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Women constitute approximately half of the 247 million individuals, who live and work outside of
their country of origin.1 Contrary to popular discourse, which has painted women as passive actors
who either migrate alongside their families or stay behind in the country of origin, recent decades
have seen an increase in the feminization of labour migration. 2 These migratory flows are in part
influenced by the lack of decent work for women in countries of origin, and the increase in the
demand for female labour in destination countries.3
Feminization of Labour Migration
While feminization of migration generally refers to the increase in international migration of women,
female labour migration tends to be heavily concentrated in occupations that are traditionally
associated with specific gender roles. Although many women migrants are highly skilled and well
educated, employment restrictions for migrants, coupled with the deskilling prevalent in gendered
labour markets, as well as stereotypes around migrant women in destination countries, can impact
their job prospects.4 Indeed, many migrant women participate in low-skilled and precarious jobs in
manufacturing, agricultural, small-scale entrepreneurial, service, as well as in the care sector
including nursing, elderly and childcare, cleaning and other related work in households and in public
and private institutions. In the case of agriculture and manufacturing, notions around women as
docile, nimble and obedient workers, have contributed to their increasing presence in these sectors,
as employers try to capitalize on the perceived advantages of migrant women’s labour. Other jobs,
See http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934 1288990760745/MigrationandDevelopmentBrief24.pdf
2 See Datta et al, 2010: 94
3 See http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2013/12/gender-on-the-move, p. 38
4 IOM:
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such as care work, are seen as a natural extension of women’s gender roles. Women migrants who
work in the care economy carry out a wide spectrum of activities necessary for every day
reproduction of human life, the environment and the economic system. This sector has received
increased attention from a variety of scholars and researchers for its highly gendered nature,
presence of precarity, lack of regulation and rapid growth.
Global Care Chains
Aging populations, declining fertility rates and increasing female labour participation, have resulted
in a care deficit in many wealthier economies often made worse due to lack of affordable public care
services and health sector retrenchment in the wake of the global financial crisis. The changing
economic landscape, however, has not changed the gendered responsibilities for reproductive
activities, with many women facing a double burden in terms of their labour obligations, in both
private and public spheres.5 Where the need to reorganize and redistribute care duties across
families and societies is neglected, care is essentially outsourced to migrant labour - leading to a
growing commodified, “feminized” and foreign low-wage care market within an expanding Global
Care Chain. 6, 7
While links in the Global Care Chain typically begin with an unmet demand for care in the Global
North, increasingly countries with middle income states and countries in the Global South are
recruiting greater numbers of migrant care workers.8 Further, migrant women, who leave their
country to provide care in high and middle income countries, are, in turn, assigning their own
caregiving responsibilities either to a paid care worker or a family member. In cases where the care
duty is transferred to a paid care worker, the chain continues, until the care needs of the family at
the end of the chain are met by a family member. Throughout the chain, the labour needs are
typically met by women, and at each stage in the chain, the value of the reproductive labour
reduces.9
While there is diminishing value assigned to this form of labour, the performance of care work is
essential to the sustenance and reproduction of life, including the maintenance and reproduction of
the labor force that secures economic growth and development. Care work can take the form of
both physical and emotional labour, much of which happens within private homes, and is commonly
considered to be an extension of women’s essentialized gender roles. As a result, it represents one
of the least regulated sectors in which women migrants work, is often inflected with legal
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9 Hochschild, A.R. (2000). Global care chains and emotional surplus value. In W. Hutton, & A. Giddens
(Eds.). On the Edge: Living with Global Capitalism. London: Jonathan Cape.
5
6

2

uncertainties and contingent on women’s relationships with their employers.10 Therefore, when
care is provided as a commodity, it is highly precarious, and usually under-valued and under-paid.
