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Abstract

The paper argues that the voluntary—forced

migration  dichotomy dominates migration
scholarship and policy discussions in Nepal,
but oversimplifies human mobility, particularly
Nepal’s labour outflows, where economic
“choice” often masks structural compulsion.
Recent evidence challenges this binary, revealing
continua of constrained agency amid overlapping
drivers. This scoping review maps contemporary
literature (2021-2026), critiques the dichotomy,
and  synthesizes  empirical  evidence on
migration drivers, agency erosion, and shared
vulnerabilities to advance continuum frameworks
and policy-relevant insights. Following the
PRISMA-ScR guidelines, three authors searched
PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, and DOAJ
using terms like “voluntary migration,” ‘‘forced
migration,” and “dichotomy” (2021-2026). The
PRISMA numbers are inconsistent throughout
the manuscript. 213 abstracts screened; 49

full-texts assessed, excluding 36 (weak focus/
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non-empirical), yielding 13 studies (6 Nepal-focused, 5 quantitative, seven
qualitative, and one mixed). The Nepali studies demonstrate ‘“voluntary” migration
as an economic necessity driven by unemployment, job scarcity, household coping
(contributing 25% GDP remittances), plus recruitment coercion via debt bondage and
exploitative contracts. The climate-conflict overlaps compound pressures; identical
health risks and well-being deficits transcend categories, validating spectrum models
over rigid binaries. Rigid binaries fail;, continuum approaches better capture hybrid
realities. Recommendations include longitudinal mixed-methods research, reforms
to recruitment that ban fees, universal protections for all migrants, and climate-
adaptive policies that harness remittances for equitable governance beyond labels.

Keywords: constrained agency, dichotomy, labour migration, scoping,
voluntary and forced

Introduction

The classification of human mobility into categories of “voluntary” and
“forced” migration has long been a foundational concept in academic discourse,
policymaking, and public understanding of migration phenomena (Huot et al.,
2016). This dichotomy, while seemingly straightforward, obscures the profound
complexity that research increasingly endeavors to unravel (Ali, 2022). The
conventional analytical separation distinguishes between individuals who choose
to move for reasons such as economic betterment or personal aspirations, labelled
as voluntary migrants, and those compelled to leave their homes due to existential
threats, persecution, or environmental disasters, termed forced migrants or refugees
(Ali, 2022; Brunarska & Ivlevs, 2023). However, this binary framework has been
critiqued for oversimplifying human mobility, often failing to capture the nuanced
realities and overlapping motivations that drive individuals and communities to
migrate (Brunarska & Ivlevs, 2023). Scholars argue that voluntariness and coercion
frequently exist along a continuum rather than as discrete, mutually exclusive states,
necessitating a more sophisticated approach to understanding migration decisions
(Brunarska & Ivlevs, 2023; Transiskus & Gholamzadeh Bazarbash, 2024).

Historically, the voluntary-forced dichotomy gained prominence in
international law and humanitarian frameworks, particularly in defining the legal

status and protection entitlements of refugees under the 1951 Refugee Convention
(Kraly et al., 2023; Thiollet et al., 2024). A refugee, by this definition, is a person
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outside their country of nationality who is unable or unwilling to return due to a
well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, membership
of a particular social group, or political opinion (Kraly et al., 2023). This legal
distinction grants specific rights and protections, such as protection against forced
return, that are not typically afforded to voluntary economic migrants (Kraly et al.,
2023). This legal and political construction has had significant implications for
migration governance, influencing how states formulate policies, allocate resources,
and interact with different migrant populations (Thiollet et al., 2024; Miiller-Funk
& Natter, 2023). However, the very act of defining and categorizing individuals into
these two groups has generated substantial scholarly debate regarding its analytical
utility and practical consequences (Erdal & Oeppen, 2017; Thiollet et al., 2024).

