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5.4 STRUCTURAL FACTORS ASSESSMENT TOOLKIT

Introduction

The community and structural context provides the context within which to understand and interpret the individual 
and household/family factors. Structural factors refer to the broader political, economic, social and environmental 
conditions and institutions at national, regional or international levels that either increase or decrease an individual’s 
likelihood of experiencing violence, exploitation or abuse before, during or after migrating. This toolkit provides 
guidance on how to assess the ways in which structural-level factors influence migrant vulnerability by using the 
assessment tool provided.  

Use of the structural factors assessment tools will only provide part of the contextual information necessary to 
interpret the individual and household/family factors – the community factors are also an important element of this 
contextual analysis. Refer to Parts 2, 3 and 4 for information on conducting assessments of the individual, household/
family, and community factors.  

The structural factors assessment toolkit is intended mainly for use at the national or country level. However, if there 
is significant variation between regions within a country, it may be necessary to conduct a separate analysis for each 
region and to combine these assessments to form a comprehensive portrait of the situation for the whole country. 

This toolkit contains: (a) a discussion of different strucutral-level factors and how they influence vulnerability; (b) an 
assessment tool to be used to gather, structure and present the information needed to assess the impact of 
structural-level factors on migrant vulnerability; and (c) guidance on how to apply and adapt the assessment tool.  

Structural factors

The list of factors described in this section are based on existing literature on vulnerability to violence, exploitation 
and abuse, as well as research conducted using the IOM determinants of migrant vulnerability framework. The 
community factors discussed in this section can be assessed through use of the assessment tool provided in this 
toolkit.  

Political system

The overall political system in a country plays a significant role in shaping the opportunities for political participation 
and organizing as well as enforcement of rights, including for vulnerable populations. In particular, a democratic 
political system typically offers opportunities for redress, for advocacy on behalf of people who experience violence, 
exploitation and abuse, and for vulnerable populations to organize for their own protection. 

An analysis of this factor includes an assessment of whether the core constituent elements of a democratic regime 
are present, namely: regular, free and fair elections; separation of power between the executive, judiciary and 
legislative branches; and a free civil society.  It also includes an assessment of an element that is typically part of a 
democratic regime but is of particular relevance to vulnerable migrants: freedom of movement within the country 
and to leave the country. An assessment of the political system is based on these various elements, to conclude if a 
country has a relatively more democratic regime or a more repressive/authoritarian regime.  

Governance, including prevalence of corruption

Another component of a country’s overall political structure that is particularly relevant to vulnerable populations is 
strong governance. This  is understood to involve: (a) the existence of institutions which employ professionals in their 
field and which have clear and functional processes and procedures; and (b) those institutions having the capacity 
to fulfil their mandate. Strong governance is relevant to migrant vulnerability because transparent and accountable 
institutional processes reduce the likelihood of violence, exploitation and abuse and improve the opportunities for 
redress when it does occur. 

An analysis of this factor includes assessing the prevalence of corruption, for example whether or not it is common 
for bribes to be required for public services or for well-connected individuals to receive special treatment from public 
institutions. It involves considering: (a) the transparency of institutional processes, that is whether or not the processes 
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are publicly known; (b) the accountability of institutions, that is, whether there is a functioning, publicly accessible system 
of redress or review for institutional actions; and (c) the capacity of institutions to carry out their functions.  

Rule of law and law enforcement practices

There are three components to this factor: the legal framework, the judicial system, and law enforcement. Adequate 
legal frameworks and judicial systems are associated with providing protection and opportunities for redress to 
those experiencing violence, exploitation and abuse, while an adequate judicial system furthermore tends to have 
fewer instances of abuse and impunity. Adequate law enforcement practices provide protection from violence, 
exploitation and abuse and reduce the likelihood of its occurrence at the hands of law enforcement bodies.  

In assessing the country’s legal framework, the focus is upon whether it is: (a) clear, transparent and accountable; 
(b)  includes labour legislation covering pay and working conditions, including provisions against slave and forced 
labour; (c)  considers sanctions against violence, exploitation and abuse; and (d)  generally treats non-citizens less 
favourably than citizens.  

Regarding the country’s judicial system, analysis focuses on how independent it is from interference by the executive 
and legislative branches of government, whether it has adequate capacity, and whether it is accessible to those 
without special connections or an elevated socioeconomic status.  

The analysis of the country’s law enforcement practices focuses on whether law enforcement bodies have adequate 
capacity, as well as whether and to what extent the use of excessive force or abuse of power by law enforcement 
bodies is common and/or tolerated.  

Respect for human and other rights

This factor considers the formal and practical aspects of respect for human and other rights in the country, since such 
respect tends to be a good indicator of how vulnerable migrants will tend to be to violence, exploitation and abuse.  

The factor considers the extent to which the country’s formal legal framework includes commitments to human and 
other rights (such as on gender equality, children’s rights and international labour standards), and then assesses the 
extent to which institutional and social norms respect those rights in practice.  

Migration management practices

The country’s migration management practices have a direct bearing on how migrants are likely to be treated. The 
factor considers five dimensions of those practices: (a) whether the migration management frameworks correspond 
to international standards; (b) whether they are predictable; (c) whether they are transparent/clear; (d) whether 
there are regular, easily accessible and diverse outmigration as well as immigration opportunities; and e) whether 
migration is criminalized. By focusing upon these dimensions, it ascertains the adequacy of the overall system as a 
basis for understanding whether migrants and potential migrants could potentially understand how to safely migrate, 
as well as whether they will in practice be able to safely migrate.  

Social norms towards exploitation and abuse

This factor assesses the general attitudes in society as regards violence, exploitation and abuse. It does so by 
considering the level of tolerance of each, for example how tolerant people are of parents hitting their children, of 
paying migrants less money than citizens/locals, or of expecting domestic workers to work more than eight hours 
per day. It furthermore focuses upon whether attitudes in society are different when the victim is a migrant.  

Regional distribution of human and economic capital

This factor aims to understand regional migration patterns by focusing on a comparative consideration of the 
country’s economic and human development relative to its neighbours, in particular whether there are similar or 
fewer economic opportunities relative to those neighbours and whether there is a similar or worse standard of 
living. Further, it asks what the main source and destination countries for migrants are and why – for example is it 
due to a history of colonial linkages or some other historical or cultural ties? Finally, it assesses whether the main 
economic activities in the country are in sectors where there is a higher prevalence of violence, exploitation and 
abuse, such as construction, mining, forestry, textiles and domestic labour. 