Economic Remittances and Contributions to Development
With migrant remittances regularly surpassing the amount of foreign direct investment and overseas
development aid in many developing countries, there has been increasing attention to leveraging
labour migration for economic growth and development. The increasing feminization of migration
has further drawn the attention of governments, international and civil society organisations, to the
potential for women migrant workers to contribute to the economic development of home and host
countries.11 This focus has largely been on the contributions that women migrant workers make
through their economic remittances to countries of origin. Though their wages are typically lower,
women migrants are more likely to send home a higher proportion of their earnings more frequently
and their remittances are more likely to be spent on health, education, family and community
development.12 13 Whilst there is little in the way of sex-disaggregated data on remittances, it is
reported that by sending a higher proportion of their often lower wages, migrant women are
responsible for half of the World Bank’s estimated $582 Billion in global remittances.14 In countries
such as Nepal, women migrant workers - mostly domestic workers - contribute about 50% of
migrant workers’ remittances, or around 23% to Gross Domestic Product (GDP).15
It has been argued that the extent to which economic remittances can promote development
(economic and social) is reliant on whether the migration and the remittances form part of a
“virtuous cycle” for local economic development. Such a cycle typically includes formalized
remittance corridors and financial services and the ability to invest the remittances in a way that
generates spill overs to local economic activity. This has been described as promoting “inclusive
financial democracy”, using remittances to generate an ability to do more, not just buy more 16 or
simply enable more migration. This approach to linking economic remittances to development has
been criticised for viewing migrants and their families as homogenous group sharing the wish to
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engage in the formal financial sector, whereas commonly the opposite is true, with the informal
financial sector offering speed and trust that the formal sector has yet to match.17
In order to maximize the multiplier effect from remittance expenditure, many parallel investments
have to be made, including investment in infrastructure and social protection. Social protection
(transfers) can, however, affect the amount being remitted in the first place and, as such, the
relationship between remittances and social protection is complicated and needs more
interrogation.18 Similarly, much more research needs to take place into how remittance services can
be used to bank the unbanked and in particular increase women’s financial access and assets.19
Social Remittances and Contributions to Development
The issue of social remittances- transfers of practices, norms, identities and social capital has been
largely under studied and under reported. 20 Social remittances, develops the idea that the
contributions of women migrant workers can reach further than the act of transferring money. For
instance, when a woman’s new earning capacity has the effect of elevating her status in her family
and/or community, she may have more influence on how that money is spent, as well as other
significant decisions that she might previously have been excluded from. 21 While the experiences of
migrant women can inform and change social, cultural and political norms and can influence positive
social change across households and communities in sending and destination counties, migration
also allows for origin countries to reap significant benefits from the transfer of knowledge, ideas,
practices, skills and technologies. 22
Within the context of the global care chain, social remittances are more complicated especially
where they relate to gender norms. Where a woman’s migration has the impact of leaving her
children to be cared by another un/low paid woman, but provides for the ability to educate, feed
and clothe her children, the impact of her migration could be seen as reaffirming gender norms and
roles in one context but providing the potential that the same gender norms can be challenged and
reformed in another.
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Social remittances are also not as predictable as economic remittances and are harder to measure.
The socio-political benefits that result from women’s labour migration will largely be related to the
experience of the woman and the individual woman herself. The structural barriers to women
migrant workers’ empowerment (as discussed below) are the same barriers that prevent women
from realizing the socio-political benefits of their migration, either because of gender and cultural
norms or misguided policies.
Social and Economic Contributions to Destination Countries
Whilst much of the focus is placed on migrant contributions to countries of origin, there has been
little analysis of the migration and development nexus in relation to the contributions of migrant
women workers to host economies. In particular, the economic and social benefits that host
countries gain as a result of their women and men being available to participate in the productive
labour market, at the same time as balancing work and family responsibilities in increasingly ageing
societies. The recognition of the value added by migrant workers to care economies is particularly
pressing in the context of growing global care deficits. In the United States of America alone, the
care sector is expected to grow by 70% over the next ten years.23 As the ILO’s World Employment
and Social Outlook 2015 underscores, similar trends can be observed globally.24 Women migrants in
the care economy increasingly fill care deficits left by lack of affordable public care services and
health sector cut-backs that are not responding to the reduction in national women undertaking
reproductive tasks. 25
Over the past ten years, migrant workers accounted for 47% of the increase in the labour force in
the United States and 70% in Europe; such expansion of the labour force has both direct and indirect
effects on a destination countries’ economic growth.26 In addition to adding to the labour force,
migrant workers commonly contribute more in taxes and social contributions than they take in
benefits.27 Migrant workers also bring skills, supplementing the stock of human capital without
costing the destination country in terms of investments in education and human development.