The critics of the strict voluntary-forced dichotomy contend that it often
overlooks the structural factors that limit agency even in seemingly “voluntary”
moves, and, conversely, the elements of choice and strategy that can exist within
situations of “forced” displacement (Ali, 2022; Erdal & Oeppen, 2017). For example,
individuals fleeing conflict may strategically choose their destination based on
existing social networks or economic opportunities, thereby exercising agency
within a coerced context (Bartram, 2015; Scharrer & Suerbaum, 2022). Similarly,
economic migrants might face severe vulnerability and in their home countries that
leave them with few genuine alternatives to migration, blurring the lines of true
voluntariness (Bartram, 2015). The concept of “coerced migration” offers a valuable
lens for understanding displacement as a process of “coercive disruption to valued
ways of living and functioning,” acknowledging that various forms of pressure, from
violence to severe economic hardship, can compel movement (Ali, 2022; Procter,
2024).

Expand discussion with stronger theoretical integration rather than repeating
literature. From a policy perspective, rigid categorization can lead to differential
treatment, with forced migrants often receiving humanitarian assistance and legal
protection, whereas voluntary migrants may face stricter immigration controls and
fewer support mechanisms (Jubilut & Casagrande, 2019; Thiollet et al., 2024).
This can create vulnerabilities for those whose experiences fall into a “grey area”
or whose narratives do not precisely fit established legal definitions (Wolf, 2020).
Furthermore, research on migration intentions often relies on the assumption that
individuals either migrate voluntarily or are forced, which may obscure the interplay
of factors such as family migration capital, where prior migration experiences within
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a family can increase the propensity for subsequent generations to move, irrespective
of the initial impetus being forced or voluntary. This intergenerational transmission
of migration capital highlights the complex and enduring legacies of different types
of migration (Brunarska & Ivlevs, 2023).

Recent scholarship has increasingly advocated for a “mobility continuum”
framework, which posits that migration decisions are shaped by a gradient of
influences ranging from complete voluntariness to absolute coercion (Cantor &
Apollo, 2020). This perspective acknowledges that environmental factors, such
as climate change, can act as veiled drivers of migration, compelling populations
to move as an adaptation strategy without neatly fitting into traditional categories
of forced or voluntary displacement (Ferndndez et al., 2024; Makulilo, 2023). For
instance, repeated flooding in coastal zones, as observed in Tanzania, can lead
to forced migration due to environmental degradation, a factor that might not be
immediately classified under conventional forced migration definitions (Makulilo,
2023). Similarly, discussions around immobility, the decision not to migrate, also
reveal the inadequacy of the binary, as immobility can be voluntary, involuntary,
or motivated by complex social duties and loyalties that defy simple categorization
Robins (2022).

The social consequences of forced and refugee migration are profound,
affecting both migrants and communities of settlement (Kraly et al., 2023). These
consequences include challenges to social cohesion in host countries, as evidenced
by public opinion shifts following large inflows of asylum seekers (Albarosa &
Elsner, 2023). The destruction of social networks and the loss of social support
are common experiences for forcibly displaced individuals, underscoring the need
for interventions that promote social support in resettlement contexts (Wachter et
al., 2020). Moreover, forced migration significantly impacts mental health, with
displaced populations often facing profound trauma during pre-migration, transit,
and post-migration phases. These experiences can lead to complex mental health
conditions, and effective care requires a nuanced understanding of trauma, cultural
humility, and the socio-political determinants of health.

The scholarly interest in forced migration has received continuous attention
since the 1980s, focusing on the structural links between conflict and displacement
and the subsequent impacts on peace and societal integration (Krause & Segadlo,
2021). Scoping reviews have been instrumental in mapping existing literature and
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identifying research gaps in areas such as self-determination among forced migrants,
reproductive decision-making among forcibly displaced women, and occupational
experiences of forced migrants (Donnelly et al., 2023; Huot et al., 2016; Williams
et al., 2024). These reviews highlight the need for comprehensive research that
acknowledges the diverse experiences and specific needs of these populations.

This scoping review aims to systematically map, analyze, and synthesize the
contemporary academic literature on the voluntary-forced dichotomy in migration.
By examining how this dichotomy is conceptualized, applied, and critiqued across
various disciplinary fields, we seek to identify prevailing trends, theoretical
advancements, and persistent gaps in understanding. The review will explore the
analytical, political, and social implications of this classification, contributing to
a more nuanced understanding of human mobility that moves beyond simplistic
binaries toward a comprehensive appreciation of the migration continuum. Through
this analysis, we intend to provide a robust foundation for future research and policy
development that better reflects the complex realities of 21st-century migration.

