear achievable and desirable despite the risks attached to it.

Carling's concept of involuntary immobility is relevant here as well. He argues that migration
aspirations do not simply weaken when structural means are absent—they can intensify, as the gap
between what people hope for and what they can access makes migration feel more rather than
less necessary.”’ This dynamic was evident among participants, whose aspirations persisted despite
restricted access to reliable information, regulated recruitment systems, and institutional support.
Under these conditions, informal brokers became the primary means through which migration

appeared possible.

Education, employment mismatch, and the logic of migration

A notable pattern across three of the five cases was that participants or their sons were still in
education when migration was being pursued, and in some instances formal study was set aside in
favour of attempting to migrate. Rather than reflecting a failure of judgement, this decision made

sense within the structural reality participants inhabited.

%Hein de Haas, "Aspirations, Capabilities, and Freedom: An Integrative Theory of Human Mobility," International
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"In Bangladesh, by studying it is not really possible to get a very good salaried job. So, by
studying I will get a good job and take responsibility for my family, there was no such
opportunity. And many people around me were abroad.”

(Participant 2;2:42)

This account reflects a structural problem that the contextual chapter documented in detail, the
persistent education-employment mismatch. As the context established, educational expansion in
rural Bangladesh has raised youth expectations of socio-economic mobility, yet the local economy

fails to generate formal, secure domestic jobs capable of fulfilling those expectations.

Analytically, this dynamic can be understood through the concept of bounded agency, which
emphasizes that human choice is always constrained and negotiated within deeply unequal
structural perimeters.”® The decision to pause education and pursue risky migration pathways was
not entirely a free choice, but one shaped by broader structural limitations. When education did
not guarantee stable employment or economic security, migration appeared to many participants

as one of the few realistic options for improving their future and supporting their families.

The symbolic weight of destination

The destinations that participants aspired to — particularly Canada and European countries —
carried a meaning that extended well beyond labour market calculation. Europe, in these accounts,
was not simply a place to earn a wage. It represented a different kind of future entirely: stability,
dignity, and the possibility of transforming one's life in ways that domestic circumstances seemed

to make impossible.

"So, the broker talked about Europe, Europe means a big thing, like you are in Europe, he
showed us that kind of attraction. In the end, what could we do? All of us together said that if we
can go to Europe then it will be good for the future."

(Participant 5;1:41)

98Jﬂrgen Carling and Kerilyn Schewel, "Revisiting the Migration Aspiration—Capability Framework," Journal of
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"I had dreams that I will go to Europe, I will go to Canada, I will restart my life there, I will
settle in Canada and organize my life in a new way. I had many dreams."

(Participant 2;13:37)

The language participants used—restarting life, organising life anew, and Europe as something
large and transformative—reveals that migration aspiration was embedded in a broader social
narrative about what a successful and dignified life looks like. Within the Aspirations—Capabilities
framework, destinations such as Europe and Canada became powerful symbols of a better and
more secure future within participants’ communities. Brokers often took advantage of these
aspirations by presenting migration opportunities to Europe as life-changing possibilities in order

to convince households to invest large amounts of money.

Carling’s framework helps explain why these aspirations persisted even after repeated delays and
growing uncertainty, when the structural capability to migrate is low but the aspiration remains
high, individuals enter a state of ongoing, anxious suspension.’” For many participants, giving up
on migration meant accepting continued economic hardship and limited opportunities at home. As
a result, continuing to hope for migration became a way of holding onto the possibility of a better

future despite prolonged uncertainty.

Migration as a collective household strategy

Across all five cases, the decision to pursue migration was never made by one person alone. It was
treated from the outset as a household-level project—shaped by family discussion, driven by
shared expectation, and financed through collective sacrifice. In several cases, it was the parents
rather than the aspiring migrant who took the lead in organising the process and dealing with the

brokerage networks.

"No, we took the decision as a family, and our son also agreed.”

(Participant 1; 03:20)

"Everyone together made the decision, I also had the wish, and my family also wanted it. All of

us together decided that I would go abroad, since it was said to us that it was a good

% Carling, "Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility," 539
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opportunity."
(Participant 2;01:14)

"It was mainly a family decision. We, as a family, made this decision together."

(Participant 3;06:08)

This collective character of migration decision-making aligns perfectly with the core assumptions
of the New Economics of Labour Migration, which conceptualises migration not as an individual
economic choice but as a household-level strategy for managing risk and securing future income

through remittances. %

Migration was understood as a shared household investment that carried both shared hopes and
shared risks. The findings show that migration decisions were rarely made by individuals alone;
instead, families collectively invested money, resources, and expectations into the migration
process. This is important for understanding why stalled or failed migration affected not only the
aspiring migrant but the entire household. Because the financial investment and decision-making
were collective from the beginning, the debt, financial pressure, emotional stress, and insecurity
that followed migration failure were also experienced collectively within family life. The
following theme therefore examines how brokers entered these migration processes through

kinship ties, community relationships, and socially embedded trust.

Theme 2: Trust, Social Relations, and Kinship Mediation

SRQ?2: How do socially embedded brokers mediate migration processes through trust, kinship ties,

and social relations among rural households?

Theme 2 examines how the participants came to place their trust—and their money—in the hands
of informal brokers. What the interviews reveal is that broker engagement was never a cold
transaction between strangers. In every case, the path to the broker ran through someone the
household already knew and trusted: a relative, a neighbour, a familiar face. This social

embeddedness of brokerage is the central focus of Theme 2, and it is examined primarily through

190 Oded Stark and David E. Bloom, "The New Economics of Labor Migration," American Economic Review 75, no.
2 (1985):174
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Social Capital Theory, which explains how trust embedded in social relationships shapes economic

behaviour — and how that same trust can become a source of vulnerability.

Kinship-Based Access to Brokers

Across four of the five interviews, the first contact with a broker happened not through an agency
or advertisement but through a family member. A relative heard about an opportunity, passed on
the information, and became the link between the household and the broker. In some cases, the
relative was the broker or acted as an intermediary who handled all communication and money.
This layering of kinship over brokerage meant that participants were never really dealing with a
stranger—they were dealing with someone whose social position within the family gave their

promises a moral authority that no formal contract could have provided.