Nurse migration from the Philippines, for example, responds to a demand for skilled medical
specialists in destination countries. By bringing in nurses from the Philippines, destination countries
gain vital skills without any prior investment in these migrants’ human capital. In the meantime, the
Philippines, which has invested in the education of these individuals, is left with a gap in its labour
force.28
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Exploitation and Vulnerability
Throughout their experience, the development potential of migrant women is constrained by their
heightened vulnerability to precarious employment with insufficient levels of social protection.
Women migrant workers face a number of barriers to protection and decent work, such as:
exclusionary policies which limit access to gender-sensitive services, health care, or legal support for
migrants; employer power, often enhanced by migration status tied employment; isolation and lack
of access to information on rights and protections; family separation and dependence on
remittances; as well as sector specific risks. Frequently, they are subject to restrictive gendered
immigration and emigration policies, such as: skill level or financial requirements for permanent
entry; sector-specific programs which channel women into gendered streams of entry via temporary
work permits; bans on women’s emigration applied to specific sectors (most commonly domestic
work) or age restrictions on women’s migration, etc.. Such restrictions do not typically mitigate the
costs associated with women’s labour migration and, conversely, frequently push women to pursue
migration through irregular, unregulated and unprotected channels – often with the assistance of
unregulated recruiters and other intermediaries.
Whether migrating through regular or irregular channels, women migrant workers often face the risk
of economic exploitation as well as physical and sexual violence from these intermediaries and
employers, with little access to legal protection or justice.29 While forced labour is a risk for many
individuals using irregular channels, migrant women are more susceptible to being trafficked for
sexual exploitation, constituting 98% of all such victims.30,31,32
Women migrants are commonly employed in low skilled, low paid, and informal sectors, and many
deliver desperately needed, yet insufficiently valued, care services.33 Women migrant workers
arguably face a triple jeopardy in the care sector with each of the three elements acting to further
undervalue and undermine the work of the female migrant. Women as workers typically command
lower value than men in the workplace, regardless of their sector or occupation; the work they do
(i.e. carework, cleaning) is typically undervalued because it is seen as women’s work; and migrant
workers can be competitively cheap and flexible.34
Many migrant women also face gendered vulnerabilities that are specific to their sector of labour
market insertion. In the care sector, for example, they are often isolated in private homes and/or
with restricted movement, and without access to legal or social protection, the situation of migrant
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care workers can commonly contravene relevant international human rights standards, including the
ILO Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers (No. 189). The low status of domestic
and care work contributes to its invisible, informal and unregulated nature. Domestic workers are
rarely covered by labour laws and commonly have their migration status tied to a single employer. 35
These gaps in protection for domestic workers also exist in countries known for better working
conditions. The UK recently abolished the domestic worker visa, replacing it with a “tied visa” that
prohibits the workers from changing employers within six months, leading to more cases of abuse
and unpaid salaries.36 The “tied visa” which names employers on work permits is commonly used in
Canada as well, across a range of sectors.37 The human rights abuses that migrant care workers face
can range from physical, psychological and sexual violence, to labour abuses including excessive
work hours without rest or additional pay. Furthermore, limited access to health and education
services, coupled with family separation or delays in family reunification, can have long-term
deleterious effects on the health and well-being of women workers and their children.
A number of other factors also limit the potential benefits from women’s migration. Limited access
to information and support networks can reduce women’s ability to access decent work
opportunities and successfully exercise their labour rights. The high cost of formal remittance
services or the uncertainty associated with informal remittances, significantly diminish earnings and
heighten economic risk.38 Further, women workers may also lack control over remittance spending
and usage once funds are transferred home. Each of these factors can reduce the benefits reaped by
households and families from women’s earnings.
Upon returning home, women may face stigma, a pervasive lack of reintegration services or
employment opportunities, which can impact themselves and their dependents adversely. 39,40
Restrictive laws and practices governing women’s access to and control over property can limit their
ability to invest and acquire assets in their home countries. Limited access to financial services and
products in home and host countries, a lack of financial literacy, insufficient support for capacity
building, investment or income diversification can also reduce women’s ability to channel their
earnings into concrete and realizable benefits. Often entangled with gender norms and stereotypes,
all of these factors constrain migrant women from realizing the full benefits from migration and limit
their contributions to households and economies.
See, http://progress.unwomen.org. P.34
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Impacts on Migrant Women and their Families
A focus on the economic contribution of women migrant workers, and the presumption that social
development follows economic development automatically, fails to account for the lived realities of
women, the power dynamics at play and the broader vulnerabilities and precarity experienced by
women migrants. 41 Further, it neglects the longer term costs and consequences for women
migrants, focusing on their development role and the benefit of their labour as it extends far beyond
their families.
