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When Policy Meets Reality: Obstacles to 
eliminating debt bondage from responsible 
recruitment
$QD�0DULD�6RWR�%HUQDO��/LVD�5HQGH�7D\ORU��DQG�0DUN�7D\ORU

Abstract

‘Employer Pays Principle’ (EPP) responsible recruitment policies of  multinational 
enterprises (MNEs) aim to reduce risks of  forced labour in supply chains by 
requiring all costs of  labour recruitment to be borne by employers, not workers. 
Based on in-depth interviews with almost 4,000 foreign migrant workers in Japan, 
Malaysia, and Thailand conducted between 2020 and 2025, this paper investigates 
how effectively EPP policies were implemented across supply chains. Less than 
ten per cent of  respondents experienced truly zero-fees recruitment. All others 
had to pay some or all of  the costs of  recruitment up front, with 14.6 per cent 
being indebted in the process, and only 12.2 per cent ever receiving reimbursement 
IRU�VRPH�RU�DOO� IHHV�SDLG��:KHQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�UHFUXLWPHQW�IHHV�ZHUH�GLVFRYHUHG��
most suppliers resisted reimbursing the full amount. Most MNEs were not 
willing to require the full amount be repaid to affected workers, nor share the 
reimbursement costs. The paper concludes by calling on MNEs to adopt more 
responsible contracting practices to make EPP recruitment possible by suppliers; 
share responsibility for reimbursing recruitment fees to impacted workers in their 
supply chains; and consider as not EPP-compliant suppliers employing workers 
who have paid recruitment fees, even if  they reimburse them later. 
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Introduction

The contemporary global economy is fundamentally reliant on cross-border 
migrant labour, a process linked to the intricate architecture of  global supply 
chains, which often relies on assembling a workforce at key sites.1 While this 
mobility is a driver of  economic growth, labour recruitment has become a 
primary site of  vulnerability. Unchecked and deceptive recruitment practices can 
exacerbate poor working conditions and lead to extreme forms of  exploitation, 
such as forced labour and debt bondage.2 To address the endemic risks in the 
migrant labour system and ensure that globalisation does not facilitate these 
human rights abuses, international focus has shifted towards effective worker 
protection mechanisms. As one powerful countermeasure, institutions are 
increasingly examining how robust collective agreements can be leveraged to 
extend and enforce fundamental labour protection standards, mitigating the 
systemic failings embedded in global recruitment corridors.3 

This paper explores the dynamics of  such labour recruitment in a globalising 
world, analysing the gap between corporate social responsibility commitments 
of  multinational enterprises (MNEs) and the operational realities in their supply 
chains. Based on an empirical assessment of  MNE policies at scale across 
multiple supply chains and countries, it was found that: less than ten per cent 
of  respondents did not pay any recruitment fees, suppliers resisted reimbursing 
to workers the full amount of  fees they paid, and MNEs were not willing 
either to require that workers not pay recruitment fees or share responsibility 
of  reimbursing recruitment fees paid by workers. The paper concludes by 
recommending that MNEs adopt more responsible contracting practices to make 
EPP recruitment possible by suppliers by sharing responsibility for reimbursing 
recruitment fees paid by workers in their supply chains and having clear EPP 
compliance standards and practices. 

&RUSRUDWH�&RPPLWPHQWV�WR�5HVSRQVLEOH�5HFUXLWPHQW�

5HVSRQVLEOH�HWKLFDO� UHFUXLWPHQW� KDV� UHFHLYHG� LQFUHDVLQJ� DWWHQWLRQ� LQ� VRFLDO�
UHVSRQVLELOLW\� VSDFHV� LQ� UHFHQW� \HDUV� DV� FRPSDQLHV� VHHN� KLJKHU� FRQÀGHQFH�
WKDW�ULVNV�RI �KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ��IRUFHG�ODERXU��GHEW�ERQGDJH��DQG�H[SORLWDWLYH�
UHFUXLWPHQW�DUH�HOLPLQDWHG�IURP�WKHLU�VXSSO\�FKDLQV��5HVSRQVLEOH�UHFUXLWPHQW�
is especially important for brands and retailers importing into countries with 

1 J Gordon, *OREDO�/DERXU�5HFUXLWPHQW� LQ�D�6XSSO\�&KDLQ�&RQWH[W, International Labour 
Organization, Geneva, 2015.

2 .�%DOHV�DQG�5�6RRGDOWHU��7KH�6ODYH�1H[W�'RRU��+XPDQ�7UDIÀFNLQJ�DQG�6ODYHU\�LQ�$PHULFD�
7RGD\, University of  California Press, Berkeley, 2009.

3 S Hayter and J Visser (eds.), &ROOHFWLYH�$JUHHPHQWV��([WHQGLQJ�/DERXU� 3URWHFWLRQ, ILO, 
Geneva, 2018
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laws prohibiting the import of  goods made with forced labour—such as the 
7DULII �$FW in the United States—as worker-paid recruitment fee linkages to debt 
bondage and other exploitation can lead to customs law enforcement action. 
Indeed, between 2020 and 2023, US Customs and Border Patrol’s (CBP) forced 
labour enforcement efforts under the 7DULII �$FW have resulted in the repayment 
of  over USD 50 million in worker-borne recruitment fees and withheld wages 
that trapped workers in debt bondage.4 

5HVSRQVLEOH�UHFUXLWPHQW��D�ULVLQJ�SULRULW\�LQ�FRUSRUDWH�VRFLDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�VSDFHV��
is intended to reduce risks of  forced labour and debt bondage. It could also be 
XVHG�E\� FRPSDQLHV� WR� VWUHQJWKHQ� WKHLU� KXPDQ� ULJKWV� GXH�GLOLJHQFH� �+5''��
policies and procedures, which are increasingly mandatory. Human rights due 
diligence requires functioning, credible grievance mechanisms and ongoing 
engagement with workers and communities to ensure that workers/rightsholders 
shape the view of  a company’s human rights footprint over time.5

Corporate responsible recruitment policies often centre around the ‘Employer 
Pays Principle’ (EPP), which requires all fees and related costs of  recruitment 
of  workers in their supply chains to be borne by employers, not jobseekers and 
workers.6 These costs include all costs incurred during the recruitment process, 
including fees charged by an employer and/or subsidiaries, labour recruiters and 
employment agencies, and other third parties providing related services. Any 
illegitimate or undisclosed costs to brokers, sub-brokers, or other actors are also 
prohibited.7�7KLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LV�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKH�'KDND�3ULQFLSOHV�HQGRUVHG�E\�WKH�
/HDGHUVKLS�*URXS�IRU�5HVSRQVLEOH�5HFUXLWPHQW��WKH�&RGH�RI �&RQGXFW�IRU�WKH�
World Employment Confederation, and ILO Convention No. 181 on Private 
5HFUXLWPHQW�$JHQFLHV�8 

4 1�$���¶&%3�0RGLÀHV�:LWKKROG�5HOHDVH�2UGHU�LQ�5HVSRQVH�WR�6PDUW�*ORYH·V�6XFFHVVIXO�
Actions to Address Forced Labor Supply Chain Issues’, U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection, 26 April 2023, https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/
FES�PRGLÀHV�ZLWKKROG�UHOHDVH�RUGHU�UHVSRQVH�VPDUW�JORYH�V��

5 *XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RQ�%XVLQHVV�DQG�+XPDQ�5LJKWV, United Nations, 2011, https://www.
RKFKU�RUJ�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ÀOHV�GRFXPHQWV�SXEOLFDWLRQV�JXLGLQJSULQFLSOHVEXVLQHVVKUB
en.pdf 

6 ‘Leadership group for responsible recruitment’, n.d., retrieved 30 November 2025, 
https://www.ihrb.org/projects/leadership-group-for-responsible-recruitment; Issara 
Institute, :RUNHU�9RLFH�'ULYHQ�(WKLFDO�5HFUXLWPHQW�7RRONLW, Issara Institute, Bangkok and 
Palo Alto, 2022. 