"To say meeting the broker, the contact happened through my relative, who is my sister-in-law's
husband. All communication happened with him, and the money transactions were also with him.

He used to talk with the broker, and we trusted him."

(Participant 1; 03:41)

"First, we had an uncle, he informed my father that there is an opportunity to go to Canada with
a small amount of money. Then I also said OKAY, if it is good, then after checking and taking
information properly, you communicate with the broker through the uncle. Through the uncle,

the whole process happened."

(Participant 2; 00:29)

"[ got introduced to the agent through one of my close relatives."”

(Participant 3; 00:29)

Bourdieu's concept of social capital is directly relevant here. He argues that social capital—the
resources people access through their social relationships—can be converted into economic
advantage, and that actors with strong social positions can use trust and obligation to pursue their
own interests. 1°! In these cases, brokers and intermediary relatives drew on exactly this dynamic.

The household's trust in the relative was transferred to the broker, effectively giving the broker

197 pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, ed. John G.
Richardson (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248-249.
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access to the household's resources without any of the scrutiny or safeguards that would normally

accompany a financial transaction of that scale.

Informal Trust and the Absence of Documentation

One of the most consequential effects of this kinship-based trust was the almost complete absence
of formal documentation. Because the broker was known through family, written contracts,
receipts, and formal agreements were treated as unnecessary—even as an insult. To demand
written proof from a relative would imply distrust, which carried social costs that felt more

immediate than the financial risks of proceeding without protection.

"He is my sister-in-law's husband, so to give him money we did not need any proof."

(Participant 1; 06:59)

"Since we had my uncle, and the whole process happened through him, trusting him, we did not

take any written document or any statement."

(Participant 2; 06:22)

This finding is analytically vital because it reveals how social embeddedness systematically
removed the institutional safeguards that might otherwise have protected households.
Granovetter's concept of economic embeddedness—the idea that economic action is always rooted
in social relations rather than operating as purely market logic—explains why this happened. !
The migration transaction was not experienced as a business deal but as an extension of a family
relationship. Within this relational context, asking for written proof risked appearing socially

distrustful, even when large sums of money were involved.

Relationship-Building as a Brokerage Strategy
In the fifth case, the broker was not a relative but a neighbourhood acquaintance whose office

happened to be located beneath a shop belonging to one of the participant's brothers. Here, trust

192Mark Granovetter, "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness," American Journal of
Sociology 91, no. 3 (1985): 487.
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was not inherited through kinship — it was constructed deliberately, over months, through shared

social space and regular interaction.

"The broker's office was in a place where we regularly used to sit and spend time. It was under a
shop of one of my elder brothers. After he set up the shop there, gradually a good relationship
developed. We used to sit together, roam together. In this way, a lot of money was taken from

”n

us.

(Participant 5; 03:58)

What is analytically significant here is that Participant 5 did not simply stumble into a fraudulent
broker. He was drawn in gradually, through a process of social familiarity that the broker actively

cultivated. Looking back, the participant himself recognised this:

"From the beginning he tried to build a relationship with us. We hang out with him for a long
time, around six to seven months to one year. He used to come and sit with us... But the matter is
when we fell into his trap, we ourselves understood that he is a fraud, but we understood it very

late.”

(Participant 5; 17:29)

This account illustrates a crucial element of Social Capital Theory that helps articulate social
embeddedness in brokerage is not simply a background condition—it is a strategy. Brokers
constructed trust as a deliberate precondition for exploitation, using the social relationship to lower
resistance, eliminate the possibility of scrutiny, and make households feel that pursuing the

opportunity was a natural extension of an existing friendship.

Constructing Credibility Through Claimed Migration Success

Across all five interviews, brokers reinforced their credibility not only through social proximity
but also through claims of prior success. They told participants they had already sent many people
abroad from nearby villages—claims that respondents had no way of verifying, which drew on the

same migration imaginaries that had formed their aspirations in the first place.

"The broker told many stories that he had sent many people abroad. He said he had relatives in

our village and that he would not cheat on me. That is why I trusted him."
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(Participant 4; 10:15)

"He told us that he had already sent many people abroad, including to Canada. Based on his

words and the stories he shared about sending others, we believed him."

(Participant 3; 03:46)

These claims did two things simultaneously. They established professional credibility—presenting
the broker as someone with a track record—and they invoked community belonging, suggesting
that shared roots created a moral obligation not to deceive. Together, these claims strengthened
the broker’s credibility by presenting him as both professionally capable and socially trustworthy.
As Xiang and Lindquist’s Migration Infrastructure Theory argues, brokers within migration
systems embed state and market processes within everyday social relations through this kind of
relational work, making themselves indispensable precisely because they appear to bridge the gap

between aspiration and access.!??

Taken together, the findings show that broker mediation operated primarily through trust,
familiarity, and existing social relationships rather than through formal recruitment structures.
Social Capital Theory helps explain how kinship ties, community familiarity, and relational trust
enabled brokers to gain access to households while reducing the likelihood of formal
documentation or scrutiny. The findings further suggest that the same relationships that facilitated
migration later complicated confrontation and accountability when deception emerged. The
following theme examines how that trust was sustained through fake documentation, shifting

promises, and prolonged waiting.

Theme 3: Deception, Exploitation, and Stalled Migration

SRQ3: How do deceptive brokerage practices and repeated delays contribute to stalled or failed

migration trajectories and prolonged waiting?

Theme 3 examines how migration processes gradually broke down through systematic
deception—and why that breakdown did not look like failure until it was too late. Once trust was

established and money had changed hands, brokers across all five cases followed a remarkably

103 Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, "Migration Infrastructure," International Migration Review 48, no. 1 _suppl
(2014): S132.
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similar pattern: false documents were produced, deadlines came and went without result, excuses
accumulated, and when one country failed to materialise, another was offered in its place. What
the interviews reveal is a recognisable pattern of exploitation in which uncertainty, delay, and
deception become central to the migration process itself. Migration Infrastructure Theory provides
the necessary framework to explain how these practices operated not as isolated incidents but as

structural features of informal brokerage systems.

