
International migration of fathers –
Who are the children left behind?

UNICEF  Nepal
Discussion  document
August  2015

For  questions,  please  reach  out  to  maria_schwarz@hks16.harvard.edu



UNICEF  Nepal  ,  Social  Policy  and  Economic  Analysis | 1

In  Nepal,  28%  of  children  (age  0-17)  do  not  live  in  the  same  household  
as  their  fathers

SOURCE:  MICS5  Nepal,  own  illustration
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Absence of fathers by region

▪ In  Nepal,  28%  of  children  
(age  0-17)  do  not  live  in  the  
same  household  as  their  
fathers
– Part  of  this  is  driven  by  

older  children  (>15  
years)  who  have  
already  moved  out

– Other  reasons  are  
international  
migration,  national  
migration,  or  death

▪ Paternal  absence  is  highest  
in  Western  and  Mid-Western  
Hills  as  well  as  in  Far-
Western  Terai regions
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On  average,  international  migration  accounts  for  62%  of  paternal  
absence  in  Nepal

SOURCE:  MICS5  Nepal,  own  illustration

• International  migration  
accounts  for  more  than  50%  
of  paternal  absence  in  12  
out  of  15  regions

• In  Western  and  Mid-Western  
Mountain  regions,  the  primary  
cause  of  father  absence  is  
death  or  living  in  other  
households  – however,  their  
overall  rate  of  paternal  
absence  is  lower  (12%  in  
Mid-Western  Mountain  and  
20%  in  Western  Mountain,  
compared  to  42%  in  Western  
Hills)
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Father dead

Percent of total number of children without father
Reasons for living without a father
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18%  of  children  live  without  their  fathers  due  to  international  migration

SOURCE:  MICS5  Nepal,  own  illustration

Outmigration  is  highest  in  the  Western  and  Mid-Western  Hills  and  Eastern  Terai,  where  more  
than  20%  of  children  live  without  their  fathers