7 International Labour Organization (ILO), *HQHUDO�SULQFLSOHV�DQG�RSHUDWLRQDO�JXLGHOLQHV�IRU�
IDLU�UHFUXLWPHQW�DQG�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �UHFUXLWPHQW�IHHV�DQG�UHODWHG�FRVWV��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DERXU�2IÀFH��
Geneva, 2019, pp. 8–29.

8 See ‘Leadership group for responsible recruitment’; ‘Code of  Conduct’, World 
Employment Confederation, n.d., https://weceurope.org/world-employment-
confederation-global/code-of-conduct-2/; International Labour Organization, 3ULYDWH�
(PSOR\PHQW�$JHQFLHV�&RQYHQWLRQ��1R������, 1997.
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MNEs committed to EPP are still a minority but are growing in number, at least 
in some sectors. Assessments by KnowTheChain (a resource and benchmarking 
initiative for investors and companies to identify and address forced labour 
risks in global supply chains) of  the disclosures and policies of  45 information, 
communications, and technology (ICT) companies and 60 food and beverage 
companies showed a marked difference in approaches to responsible recruitment. 
Among the ICT companies assessed in 2025, 96 per cent disclosed a policy 
prohibiting recruitment fees in their supply chains. However, while many policies 
emphasise fee prevention and reimbursement for employees, they often lack 
D� IRUPDO� UHTXLUHPHQW� IRU� HPSOR\HUV� WR� GLUHFWO\� DVVXPH� WKH�ÀQDQFLDO� EXUGHQ�
of  recruitment. Additionally, only 13 per cent of  companies disclosed the due 
GLOLJHQFH�VWHSV� WR�PDNH�VXUH�ZRUNHUV�DUH�QRW�FKDUJHG� IHHV� LQ� WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�9 
Conversely, in 2023, from the 60 major food and beverage companies assessed, 
only half  disclosed a policy prohibiting recruitment fees in their supply chains, 
and only 28 per cent of  companies’ policies aligned with EPP.10 

7KH�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�DQG�%XVLQHVV��,+5%��ODXQFKHG�D�/HDGHUVKLS�
*URXS�IRU�5HVSRQVLEOH�5HFUXLWPHQW� LQ�0D\�������ZLWK�D�PHPEHUVKLS�RI ����
MNEs committing to EPP policies and whose mission was ‘the total eradication 
of  recruitment fees being charged to workers anywhere by 2026’.11 As of  January 
����������FRPSDQLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�SXEOLFO\�DYDLODEOH�SROLFLHV�WKDW�¶KDYH�
partly or fully assimilated the Employer Pays Principle.’12 However, while EPP is 
international best practice, its successful implementation is consistently thwarted 
by the global value chain structure, which incentivises low-cost production and 
creates an environment where recruitment costs are systematically externalised 
onto the most vulnerable workers. 

7KH�*DSV�EHWZHHQ�1DWLRQDO�/DZV�DQG�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�6WDQGDUGV�

Despite growing international consensus around EPP and many global brands 
and retailers employing zero recruitment fee policies in their supplier codes of 
conduct, national laws in production countries do not necessarily align with 
these standards. A 2020 International Labour Organization (ILO) study on 
recruitment fees and related costs examined policies across 90 countries. The 

9 .QRZ7KH&KDLQ�DQG�%XVLQHVV�	�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�5HVRXUFH�&HQWUH�������.QRZ7KH&KDLQ��
,&7�%HQFKPDUN�NH\�ÀQGLQJV�UHSRUW, 2025, https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/
GRFXPHQWV�.7&B����B,&7B.H\BÀQGLQJVBUHSRUW�SGI��SS���������

10 .QRZ7KH&KDLQ�DQG�%XVLQHVV�	�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�5HVRXUFH�&HQWUH��������.QRZ7KH&KDLQ��
)RRG� DQG� %HYHUDJH� %HQFKPDUN� 5HSRUW, 2023, https://omiusajpic.org/wp-content/
XSORDGV���������.7&������)%�%HQFKPDUN�5HSRUW���SGI��S�����

11 ‘Leadership group for responsible recruitment’.
12 ¶5HVSRQVLEOH�5HFUXLWPHQW�5HJLVWHU·�� Q�G��� UHWULHYHG� ���1RYHPEHU� ������ KWWSV���

responsible-recruitment-register.ihrb.org/.
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VWXG\� LGHQWLÀHG����SROLFLHV�H[SOLFLWO\�SURKLELWLQJ� WKH�FKDUJLQJ�RI � UHFUXLWPHQW�
fees and costs to workers, with 62 per cent (39 of  63) coming from countries 
in Europe and the Americas, and less than 5 per cent (3 of  63) coming from 
$VLD�3DFLÀF� FRXQWULHV�13 For Asian suppliers within American and European 
supply chains, these inconsistencies between national laws and global customer 
standards can be a source of  tension, creating three distinct categories of  fees 
that could exist in their supply chains:

Ɣ� Illegal fees. Workers are charged fees that are both in violation of 
national laws (i.e., illegal) and non-compliant with EPP requirements;

Ɣ� Legal but non-EPP compliant fees. Workers are charged fees that 
are legal under national laws, but not in compliance with corporate EPP 
policy requirements; and

Ɣ� EPP. Workers who paid no fees for their job, thus in compliance with 
both national laws and corporate EPP requirements. 

It should not be surprising, then, that much cross-border labour recruitment 
across the globe falls far short of  responsible recruitment standards. In Southeast 
Asia, for example, Issara Institute’s14 experience of  working with workers and 
businesses across a wide range of  export-oriented industries over the past decade 
has shown that the general practice of  employers and recruitment agencies has 
been, directly or indirectly, to push many (and sometimes all) recruitment-related 
fees and costs onto workers, who are willing to pay for desperately needed jobs, 
and sometimes fall into debt bondage in the process. 