The objective of this scoping review is to systematically map and synthesize
the existing literature on the voluntary forced migration dichotomy. The review
examines how contemporary migration scholarship conceptualizes the relationship
between voluntary and forced migration, identifies the social, economic, political,
environmental, and structural factors that influence migration decisions, and assesses
whether migration experiences can be understood along a continuum rather than as a
strict binary. The review also highlights key theoretical debates, policy implications,
and future research directions for a more nuanced understanding of human mobility
across diverse migration contexts.

Materials and Methods

Three online databases (Google Scholar/Scopus, PubMed, and direct journal
search and cross-reference) were searched to conduct a systematic assessment of
papers published between January 1, 2021, and January 1, 2026. In this review, 1569
articles were identified from these databases. After removing duplicates and screening
titles and abstracts of articles, 49 full texts were selected for full-text reading. After
a comprehensive reading, 13 papers were appraised for qualitative, quantitative, and
mixed synthesis. This scoping review was conducted following the PRISMA-ScR
guideline (Tricco et al., 2018) and the JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis.(PRISMA)
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guidelines (Peters et al., 2020) to ensure a high level of evidence. The PRISMA flow
diagram (Tricco et al., 2016) highlights the method of finding and incorporates the
relevant articles (Blake, 2023).

Data Source

This study was conducted using three online databases (PubMed/Scopus,
Google Scholar, and Directory of Open Access Journals) that published articles
between January 1, 2021, and January 1, 2026. Boolean operators (AND/ OR)
were applied to combine search terms around the voluntary-forced dichotomy in
migration (including migration, voluntary migration, forced migration, refugees, and
displacement), voluntary/forced, and relationship/association. Searches in Google
Scholar, PubMed, and Scopus used combinations of key terms related to migration
AND voluntary migration OR forced migration, supplemented by direct phrase
searches to broaden coverage. The searched term was “migration” AND (“voluntary
migration” OR “labour migration”) AND (“forced migration” OR “refugees” OR
“displacement”), “migration” AND “voluntary migration”, “migration” AND “forced
migration”. (“migration” OR “human mobility” OR “international migration™)
AND (“voluntary migration” OR “labour migration”” OR “economic migration” OR
“skilled migration” AND “forced migration” OR displacement OR refugees OR
“asylum seekers” OR “internal displacement”).

Three databases used the following algorithm: Title Combined: (voluntary
migration) OR (forced migration) OR (migration dichotomy) AND (relationship OR
Correlation OR Association with voluntary-forced dichotomy).

Eligibility Criteria

First, all authors contributed to the formulation of the eligibility criteria. The
applied eligibility criteria are provided.

Table 1

Eligible Criteria
Category Eligible Not Eligible
Publication Peer-reviewed journal articles  Grey literature, editorials, opinion
type pieces, conference abstracts

Language English Non-English
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Publication 2021-2026 Published before 2021

period

Focus/topic Studies addressing the Studies not addressing the voluntary—
voluntary—forced migration forced migration distinction
dichotomy

Study design/ Qualitative, quantitative, Commentaries, conceptual papers

methodology  mixed-methods, reviews without empirical or theoretical

analysis
Geographic International or internal Studies unrelated to migration
scope migration studies

Screening, Data Extraction, and Analysis

Two separate authors (KBB and UT) performed the search. Moreover,
KBB and AB scanned the titles and abstracts for relevance. Further, KBB, UT,
and AB performed the full-text analysis. In addition, KBB and UT independently
checked the results, while DA and AB assessed them to reach consensus on the
included studies. References were imported into the electronic database software
tool (EndNote X9). Information identified in the relevant publications related to
the measures of the Voluntary-Forced Dichotomy in Migration was independently
extracted by KBB, UT, and HJ. The data were extracted from papers based on the
characteristics of the included studies (e.g., the first author, publication year, and
country, general characteristics of the instruments, and synthesizing recent literature
on the voluntary—forced migration dichotomy). Each author evaluated papers
independently, in accordance with the criteria, to reduce selection bias. To compare
their findings, resolve any disagreements, and determine whether each article should
be incorporated, we convened a group meeting. The study team considered contrary
views and then divided the topic-wise functions, which were concluded by consensus.
The data were collected and summarized for each paper, and the summaries were
then tabulated by theme, including the author(s) ‘names, year of publication, type,
components, items, voluntary-forced, and sample size.

