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Temporary International Migration

▪ Temporary migration has risen in prominence, taking a dominant role in global international migration

▪ Temporary migrants outnumber permanent migrants in all categories combined in OECD countries

▪ >25 million workers from South Asia employed as temporary migrant workers abroad

▪ Positive impacts due to immediate benefits from increased earnings

▪ Does the limited time spent abroad by migrants benefit them and their communities after they return? 

▪ Knowledge acquired: job creation, economic recovery [Dustmann and Kirchamp, 2002; Bahar et al., 2019]

▪ Changes in political preferences: demand for accountability and better governance [Spilimbergo, 2009; 
Batista and Vicente, 2011]

▪ Impacts on economic preferences and decision-making in lab settings [Gibson et al., 2019]



Migration and Social Identity

▪ Effects extend beyond mere financial gains, as migrants’ experiences abroad shape their preferences and 
decisions long after their return

▪ Does migration also affect social preferences that determine how they interact with individuals from a 
different group than their own?

▪ And, whether their migration experience can be leveraged to overcome preexisting social divisions 
prevalent in the origin country?

▪ Among immigrants in the US, their social identity associated with their home country affect their labor 
market outcomes [Casey and Dustmann, 2010]

▪ In many other types of settings, individual’s or group’s social preferences and identities affect economic 
outcomes



The Economics of Social Identity

▪ Cross-country (and within-country analysis): 

▪ Ethnic diversity is associated with lower levels of public good provision [e.g. Alesina et al., 1999; Banerjee et al., 2005], higher levels 
of political corruption [e.g. Esteban et al., 2005], and worse economic performance [Alesina and Ferrara, 2005]

▪ Differing social identities of individuals make collective action and cooperation costly

▪ In the laboratory setting:

▪ Social identity (made salient through priming) affects contribution to public goods [Eckel and Grossman, 2005] and lending in
microfinance [Chen et al., 2017]

▪ Risk preference, patience, altruism, social norms, and even cognitive ability [e.g. Hoff and Pandey, 2014]

▪ These effects can be described through the model of social identity 

▪ First introduced in psychology and later adopted in economics by Akerlof and Kranton (2000)

▪ Different variations of social identity model:

▪ Social norms – the desire to follow the actions prescribed by a group [Akerlof and Kranton, 2005]

▪ Social preferences – individuals also care about the welfare of others, but they care about ingroup members more [Chen and Li, 
2009]



Contribution 1

▪ Nepal recently emerged from a prolonged period of civil conflict that was in part rooted in and fueled by 
ethnic tensions 

▪ A rise in prosocial behavior within violence-affected communities in Nepal [Gilligan et al., 2013]

▪ A growing body of research in post-conflict settings suggests that enhanced social cohesion stems from 
heightened ingroup bias [Bauer et al., 2016]

▪ Strengthening prosociality towards one’s own identity group, at the expense of the outgroup

▪ Voting patterns in the 2017 municipal election suggest a strong co-ethnic bias in voting [figure]

▪ In other settings, direct interventions to improve social cohesion has produced mixed results

▪ Community Driven Development (CDD) [Mansuri and Rao, 2013; Ban et al., 2015] 

▪ Social norms difficult to change even in the longer term [Alesina et al., 2013; Avdeenko and Gilligan, 2015; Sanyal et al., 
2015]

▪ Overcoming co-ethnic bias could be one of the most significant challenge to its post-conflict transition 
towards reconciliation and development



Contribution 2

▪ Despite the popularity of temporary migration programs, evidence on the effects remains scarce

▪ Two notable exceptions are Clemens and Tiongson (2017) and Mobarak et al. (2023) 

▪ In the short term, various restrictions imposed by these programs have shown to:

▪ Create monopsony power to suppress migrant wages in the UAE [Naidu et al., 2016]

▪ Increase demand volatility for Filipino migrants to global economic shocks [McKenzie et al., 2014]

▪ Restrict job mobility for vulnerable migrants in Singapore [Shrestha and Yang, 2019]

▪ Migration viewed as one of the most effective development policies [Gibson and McKenzie, 2014]