A further challenge is confusion around what exactly is required to meet corporate 
UHVSRQVLEOH�UHFUXLWPHQW�DQG�PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�(33�SROLFLHV��EH\RQG�WKDW�ZKLFK�
is stipulated in national law. This confusion is caused by often vaguely worded 
EX\HU�SROLFLHV�DQG�LQVXIÀFLHQW�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�IURP�EX\HUV�RQ�KRZ�WR�GHOLQHDWH�
costs that are above and beyond legal requirements. With a growing number of 
global brands and retailers adopting responsible recruitment policies, including 
EPP, it is important to assess what is working and what is not.

The objective of  this mixed-methods research study is to leverage Issara 
Institute’s position on the ground, running independent worker voice channels 
within MNE supply chains, oftentimes in partnership with MNEs, to better 
understand the real outcomes and consequences of  EPP policies on workers, 
VXSSOLHUV��DQG�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV��5HFRPPHQGDWLRQV�ZLOO�WKHQ�EH�SURSRVHG�

13 International Labour Organization (ILO), $�JOREDO�FRPSDUDWLYH�VWXG\�RQ�GHÀQLQJ�UHFUXLWPHQW�
IHHV�DQG�UHODWHG�FRVWs, ILO, Geneva, 2020, p. 19.

14 ,VVDUD�,QVWLWXWH�LV�D�QRQ�SURÀW�IXQGHG�E\�FRUSRUDWH�GRQRUV�DQG�XQUHVWULFWHG�GRQDWLRQV�
from MNEs who are strategic partners. The organisation works independently from 
the MNEs following the core mission of  the foundation to empower and protect 
workers.
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on how to better bring responsible recruitment policies into practice and ensure 
corporate accountability for recruitment-related forced labour and exploitation 
in value chains.

Methodology

Our research objective was to investigate: (a) exactly what brands and retailers 
required of  suppliers to consider them in compliance with their ethical recruitment 
policies, and (b) what changed in response to business policies and practice as 
well as impacts on workers. Our mixed-method approach included the collection 
and analysis of  qualitative and quantitative data around business policies related 
to responsible recruitment, business practices related to labour recruitment, and 
worker experiences and outcomes related to their recruitment, via:

1. 5DQGRPLVHG�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�VDPSOH�VXUYH\V�LQWHUYLHZLQJ�ZRUNHUV�IURP�
Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand, Nepal, Indonesia, Vietnam, China, 
Mongolia, and the Philippines in Thailand, Malaysia, and Japan about 
recruitment fees and experiences (n=3,788). These interviews were 
IURP����ÀUVW�WLHU�VXSSO\�FKDLQ�FRPSDQLHV�

2. In-depth interviews with suppliers, recruitment agencies, and global 
brand and retailer MNEs (n=42).

The recruitment fees within the scope of  the interviews consist of  all recruitment 
related costs including fees charged by recruitment agencies as well as by brokers 
DQG�VXE�EURNHUV��7KLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LV�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKH�(PSOR\HU�3D\V�3ULQFLSOH�RI�
WKH�/HDGHUVKLS�*URXS�RI �5HVSRQVLEOH�5HFUXLWPHQW��WKH�&RGH�RI �&RQGXFW�RI �WKH�
World Employment Confederation, and ILO Convention No. 181. 

4XDQWLWDWLYH�TXDOLWDWLYH�$QDO\VLV�RI �5HFUXLWPHQW�UHODWHG�)HHV�3DLG�E\�0LJUDQW�:RUNHUV

Individual worker interviews were carried out between January 2020 and January 
2025 as part of  larger, often workplace-wide recruitment fee surveys organised in 
collaboration with the management of  those sites as well as at least one of  their 
global brand/retailer customers (Issara Strategic Partners). The interviews with 
workers were conducted in private, without any intervention from the suppliers 
or buyer representatives. Issara Institute implemented mixed-methods surveys 
with robust randomised representative samples of  workers drawn from rosters 
provided by the suppliers for each workplace.15 The sample of  workers included 
in this study, an aggregation of  all the interviews from these workplace surveys, 
are described in Table 1. The analysis conducted took the following variables 

15 /�5HQGH�7D\ORU��$�0�6RWR�%HUQDO��0�7D\ORU��DQG�-�%DVHGRZ��5HSD\PHQW�RI �5HFUXLWPHQW�
)HHV�WR�:RUNHUV����(PHUJLQJ�%HVW�3UDFWLFHV, Issara Institute, Palo Alto and Bangkok, 2021.
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into account: workers’ nationality, workers’ destination countries, and companies’ 
EPP policies, including the dates such policies entered into force, to compare 
recruitment fees paid by workers before and after policy. 

Table 1: Sample of  workers interviewed about their recruitment journeys 
and fees paid.

Destination country and industries Nationality of  workers Number of  workers

Japan (n=102): 

Food and beverage, health and beauty, household goods, 
packaging, plastics, recycling, services

Burmese
Chinese
Filipinx
Mongolian
Thai
Vietnamese

4
2

45
2
6

43

Malaysia (n=133): 

Packaging, rubber products

Burmese
Indonesian
Nepali
Pakistani

3
5

112
13

Thailand (n=3,553): 

Apparel, electronics, food and beverage, packaging, 
poultry, seafood

Cambodian
Burmese
Lao

369
3,179

5

,QWHUYLHZV�DQG�)RFXV�*URXS�'LVFXVVLRQV�ZLWK�6XSSOLHUV��5HFUXLWPHQW�$JHQFLHV��DQG�01(V

In addition to in-depth interviews with the suppliers and recruitment agencies 
associated with the workforce surveys noted above (n=42), we conducted three 
rounds of  interviews with 12 Thai suppliers in the seafood, garment, and poultry 
industries to collect initial insights regarding the state of  EPP from policy to 
practice in Southeast Asia. This was followed by a second more in-depth interview 
and focus group discussions with select suppliers to discuss the study’s emerging 
ÀQGLQJV�� ,Q�DGGLWLRQ�����0\DQPDU� UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV� WKDW� VHQG�ZRUNHUV� WR�
Thailand, Malaysia, Japan, Singapore, and Qatar participated in two rounds of 
LQGLYLGXDO�LQWHUYLHZV��DQG�WKH�SUHOLPLQDU\�ÀQGLQJV�IURP�WKHVH�GLVFXVVLRQV�ZHUH�
IXUWKHU� LGHDWHG�ZLWK�ÀYH�01(V��7KH� LQWHUYLHZV�DQG�IRFXV�JURXS�GLVFXVVLRQV�
were carried out between January 2022 and March 2025, and all participating 
businesses had a pre-existing relationship with Issara Institute as well as either 
prior experience with employer pays policies or a commitment to implementing 
them for future labour demands.

The methods employed in this research were diverse, each attempting to capture 
a view of  the perspectives of  different key stakeholders and workers in the 
international labour recruitment process, and the underlying relationship and 
SRZHU�G\QDPLFV�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��6SHFLÀFDOO\��LQ�GHSWK�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�VXSSOLHUV�
DQG�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�FODULÀHG� WKHLU� UHVSHFWLYH�V\VWHPV�DQG� LQWHQWLRQV�EXW�
would not be able to verify the real experiences of  workers. For this reason, the 
data collected from the surveys with workers is fundamental to triangulate the 
GDWD�IURP�WKH�ÀQGLQJV��&RQYHUVHO\��ZRUNHU�UHSRUWV�RI �UHFUXLWPHQW�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�
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fees were vital for validating the ultimate outcomes of  these business relationships 
EXW�DORQH�ZRXOG�EH�LQVXIÀFLHQW�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�QDWXUH�RI �WKRVH�EXVLQHVV�
relationships. We found this mix to be critical since, taken alone, the insights of  just 
workers or just one facet of  business would yield an incomplete picture of  forced 
labour within labour recruitment, and corporate responses and accountability.