The review of the literature yielded 1569 articles (Figure 1). A total of 1182
articles were removed after duplicates were identified, and 213 articles were screened
and reviewed for their abstracts. Additionally, 49 articles were retrieved for full-text
reviews. Next, 26 articles were excluded after reviewing the full text. Finally, 13
full-text articles were reviewed from 1569 database searches.
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Figure 1
PRISMA Chart for a Scoping Review. Note PRISMA: Preferred Reporting Items
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Figure 1. PRISMA Chart for a Scoping Review. Note. PRISMA: Preferred Reporting

Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses.

Results

The paper, based on a review of the literature, yielded 1569 articles (Figure
1). Overall, 1182 articles were removed after identifying duplicates, and a total of
213 articles were screened and reviewed for abstracts, and 49 articles were retrieved
for full-text reviews. After reviewing the full text, 36 articles were excluded, and 13

full-text articles were selected from 1569 database searches.



20  JANAJYOTIJOURNAL (Fr7s9ifq sie), Vol. IV, PP, 12-30, July, 2026

Category Eligible Not Eligible

Publication type Peer-reviewed journal articles Grey literature, editorials, opinion
pieces, conference abstracts, theses

Language English Non-English publications

Publication period

Topical focus

Geographical scope

Study design

Population

Outcome focus

Studies published between 2021 and
2026

Studies examining voluntary
migration, forced migration, or their
intersection/dichotomy

International and internal migration
studies, including Nepal-focused
research

Qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
methods studies, and systematic/
scoping reviews

Migrants, refugees, displaced
populations, labour migrants
Migration drivers, agency/coercion,
structural constraints, health, or

Studies published before 2021

Studies unrelated to migration or
not addressing voluntary—forced
distinctions

Studies without a migration context

Purely descriptive reports or
conceptual papers lacking empirical
or analytical depth

Non-migrant populations

Studies not addressing migration
motivations or consequences

socio-economic impacts

The reviewed studies consistently show that the boundary between voluntary
and forced migration is far less clear than conventional classifications suggest.
Recent empirical and review-based research highlights how migration decisions,
particularly from Nepal and comparable contexts, often emerge from constrained
circumstances rather than from unrestricted personal choice. What appears to be
voluntary movement often reflects limited livelihood options, structural inequality,
and economic insecurity.

Research focused on Nepal supports this view. Ghimire and Hillman
(2022) show that migration from Nepal between 1990 and 2016 was influenced by
unemployment, political instability, and uneven development. These factors reduced
local opportunities and led to more people leaving the country. Similarly, Giri (2025)
links increased emigration to ongoing economic pressures and a lack of jobs at home.
This suggests that economic migration is often a response to necessity rather than
personal choice (Burlakoti et al., 2025).

Several studies also point to coercive features embedded within labour
migration processes. Kopytko et al. (2024) emphasize that debt-financed migration,
restrictive contracts, and exploitative recruitment practices introduce elements of
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compulsion into labour mobility, blurring distinctions between voluntary migration
and forced labour. These dynamics are especially relevant for migrant workers from
low-income settings, where unequal power relations limit bargaining capacity and
increase vulnerability.

At the same time, research on displacement and crisis-related mobility
demonstrates that affected populations retain decision-making capacity, even
under severe constraints (Lasater et al., 2025). Their scoping review on climate
change, conflict, and displacement shows that environmental stressors and violence
interact with economic pressures to shape migration outcomes. Rather than moving
randomly, displaced populations often make calculated choices about destinations
and livelihood options based on safety, access to work, and social networks (Becker,
2022). Similarly, it illustrates, through historical analyses of forced displacement,
that displaced populations have long exercised agency within restrictive political
and economic environments. Health- and well-being-focused studies also reinforce
the overlap between migration categories. Mahato et al. (2024) find that Nepali
migrants, regardless of whether they migrate due to economic hardship or broader
structural disruptions, face similar vulnerabilities related to health access, labour
conditions, and social protection. These shared outcomes suggest that distinctions
between forced and voluntary migration may be less meaningful in practice than in
policy design.