Fraudulent Documentation and the Appearance of Progress

In four of the five cases, participants were given documents—visas, work permits, and medical
certificates—that turned out to be fake. At the time, however, participants had little ability to
independently verify whether the documents were genuine. The papers appeared official enough

to sustain trust and create the impression that migration was progressing.

"They gave us documents, but they were fake. We checked and saw that the papers were fake, so

now we do not trust him anymore."

(Participant 1; 07:55)

"They gave us a paper for the company work permit, which was actually fake, showing that they

took more money from us. The work permit paper they gave us was all fake."

(Participant 2; 03:52)

"Yes, they gave us some documents. They showed us what they claimed to be a Canadian visa,

but it was fake. They also provided fake online copies for Serbia.”
(Participant 3; 07:35)

The documents functioned less as proof of migration and more as proof that the process was
supposedly moving forward. By producing papers that appeared official, brokers were able to
maintain households’ confidence, justify further payments, and prolong waiting. Within Migration
Infrustructure Theory, brokerage primarily operates through the management of information,

expectations, and documentation.!* In this study, fake documents became part of that management

104 Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, "Migration Infrastructure," International Migration Review 48, no. 1 _suppl
(2014): S132.
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process, allowing uncertainty and delay to continue without producing an immediate collapse of

trust.

Destination Shifting and Renewed Migration Promises

When an initial migration destination failed to materialise, brokers did not admit failure. They
offered a new one. This pattern of destination shifting—from Canada to Denmark, from Denmark
to Norway, and from Norway to Serbia—was most vividly documented in Participant 5's account,
but versions of it appeared across multiple interviews. Each new destination came with a new
round of payments, a new timeline, and a new set of promises that reset the clock on the

household's waiting.

"At first, the broker said that for Canada it would cost 550,000 to 600,000 taka. After giving, he
gave some fake documents and said, brother, more money needs to be given. Since Canada will
not happen, then you submit passports for Denmark, Norway. Again, we submitted passports for
Denmark, Norway and there also we deposited some money. Then we saw that for this we moved
around for one to one and a half years. After moving around, at the end we saw that that was
also fake. Then at the end the broker said brother submit for Serbia. Now it has been one to one

and a half years since we submitted for Serbia."

(Participant 5; 02:20)

What is significant here is not only the deception itself but also the continual renewal of hope.
Every new country created the sense that migration was still possible if households waited a little
longer or invested a little more money. This continual resetting of expectations prevented
participants from reaching a clear moment where the migration process could be recognised as
failed. Xiang and Lindquist’s framework help explain this pattern by showing how the commercial
side of migration infrastructure often depends on keeping migrants in a prolonged state of waiting
and uncertainty, where delays, intermediate steps, and bureaucratic obstacles become ways to
continue extracting money from households. ! Waiting was therefore not simply a consequence
of migration failure; it became part of the process through which brokers-maintained control over

households’ expectations and continued financial involvement.

105 Ibid., S134.
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Prolonged Waiting Through Repeated Delays

Across all five interviews, the rhythm of waiting followed the same pattern. Brokers repeatedly
promised that migration would happen “soon,” but deadlines continuously shifted. Participants
described living within an ongoing state of uncertainty where hope and doubt existed

simultaneously.

"He keeps saying today it will happen, tomorrow it will happen, but it does not happen. We have

been waiting for more than three years."

(Participant 1; 03:41)

"He always says today or tomorrow, today or tomorrow. He gives us three to four dates every
month. Now before Eid we went to take some action, then the broker said brother fighting and

conflict will not solve anything, you give us one week time after Eid."

(Participant 5; 09:28)

"Whenever he spoke to us, he would say that they were trying again and that the process was

ongoing. He kept giving us false hope instead of giving a clear answer."

(Participant 3; 08:37)

This cycle of repeated deadlines and broken promises prevented households from reaching a clear
point of withdrawal. As long as another opportunity appeared possible, participants continued
waiting and remained emotionally and financially invested in the process. Migration Infrastructure
Theory demonstrates how uncertainty and delay become normalised within informal brokerage

systems, sustaining prolonged waiting even when migration outcomes remain uncertain. '

Threats, Coercion, and Migrant Vulnerability

In Participant 4's case, the experience of deception did not remain in Bangladesh. He departed—
only to find that the job promised did not exist, the company was fraudulent, and the visa he had
been given left him working illegally within three months. When he tried to contact the broker

about what had happened, the response was not an apology or an explanation. It was a threat.

1% Johan Lindquist, "The Elementary School Teacher, the Thug, and his Grandmother: Informal Brokers and
Transnational Migration from Indonesia," Pacific Affairs 85, no. 1 (2012): 74-75.
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"After I seeing this, the broker threatened me. He said that he would inform the company and

have me detained there, even said he would kill me. After that, he stopped contacting me."

(Participant 4; 06:14)

"While I was abroad, he threatened me from Bangladesh that he would have me detained or
killed if I talk too much about this matter. After that, I did not talk to him again and did not

complain to anyone to recover my money."

(Participant 4; 21:54)

This case reveals how vulnerability intensified once migrants became isolated abroad without legal
or institutional protection. Deshingkar’s work on precarity is particularly applicable here, as it
highlights how broker-mediated migration systems transfer risk and insecurity onto migrants while
leaving intermediaries largely unaccountable. '°7 In Participant 4’s case, fear, irregular status, and

isolation combined to make silence appear safer than confrontation.

The findings in this theme demonstrate that deception, repeated delay, and uncertainty were central
to the production of stalled migration. Fake documents, changing destinations, and continuously
shifting deadlines prolonged households’ emotional and financial investment while preventing a
clear break from the migration process. Rather than isolated incidents of fraud, these experiences
reflected broader structural conditions within informal brokerage systems where weak regulation
and socially embedded trust enabled prolonged exploitation and uncertainty. This theme leaves an
urgent analytical question regarding the domestic fallout of these practices: once a household is
locked into years of suspended animation by this deceptive infrastructure, how do they survive the
massive financial wreckage left behind? The following theme examines how this stalled migration

processes produced financial loss, debt, and long-term household insecurity.