/LPLWDWLRQV

The sample of  worker-reported data is heavily weighted towards Burmese 
migrant workers in Thailand (approximately 84% of  the total sample of  3,788), 
UHÁHFWLQJ�UHJLRQDO�PLJUDWLRQ�SDWWHUQV�DQG�WKH�H[SRUW�RULHQWHG�YDOXH�FKDLQV�UHOHYDQW�
WR�,VVDUD�,QVWLWXWH·V�ZRUN��7KH�FRUULGRU�VSHFLÀF�GDWD�UHJDUGLQJ�IHHV�VKRXOG�QRW�
be generalised to represent average fees within these corridors, or within other 
corridors. Since the sample is skewed towards MNEs and suppliers already willing 
to engage on ethical recruitment issues, the amounts of  recruitment fees and debt 
bondage in this sample may not be representative of  the experiences of  all migrant 
workers in and from these countries. The business responses to these human rights 
issues are also not expected to be typical for all suppliers hiring foreign workers 
in these countries, nor for all MNEs sourcing from these countries.

For these reasons, the quantitative results are presented in two ways: (a) the 
aggregated all-corridor data for a macro view, and (b) a disaggregated analysis 
IRFXVLQJ�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�WKH�0\DQPDU�7KDLODQG�FRUULGRU��DV�WKLV�VXE�VDPSOH�DOORZV�
for the most robust statistical inferences.

Results

3UHYDOHQFH�RI �=HUR�IHH�5HFUXLWPHQW�DQG�,QGHEWHGQHVV�'XH�WR�5HFUXLWPHQW�)HHV�

Only 9.80 per cent (371/3,788) of  worker respondents experienced truly zero-fee 
recruitment, as illustrated in Figure 1. All others had to pay some or all of  the costs 
of  recruitment up front, with 14.6 per cent (553/3,788) becoming indebted in the 
process, and only 12.2 per cent (461/3,788) ever receiving reimbursement by their 
employer (the supplier) by the time of  the survey for some or all recruitment-
related fees. The means and ranges of  worker-paid recruitment fees as reported 
by workers, and mean amounts of  reimbursements by employers (suppliers), is 
summarised in Table 2.
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Figure 1. Prevalence of  EPP, indebtedness due to recruitment fees, and 
other EPP non-compliance as reported by foreign migrant workers in 
Japan, Malaysia, and Thailand (n=3,788).

Burmese workers in Thailand represented the bigger sample size of  this research 
given that they represent the majority of  migrant workers in Thailand followed by 
Cambodian workers. Given the difference with the rest of  nationalities covered in 
this research, the data of  Burmese workers in Thailand was analysed separately. 
As shown on Figure 2, 11.4 per cent (361/3179) of  respondents reported zero-
fee recruitment and all other Burmese workers in Thailand had to pay some or 
all of  the recruitment cost. 

Figure 2. Prevalence of  EPP, indebtedness due to recruitment fees, and 
other EPP non-compliance as reported by the subsample of  foreign 
migrant workers from Myanmar in Thailand (n=3,179).
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Table 2: Recruitment-related fees paid by foreign migrant workers in Japan, 
Malaysia, and Thailand in the sample (n=3,788), and amount reimbursed 
by employers (suppliers) by the time of  the survey. 

Destination 
country

Mean and range of  fees paid 
by workers before recruitment 

(USD)*

Monthly minimum wage 
as reference (USD)*

Mean reimbursement 
paid by employer (the 

supplier) by the time of 
the survey (USD)*

Japan
Malaysia
Thailand

$3,641.49 [$0–$8,900]
$862.50 [$0–$4,348]
$319.24 [$0–$3,009]

$1,050
$400

$300–$350

$0
$273.03
$17.60


�5HIHUHQFLQJ�FXUUHQF\�H[FKDQJH�UDWHV�RQ����-XQH������

The EPP policies of  the MNEs within the scope of  this research had different 
implementation dates. Table 3 illustrates how the EPP policies of  MNEs coming 
into force impacted the mean recruitment fees paid by workers, starting from 
WKH�ÀUVW�PLOH��YLOODJH�OHYHO�EURNHU�IHHV��XS�WR�DUULYLQJ�DW�WKH�ZRUNSODFH��LQFOXGLQJ�
fees for training required by the employer. 

,PSDFWV�RI �5HFUXLWPHQW�)HHV�DQG�5HFUXLWPHQW�,QGHEWHGQHVV�RQ�:RUNHUV�DQG�7KHLU�)DPLOLHV�

The implementation of  the EPP policies and the effect on reduction or elimination 
RI �UHFUXLWPHQW�IHHV�IRU�ZRUNHUV�YDULHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�
FRUULGRUV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��LQ�WKH�0\DQPDU�7KDLODQG�FRUULGRU��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�VLJQLÀFDQW�
change pre- and post-EPP policy.

However, in the Cambodia-Thailand corridor, the recruitment fees increased 20.1 
per cent post-EPP policies. This was a result of  the weak service agreements 
between the recruitment agencies and the suppliers; both parties had no clarity of 
EPP policies and fees to be covered by the supplier. This lack of  clarity resulted in 
recruitment agencies charging excessive recruitment fees to Cambodian workers. 
The date of  enforcement of  EPP policies varied within the sample; however, the 
data was analysed based on the relevant EPP enforcement date per interviewee, 
which determined the pre- and post-EPP fees described in Table 3. 

Table 3: Recruitment-related fees reportedly paid by foreign migrant 
workers in Japan, Malaysia, and Thailand before and after MNE EPP 
policies entered into force (n=3,788), by recruitment corridor. Statistics 
VKRZQ�RQO\�IRU�VXE�JURXSV�ZLWK�Q������

Recruitment corridor Mean of  fees paid by 
workers before EPP policies 

(USD)

Mean of  fees paid by 
workers after EPP 

policies (USD)

% change

Philippines-Japan
Vietnam-Japan
Myanmar-Thailand
Cambodia-Thailand
Nepal-Malaysia
Pakistan-Malaysia

$366
$7,440
$268
$603

$1,014
N/A

$230
$5,540
$266
$727
$855
$362

37.15% reduction
25.5% reduction
0.7% reduction
20.1% increase
15.6% reduction
N/A
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:RUNHUV�SD\LQJ�DOO�FRVWV�XS�IURQW�KDG�WR�PDNH�ÀQDQFLDO�GHFLVLRQV�GLUHFWO\�LPSDFWLQJ�
their and their families’ livelihoods, such as selling properties, pawning goods, or 
WDNLQJ�ORDQV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�XQHWKLFDO�UHFUXLWPHQW�SUDFWLFHV�DW�WKH�ÀUVW�PLOH��
the political situation in Myanmar, the unpredictable changes in the recruitment 
UHJXODWLRQV��DQG�IRUFHG�FRQVFULSWLRQ�ODZV��DV�ZHOO�DV�YLROHQFH��KDYH�KDG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�
impact on the recruitment experiences of  Myanmar job seekers. These factors 
have driven job seekers to migrate through irregular channels to Thailand, with 
recruitment processes being facilitated by informal brokers in Myanmar and 
Thailand at high cost. 