These findings support viewing migration motivations along a range shaped
by economic pressure, institutional constraints, environmental stress, and unequal
access to resources. The reviewed literature indicates that rigid classifications fail to
reflect lived migration experiences and may obscure shared risks faced by different
migrant groups. For analytical and policy purposes, recent Nepal-focused evidence
underscores the need for frameworks that move beyond binary categories and better
capture the intersecting drivers of contemporary migration.

Methodological Characteristics

The article included in this review used a wide range of methodological
approaches, including qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods, and conceptual
designs. Qualitative research commonly relies on interviews, focus group discussions,
and narrative analysis to explore migrants’ motivations and lived experiences in depth.
Quantitative studies mainly used survey data, regression analyses, and descriptive
statistics to identify factors associated with voluntary and forced migration. Review
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and conceptual papers drew on existing literature to develop theoretical frameworks
or critically examine the voluntary—forced migration dichotomy. Most studies
used cross-sectional designs, with relatively few employing longitudinal designs.
Collectively, the research covered both international and internal migration across
diverse geographical contexts.

Situation of the Voluntary-Forced Dichotomy in Migration

The voluntary-forced dichotomy remains a dominant framework in migration
studies, policy, and law, but recent evidence shows it inadequately reflects the
complexities of human mobility. Migration decisions often exist along a continuum
shaped by economic pressures, political instability, environmental stress, and social
constraints. Economic migration can reflect necessity rather than free choice,
while forced displacement often involves strategic decision-making and agency.
This overlap challenges rigid classifications, highlighting the need for frameworks
that capture the intersecting drivers of migration and the shared vulnerabilities of
different migrant groups.

Discussion

The thirteen (13) verified studies robustly challenge the traditional voluntary—
forced migration dichotomy, revealing a continuum of constrained agency shaped by
overlapping economic, coercive, environmental, and structural drivers, particularly
evident in Nepal’s labour outflows and analogous global contexts. Early Nepal-
focused works like Ghimire & Hillman (2022), Giri (2025), and Burlakoti et al.
(2025) demonstrate through regressions and correlations how unemployment,
household vulnerability, and regional disparities transform “voluntary” migration
into economic necessity while Mak et al. (2021) and Kopytko et al. (2024) expose
recruitment debt, exploitative contracts, and returnee stressors as de facto compulsions
eroding autonomy. Complementary analyses, such as Schutte et al.’s (2021) machine
learning, show politics eclipsing climate in EU asylum. Thalheimer et al.’s (2022)
drought-vulnerability models in Nepal, and Ajlan’s (2026) neoliberal policy critique
of Syria’s refugee crisis consistently highlight compounded pressures over isolated
motives, with health vulnerabilities (Mahato et al., 2024) and well-being contrasts
(Lilier et al., 2025) uniform across categories.

Despite the methodological diversity of the included studies, which combined
quantitative predictive approaches with qualitative insights, several limitations
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constrain the generalizability of the findings. Cross-sectional designs (e.g., Burlakoti
etal., 2025; Thalheimer et al., 2022) limit the ability to establish causal relationships.
Furthermore, the predominance of Nepal-focused studies (6 of 13 studies) may
introduce contextual bias, thereby reducing the generalizability of the findings. In
addition, studies relying on qualitative self-reported data (e.g., Mak et al., 2021;
Sengupta, 2025) are susceptible to recall bias and subjective interpretation.

Ajlan (2026) relies on secondary historical data without primary voices.
These gaps, while not invalidating the spectrum critique, underscore the need for
longitudinal, multi-site studies that integrate the experiences of female/urban
migrants and Global South gray literature to enhance policy translation, such as
Nepal’s recruitment reforms and universal protections amid 25% GDP remittances
that mask risks.