107 Priya Deshingkar, "The Making and Unmaking of Precarious, Ideal Subjects: Migration Brokerage in the Global South,"
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2645.
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Theme 4: Household Investment, Financial Loss, and Debt
Entrapment

SRQ4: How do households finance migration, and what forms of financial loss, debt, and economic

insecurity emerge when migration does not materialise?

Theme 4 examines the financial consequences of stalled migration for rural households, including
debt accumulation, land loss, and growing economic insecurity over extended periods of waiting.
Across all five cases, financing migration required households to go beyond their existing
resources through loans, land sales, mortgages, and borrowing from relatives and social networks.

In most cases, multiple strategies were combined.

The New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) provides the primary framework for
understanding the initial logic behind these high-risk capital deployments, as migration is
conceptualized as a cooperative household-level investment designed to hedge against localized

market failures. '8

However, when the migration process stalls or collapses, the collective
household strategy can turn into a source of severe financial insecurity. Instead of reducing risk,
migration failure leaves families trapped in long-term debt and ongoing economic precarity across

generations.

Land Sales, Mortgages, and Household Financing Strategies

The scale of financial sacrifice across the five cases was significant. In every interview, financing
migration involved selling or mortgaging land, which was often the household’s most valuable
asset. In rural Bangladesh, land represents far more than property alone; it is closely tied to
economic security, livelihood, and social status. Giving up land in order to finance migration
therefore reflected the depth of hope, commitment, and risk that households invested in the

migration process.

“We borrowed this money from the bank through installments, land was mortgaged, and some

’

was taken from relatives.’

198 Oded Stark and David E. Bloom, “The New Economics of Labor Migration,” American Economic Review 75, no.
2 (1985): 173-178.
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(Participant 1; 05:29)

“We had some land, we mortgaged those, we took some bank loans, there were trees on our
land, we sold those... by borrowing from different places we gave the money to the broker.”

(Participant 2; 05:43)

“I arranged the money by borrowing from relatives and friends. I also sold some land and

property.
(Participant 3; 04:56)

“The broker told me to sell my house if needed... after that, I sold my land and paid the money.”
(Participant 4; 00:20)

These accounts closely reflect the logic described by NELM, where migration is treated as a
household-level economic strategy. Families pool resources and take significant financial risks in

the expectation that migration will generate income and improve long-term stability. 1%°

However, the findings also show how brokers could take advantage of this collective household
commitment. In Participant 4’s case, the broker even encouraged the family to “sell the house if
needed” to continue financing the migration process. This reflects how informal brokerage systems
can place intense pressure on rural households, pushing families to risk or sacrifice their most

important assets in the hope that migration will eventually succeed.

Debt Accumulation and Financial Dependency

While NELM is useful for explaining why households collectively invest large amounts of money
and resources into migration, the theory generally assumes that migration will eventually produce
financial returns through overseas employment and remittances. In contrast, all five cases in this
study experienced major financial loss without successful migration or economic return. Instead
of improving household stability, migration investments left families burdened with ongoing debt,

financial pressure, and long-term economic insecurity that affected everyday household life.

199§ Edward Taylor, “The New Economics of Labour Migration and the Role of Remittances,” International
Migration 37, no. 1 (1999): 63-88.
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“Now we must pay interest... we take new loans to repay old loans... our condition is very bad

12

now.
(Participant 1; 13:44)

“The financial condition is very bad... all land is mortgaged... there is no proper income

’

source.’
(Participant 2; 10:36)

“We are still burdened with those loans... we are paying interest.”
(Participant 3; 09:29)

The findings show that the financial consequences of stalled migration did not end after the initial
money was paid to brokers. Instead, financial pressure continued to grow over time. Because many
households financed migration through loans and borrowed money, they often became trapped in
ongoing cycles of debt, taking additional loans from local moneylenders or microfinance

institutions to manage existing interest payments and financial obligations.

This prolonged financial pressure also helps explain why many households continued waiting even
after they began suspecting that the broker had deceived them. After investing large amounts of
money, land, and savings into migration, withdrawing from the process often meant accepting
complete financial loss. Under these conditions, continuing to rely on the broker’s repeated
promises became a way of holding onto the possibility that migration might still happen or that

some of the money could eventually be recovered.

Prolonged Economic Insecurity and Stalled Livelihoods

For participants whose migration processes remained unresolved for years, the financial
consequences became part of everyday household life. Massive quantities of capital remained
entirely locked up within the opaque brokerage system, while compounding debt obligations

systematically drained the family's remaining daily income.
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“For three years I have kept so much money stuck... whatever capital I had I have been breaking

and spending... [ am very financially damaged.”
(Participant 5; 10:51)

“We are lower middle-class... it took a lot of hardship to gather this money ... from small income

)

we repay loans.’
(Participant 1; 14:57)

The findings suggest that stalled migration did not simply produce one-time financial loss but
generated prolonged insecurity that reshaped household livelihoods over time. Families lost
productive assets, accumulated debt, and faced reduced economic flexibility while continuing to

wait for uncertain migration outcomes.

Deshingkar’s concept of precarity is useful for understanding this broader structural dynamic. Her
work highlights how informal migration systems often shift most of the financial risks and
consequences onto migrants and their households, while brokers and intermediary networks
remain relatively protected from those losses.!!’. In the cases examined in this study, brokers
retained the money they had received, while households were left to manage the long-term
consequences through debt, financial hardship, reduced household spending, and the pressure of

repaying loans from limited incomes.

Taken together, the findings from this theme show that the financial consequences of stalled
migration extended far beyond the loss of the initial investment. Households financed migration
through land sales, loans, borrowing, and collective family sacrifice, leaving them highly
vulnerable to long-term debt and economic insecurity when migration did not materialise. While
NELM helps explain why households collectively invested so heavily in migration, precarity
theory helps explain how the failure of migration produced ongoing financial instability and

insecurity within everyday household life. The financial consequences of stalled migration also

110 Priya Deshingkar, “The Making and Unmaking of Precarious, Ideal Subjects: Migration Brokerage in the Global
South,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2638-2654.
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extended beyond the economic sphere. The following theme explores these social and emotional

consequences in detail.