>,�DP@�IURP�0DQGDOD\��,�ZDV�LQIRUPHG�E\�>EURNHU�LQ�0\DQPDU@�DERXW�
D�MRE�DW�D�JDUPHQW�IDFWRU\��>,@�DQG�WKUHH�RWKHU�ZRUNHUV�IURP�RXU�YLOODJH�
ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�SD\�7+%���������86'������WR�JHW�D�MRE�DW�>JDUPHQW�
IDFWRU\�QDPH@��>:H@�VHQW�00.������������86'������HDFK�WR�>EURNHU�
LQ�0\DQPDU@�� >,� DP@� VWLOO� SD\LQJ� GHEW� DQG� RZH� DERXW�7+%��������
�86'��������WR�>EURNHU�LQ�0\DQPDU@�XQWLO�QRZ��>%URNHU�LQ�0\DQPDU@�
KDV�D�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�D�ZRUNHU�IURP�WKH�JDUPHQW�IDFWRU\�ZKR�LQIRUPHG�
>DERXW@� MRE� YDFDQFLHV�� >,@� GRQ·W�NQRZ� LI � WKDW�ZRUNHU� JHWV�PRQH\� IURP�
>LQIRUPDO�EURNHU� LQ�0\DQPDU@�� >,@�KDG� WR�ZDLW�DERXW� IRXU�PRQWKV� LQ�
7KDLODQG��DQG�MXVW�VWDUWHG�ZRUNLQJ�DW�WKH�>JDUPHQW�IDFWRU\@�D�PRQWK�DJR�17

Additionally, workers recruited through regular channels (the Government-
to-Government Memorandum of  Understanding) were led to believe by their 
employer they would be reimbursed for the recruitment-related fees they paid, but 
then received no reimbursement, facing deception and debt in EPP recruitment 
process. 

In the case of  Malaysia, there was a decrease of  15.6 per cent in the recruitment 
fees paid by Nepali workers post-EPP policies. However, the mean of  the fees paid 
by workers but not reimbursed by employers was still high—USD 589.47—about 
1.5 times the monthly minimum wage (see Table 2). Similar to workers going to 
Thailand, many workers going to Malaysia reported having to take loans from 
moneylenders at exorbitant interest rates. 

,�WRRN�D�ORDQ�IURP�RQH�RI �WKH�ORFDO�ORDQ�VKDUNV�WR�SD\�RII �WKH�FDVK�DPRXQW�
DVNHG�E\�WKH�DJHQW��,�WRRN�D�ORDQ�RQ����SHU�FHQW�LQWHUHVW�DQG�LW�WRRN�PH�
QLQH�PRQWKV�WR�SD\�RII �WKDW�ORDQ��7KH�LQWHUHVW�ZDV�FKDUJHG�RQ�D�PRQWKO\�
EDVLV��DQG�P\�ORDQ�DPRXQW�ZDV�135����������86'���������6R�HYHU\�
PRQWK�,�SD\�135��������86'�������DV�LQWHUHVW�19

16 Exchange rate 10 June 2025: USD 1 = MMK 4,229; USD 1 = THB 32.6. 
17 Interview, Burmese worker in Thailand, 2022.
18 ([FKDQJH�UDWH����-XQH�������86'��� �135�������
19 Interview, Nepalese worker in Malaysia, 2023.
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In addition to taking loans to pay recruitment-related fees, workers also reported 
KRZ�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�DVN�WKHP�WR�VLJQ�DIÀGDYLWV�VD\LQJ�WKH\�GLG�QRW�SD\�DQ\�
recruitment fees, or paid only legal fees, before migrating abroad. 

>,@�ZDV�DZDUH�RI �WKH�¶IUHH�YLVD�DQG�IUHH�WLFNHW·�SROLF\�LPSOHPHQWHG�E\�WKH�
*RYHUQPHQW�RI �1HSDO��7KH\�HYHQ�KDG�XV�VLJQ�D�GRFXPHQW�DFNQRZOHGJLQJ�
WKLV� SROLF\��+RZHYHU�� LW� ZDV� GLVKHDUWHQLQJ� WR� GLVFRYHU� WKDW� WKH\� >WKH�
UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQF\�VWDII@�VWLOO�FKDUJHG�XV�135����������86'������IRU�
SURFHVVLQJ� IHHV��$GGLWLRQDOO\�� WKH�PHGLFDO� H[SHQVHV� DPRXQWHG� WR�135�
������ �86'������ DQG� WKHUH� ZDV� D�135� ������ �86'���� IHH� IRU�
RULHQWDWLRQ��DOWKRXJK�ZH�GLGQ·W�DFWXDOO\�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�D�VWD\�LQ�RULHQWDWLRQ�
FODVV��)XUWKHUPRUH��,�LQFXUUHG�WUDYHO�H[SHQVHV�RI �135��������86'�����
IRU�WZR�WULSV�WR�.DWKPDQGX�20

For Vietnamese workers in the sample, there was a reduction of  25.54 per cent in 
fees paid after EPP policies. However, the fees paid by Vietnamese workers were 
the highest across all nationalities of  workers in Japan in the sample, paying up to 
nearly USD 8,900, equivalent to nearly 8.5 months of  wages at Japan’s minimum 
wage rate. All the fees charged to foreign workers in Japan were charged in the 
origin countries, and in most cases, charged by the recruitment agencies directly. 
5HFUXLWPHQW�IHHV�FDQQRW�EH�FKDUJHG�E\�-DSDQHVH�HPSOR\HUV�WR�ZRUNHUV�LQ�-DSDQ��
however, Japanese employers within the scope of  the research had mixed practices 
of  EPP implementation, where some suppliers paid all recruitment-related fees to 
the recruitment agencies, others made partial payment, and others did not provide 
information if  they paid or not the recruitment fees to the recruitment agency. 
Moreover, unethical practices by the recruitment agencies in origin countries 
were reported by workers, especially in the case of  Vietnamese workers who 
were charged excessive fees without being provided any information about the 
fee details, or any proof  of  payment. 

