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PREFACE 

Why has the migration of women been neglected? The reasons are many but a basic 
dilemma stems from the form in which data are collected and analysed. Biases exist in the way 
data present the levels, patterns or characteristics of female migration which distort the 
conclusions reached in substantive studies. An important focus of this study is an analysis of 
these biases and their implications. 

The document gives an analysis of the existing concepts and statistical methods relevant 
to the definition and understanding of the determinants and consequences of female migration. 
It covers the following areas: 

1. review of existing data and what they show regarding the levels of internal and 
international migration of women; 

2. reasons to expect biases in the measurement of women's migration; 
3. data needs for assessing the determinants and consequences of internal and 

international migration of women; and 
4. recommendations to improve the data on women's migration. 

In addressing these issues, the study took note of the recommendation stipulated in the 
Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women which stated that: "The 
Decade has witnessed the increasing involvement of women in all forms of migration, 
including rural-rural, rural-urban, and international movements of a temporary, seasonal or 
permanent nature. In addition to their lack of adequate education, skills, and resources, 
migrant women may also face severe adjustment problems due to differences in religion, 
language, nationality, and socialization as well as separation from their original families. The 
situation of migrant women, who are subject to double discrimination as women and as 
migrants, should be given special attention by the Governments of host countries, particularly 
with respect to protection and maintenance of family unity, employment opportunities, and 
equal pay, equal conditions of work, health care, benefits to J;>e provided in accordance with 
the existing social security rights in the host country, and racial and other forms of 
discrimination" (paras. 300 and 301). 

It is hoped that the analysis contained in this publication will provide researchers and 
academic institutions with a new perspective on migration theories and migration of women. 
Similarly, this should provide an incentive to statistical offices to review available statistics on 
migration and make them available on both wornen and men. Consequently, it is hoped that 
the analysis will help policy makers devise policy instruments that will improve the status of 
women migrants and their families. 
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It is also hoped that the views set forth in this document will make a contribution to the 
discussion of issues on women and migration which is likely to be addressed at the 1995 
World Summit for Social Development and at the Fourth World Conference on Women to be 
held in September 1995. 

This study was conducted in close collaboration with the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), and the Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat. Dr. Richard 
Bilsborrow of the Carolina Population Center, University of North Carolina, had the primary 
responsibility for the preparation of the document. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A. The Neglect of Research on Women's Migration 

Although men and women account for about equal proportions of internal migration in 
the developing world, as well as international migration in general, much more is known about 
the factors affecting men's migration. This relative dearth of knowledge about women's 
migration has occurred in circumstances where its determinants are recognized as being 
complex, ranging from situations where they are the main or only decision makers, to 
situations where they are equal partners, to those where they have no role in the decision­
making process. 

The neglect of research on women's migration is attributed to a number of circumstances, 
including the emphasis placed on the human capital model in migration theory, in which 
migration is seen as motivated by economic opportunity; an underestimation of women's 
economic activity and labour force participation; a general neglect of women in scholarly social 
science research; the fact that most research on migration has been carried out by men; and, 
in particular to inadequacies in existing data on women's migration. 

While all of these matters are discussed in this monograph, the focus is on the last issue 
-inadequate data- primarily on matters confronting the internal and international migration 
of women in the Third World from a methodological perspective. 

B. Women and Internal Migration 

Concerning internal migration, it is shown that the acknowledged difficulties in assessing 
levels and determinants are compounded in the case of women. For example, marriage 
migration has received very little attention from scholars even though it represents an 
important component of internal migration in many developing countries. 

The number of surveys with detailed data on internal migration is very small to begin 
with, and moreover the few that exist fail to adequately report women's migration. Bias in the 
measurement of their migration is attributed to the types of moves women make compared with 
men, the types of activities that they engage in, and the established social and cultural norms 
regarding appropriate roles and behaviour for women. There has been a tendency to neglect 
women migrants because of the undervaluation of their economic activity, and the common 
view that they are passive followers of men in the migration process. This tendency has been 
compounded by respondent bias, especially in the use of male proxy respondents which has 
led to understatement of female migration, and also to the introduction of serious bias in the 
characteristics of female migr&nts. 
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There is an urgent need to expand the range of factors examined in studies that address 
the determinants of internal migration to include not only individual-level characteristics such 
as age and education but also household and community-level factors. Furthermore, assessment 
of the consequences of internal migration is far more complex methodologically than is 
generally recognized. In addressing the conditions under which women's migration occurs, it 
is important to know at what stage in the life cycle they migrated, whether they moved on their 
own or as part of a family group, as well as the 'type' of places of destination and origin. For 
example, the effects of the attitude of her husband towards her working in the place of 
destination, and the greater social freedom that this engenders need further research. The 
demographic dimensions of her migration can be also profound, affecting her pace of child­
bearing, marital stability and health/morbidity. 