Theme 5: Social Dignity, Relationships, and the Emotional
Consequences of Migration Failure

SRQS5: How does migration failure affect social dignity, family relationships, and emotional well-
being?

Theme 5 examines how migration failure affected participants’ social dignity, family relationships,
and emotional well-being. The financial losses discussed in Theme 4 extended beyond the
economic sphere and shaped household relationships, community interactions, and participants’
sense of identity and future stability. This theme draws primarily on Precarity Theory and Social
Capital Theory to examine how prolonged insecurity and failed migration affected everyday social

and emotional life.

Migration Failure and Loss of Social Dignity

In rural Bangladeshi communities, migration carries a heavy sociocultural weight. Successful
migrants are visible in their communities — they send remittances, build houses, and command
respect. The aspiration to migrate is therefore not only economic. It is deeply tied to social identity,
to a young man's sense of responsibility toward his family, and to the household's standing in the
community. When migration fails publicly — when money has been paid, waiting has been visible,
and departure never comes — that social identity is damaged in ways that go far beyond financial

loss.

"I have become a burden on my parents, I do not work properly, and the family condition is also
very bad, financially we are in a very bad situation. There are tensions within the family, the

household is running with a lot of struggles.”

(Participant 2; 13:37)

"After I came back, my position in society is not good, and my relationship with my relatives is

not good. Because when I went, I took money from relatives as loans. In one word, I do not have
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a good relationship with any relatives. After I returned from abroad in this condition, no one

talks to me."”

(Participant 4; 17:42)

"After falling into the trap of a cheater I have finished everything in life."
(Participant 5; 12:25)

The words participants used to describe their social position after failure—burden, finished, and
not good—reflect a deep loss of dignity, belonging, and social recognition. Precarity theory helps
explain how insecurity extends beyond income and begins to affect identity, recognition, and social
relationships. !'! Under conditions of prolonged financial pressure and uncertainty, individuals
may also experience damaged relationships, loss of confidence, and weakened social standing

within their communities.

The findings show a painful reversal in participants’ social position. Individuals who had initially
pursued migration in the hope of improving their family’s future often felt that they had instead
become an additional source of pressure within household life. In Participant 4’s case, returning
without financial success and with significant debt affected his relationships with relatives and led
to feelings of social exclusion. Because migration had carried strong expectations of success and
responsibility, failure reshaped how participants viewed themselves and how they believed they

were viewed by others within the community.

Household Tensions and Family Relationship Strain

Because the initial decision to pursue overseas employment was organised as a collective
household project under the logic of the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM)—financed
through shared family resources and driven by collective expectations—the consequences of its
failure were also experienced collectively. The financial pressure and ongoing debt that followed
the fraud did not simply reduce household income; they also created serious tensions and strain

within family relationships that had previously been stable and cooperative.

m Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 19-20
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"There are problems with my son now, it becomes difficult to run the household, there are loan
payments, interest payments, people put pressure, because of this my son stays under a lot of

mental tension. You can say our household does not run properly."

(Participant 1; 12:54)

"Yes, it definitely created problems. There have been misunderstandings and tensions within the
family. My son could not go abroad, and he also could not continue his studies properly, which

has caused difficulties in our relationship."

(Participant 3; 09:53)

"My situation is very bad. I don't have a good relationship with my family. I came back from
abroad, I spent a lot of money, sold the land, now I don't have a good relationship with anyone

in the family. My family members don't even like me now."

(Participant 4; 14:02)

These accounts show how migration failure reshaped family dynamics through ongoing financial
and emotional stress. Participants often felt that they had failed to fulfill the expectations attached
to migration, particularly after families had invested heavily in the process. Through the lens of
precarity theory, the findings show how financial insecurity also created emotional and relational
strain within everyday household life. '!'2 The family had invested in him. He had returned with

less than he had left with. That arithmetic, however unfair, reshaped the relationship.

Community Relations, Shame, and Social Withdrawal

Beyond the immediate household, migration failure also damaged relationships within the wider
community. Relatives, neighbours, and other community members had often witnessed the
migration process and shared expectations that it would succeed. The findings reveal a painful
contradiction within socially embedded migration networks: the same social relationships that
initially supported and encouraged migration later became sources of pressure, distance, and social

tension when migration failed.

"2 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2009), 25-26.
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"Now people in society tell us that if we take legal action against our own relative, it will be bad,
so slowly try to recover the money from him, but from this side we are facing many problems

because of money. We no longer have the situation to show humanity."

(Participant 1; 14:11)

"When relatives came to know about the situation, it created some distance between us. It

affected our relationships with them."”

(Participant 3; 10:09)

"Relationships with everyone are getting worse, even with my own brother-in-law's brother,

whose money is also deposited, the relationship is deteriorating.”

(Participant 5; 12:24)

These findings also reveal the dark side or the downside vulnerabilities of social capital theory.
While strong kinship ties and close social networks can help people gain access to migration
opportunities, Alejandro Portes argues that these same networks can also create pressure, constant
social monitoring, moral obligations, and social isolation when expected economic outcomes
fail.!'3 In many cases, the village community became a space where households felt constantly

observed and socially judged after the migration process collapsed.

In Participant 1’s case, community members discouraged the family from taking legal action
against the broker because the broker was socially connected to the family. Ideas about maintaining
family relationships and avoiding social conflict were used to pressure the household into
remaining silent despite the financial damage they had experienced. As a result, the same social
networks that initially supported migration later made accountability more difficult. Relationships
that once functioned as important sources of trust and support became strained by debt, unmet
expectations, and social shame, leaving some households feeling increasingly isolated within their

own communities.

3 Alejandro Portes, "Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in Modern Sociology," Annual Review of
Sociology 24, no. 1 (1998): 15-16.
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Emotional Distress and Disrupted Future Aspirations

Alongside the social consequences, participants described profound personal and emotional
suffering. The aspirations that had driven the migration decision—the imagined future of stability,
dignity, and family improvement—had not simply been delayed. Participants described deep
disappointment and emotional distress as the futures they had imagined through migration became

increasingly uncertain or unattainable.

"If we think about it, it feels very bad, the dream is broken. With so much hardship we gathered

money and gave it into his hands."”