7KH�WRWDO� IHHV�,�SDLG�ZDV�86'��������7KH�UHFUXLWPHQW� FRPSDQ\�ZDV�
VKDG\��WKH\�ZHUH�EHLQJ�YDJXH�DERXW�LW��7KH\�GLGQ·W�JLYH�PH�DQ\�UHFHLSW�HLWKHU��
WKH\�MXVW�TXRWHG�WKH�SULFH�DQG�DVNHG�PH�WR�SD\��7KH�FRVW�IRU�HDFK�H[SHQVH�
LV�QRW�OLVWHG�21

In addition to the recruitment-related fees, the surveys with workers also provided 
LQVLJKWV�RQ�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�SURFHVV�ULVNV�VWDUWLQJ�IURP�WKH�¶ÀUVW�PLOH·�DQG�XS�WR�
arrival at the workplace. For instance, workers migrating to Thailand and Malaysia 
reported paying high fees to informal brokers at the village level, due primarily 
to a lack of  or limited information about job opportunities and related fees, 
DQG�EURNHUV�PDNLQJ�IDOVH�SURPLVHV�DERXW�WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DQG�EHQHÀWV�RI �WKH�

20 Interview, Nepalese worker in Malaysia, 2023.
21 Interview, Vietnamese worker in Japan, 2022.
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position. There were also several cases where workers were asked by recruitment 
agencies to pay the fees in advance and be reimbursed later by the recruiter or 
employer, after signing contracts in the country of  destination, or after passing a 
three-month probation period. However, the percentage of  the fees reimbursed 
was low or no reimbursement was made at all, as illustrated in Figure 1 and Table 2.

%XVLQHVV�5HVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�5LVNV�DQG�&RVWV�RI �/DERXU�5HFUXLWPHQW�3DLG�E\�:RUNHUV

When illegal and/or unallowed worker-paid recruitment fees were discovered by 
our workplace surveys, most suppliers resisted reimbursing the full amount to 
workers. Faced with this pushback, most MNEs negotiated with their supplier 
and did not require the full amount be repaid to affected workers. Further, MNEs 
were unwilling to share the reimbursement costs, as might be expected according 
to the principle of  shared responsibility.22 In the end, the suppliers in the survey 
in Japan refused to pay back any of  the worker-paid fees reported by workers; 
suppliers in Malaysia had made partial reimbursements before the surveys with 
ZRUNHUV�DQG�GLG�QRW�PDNH�DQ\�DGGLWLRQDO�UHLPEXUVHPHQW�DIWHU�WKH�VXUYH\�ÀQGLQJV��
and the suppliers in Thailand were required by their customers, the MNEs, to 
reimburse the workers, though only 6 of  the 34 (17.6 per cent) suppliers included 
in this sample made reimbursements of  the full amount owed to workers.

7KH�ÀQGLQJV�DOVR�LQFOXGHG�NH\�SRLQWV�UHJDUGLQJ�SRLQWV�RI �ULVN�LQ�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�
process and recommendations for risk reduction and systems strengthening, 
for example, identifying high-risk recruitment agencies using informal brokers, 
human resources staff  operating in corrupt or unethical ways, and systems 
FDSDFLW\�JDSV��)RU�WKHVH�QRQ�ÀQDQFLDO�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV��PRVW�VXSSOLHUV�DJUHHG�
to implement at least some if  not all of  the recommendations to strengthen 
systems and mitigate risk.

Discussion

Our research provides evidence of  a profound and persistent gap between the 
ethical recruitment policies adopted by MNEs and their effective implementation 
on the ground. Despite the adoption of  the Employer Pays Principle (EPP) as the 
de facto standard for responsible recruitment, a mere 9.8 per cent of  the 3,788 
migrant worker respondents across all surveyed corridors reported a genuinely 
zero-fees experience. Additionally, MNEs accepted suppliers reimbursing 
recruitment fees to workers months after workers started working, instead of 
ensuring that the costs of  recruitment (visas, work permits, medical checks, 
travel, and other associated expenses) are paid directly by businesses at the time 
that payment is required. 

22 5HQGH�7D\ORU�HW�DO.; *XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RQ�%XVLQHVV�DQG�+XPDQ�5LJKWV��,PSOHPHQWLQJ�WKH�8QLWHG�
1DWLRQV�´3URWHFW��5HVSHFW�DQG�5HPHG\µ�)UDPHZRUN, United Nations, 2011. 
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To take responsible recruitment from policy to practice across global supply 
chains, MNEs need to source from suppliers (who are the direct employers) that 
pay all the costs of  their workers’ recruitment in advance of  the workers’ arrival, 
which is a cost over and above the amounts required to be paid by employers as 
per national law. In addition, suppliers must also effectively build and invest in 
functioning responsible recruitment business systems. There should be buy-in by 
OHDGHUVKLS��PDQDJHPHQW��DQG�+5��3UHSDUDWLRQ�VWHSV�PD\�LQFOXGH��QHZ�UHFUXLWPHQW�
policies; overhaul of  existing recruitment practices, including employment 
contracts with workers and service contracts with recruitment agencies; improved 
due diligence and vetting of  recruitment agencies; strengthened worker feedback 
channels and grievance mechanisms; human resource staff  expansion, upskilling, 
RU�XSJUDGLQJ��DQG�SDUWQHUVKLSV�ZLWK�H[WHUQDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�VXFK�DV�QRQ�SURÀWV�
that can empower workers, reduce risks, and improve transparency. 

These steps entail considerable cost and effort on the part of  suppliers, but can 
VLJQLÀFDQWO\�VWUHQJWKHQ�LQWHUQDO�EXVLQHVV�V\VWHPV��UHGXFH�UHFUXLWPHQW�ULVNV��DOLJQ�
with buyer policy requirements, and improve worker retention and productivity. 
The overall cost of  recruiting new workers would naturally increase, and potentially 
VLJQLÀFDQW�UHPHGLDWLRQ�IHHV�PD\�DOVR�QHHG�WR�EH�UHSDLG�WR�ZRUNHUV��LI �IRUPDO�RU�
informal fees were found to have been paid during their recruitment journeys. 

)RU� VXSSOLHUV�� WKHQ�� ZKHQ� GR� WKH� EHQHÀWV� RI � LQYHVWLQJ� LQ�(33�FRPSOLDQW�
UHVSRQVLEOH�UHFUXLWPHQW�V\VWHPV�RXWZHLJK�WKHVH�VLJQLÀFDQW�FRVWV"�([DPLQLQJ�WKH�
perspectives of  businesses—suppliers, recruitment agencies, and buyers—helps 
explain corporate action (and inaction) in making responsible recruitment across 
supply chains a reality. 