Although the migration of women can have a positive effect on the labour force and the economy in
countries of origin, it can be associated with various costs for the migrant. Throughout their journey,
women can face financial, emotional, physical and psychological costs of migration. Indeed,
migration can be an expensive process for women, who may incur high levels of debt because of
high recruitment fees, travel and living costs associated with migration.42 The financial burdens of
migration can also increase a migrant’s vulnerability to exploitation in the workplace. In turn, this
can be associated with long-term psychological, physical and emotional costs for the migrant. For
instance, in the case of care work, the long hours spend in the home of the employer, coupled with
the emotional nature of this work can manifest in the physical exhaustion and psychological harm of
migrants.43 Furthermore, a migrant’s extended absence from her country of origin and her family can
increase her exposure to emotional stress and have psychological repercussions.
The impact of the migrant’s absence can also be associated with social costs, and extend into the
private sphere, effect family relations and the well-being and development of children. While
migrant women are undertaking work abroad, gender norms and expectations put pressure on them
to also continue their care duties with their families back home through regular contact and by
sending remittances.44 Women are increasingly reliant on ICTs to be able to discharge the double
burden of migrant work and parental duties. This transnational parenting has fostered transnational
families, defined by material connections and a need to perpetuate family ties across borders, as
opposed to the traditional family unit within a home.45
Advocacy, Policy and Governance Responses
There are several conventions at the international level that seek to respond to the situation of
women migrant workers, improving labour rights, providing greater protection and preventing
exploitation and abuse. The UN International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All
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Migrant Workers and their Families (ICRMW) is a key instrument for the protection of migrants’
rights. The Convention on the Elimination of The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) General Recommendation No. 26 seeks to strengthen
protections for women migrants in all situations, including those with irregular status. A number of
ILO Conventions also respond to the situation of migrant women, the most recent of which is the ILO
Domestic Workers Convention No. 189 and its supplementing Recommendation No. 201, which has
sought to extend basic labour rights to all domestic workers and, recognising the specific needs and
vulnerabilities of migrants among them, includes a set of provision aimed at protecting migrant
domestic workers from exploitation and abuse at all stages of the migration cycle.46 Alliances such as
the ILO’s fair recruitment initiative also have tremendous potential to reduce unscrupulous labour
recruitment and increase vigilance and oversight to ensure the terms and conditions of employment
or migrants placed abroad. Securing migrants women’s rights through these conventions and
initiatives can enhance their wellbeing and welfare and also greatly contribute to the development
potential of their migration decisions.
The contribution of women migrant workers to the social and economic development of countries of
origin and destination was also firmly recognized at the 2013 High Level Dialogue on International
Migration and Development.47 The development potential of migration was also underscored in the
post-2015 development agenda articulated at the GFMD in Stockholm (2014). Moreover, in
recommendations presented to the UN Secretary General, 48 the importance of addressing human
rights challenges, heightened vulnerabilities and protection gaps were highlighted in order to fully
realize and maximize the economic and social contributions by migrants and their families.
In addition to formal and normative global processes and instruments, transnational migrant
organisations have also undertaken positive and effective work that has had the impact of shaping
government responses. This has included the advocacy that led to the development of the ILO
Convention 189; and the advocacy of British NGO Kalyaan which led to the formation of a
regularization programme for abused domestic workers.
Notwithstanding the growing level of international attention to women migrant workers’ rights and
their role in development, greater efforts are needed by national governments to adhere to
international human rights norms and obligations, as well as create development-friendly migration
policies that enhance capacities and foster economic growth beyond remittances. There are still too
few policies implemented that seek to realise the potential of women migrant workers specifically,
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such as initiatives which enhance and develop gender-sensitive services that provide information
and support to migrant workers to access decent work, have their skills recognised, claim their
wages, demand their rights, minimize remittance-sending costs and create income diversification
opportunities, and seek access to justice in situations where there is exploitation or abuse.
Additionally, evidence-based regulation informed by the voices of migrant women, as well as
recognition of their social and economic contributions in both countries of origin and destination are
needed to challenge perceptions, shift the discourse, and foster truly gender-sensitive approaches to
migration and development governance.
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