Table 2

Summary of Included Studies on the Voluntary—Forced Dichotomy in Migration

Study Objectives / Variables Used Results Measures of
Reference  Hypothesis Association
Mak etal.  Explores types Workplace/employer, ~ Workplace stressors Qualitative
(2021) and experiences of family, recruitment, (exploitative practices,  thematic
migration-related environment, and contract issues, poor analysis
stressors among legal stressors; conditions) most categorizing
returnee male Nepali migration experiences ~ common, alongside stressors and
international labour (destinations, job family, recruitment, patterns
migrants types) environmental, and legal
stressors
Schutte et~ Tests if climatic factors ~ Climatic indicators Political violence and Machine
al. (2021)  are weaker predictors (temperature, repression strongest learning
of asylum migrationto  droughts), economic predictors; climate is (Random
the EU than political/ factors (GDP, minimal Forest) with
economic drivers education), violence out-of-sample
(conflict deaths, validation and
repression), baseline Accumulated
controls (distance, Local Effect
population) plots
Ghimire Examines long-term Employment status, Migration is strongly Statistical
& Hillman  migration trends and political instability, and associated with associations
(2022) drivers in Nepal regional development  unemployment and between
structural inequality, economic
indicating constrained indicators and
voluntariness migration flows
Becker Examines agency Political constraints, Displaced populations Historical
(2022) in historical forced destination choice, retained decision- comparative
displacement survival strategies making despite coercion analysis
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Thalheimer
et al.
(2022)

Kopytko et
al. (2024)

Mahato et
al. (2024)

Burlakoti et
al. (2025)

Giri (2025)

Lasater et
al. (2025)

Lilier et al.
(2025)

Sengupta
(2025)

Examines how
compound droughts and
structural vulnerabilities
shape mobility in
drought-prone countries
(Madagascar, Nepal,
Mexico)

Investigates coercive
elements in labour
migration systems

Assesses health and
well-being outcomes
among Nepali migrants

Analyzes household-
level labour migration
patterns

Assesses economic
determinants of
emigration from Nepal

Explores links between
climate change, conflict,
and displacement

Explores relational
well-being shaped by
climate vulnerability
and stressors in Bhola
Island, Bangladesh

Reviews empirical
studies on
environmental
immobility to map
the choice-constraint
continuum

Climatic data, socio-
economic factors,
infrastructure, social
networks

Recruitment debt,
contract restrictions,
and workplace
conditions

Health access, labor
conditions, and social
protection

Household income,
regional economic
capacity, and
international migration
status

Domestic employment
availability, income
levels, and emigration
rates

Environmental stress,
conflict exposure,
livelihood security

Relational well-being
(dependent); financial
status, migration
(forced/voluntary),
social support, place
attachment, disasters,
politics, culture
(independent)

Environmental drivers
(cyclones, drought),
social factors (gender,
poverty, attachment),
and immobility types

Droughts increase
internal migration in
low-resource areas but
reduce/divert it with
vulnerabilities

Debt-financed migration
and exploitative
recruitment reduced
autonomy

Similar vulnerabilities
across economic and
displaced migrants

Labour migration as
a household coping
strategy in weak regions

Rising emigration is
linked to limited jobs,
suggesting the necessity

Migration is shaped

by combined
environmental/economic
pressures

Well-being boosted by
voluntary migration/
support; harmed by
forced migration/
disasters

Geographically
concentrated (e.g.,
Bangladesh); immobility
from interacting
vulnerabilities beyond
binary

Statistical and
agent-based
models on
migration
probability

Qualitative
thematic
analysis linking
practices to
vulnerability

Mixed-methods
assessment of
health/social
indicators

Regression
analysis using
census data

Correlation
analysis
between
labour market
indicators and
migration
Scoping
synthesis of
multi-study
evidence

Qualitative
thematic
analysis in
relational
framework

Thematic/
content analysis
synthesizing
findings
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Ajlan Examines how Neoliberal policies Reforms increased Qualitative
(2026) neoliberal IMF/ (subsidy cuts, inequality, weakened case study
World Bank policies privatization), state services, and fueled via historical/
destabilized Syria, destabilization, rural uprising/war/refugees institutional
leading to war and marginalization, analysis
migration youth unemployment,
poverty, forced
migration

Limitations and Strengths

The 13 included studies robustly challenge the voluntary-forced migration
dichotomy through diverse methods, regressions, machine learning (Schutte et al.,
2021), and thematic analyses offering predictive power on economic/climate drivers
and nuanced agency insights, particularly in Nepal’s labour migration (25% GDP
contribution) alongside global cases like Syria and Bangladesh. This PRISMA-
guided scoping review strengthens transparency and policy relevance by mapping
drivers/frameworks across heterogeneous designs and contexts, aiding researchers/
practitioners. However, limitations include cross-sectional dominance precluding
causality (e.g., Thalheimer et al., 2022), Nepal-centric sampling overlooking diverse
migrants, qualitative recall bias risks (Mak et al., 2021), English-only currency
(2021-2026), missing non-English/earlier works and grey literature beyond PubMed/
Scopus/Google Scholar, plus absent quality appraisal preventing meta-analysis or
firm causal claims.