There is limited global buyer adoption of  EPP policies and a lack of  incentives for 
suppliers and therefore for recruiters to fully invest in responsible recruitment—
just penalties for non-compliance and unsustainable business. Many supplier 
respondents reported that they only had a limited number of  (or no) buyers 
with policies prohibiting suppliers and recruiters charging workers recruitment-
related fees, and an even smaller number of  buyers that explicitly required 
compliance with EPP. Several suppliers, however, did express they believed the 
demand for responsible recruitment would only grow over time23—highlighting 
the importance of  timing and the need for a critical mass of  buyers (or at least 
involvement of  strategic customers) to require responsible recruitment before 
suppliers adopt higher standards. Despite the hope for growth in the adoption 
of  EPP policies, the current limited demand is also having a high impact on 
recruitment agencies and their ability to sustain their business by accepting only 
contracts that require full EPP-compliance. Many recruitment agencies in our 
research informed us that they were keen to become fully EPP-compliant, but 

23 Focus group discussion, suppliers in Thailand, 2023. 
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LW�ZDV� LPSRVVLEOH� GXH� WR� LQVXIÀFLHQW� GHPDQG� IRU� UHVSRQVLEOH� UHFUXLWPHQW� E\�
suppliers. One Myanmar recruitment agency attempting to transition exclusively 
to responsible recruitment stated in July 2022 that all their customers followed 
Employer Pays Principle policies. However, by April 2023, it was struggling, down 
to only one customer willing to cover all recruitment fees. The agency was unable 
WR�ÀQG�PRUH�VXSSOLHUV�FRPPLWWHG�WR�]HUR�IHHV�UHFUXLWPHQW�IRU�ZRUNHUV��DQG�DV�
of  2025 it was challenging to stay in business and uphold its 100% zero-fees 
commitment, given the limited demand for responsible recruitment.

Furthermore, many suppliers highlighted the lack of  incentives and recognition 
of  their efforts. They explained that they employed responsible recruitment 
practices as a requirement of  their current customers in order to maintain 
business/orders; however, they did not believe that adhering to these higher 
standards was necessarily helping them to attract new customers.24 No interviewed 
VXSSOLHU�LGHQWLÀHG�DQ\�FOHDU�LQFHQWLYHV�IURP�WKHLU�EX\HUV�IRU�LQYHVWLQJ�LQ�EXLOGLQJ�
EPP-compliant recruitment systems—they only knew they would face penalties 
if  they were not in compliance. As one supplier explained, ‘We receive no price 
increases, contract security, or other incentive for EPP despite the vastly higher 
costs compared to the legal requirement here.’25 

Suppliers nearly unanimously believed that MNE purchasing teams still ultimately 
PDNH�WKHLU�ÀQDO�SXUFKDVLQJ�GHFLVLRQV�DURXQG�TXDOLW\�DQG�SULFH��DQG�QRW�KXPDQ�
rights performance or continuous improvement on social issues. This belief  was 
validated by most MNE respondents, who came from social responsibility and 
human rights teams. MNE respondents shared that implementing responsible 
recruitment is challenging when buying power leverage is low and when there 
are competing priorities between commercial purchasing teams and social 
responsibility/human rights teams. The MNE social responsibility and human 
rights respondents also highlighted the challenges that their teams have within 
their larger companies in communicating human rights requirements to suppliers, 
and in having any role in shaping incentives to progressive suppliers. The main 
lever for change that they hold typically comes from a compliance standpoint. 
However, MNEs and suppliers both highlighted that purchasing teams held 
the greatest power when it came to supplier relationships. Supplier scorecards 
generally do not recognise or incentivise ethical business conduct. As shared by 
one MNE respondent, 

,W�LV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�VKDUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�RXU�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�SROLFLHV�DQG�
SULRULWLHV�ZLWK�VXSSOLHUV�DQG�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV��DV�ZH�GR�QRW�KDYH�GLUHFW�
UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�WKHP��:H�RQO\�KDYH�GLUHFW� OHJDO�DJUHHPHQWV�ZLWK�RXU�
7LHU� �� VXSSOLHUV�� VR�ZH� KHDYLO\� UHO\� RQ� WKHVH� >QRQ�SURGXFLQJ� LPSRUWHU@�

24 ,ELG. 
25 Interview, supplier in Thailand, 2022.
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VXSSOLHUV��+RZHYHU��IUDQNO\��PDQ\�RI �WKHVH�7LHU���VXSSOLHUV�GRQ·W�UHDOO\�
FDUH�DERXW�SROLFLHV��DQG�WKH\�PRVW�OLNHO\�GR�QRW�VKDUH�RXU�FRPSDQ\·V�KXPDQ�
ULJKWV�SROLFLHV�ZLWK�WKH�>XSVWUHDP@�VXSSOLHUV�DQG�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�LQ�
RXU�FRPSDQ\·V�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�26

7KH�LQVXIÀFLHQW�GHPDQG�IRU�(33�E\�VXSSOLHUV�DQG�RU�ODFN�RI �ÀQDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�
from MNEs has led to progressive recruitment agencies having to employ 
a bifurcated model in order to survive—one higher standard for customers 
requiring zero recruitment costs for workers, and another standard for customers 
that tolerate workers’ paying for the cost of  recruitments. This is the current 
state of  play for most recruitment agencies.

Thus the evidence suggests that the main challenges to operationalising 
responsible recruitment are not a lack of  progressive recruitment agencies, as 
many MNE, supplier, and social auditors often point to, but rather it is a structural 
ÁDZ�URRWHG�LQ�D�EXVLQHVV�PRGHO�WKDW�SURÀWV�IURP�FRVW�H[WHUQDOLVDWLRQ�ZLWK��L��
limited and inconsistent demand for responsible recruitment from suppliers, (ii) 
lack of  willingness by suppliers (or their authorised agents)27 to pay recruitment 
agencies for the increased costs needed to carry out ethical recruitment practices, 
and (iii) very late and sometimes reduced payments from customers. Together, 
WKHVH�SUDFWLFHV� VLJQLÀFDQWO\� UHGXFH� WKH� OLNHOLKRRG�RI � UHVSRQVLEOH� UHFUXLWPHQW�
to be successfully implemented—even by the most progressive of  recruitment 
DJHQFLHV��2QH�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQF\�UHÁHFWHG�

���%UDQGV� VKRXOG� LPSOHPHQW�PDQGDWRU\� V\VWHPV� IRU� VXSSOLHUV�QRW� WR� YHW�
UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�TXRWDWLRQ��6XSSOLHUV�VKRXOG�QRW�EDUJDLQ�
WKH�TXRWDWLRQ�IURP�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�LI �WKH�VXSSOLHU�UHDOO\�ZDQWV�WKH�
UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQF\�WR�SHUIRUP�HWKLFDO�UHFUXLWPHQW�DW�LWV�KLJKHVW�OHYHO��7KH�
TXRWDWLRQ�IRU�HWKLFDO�UHFUXLWPHQW�ZLOO�DOVR�EH�KLJK��DV�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�
DGGHG�HYHU\�H[SHQVH�IRU�WKH�ZKROH�SURFHVV�WR�RSHUDWH��DQG�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�
DJHQFLHV�KDYH�WR�FKDUJH�D�OLWWOH�ELW�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�RIÀFLDO�H[FKDQJH�UDWH�GXH�
WR�WKH�UDSLG�LQÁDWLRQ��6XSSOLHUV�VKRXOG�FKDQJH�WKH�EHKDYLRXUV�RI �QRW�PDNLQJ�
SD\PHQW� LQ�WLPH�DV�VLJQHG��RWKHUZLVH�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�DJHQFLHV�FRXOG�QRW�
VXUYLYH� IRU� ]HUR�FRVW� LI � UHFUXLWPHQW� DJHQFLHV� KDYH� WR� SD\� HYHU\WKLQJ� LQ�
DGYDQFH�EXW�VWLOO�QRW�FKDUJH�ZRUNHUV«28 

26 Focus group discussion, MNE representative, 2025.
27 For clarity, the recruitment agencies in the destination country, which suppliers 

sometimes use to manage their foreign migrant worker recruitment and negotiate 
arrangements with origin-side recruitment agencies, are referred to here as the supplier’s 
representative agent. They could also be referred to as the destination-side recruitment 
agency.

