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Preface 

The rapid growth of international migration in the 1990s, along with the changes in the 
nature of international migration, has made it an increasingly important and often politically 
sensitive issue in many parts of the world. 

In some regions, notably Asia, the trend over the last decade has been the 
“feminization” of labour migration, particularly temporary migration. A large number of 
migrants today are women, traveling beyond the borders of their countries to escape from 
poverty or to improve the socioeconomic situation of their families. The current pattern is 
that women workers often migrate alone as single persons, unaccompanied by family 
members, rather than as dependents of their husbands which was previously the case.  

Female migrants are at greatest risk of suffering human rights abuses since they work 
mostly in the unregulated sector of the economy such as domestic service, not covered by 
protective labour legislation or policy measures. However, as most women have obligations 
with their families back home, they work under those conditions and in many cases succeed 
in improving the socioeconomic situation of their families and their own position at home 
and in the community at large. 

While some recent studies on the subject have addressed the issue of female labor 
migration, much still needs to be done to understand the impact of women’s migration on 
the families left behind and on their own empowerment both at home and abroad.  

To fill this gap, the United Nations International Research and Training Institute for 
the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) and the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) commissioned two case studies in 1999 focussing on the Asian region, in Bangladesh 
and Sri Lanka.  The main objective of the case studies was to examine the impact of 
temporary female labor migration on the families left behind and on their own traditional 
roles and status. Initiatives of both governments and civil society organizations were 
examined in these studies in terms of the policies and programmes put in place to protect the 
rights and improve the situation of migrant women in these countries. 

After the completion of the fieldwork, INSTRAW and IOM convened a Meeting of 
experts on female labor migration in Geneva. Experts from various developing countries 
were invited to review the preliminary findings of these two studies and to make 
recommendations for action. The report of the Meeting was published by INSTRAW and 
IOM in April 2000 and is available from both organizations. It contains proposals for action 
by states, international organizations and non-governmental organizations. The present 
publication contains the two case studies, the findings of the surveys and the authors’ 
conclusions.  

INSTRAW and IOM hope that this publication will not only alert governments and 
civil society to the situation of temporary female labor migration in developing countries 
and to the specific problems faced by women, but it will also contribute to the initiation of 
relevant action through the implementation of programmes and policy measures to improve 
the current situation.  

INSTRAW and IOM want to thank the authors of the studies Tasneem Siddiqui of the 
Refuge and Migratory Movement Research Unit of the University of Dhaka for the 
Bangladesh study, and Myrtle Perera of the Marga Institute for the Sri Lanka study, for their 
efforts in collecting reliable data and establishing representative samples of female migrants 
- often very difficult to contact - in order to ensure objectivity. We also wish to thank Julia 
Tavares, Associate Social Affairs Officer (INSTRAW), Reinhard Lohrmann, Chief, Division of 



 

 

Research; Heikki Mattila, Research Officer; and Niusca Magalhaes, Administrative Assistant 
(IOM), who contributed to the implementation of this project. Special thanks are also due to 
Robert Paiva, Permanent Observer (IOM) and Yakin Ertürk (former Director of INSTRAW) 
for making the initial arrangements that made possible the collaboration between our two 
organizations. Finally, our acknowledgement and appreciation to Korkut Erturk, Jeannie 
Ash de Pou, Information Assistant (INSTRAW) and Izumi Wakugawa for editing the two 
reports, and Alyssa Frohberg for her careful proofreading.  
 
 
    Brunson McKinley         Eleni Stamiris 
Director General (IOM)  Director (INSTRAW) 
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