▪ Wide-range of interventions to improve the development impact of migration. Most of them focus on:

▪ Improving earning prospects of aspirant and current migrants [e.g. Beam et al., 2016, Shrestha, 2020] 

▪ Better utilizing and managing remittance flowing into developing countries [e.g. Seshan and Yang, 2014, Ashraf et al., 2015]

▪ Interventions on the re-assimilation of return migrants are almost non-existent

▪ Little evidence on return migrants come from returning refugees and students [Bahar et al., 2024; Spilimbergo, 2009] 

▪ But their migrant experience significantly different compared to temporary labor migrants



Context

▪ Nepal is ethnically diverse

▪ 128 unique ethnicities, 123 different languages (2011 Nepal Census)

▪ Six broadly defined ethnic groups

▪ Brahmin-Chhetri: 31.1%

▪ Janajati: 23.3%

▪ Madhesi (15%), Dalit (13.4%), Newar (5%), and Other minorities (13.3%)

▪ [Slide example]

▪ We focus on the two largest ethnic groups: Brahmin-Chhetri (BC ) and Janajati (J )



History of Ethnic Division and Inequality

▪ Brahmin-Chhetri have wielded significant administrative and political power in modern Nepal

▪ Codification of ethnicity-based caste categories into the legal system in 1854

▪ Continued consolidation of power even after the introduction of democracy in the 1950s

▪ Nationalism based on the religious, linguistic, and cultural values of the dominant group

▪ Excluding and alienating various indigenous ethnic groups as deviant from this universal national 
identity 

▪ In politics, judiciary, and bureaucracy [Lawoti and Guneratne, 2013]:

▪ B-C group is over represented (60%, 65%, and 84% respectively), while J group is 
underrepresented (17%, 6%, and 3%)



History of Ethnic Division and Inequality

▪ Brahmin-Chhetri have wielded significant administrative and political power in modern Nepal

▪ Maoist insurgency between 1996 and 2006

▪ New constitution decentralized power to newly formed provincial and municipal governments, with inclusive 
local governance as a cornerstone of this “new” Nepal 

▪ These reforms have improved the political representation of ethnic groups like Janajati

▪ In the initial municipal election held in 2017, B-Cs were still disproportionately represented among the 
elected municipal chairs (≈ 50%) 

▪ Ethnic heterogeneity remains high across all newly formed municipalities

▪ All 753 municipalities include both B-C and J ethnic groups [map]

▪ The average size of the largest ethnic group in a municipality is 58.7%

▪ In 565 (75%) municipalities, the largest ethnic group only makes up not more than 70% of its population

▪ In municipalities where B-C or J ethnic group comprises of more than 50% of the population, the other group still makes up, on 
average, 13% of the population

▪ Such granular ethnic diversity can hinder collective action within the municipality



Labor Migration and Returnees

▪ In the last two decades, coinciding with the civil war, migration of Nepali workers outside the country has 
risen dramatically

▪ 2001-2011: the share of migrants rose six-fold, remittance as the share of GDP increased ten-fold

▪ By 2011, one in every five households had a migrant worker living abroad (outside India)

▪ Migrant workers who have returned to Nepal make up a sizable group

▪ Return migrants are 7% of Nepal’s working-age population (16% of working-age men)

▪ An average age of 34 years

▪ They remain active members in their communities and many engage in political activities

▪ Return migrant membership groups and their activities (≈20% of our subjects)

▪ 38% are member of neighborhood committees, 22% members of a political party

▪ 73% have attended budget discussion meetings organized by local government



Profile of Temporary Labor Migrants

▪ Labor permits issued by Department of Foreign Employment [table]

▪ Migrants are restricted to working in a few migrant-dominated sectors

▪ Our subjects worked with, on average, 18 Nepali migrants in their last job abroad (> 50% from a 
different ethnic group than their own)

▪ Migrants also face strict limitations on social integration and physical mobility (e.g. family members do not 
accompany them, live in migrant dorms separated from natives)

▪ Subjects shared room with 5 other Nepalis, on average (≈50% from a different ethnic group)