(Participant 1; 14:57)

"The feeling is very bad, because I had dreams that I will go to Europe, I will go to Canada, 1
will restart my life there. I had many dreams, but everything is destroyed, I could not fulfill any

dream.”

(Participant 2; 13:57)

"Now we feel very disappointed. We lost a lot of money, and our dreams and hopes did not come

true. We had expectations for a better future, but everything was lost.”

(Participant 3; 11:15)

The emotional consequences participants described were closely connected to the social meaning
that migration carried within their households and communities. Migration represented more than
economic mobility; it symbolised dignity, responsibility, stability, and the possibility of building
a different future. When migration failed, participants experienced not only financial loss but also

disappointment, shame, emotional exhaustion, and uncertainty about the future.

Within the Aspirations—Capabilities framework, migration aspirations were closely tied to hopes
for social and economic improvement. When migration became delayed or failed entirely, many
participants felt that their hopes had collapsed. Years of waiting, debt, and uncertainty left several

participants feeling trapped between failed expectations and limited opportunities at home.!!*

114 Jorgen Carling, "Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility: Theoretical Reflections and Cape Verdean
Experiences," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28, no. 4 (2002): 534
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Precarity theory helps explain how insecurity in these cases extended beyond finances into
emotional and social life, creating a condition of deep insecurity and uncertainty, where a person’s
sense of stability, predictability, and future direction gradually breaks down.!!> Participants
described damaged relationships, social shame, loss of confidence, and growing isolation within
both family and community settings. Because migration carried strong social meaning, its failure
reshaped how participants understood their responsibilities, identities, and position within
everyday social life. The following theme examines why, despite these consequences, participants

often struggled to pursue accountability against brokers.

Theme 6: Hope, Waiting, and Barriers to Accountability

SRQ6: What factors prevent individuals from seeking accountability or legal action against

brokers?

Theme 6 examines why participants struggled to pursue accountability against brokers despite
experiencing deception, financial loss, and prolonged uncertainty. Across all five cases, no
participant successfully pursued legal action or formal complaint procedures. This theme explores
how waiting, kinship obligations, institutional mistrust, fear, and continued hope operated as
barriers to accountability. The analysis is guided by precarity theory, while Social Capital Theory
helps explain the role of kinship and social embeddedness in limiting confrontation and legal

action.

Prolonged Waiting and Delayed Withdrawal

The most striking feature of participants' responses to exploitation was not anger or resistance—it
was continued waiting. Even when participants clearly understood that they had been deceived,
they kept waiting. They accepted new deadlines and continued giving brokers more time. They
held back from confrontation. Continued waiting reflected the limited alternatives participants felt

were available to them.

"We will keep waiting based on our trust in my uncle. We still have hope that one day we will

definitely get the money. He is taking time, delaying again and again, but still, we have hope."

15 Standing, The Precariat, 22.
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(Participant 2; 16:47)

"We did not take action because our greed was working, from one country to another he kept
moving us around in such a way saying he would send us, that's why we did not take any action

and now we are in this situation.”

(Participant 5; 06:53)

Participant 5's use of the word “greed” reflects how participants remained emotionally and
financially invested in migration even after recognising deception. Having invested so much,
withdrawing meant accepting total and permanent loss. Continuing to wait preserved the

possibility, however slim, of some recovery.

Through the lens of precarity theory, this prolonged waiting can be understood as a highly
constrained form of agency shaped by chronic insecurity and uncertainty. In the absence of reliable
institutional support or effective mechanisms to recover lost money, many households continued
tolerating delays and relying on brokers repeated promises because accepting complete financial

loss appeared even more devastating. !¢

Kinship Obligations and Barriers to Confrontation

Because access to migration brokers was often mediated through close family and kinship
networks, these same relationships later became major barriers to accountability. Taking legal
action against a deceptive broker often meant publicly accusing a relative or socially connected
person, which carried serious social consequences within rural communities. In tightly connected
village settings, pursuing conflict against a family member or trusted acquaintance could damage
relationships, create community tensions, and lead to social isolation. As a result, many
participants remained reluctant to confront brokers formally even after experiencing serious

financial loss.

"We were thinking of taking legal action, but my sister-in-law has three children, now if I take
legal action then their family will break. And we also do not get the opportunity to take legal
action. We cannot manage people, we do not have that kind of environment, and this is someone

from within our own family."

116 Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 22-24.
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(Participant 1; 16:13)

"Since we have a relationship with him, we are not able to create any problem with him. We are

not putting any kind of pressure, not forcing anything. We are still relying on him until now."

(Participant 2; 09:55)

"His main issue is that his house is in our area, so the matter is he is holding onto our place of
trust, and we also have a lot of money with the broker, so if we beat him now then we will not get

the money back."

(Participant 5; 08:03)

This dynamic provides a direct empirical critique of the dark side of Social Capital Theory. The
same social ties that gave brokers access to households also constrained households' ability to
resist or retaliate. As Bourdieu suggests, social relationships are shaped not only by trust and
support but also by obligation, loyalty, and pressure to maintain social harmony. !'!'”- In these
cases, the broker’s close social and family connections acted as a form of protection against

accountability.

For Participant 1, taking legal action against her sister-in-law’s husband risked creating serious
family conflict and damaging relationships within the wider community. Because the broker was
socially embedded within the family network, pursuing formal justice carried social consequences
that often felt more threatening than the financial loss itself. The findings therefore show how close
kinship ties and community relationships could discourage households from seeking

accountability even after experiencing deception and significant economic harm.

Legal Inaccessibility and Institutional Mistrust
Beyond the social barriers, participants consistently described a profound lack of awareness of any
legal mechanisms for redress—and, where awareness existed, a deep mistrust of whether those

mechanisms would actually work in their favour.

"7 pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, ed. J. G.
Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248.
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"From what we have heard, we do not know whether there is any legal solution in these kinds of
cases of going abroad. We do not know whether we can take any legal steps or even if we take,
whether it will benefit us or not. We have heard from people that even if you take legal action,

the money is not returned."