Studies of both the determinants and consequences of internal migration have generally 
failed to recognize the need to include appropriate comparison groups in the analysis (e.g., 
non-migrant women iri places of origin), and hence have often led to misleading results. 

Recommendations for research and improved data on the internal migration of women 
have been based on a careful appraisal of needs and deficiencies. These include investigations 
which compare the determinants and consequences of migration for men and women, an 
approach rarely adopted by researchers. The practice of asking a male respondent about the 
activities and aspirations of all household members (including former members who live 
elsewhere) should be abandoned. In the past, it has often led to the under-reporting of 
women's migration and their economic activities as well as failure to appropriate the 
perspective of the woman and her family concerning the consequences of such migration. 

C. Women and International Migration 

Demographers concur that the main difference between internal and international 
migration is that the former involves movement within a country whereas the latter requires 
movement across an international boundary and is therefore influenced also by the receiving 
state's laws and regulations relating to migration. 

Despite the fact that the volume of international migration is nearly equal for males and 
females, there has been an administrative tendency to automatically classify women as 
dependants rather than principal migrants, and that as spouses or daughters they are assumed 
to have primarily non-economic roles. 

Regarding data sources, the most widely available source of data on international 
migration is the population census with its data on the foreign born. Unfortunately, most 
censuses, as well as the other main sources of data from population registers and border 
statistics, fail to publish data on international migrants by sex. In addition, few countries that 
receive labour migrants in large number publish data on numbers of workers classified by sex. 
Finally, statistics on refugees, at best rough approximations, are seldom available by age and 
sex despite frequent calls for improvement by UNHCR and others. 

Household surveys provide the best data for investigating the determinants and 
consequences of international (and internal) migration. But inadequate data has caused 
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knowledge of the determinants of international migration to be 11 still in its infancy 11
, especially 

regarding women where there is need· for carefully designed micro studies based on a wide 
range of information from household surveys in countries of both origin and destination. If 
such surveys cover migrants of both sexes, the extent to which their determinants differ can 
be examined. 

A longitudinal data collection technique (i.e., interviewing migrants at different stages 
of the migration process and resettlement) is favoured. For women, such surveys would show 
how their process of adaptation differ over time, whether these processes are different for 
different types of women, and the degree to which the consequences differ (e.g., are less 
favourable) for migrant women than migrant men. 

The increasing concern raised in international fora about international migration from and· 
between developing countries should ensure that the importance of female migration is stressed 
when improvements in or modifications to, existing systems are considered. 

Better documentation of the involvement of women in international migration would serve 
to combat erroneous stereotypes about gender composition of the different types of migrants. 
Indeed, it is strongly recommended that every tabulation in official publications relating to 
international migration should be cross-classified by sex. Analyses of the determinants and 
consequences of international migration of women -and how it differs from that of men­
is also needed to increase our understanding of the processes involved, which is important for 
formulating more appropriate policies in both countries of origin and destination. 
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A. Introduction 

I. GENERAL ISSUES RELATED TO THE 
MIGRATION OF WOMEN 

Improving the status of women is increasingly recognized as fundamental to improving 
the basic human rights of over half the population of the world and also contributing to socio­
economic progress. Throughout human history migration has been a major means used by 
people to improve their status, or simply to survive. Women's migration, both internally within 
developing countries and internationally across borders to neighbouring countries or to 
developed countries, is inextricably linked to the situation and status of women in society. But 
what do we know about women's migration? How significant is women's migration (internal 
and international) in quantitative terms? Do existing sources of data provide adequate 
information? What do we know about the determinants of women's migration and its 
consequences? For example, does migration lead to improvements in the status of women, 
breaking down patriarchal structures and enhancing women's autonomy or does it lead to 
perpetuate dependency? How reliable is our knowledge of the answers to these questions? 
To what degree is our knowledge of determinants and consequences compromised by shortfalls 
in analytical approaches and limitations in the data? What should be done to address these 
issues -viz., to improve the quality of data and the analytical approaches used? These issues 
will be dealt with in this manuscript, primarily from a methodological perspective. The focus 
is on women from the deveioping countries, covering both their internal and international 
migration. 