▪ More than 70% lend money to other Nepali migrants (≈50% from a different ethnic group)

▪ Migration experience engenders substantial intermixing and interactions across ethnic lines

▪ This could increase social cohesion across different ethnicities

▪ Shared common experience

▪ Strengthen national identity



Research Questions

▪ We run a lab-in-the-field experiment to test:

1. Whether subjects exhibit co-ethnic biases in their prosocial behavior?

2. Whether their migration experience (made salient through priming) can change their prosocial 
behavior?

3. Whether this migration effect can redress some of the co-ethnic biases prevalent in the status quo? 

▪ Our main outcomes relate to the subject’s prosocial behavior in the form of:

▪ Altruism, cooperation, and ethnic prejudice in selecting a leader/judge (an arbiter)

▪ Measured by their choices in different economic games 



Theoretical Environment

▪ A two-agent version of the identity-dependent social preference models of Charness and Rabin (2002), 
Chen and Li (2009), and Shayo (2009)

▪ Two agents, 𝑖 and 𝑗, where agent 𝑖′s utility is: 

𝑢𝑖 = [𝛼1−𝑟 𝜋𝑗
𝑟 + 1 − 𝛼 1−𝑟𝜋𝑖

𝑟] ൗ1 𝑟

▪ 𝜋𝑖 and 𝜋𝑗 are agents 𝑖 and 𝑗′ s monetary payoffs, respectively 

▪
1

1−𝑟
is the elasticity of substitution

▪ 𝑟 → 0: 𝑢𝑖= 𝛼𝜋𝑗 + (1 − 𝛼)𝜋𝑖

▪ In the Shayo (2009) model, the other-regarding preference parameter α is a function of the social distance d

between the two agents with 
𝜕α

𝜕d
< 0



Theoretical Environment

𝑑𝑖𝑗 = 

ℎ

𝑤ℎ (𝑞𝑖
ℎ − 𝑞𝑗

ℎ)2

▪ ℎ indexes different social groups that agents can belong to

▪ 𝑞𝑖
ℎ and 𝑞𝑗

ℎ denote the quality or attribute of agents 𝑖 and 𝑗, respectively, along dimension ℎ

▪ 𝑤ℎ denotes how much dimension ℎ matters to agent 𝑖

▪ Allows for any number of ℎ > 0 social groups

▪ Based on demographic characteristics like gender, ethnicity, age, etc.

▪ Based on preferences and experiences like vegans, return migrants, etc.

▪ 𝑑𝑖𝑗 changes when: 

▪ Attributes of the agents (𝑞𝑖
ℎ and 𝑞𝑗

ℎ) change

▪ Attention paid to the different dimensions, 𝑤ℎ, changes



Research Design

▪ 2 x 2 subject design

▪ Along one dimension (ℎ = 𝑒𝑡ℎ𝑛𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑡𝑦):

▪ Subject is either matched with others from his own ethnic group (Ingroup) 

▪ Or from the other ethnic group (Outgroup) to play several economic games

▪ Along the other dimension (ℎ = 𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡):

▪ Half of subjects are primed to activate migrant identity prior to playing games (Migrant)

▪ And the other half are not primed on any particular identity (Neutral)

▪ All subjects are return migrants

▪ Priming allows us to randomize 

▪ Study the behavior of specific identities without a selection effect, which might occur when 
comparing subjects in different groups (e.g. migrant versus non-migrant) 

▪ All subjects are randomly assigned to one of four treatment groups [figure]



Priming Intervention

▪ Exposure to stimulus (e.g. a survey) leads to a change in behavior

▪ Priming can make specific social identity salient (thereby changing behavior)

▪ Gender, ethnicity, religion, politics, past behavior

▪ Affect outcomes like other-regarding preferences and altruism [Chen et al., 2014; Benjamin et al., 2016]

▪ Migrant prime

▪ ≈20 minute questionnaire on subject’s migration history and experience

▪ Followed by 4 migration-related generic photographs + structured conversation 

▪ Neutral prime

▪ ≈20 minute questionnaire on subject’s education history and school experience

▪ Followed by 4 generic photographs of nature + structured conversation





Economic Games

▪ Dictator Game [screenshots]