Recommendations

This article suggests that future migration research should move beyond rigid
categories and recognize that many people migrate for mixed reasons. Prioritize
longitudinal mixed-methods research on Nepal’s migrants (female and urban cohorts,
Nepali sources), PRISMA meta-analyses of compounded drivers, and immobility
studies to address gaps in the 13 studies. Policymakers should ban recruitment
fees, extend universal protections, adopt climate strategies that recognize migration
continua, and standardize metrics through Global South collaborations for UNHCR/
IOM reforms, harnessing Nepal’s 25% of GDP in remittances.

Conclusion

This scoping review synthesizes 13 rigorously selected studies (2021-2026)
from 1,569 initial records, revealing that the voluntary-forced migration dichotomy
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fundamentally misrepresents human mobility as a spectrum of constrained agency
rather than discrete categories. Nepal’s dominant evidence (Ghimire & Hillman
2022; Giri 2025; Burlakoti et al. 2025) demonstrates “voluntary” labour outflows as
economic necessities amid unemployment and household Vulnerability, contributing
25% to GDP while coercive recruitment (Kopytko et al. 2024; Mak et al. 2021)
and compounded climate-conflict pressures (Schutte et al. 2021; Thalheimer et al.
2022; Lasater et al. 2025) erode autonomy across contexts, with uniform health
vulnerabilities (Mahato et al. 2024) and well-being contrasts (Lilier et al. 2025)
transcending labels.

These multi-method findings from Random Forest predictions and regressions
to thematic analyses align with Richmond (1993) and de Haas (2010) continuum
models, challenging policy binaries that deny protections to “economic” migrants
despite shared risks. This review advances migration scholarship by mapping
PRISMA-guided gaps and urging longitudinal mixed-methods research incorporating
female/urban/Global South voices, alongside reforms such as recruitment fee bans,
universal safeguards, and climate-adaptive frameworks to harness remittances for
sustainable development.

Theoretical Implications

The 13 studies advance migration theory by empirically validating
continuum models-Richmond’s (1993) “proactive-reactive-volition less” spectrum
and de Haas’s (2010) constrained agency framework over rigid voluntary-forced
binaries, demonstrating how economic Vulnerability (Giri, 2025), recruitment
coercion (Kopytko, 2024), and climate-policy overlaps (Thalheimer, 2022; Ajlan,
2026) create hybrid mobilities defying categorization. This evidence refines push-
pull models (Lee, 1966) to incorporate structural traps, challenging UNHCR/IOM
classifications that withhold protections from “voluntary” flows despite shared
vulnerabilities (Mahato 2024). Nepal cases illustrate how remittances (25% of GDP)
mask compulsion, urging relational theories integrating immobility (Sengupta 2025)
for holistic Global South scholarship.

Policy Recommendations

Nepal and similar labour-sending nations should ban recruitment fees and
enforce transparent contracts to curb debt bondage, as highlighted in Kopytko et al.
(2024). They should also extend universal health, social security, and repatriation
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protections to all migrants, regardless of voluntary-forced labels, as vulnerabilities
converge per Mahato et al. (2024). Governments must integrate climate adaptation
into migration planning (Lasater et al. 2025; Thalheimer et al. 2022), channel
remittances (25% of Nepal’s GDP) into rural resilience funds, and collaborate with
UNHCR/IOM to develop continuum-based frameworks that blend asylum rights
with regulated labour pathways, transcending binaries for equitable governance.

Research Avenues

Future research requires longitudinal mixed-methods tracking agency in
diverse Nepali migrants (female/urban/youth), Nepali sources, PRISMA meta-
analyses of compounded drivers, standardized voluntariness metrics, and immobility
studies (Sengupta 2025) to advance beyond current limitations.
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