These issues are important as the world prepares for the 1995 World Conference on 
Women in Beijing. That conference will follow a number of previous UN activities and 
conferences, including the International Decade on Women, the decennial International 
Population Conferences (including the Cairo meeting to take place in September, 1994), and 
many other international and regional meetings in recent years. The present manuscript also 
builds upon two earlier UN documents, Compiling Social Indicators on the Situation of Women 
(UN, 1984, reprinted by INSTRAW in 1988) and Improving Concepts and Methods for 
Statistics and Indicators on the Situation of Women (UN, 1984, also reprinted by INSTRA W 
in 1988). 

B. Importance of Women's Migration 

Demographers define migration, whether intern.al or international, as a change in the 
place of residence involving movement across a political or administrative border. The only 
difference between internal and international migration is that the former involves movement 
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across a border within a country while the latter requires movement across an international 
boundary. Nevertheless, serious questions arise with respect to the precise meaning and 
implications of "change of residence" and "movement across a political border". These 
questions will be discussed below, both in general terms and with respect to the measurement 
of women's migration in particular. Additional, relevant issues will also be considered, 
including how long one must be in a place before it qualifies as a "change of residence", and 
whether subjective information regarding intended length of stay (e.g., to someone who has 
just arrived, or is being interviewed) is relevant for measurement purposes. 

Women are playing increasingly important roles in labour markets and therefore in the 
socio-economic development of developing countries. Given that both internal and international 
migration are intimately intertwined with socio-economic change1

, and that much migration 
is associated with seeking better employment opportunities, one would expect there to have 
been an increase in the migration of women world-wide in recent decades, given the pace of 
economic change in most of the developing world. We would also expect this to be the case 
given the vast increase in the level of education of females throughout the world; the 
continuing process of urbanization that is profoundly changing population distribution; the rise 
in women's aspirations to become more active in public life, including in the labour force and 
in government decision-making; and improvements in communications systems which 
contribute to greater awareness of differences across societies and therefore to secular forces 
leading to migration as well as greater concerns about issues of equality of opportunities and 
equity throughout the world. 

Despite such changes, existing evidence does not indicate a generally increasing role of 
females in internal or international migration. Trends continue to be mixed, with women 
accounting for roughly half of all internal migration in the developing world -albeit varying 
considerably across regions and countries within each region (e.g., women comprise over half 
of the rural-urban migrants in Latin America and under half in Africa)- and slightly less than 
half of all international migration. With the total volume of internal migration in the 
developing world at least ten times that of international migration (crude estimates suggest 
there are currently about one billion lifetime internal migrants and 100 million lifetime 
international migrants in the world as a whole), the total numbers of women and men moving 
each year are probably about the same. And yet, for reasons examined below, we know far 
more about the factors affecting men's migration, and its consequences, than we do about the 
determinants or consequences of women's migration. 

1 They are also related to each other in some cases. This occurs in two ways. First, the self-evident 
one: for people who aspire to a better life, or flee from unpleasant circumstances, internal and international 
migration are two mutually exclusive alternatives in the short run. One substitutes the other. That is, 
someone may migrate internally as a substitute for an international move, and vice versa. But internal and 
international migration are related in another way which is probably quantitatively more important. Second, 
much migration is by stages: first, from the rural farm to a village or small town (which is still essentially 
rural), then from the village to a small city, then to a large city, and then, finally, to another country. At 
each step the migrant has to confront many new challenges and alter her/his lifestyle, but the changes are 
fairly modest and manageable for most, which is usuaily not the case for a move directly from a farm to a 
large city or abroad. Of course, the changes listed may occur over more than one generation. 
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While deficiencies in data contribute to this ignorance, more fundamental forces are also 
at work. Before reviewing these forces, we should recognize that the determinants of women's 
migration are probably more complex than the determinants of men's migration, because of 
the more multidimensional roles played by women, including having primary responsibility for 
child care, feeding the family, keeping the marriage together (see Oppong, 1980, on the seven 
roles of women) and playing a major role in economic production2