▪ Agent 𝑖 receives 200 NPR, and decides how much of that to give it to agent 𝑗

▪ Non-strategic game and the amount given measures the level of altruism

▪ 𝑥∗ = 𝛼𝐸 , which is increasing in α

▪ Public Goods Game [screenshots]

▪ Agents 𝑖 and 𝑗 each get 200 NPR endowment, and each independently decide how much to contribute 
to public pot

▪ Amount in the public pot is multiplied by 1.5 and redistributed equally

▪ Each agent wins the amount initially kept (not contributed to pot) plus the amount redistributed 

▪ The amount contributed by agent 𝑖 to the pot measures the level of cooperation

▪ 𝑥∗ is increasing in α (as well as beliefs ҧ𝑥𝑗 about the other player’s contribution)

𝑥∗ =
𝛼

𝛾
1 − 𝛾

1
1−𝑟

𝐸 + 𝛾 ҧ𝑥𝑗 − (1 − 𝛼)[𝐸 − 1 − 𝛾 ҧ𝑥𝑗]

1 − 𝛼 𝛾 + 𝛼(1 − 𝛾)(
𝛾

1 − 𝛾
)

1
1−𝑟



Economic Games

▪ Public Goods Game  [examples]

▪ Even when α = 0, both agents 𝑖 and 𝑗 can be better off choosing 𝑥 > 0 (𝑥∗= 0)

▪ For this, it requires agents 𝑖 and 𝑗 to coordinate and ``cooperate’’

▪ Suppose, you put 𝑥𝑖 >0 but the other person reneges on the promise and instead contributes 𝑥𝑗 = 0, 
then you will be worse off than when you contributed 𝑥 = 0

▪ Does the other person have any benefit from reneging? Yes [examples]

▪ This is the example of a free-riding problem. Above, agent 𝑗 is free-riding off agent 𝑖

▪ Nash equilibrium = 𝑥𝑖
∗ = 𝑥𝑗

∗ = 0

▪ This is the example of ``tragedy  of the commons’’

▪ But when α >0, even if the face of risk of free-riding, agents contribute 𝑥∗>0

▪ This also explains the findings why ethnic diversity is negatively correlated with public goods provisions, 
and why more homogenous society have better managed public goods



Economic Games

▪ Public Goods Game with Punishment [screenshots]

▪ Same rule as Public Goods Game except

▪ All subjects play with someone from a different ethnic group

▪ If subjects contribute too little to the pot, their payoff is reduced by some amount (50 NPR)

▪ Not told how much is too little, but that this punishment threshold is determined by a third party arbiter

▪ Subject is allowed to choose an arbiter (2 choices)

▪ Someone from the same ethnic group or from a different ethnic group

▪ Theoretical predictions for the subjects arbiter choice decision are not straightforward 

▪ Depends on α and beliefs about what the match’s contribution in different scenarios

▪ Prediction figure in an example situation

▪ Running a simulation (by randomly choosing α, ҧ𝑥𝐼,ഥ𝑥𝑂), for an increase in α, it is more likely that the 
arbiter choice will change from ingroup to outgroup than from outgroup to ingroup 

▪ 14% ingroup to outgroup, 3% outgroup to ingroup, 83% no change. 



Subject Recruitment

▪ Study conducted between June and July 2022

▪ Subjects are male return migrants

▪ Study sites located across 6 Eastern districts of Nepal [figure]

▪ Sample size: 633 (317 Brahmin-Chhetri and 316 Janajati) [table]

▪ Randomization protocols and balance checks [table]

▪ Implementation of priming intervention [results]

▪ Implementation quality checks [table]

▪ Subject characteristics [table]



Results- Dictator Game

▪ Neutral treatment

▪ Ingroup: 61 NPR

▪ Outgroup: 49 NPR

▪ Baseline co-ethnic bias: 12 NPR (≈24%)      
(p = 0.0269)

▪ Migrant treatment

▪ No difference between ingroup and 
outgroup

▪ Diff-in-diff estimate: 12.52 NPR             (p
= 0.0969)