12.5

12.6

14.2 14.2

9.67

21.4

13.6

8.53

17.3
21.5

3.04

15.6 30.8

2.30

19.8

Percentage share of children whose father lives abroad 
  

International migration of fathers by region

Percentage  share  of  children  whose  father  lives  abroad



UNICEF  Nepal  ,  Social  Policy  and  Economic  Analysis | 4

Water / Sanitation

Food / Nutrition

Health care

Housing / Shelter

Education

Social development

Child labor

Child discipline

Information / Mobility

Contents



UNICEF  Nepal  ,  Social  Policy  and  Economic  Analysis | 5

Food / Nutrition

Stunting Underweight Wasting
Minimum 

acceptable diet
Percentage  share  of  
children  under  5

Total

Boys

Girls

28.3 30.635.5 37.9 35.6 31.4
11.9 11.1

27.4 29.232.3 37.4 34.9 31.2
11.3 11.6

29.3 32.139.1 38.4 36.6 31.7
12.5 10.5

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Water / Sanitation

Access to improved 
drinking water

Access to good hand 
washing place

Access to improved 
sanitation

Percentage  share  of  
children

Total

Urban

Rural

94.3 92.7 68.0 68.3 70.7 66.7

97.2 95 82.9 82.8 94.3 91.5

93.9 92.3
66 65.9 67.4 62.6

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Health care

Out of 10 children with symptoms of diarrhea, how many are seeking advice at…

Public facility Private facilityNo advice

21

9

10

20

6

13

0 10 20 30

Fever

ARI

Diarrhea

Percentage  share  of  children  
0-59  months  with   reported  
episodes  of…

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Housing / Shelter

Electricity 86 84

TV 55 50

Bed 93 92

Fridge 10 13

Phone 87 85

Table 60 57

Chair 56 57

Percentage  share  of  children  living  in  households  with…

Finished floor 33 32

Finished roof 87 85

Finished walls 39 39

x
x

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Education

Enrolment in early 
childhood development 
program

Learning support by…

Mother

Father

Any adult

Forms of learning support

Reading books

Telling stories

Singing songs

Playing

Taking outside

Naming / counting

37 28

1 13

67 67

63 63

67 66

67 65

78 85

82 83

59 61

57 49

Father  
abroad

Father   in  
country

Early learning 
indicators

Can identify 
10 letters 
from the 
alphabet

Can read at 
least four 
simple, 
popular 
words

Recognizes 
numbers 
from 
1 to 10

29 2453 60
RuralUrban

37 2927 29
GirlsBoys

25 2242 47
RuralUrban

31 2623 25
GirlsBoys

34 2852 60
RuralUrban

42 3130 34
GirlsBoys

x
x

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Social development

Social development Independence

92.3

92.1

92.5

97.3

91.6

92.7

92.4

93.1

96.9

92.1

Total

Boys

Girls

Urban

Rural

Plays with other 
children

Kicks and hits 
other children

Gets easily 
distracted

Can follow 
simple 

instructions 
correctly

Can carry out 
work 

independently

35.0

40.5

29.1

22.6

36.6

35.4

38.3

32.4

26.2

36.9

80.5

79.6

81.4

79.3

80.6

78.2

77.6

78.9

83.4

77.4

79.8

78.1

81.6

80.0

79.7

76.8

76.5

77.0

86.9

75.2

73.7

73.0

74.4

76.1

73.4

68.4

66.4

70.4

80.2

66.5

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Child labor

Business activity Household chores
Involved in 

dangerous work Child labor indicator

20.1

19.9

20.3

7.6

21.8

18.6

18.7

18.5

7.3

20.5

3.8

3.9

3.7

1.7

4.2

3.8

3.9

3.6

2.3

4.0

27.3

24.0

30.4

8.4

29.9

30.5

29.3

31.7

13.8

33.4

37.0

37.1

37.0

15.3

40.1

39.3

39.3

39.3

18.7

42.8

Percentage  share  of  children  between  5  and  17  years  who  have  been  involved  in  
any  of  the  following  activities  for  more  time  than  their  age-specific  threshold

Total

Boys

Girls

Urban

Rural

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Child discipline
Percentage  share  of  children  between  1  and  14  years  who  have  experienced  
one  or  more  of  the  following   disciplining   methods  in  the  past  month

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead

77.6

28.0

34.9

38.8

14.0

30.1

15.0

2.2

24.0

88.3

24.9

74.4

28.4

30.0

32.3

12.7

23.3

13.1

2.3

28.7

85.9

24.0

Shouted  ,  yelled  or  screamed

Called  dumb  or  lazy

Shook  him/her

Spanked  with  bare  hand

Spanked  with  hard  object

Hit  hand,  arm,  or  leg

Hit  or  slapped  on  face,  head  or  ears

Beat  him/her  up

Took  away  priviledges

Explained  wrong  behavior

Gave  something  else  to  do

Non-violent  
discipline

Severe  
physical  
punishment

Physical  
punishment

Psychological  
aggression

ONLY  non-violent  (not  
combined  with  violent  discipline)

Any  severe  punishment

Any  psych.  aggression

Any  physical  punishment  
(incl.  severe)

5260

1416

1312

7779
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Information / Mobility

Percentage  share  
of  children  living  in  
households  where  
at  least  one  
person  owns… Desktop computer Laptop Mobile phone Bicycle Motorcycle

6 1643

96 93

7 75 8

12 3841

99 98

2015 27

5 1244

96 92

5 44 4

Total

Urban

Rural

20

35

31

35

Father  lives  abroad

Father  in  country  /  dead
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Water / Sanitation

Food / Nutrition

Health care

Housing / Shelter

Education

Social development

Child labor

Child discipline

Information / Mobility

▪ Less  likely  to  be  stunted  (-2  pp)  or  underweight  (-2  pp)
▪ More  likely  to  meet  minimum  dietary  requirements  (4  pp)

▪ More  likely  to  have  access  to  improved  drinking  water  (+2  pp)
▪ Use  of   improved  sanitation  systems,  4  percentage  point  higher

▪ Living  in  similar  housing  conditions  as  children  with  fathers  in  the  household
▪ 5  percentage  points  more  likely  to  own  a  TV

▪ 8  percentage  points  more  likely  to  be  enrolment  in  ECD  programs  
▪ Receiving  less  learning  support  by  fathers  (-10  pp),  but  other  adults  compensate  for  it
▪ In  rural  areas,  slightly  better  outcomes  on  early  childhood  learning  indicators;;  worse  

outcomes  in  urban  areas

▪ On  average  at  same  stage  of  social  development
▪ Boys  are  2  pp  more  likely  to  kick  or  hit  hit  other  children,  but  at  the  

same  time  can  carry  out  work  more  independently  (+2pp)

▪ Less  likely  to  work  in  dangerous  conditions  (-3  pp  on  average)
▪ Less  likely  to  be  involved  in  child  labor  (- 2pp)

▪ 8  percentage  points  more  likely  to  experience  physical  punishments
▪ Severe  punishment  occurs  2  pp  more  often

▪ Less  likely  to  own  a  bicycle  or  motorcycle  (-9  pp  and  -11  pp)
▪ Less    less  likely  to  own  a  desktop  computer  (-3  pp),  but  more  likely  to  own  a  mobile  

phone  (+3  pp)

▪ 25  percentage  points  more  likely  to  be  brought  to  a  private  health  care  facility
▪ No  noticeable  difference  in  the  occurrence  of  diarrhea  (-2pp),  ARI  (+3pp),  fever  (+2pp)  

Summary:  Children  whose  father  lives  abroad  are…