(Participant 2; 15:40)

"I wanted to take legal action, but many people said that taking legal action in matters abroad

would not work and would only cost a lot of money, so I did not try."

(Participant 4; 16:12)

"If I file a case the broker will go to court and get bail. Legal action is a very lengthy process."

(Participant 5; 16:38)

"People like us, ordinary people, do not understand these things."

(Participant 4; 20:45)

These reflections show how financial inequality and long-term insecurity shaped participants’
ability to seek justice. After losing large amounts of money through the migration process, many
participants felt that pursuing legal action required financial resources, time, and institutional

access that they simply no longer possessed.

Through the lens of precarity theory, the findings suggest that formal systems of accountability
often appeared inaccessible and ineffective for economically vulnerable households. !'®
Participants described feeling that legal processes would be lengthy, expensive, and unlikely to
produce meaningful results, while brokers could avoid serious consequences. As Participant 5
suggested, “ordinary people do not understand these things,” reflecting a broader sense of
exclusion and lack of confidence in formal institutions. Under these conditions, avoiding legal
action was not simply passivity but often a practical response to limited resources, uncertainty,

and lack of trust in the possibility of recovering their losses.

18 Standing, The Precariat, 25.
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Fear, Threats, and Enforced Silence
In Participant 4's case, the barriers to accountability were not social or institutional — they were
physical. The broker used direct threats to silence him and prevent any attempt at recourse. This

incident represents the most extreme expression of the power asymmetry that runs through all five

cases.

"After I said this, the broker threatened me. He said that he would inform the company and have

me detained there, even said he would kill me. After that, he stopped contacting me."

(Participant 4; 02:58)

"Yes, because of fear of my life, I did not take any steps. And I also do not know anything about

how to take such steps."

(Participant 4; 22:17)

This case illustrates the extreme end of what Deshingkar identifies as the structural logic of
brokerage: intermediaries in weakly regulated informal systems are not only insulated from legal
accountability—in some cases they actively enforce silence through coercion, exploiting migrants'
isolation and the complete absence of institutional support. !!° Participant 4 was alone in a foreign
country, without legal status, facing threats from a broker communicating from Bangladesh. Under

these conditions, remaining silent seemed to be the safest option available to him.

Persistent Hope Under Conditions of Uncertainty

Despite everything—the deception, the debt, the social damage, the institutional barriers, and, in
one case, direct threats—hope persisted across all five participants. Even those who clearly
understood that migration would not happen and that money would not be returned still oriented

themselves toward a possible future.

"Now the hope is that if we get the money back, we will try to start a business, or if we find a

good country then we may try again.”

(Participant 1; 18:37)

19 Priya Deshingkar, "The Making and Unmaking of Precarious, Ideal Subjects: Migration Brokerage in the Global
South," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 14 (2019): 2645.
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"I still have hope for the future. If [ get a chance again, then I will try to fulfill my dream of
going abroad. And if I cannot, then everything is finished, life is already finished."

(Participant 4; 19:11)

"The desire to go is still there."”

(Participant 5; 20:23)

The findings show that once rural households had invested major savings, assets, and future hopes
into migration, it became extremely difficult to abandon the possibility of going abroad. After
taking loans, selling land, and making significant sacrifices, migration continued to appear as one
of the only possible ways to recover financially and improve household conditions, especially

when local employment opportunities remained limited.

Precarity theory helps explain why hope continued even under prolonged uncertainty and
hardship.'?® For some participants, accepting that migration would never happen felt similar to
accepting that their future opportunities had collapsed completely. As a result, many households
continued relying on brokers’ promises and remained emotionally attached to the possibility of

migration despite repeated disappointment and delay.

Conclusion

This thesis examined stalled labour migration among rural households in Bangladesh and explored
how brokerage practices, household investment, and social relationships shaped experiences of
migration failure and prolonged waiting. The aim of the study was to understand how stalled
migration processes unfold over time and why households often remain trapped in prolonged

uncertainty, debt, and immobility even when migration never successfully materializes.

Drawing on five qualitative interviews with rural individuals and household members whose
migration attempts had stalled or failed, the study analyzed how migration aspirations, informal
brokerage systems, collective family investment, and limited institutional protection became

interconnected throughout the migration process. The analysis was guided by the Aspirations—

120 Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 22-24.
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Capabilities framework, Migration Infrastructure Theory, Social Capital Theory, the New
Economics of Labour Migration (NELM), and Precarity Theory.

This concluding chapter brings together the main findings of the study by explaining how they
answer the main research question, discussing the theoretical contributions of the thesis, identifying

the research gap addressed by the study, and outlining implications for policy and future research.

Summary of Key Findings

The analysis identified several interconnected dynamics that together explain how stalled labour
migration unfolded among rural households in Bangladesh. Across the participants’ experiences,
migration aspirations, informal brokerage practices, household financial investment, social
relationships, and institutional weakness became closely connected over time, gradually trapping

households in prolonged waiting, debt, and uncertainty.

Migration aspirations developed through economic insecurity, limited employment opportunities,
and the visible success of migration within rural communities. Because safe and regulated migration
pathways were difficult to access, participants became heavily dependent on informal brokers
introduced through relatives, neighbours, and community networks. Trust based on social
familiarity often replaced formal contracts or institutional safeguards, allowing brokers to operate
with limited scrutiny. Once households entered the migration process, brokers-maintained hope and
prolonged waiting through repeated promises, changing timelines, shifting destination countries,

and misleading documents that created the appearance of ongoing progress.

The findings also showed that migration functioned as a collective household strategy financed
through loans, land sales, mortgages, and family contributions. When migration failed to
materialize, these investments produced long-term debt and financial insecurity that affected entire
households rather than only individual migrants. Financial pressures were closely connected to
emotional distress, damaged family relationships, weakened social standing, and shame within local

communities.

At the same time, social relationships shaped both access to migration and later barriers to

accountability. Brokers initially gained trust through kinship ties and community familiarity, but
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these same social networks later discouraged confrontation because participants feared damaging
family relationships, creating community conflict, or experiencing social shame. Institutional
mistrust, financial limitations, fear, and continued hope for migration or financial recovery further

reduced the likelihood of pursuing legal action.