Results- Public Goods Game

▪ Neutral treatment

▪ Ingroup: 82 NPR

▪ Outgroup: 58 NPR

▪ Baseline co-ethnic bias: 30 NPR (≈40%) 
(p = 0.0010)

▪ Migrant treatment

▪ No difference between ingroup and 
outgroup

▪ Diff-in-diff estimate: 27.20 NPR               (p
= 0.0109)

▪ Beliefs about match’s actions correlated 
with the subject’s own action (r = 0.57)



Results- Arbiter Choice

▪ Neutral treatment

▪ Ingroup arbiter: 58.6% 

▪ Migrant treatment

▪ Ingroup arbiter: 47.26% 

▪ P-value of this diff. estimate= 0.0140



Additional Results- Effect of punishment

▪ Difference in contribution between with 
and without punishment (within-subject)

▪ In all 4 treatments, contribution is higher 
with (exogenous) punishment than without 
punishment

▪ All p-values < 0.0001

▪ In all 4 treatments, contribution is higher 
with (arbiter) punishment than with 
exogenous punishment

▪ All p-values < 0.005



Results- Summary

▪ In status quo, we observe co-ethnic bias in both altruistic and cooperative behavior (≈20 to 40%)

▪ Migrant prime eliminates ingroup bias in both strategic and non-strategic environments

▪ Subjects are also more willing to choose an outgroup arbiter under the Migrant treatment

▪ Comparing these results to our theoretical model, it suggest that social distance (and therefore α) 
between subjects in OutxMig treatment is similar to that in the Ingroup treatments

▪ Meaning that the migrant prime successfully reduces social distance between the different ethnic 
groups

▪ Lends evidence to the idea that migrant experience can create a ``unifying’’ identity that reduces 
ethnic tensions

▪ Vote patterns by migration [figure]



Results- Summary

▪ Punishment increases cooperation 

▪ Type of punishment mechanism matters 

▪ When another person is determining whether or not subjects are punished, subjects increase their 
cooperation even more than when the punishment is determined exogenously 

▪ Punishment mechanisms in the Public Goods Game can increase cooperation to the extent that ingroup 
bias is essentially “masked”

▪ Migrant priming can have similar (though weaker) effect on cooperation as punishment mechanism 



Questions/comments?

Thank you!

[sleshshres@gmail.com]



For the purpose of this study, we have divided all Nepali into 6 groups based on 
their ethnicity and caste. These 6 groups are: 

• Brahmin-Chhetri

• Madhesi

• Newars

• Janajati

• Dalit 

• Other minorities

Which of the above groups do you belong to? 
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Natural Language Processing

▪ Recorded conversation between subject and enumerator during one part of the priming session

▪ Randomly selected 50% of the recordings from each of the 4 treatments (with each ethnic group)

▪ 321 recordings, with an average duration of 3.14 minutes per recording

▪ Unsupervised Structural Topic Model (STM) to identify a set of k = 4 topics within our transcript data
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You Other person

Example 1

200 NPR 200 NPR



You Other person

You put nothing into 
the cup

The other person put 
nothing into the cup

Example 1

200 NPR 200 NPR



You Other person

Example 1

200 NPR200 NPR



You Other person

You put 200 NPR into 
the cup

The other person put 
200 NPR into the cup 

Example 2

0 NPR 0 NPR



You Other person

Example 2

0 NPR 0 NPR

200 NPR



You Other person

Example 2

0 NPR 0 NPR

300 NPR 300 NPR



You Other person

Example 2

0 NPR+ 300 NPR = NPR 300 0 NPR + 300 NPR = 300 NPR

back



You Other person

You put 200 NPR into 
the cup

The other person put 
nothing into the cup 

Example 3

0 NPR 200 NPR



You Other person

Example 3

0 NPR 200 NPR

100 NPR



You Other person

Example 3

0 NPR 200 NPR

150 NPR150 NPR



You Other person

Example 3

0 NPR + 150 NPR = 150 NPR 200 NPR + 150 NPR = 350 NPR
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