28 Interview, Myanmar recruitment agency, 2022.
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Like suppliers, recruitment agencies make a risk-reward calculus regarding 
investing time and resources on a responsible recruitment model. In general, a 
recruitment agency will be more motivated and able to adopt higher recruitment 
VWDQGDUGV� DQG� DQ�(33�PRGHO� LI � WKHUH� DUH� VXIÀFLHQW� FXVWRPHUV� �VXSSOLHUV�
employers) willing to pay for the additional costs involved in a timely manner. 

Additionally, recruitment agencies need to be properly paid and in a timely 
manner by the supplier (or the supplier’s authorised agent) for the additional 
costs involved with EPP. If  recruitment agencies are paid by suppliers for the 
RIÀFLDO�UHFUXLWPHQW�FRVWV�DQG�RYHUKHDGV��EXW�LQ�UHDOLW\��WKHUH�DUH�DOVR�LQIRUPDO�
fees, kickbacks, bribes, delayed payments, or underpayments from suppliers or 
their agents, the entire EPP model breaks down. A comparison of  interviews 
with suppliers/employers and recruitment agencies strongly suggested that the 
parties did not discuss either the true costs of  recruitment or the mechanisms 
to safely identify and report recruitment fees being imposed on the workers. 
These are commonplace features of  labour recruitment in the corridors studied. 
As illustrated in Figure 1, workers ended up bearing the brunt of  the cost of 
recruitment, and were often coached to tell their employer, auditors, or visiting 
buyers that they paid zero fees in order to not lose their job opportunity. 

,Q�VXP��RXU�ÀQGLQJV�UHYHDO�D�SURIRXQG�GHFRXSOLQJ�RI �SROLF\�IURP�SUDFWLFH��)RU�
many MNEs, EPP appears to be a tool for symbolic compliance rather than 
substantive reform, which could be a way to signal responsibility to the public 
while maintaining a commercial model that makes the ‘Employer Pays’ mandate a 
ÀQDQFLDO�LPSRVVLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�UHFUXLWHU��,Q�VHYHUDO�FDVHV��ZKLOH�FRUSRUDWLRQV�DGRSW�
these standards on paper to meet ethical benchmarks, their actual purchasing 
practices remain unchanged. This disconnect creates a structural trap: MNEs 
claim credit for zero-fee policies while their own price negotiations ensure that 
suppliers cannot afford to implement them without passing costs back to the workers.

Recommendations and Conclusion

There are real costs for recruiting workers into global value chains. Legitimate 
formal fees borne by employers typically include: recruitment agency fees; travel, 
accommodation and logistic fees at origin and/or destination; and government-
LPSRVHG� IHHV� VXFK� DV� IRU�ZRUN� SHUPLWV�� YLVDV�� KHDOWK� FKHFNV�� DQG�ÀOLQJ� DQG�
processing. Informal fees, often borne by recruitment agencies, may include 
kickbacks and ‘pay to play’ arrangements (bribes), as well as ‘facilitation fees’ 
WR�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFLDOV��7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�UHDO�FRVWV� IRU�GHYHORSLQJ�V\VWHPV�DQG�
operationalising EPP to ethically recruit workers fee-free, debt-free, and informal 
broker-free, which relatively few businesses seem to want to pay. Currently, most 
workers in Southeast Asian supply chains are paying recruitment fees for their 
jobs, including workers who are supposed to be recruited under the EPP policies 
of  global buyers, as this paper showed. 
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The core of  this failure is structural and economic. When MNEs mandate EPP 
but at the same time pressure suppliers for the lowest possible prices, the effect 
is an externalisation of  the true cost of  ethical recruitment onto the workers. 
Therefore, the onus to mainstream responsible recruitment ultimately lies with 
MNEs—the global brands and retailers requiring higher recruitment standards 
WKDQ�QDWLRQDO�ODZV�GLFWDWH��7KH\�KDYH�SRZHU�WR�LQÁXHQFH�UHFUXLWPHQW�SUDFWLFHV�
through supplier codes of  conduct and set procurement and supplier contracts 
to incentivise or mandate EPP. By upholding their own policies and standards, 
01(V�FDQ�SURYLGH�D�PRUH�OHYHO�SOD\LQJ�ÀHOG�WKDW�ZLOO�SUROLIHUDWH�GHPDQG�IRU�
EPP as well as the need to invest in stronger recruitment systems across global 
supply chains. 

01(V� FRXOG� GR� WKLV� E\�� ���� DGRSWLQJ�(33�SROLFLHV� WKDW� VSHFLÀFDOO\� UHTXLUH�
suppliers to pay recruitment fees for workers up front and not as reimbursements; 
(2) implementing responsible buying and contracting practices whose payment 
terms include advance payments so that suppliers have resources to make labour 
recruitment-related payments up front; (3) promoting ethical recruitment practices 
by suppliers, including by considering ethical recruitment conduct in the supplier 
scorecards of  buying teams, alongside considerations of  cost, volume, and quality; 
commitment to longer-term business relationships; and increased/more regular 
RUGHUV�DQG�RU�FR�VKDUH�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�FRVW�RI �(33�ZLWK�VXSSOLHUV��
and (4) eliminating social audits of  recruitment agencies that require an EPP-only 
model because there is simply not enough demand from suppliers at present for 
recruitment agencies to be sustainable under this requirement. 

There are numerous industry coalitions, multi-stakeholder initiatives, and other 
FRUSRUDWH�IRUD�DQG�FRPPXQLWLHV�WKDW�HWKLFDO�01(V�FDQ�XVH�WR�LQÁXHQFH�SUDFWLFHV�
across industries and standardise responsible recruitment. Mandatory human 
ULJKWV�GXH�GLOLJHQFH�ODZV�ZRXOG�DOVR�VXSSRUW�UHTXLULQJ�OHDG�ÀUPV�WR�WDNH�VWHSV�WR�
avoid the risk of  violating international human rights standards. Furthermore, 
investors should also reinforce and incentivise ethical corporate behaviour like 
zero-fee recruitment. However, as demonstrated by this paper, there is a long 
way for MNEs to fully implement policies and codes of  conduct that protect all 
workers, as voluntary efforts cannot solve the root causes of  the issues because 
WKH\�GR�QRW�FKDQJH�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�SURÀW�PRGHOV��8OWLPDWHO\��LI �OHDG�ÀUPV�FRQWLQXH�
to be unwilling to undertake these steps voluntarily, governments from sending 
and receiving countries should introduce and enforce legislation that holds 
employers responsible for fees paid by workers.29 

29 G LeBaron, &RPEDWWLQJ�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\��:K\�/DERXU�*RYHUQDQFH�LV�)DLOLQJ, Polity Press, 
2020, p. 237.
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