Taken together, the findings answer the main research question by showing that stalled labour
migration unfolded not as a single failed event but as a prolonged structural process shaped by the
interaction of migration aspirations, socially embedded brokerage systems, collective household
vulnerability, prolonged waiting, and limited institutional protection. Rather than an isolated
exception within migration systems, stalled migration emerged as one of the possible outcomes

produced through informal recruitment structures and unequal access to safe mobility pathways.

Theoretical Contributions

This study contributes to migration scholarship by extending several established theoretical
frameworks into an area that remains underexplored within migration research—stalled migration

and prolonged pre-departure immobility.

The Aspirations—Capabilities framework has commonly been used to explain why people aspire to
migrate and how structural conditions shape those aspirations. This study extends the framework
by showing how migration aspirations continue not only before migration, but also throughout long
periods of delay, uncertainty, and failed mobility. The findings show how the gap between strong
migration desires and limited access to safe migration opportunities creates dependence on informal
brokers and keeps households waiting even after deception becomes increasingly visible. In this
study, the framework helps explain not only the formation of migration aspirations, but also their

persistence under conditions of prolonged immobility.!?!

Social Capital Theory has widely been used to explain how social relationships help people gain
access to migration opportunities and information. This study highlights the more difficult side of
that dynamic by showing how the same social embeddedness that enabled broker access also

removed formal safeguards and later made accountability difficult to pursue. Trust in this context

121 Jorgen Carling, "Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility: Theoretical Reflections and Cape Verdean
Experiences," Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28, no. 4 (2002): 5-42.
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functioned not only as a social resource, but also as the mechanism through which exploitation
became possible and confrontation was discouraged. In this sense, the study extends Social Capital

Theory beyond its more conventional use within migration research.!??

Migration Infrastructure Theory has often been used to explain how migration is organized through
networks of brokers, institutions, and intermediaries that facilitate mobility. This study
demonstrates that the same infrastructural logic also helps sustain stalled and failed migration. Fake
documents, changing destination countries, repeated promises, and prolonged delays were not
simply disruptions to the migration process, but normalized features of an informal migration
system in which uncertainty itself became part of the process. The study therefore extends
Migration Infrastructure Theory from an explanation of mobility to an explanation of prolonged

waiting and manufactured immobility.'??

The New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) was applied critically within this study. NELM
helps explain why households collectively invested in migration as a strategy to improve household
security and manage economic risk, and the findings strongly support this logic. However, NELM
generally assumes that migration eventually produces economic returns. This study shows that
when migration fails to materialize, collective household investment instead produces long-term
debt and financial instability. Here, precarity theory becomes especially important. While NELM
explains the logic behind collective investment, precarity theory helps explain the prolonged
insecurity, uncertainty, emotional distress, and social vulnerability that emerged when migration
stalled. Together, these frameworks provide a more complete understanding of migration failure

and prolonged immobility than either theory could explain independently.!?*

Precarity theory also contributes to this study by helping explain the long-term consequences of
stalled migration beyond financial loss alone. Discussions of precarity often focus mainly on

insecure labour conditions or unstable employment. This study extends the concept by showing

122 pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education,
ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241-258.

123 Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, "Migration Infrastructure," International Migration Review 48, no. 1 (2014):
S122-S148.

124 Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011), 22-24; Oded
Stark and David E. Bloom, "The New Economics of Labor Migration," The American Economic Review 75, no. 2
(1985): 173-178.
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how precarity can also emerge before migration itself successfully occurs. Participants experienced
prolonged insecurity not only economically, but also emotionally and socially through debt,
uncertainty, damaged relationships, shame, and the inability to plan for the future. In this context,
precarity was experienced as an ongoing condition of suspended life shaped by prolonged waiting,
failed mobility, and limited institutional protection. The study therefore applies precarity theory to

the understudied experience of stalled migration and pre-departure immobility.'?®

Policy Implications and Recommendations

The findings of this study suggest the need for stronger institutional protection for rural households
involved in labour migration processes. Informal sub-agents (dalals) operating at the village level
should be more effectively regulated and monitored through stronger registration systems and
documentation requirements to reduce fraud and deception. In addition, legal support and
complaint mechanisms should become more accessible for rural households experiencing
migration fraud and prolonged waiting. The findings also highlight the importance of improving
local employment and livelihood opportunities within rural Bangladesh, as limited economic

opportunities often increase dependence on risky and informal migration pathways.

Direction for Future Research

While this study has examined the core mechanics of stalled migration within a specific rural
cohort, it opens several critical pathways for future academic inquiry. Future studies could explore
stalled migration experiences across different regions and social groups, as well as examine the
role of gender, digital recruitment networks, and the long-term social and economic consequences
of migration failure. Further research is also needed on how social trust, kinship, and local power

relations shape informal brokerage and accountability within rural migration processes.

Closing Reflection

This study began with a simple but often overlooked question: what happens when migration never

fully happens? The answer, drawn from five households in rural Bangladesh, is that the

125 Oded Stark and David E. Bloom, "The New Economics of Labor Migration," The American Economic Review 75,
no. 2 (1985): 173-178.
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consequences are serious and long-lasting — but often invisible, because the people who experience

them never actually leave.

What the findings ultimately reveal is that stalled migration is not a passive condition. It is produced
through brokerage systems that exploit the gap between migration aspirations and limited structural
opportunities, through social relationships that enable exploitation while simultaneously
discouraging accountability, and through institutional conditions that leave vulnerable households
with little protection or meaningful access to redress. The households in this study did not fail
because they were naive or irresponsible. They were living within structural conditions that made

these experiences not only possible, but in many ways predictable.

Even after deception, financial loss, and prolonged disappointment, hope continued to persist
among many participants. That persistence was not irrational. Rather, it reflected the structural
reality that, in the absence of viable local alternatives, migration continued to appear as one of the
few imaginable pathways toward a different future. Taking that reality seriously — and
understanding what it reveals about how migration systems operate — is one of the central

contributions of this study.

The stories shared throughout this thesis are therefore not only accounts of individual hardship.
They reflect broader structural realities in which trust, vulnerability, and unequal access to mobility

remain deeply interconnected
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