• Thus women's rnigration 
varies from migration in which women are the main or only decision makers, and migrate 
mainly for economic reasons, to migration in which women are equal partners or to migration 
in which women have no role in the decision process. While the terms "autonomous migrant" 
and "tied migrant" have often been used to distinguish the first and last types in both internal 
and international migration, they do suggest an artificial dichotomy. Thus they do not 
recognize that women are sometimes equal partners in the process, which in fact might be 
considered a long run goal of society as the roles of the sexes become more equalized. Other 
parallel, though not identical, terms for different groups of migrants have also been used in 
the literature, including economic vs. non-economic migration, active vs. passive migrants, 
voluntary vs. involuntary (or forced) migration, and mobility vs. survival migration. New 
terms have also come into vogue such as "internally displaced persons" (or "internal 
refugees"), which further underlines the lack of uniformity in basic terminology in the field 
of migration. Furthermore, one very common type of migration involving women has been 
almost totally ignored, even in those few studies which have investigated women's migration: 
"marriage migration", comprising both migration of women to get married and migration to 
follow a spouse soon after marriage. This will be further discussed below. 

C. Why Has the Migration of Women Been Neglected? 

The reasons are many, but some stand out: 

a) Migration theory. Because of the important role played by the human capital model in 
migration theory, the migration literature has focused heavily on autonomous or so-called 
"economic" migration, or migration motivated ostensibly for reasons of employment or 
economic opportunity (or to escape economic deprivation). Men have been generally 
more likely than women to report their moves as motivated primarily for economic 
reasons. 

b) Underestimation of women's economic activity and labour force participation. The 
relevance of this point is directly related to point (a) above. Since much of the economic 
activity of women is not classified as such in standard labour force and other surveys, 
it is implicitly viewed as irrelevant for migration analysis. 

2 Even if not always reflected in the so-called "market production" focussed upon by economists and 
the internationally-used UN system of national accounts--see Goldschmidt~Clermont (1982), Waring (1988), 
etc. 
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c) The neglect of women in scholarly social science research in general (as well as in 
literature, art, politics, etc.). This is due to their generally lower status and presumably 
passive, dependent roles in society, which, however, are beginning to change in much 
of the developing countries. Indeed, dramatic changes in the structure and functioning 
of the family itself are occurring in some countries, perhaps most noticeably in Southeast 
and East Asia. 

d) Most research on migration has been carried out by men. This is a fact, though it need 
not by itself have led to the neglect of female migrants since men as well as women are 
certainly capable of studying women's migration. 

e) Inadequacies in existing data on women's migration, at both the macro and micro levels, 
for reasons not unrelated to the above. 

An in-depth understanding of the selectivity, determinants and/or consequences of internal 
migration requires accurate data on the extent and characteristics of female migration. Biases 
may exist in the levels, patterns or characteristics of female migration which distort both the 
basic data and therefore the conclusions reached in substantive studies. These biases may be 
inherent in existing data sources or they may stem from the form in which the data are 
collected. Whether such biases exist, where, and their implications is an important focus of 
this present study. This issue is discussed further in sections II.B.3 and III.B. · 
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II. THE INTERNAL MIGRATION OF WOMEN 

A. Who Is a Migrant? General Issues in 
the Definition of Internal Migration 

Migration is a demographic event which is much more complex to conceptualize and 
define than commonly recognized, and certainly far more complex to define than the other two 
demographic phenomena, fertility and mortality. There are several reasons for this: 

a) defining when a migration movement occurs is much more difficult than defining 
when a birth or death occurs because it requires simultaneously taking into 
consideration dimensions of both space and time; 

b) migration may involve individuals moving alone, several individuals or a whole 
family moving together, or even larger groups such as a whole clan or village 
moving together, whether the members of the group are related or not by 
consanguinity; 

c) a person/family/etc. , may migrate more than once, and may return to the place of 
origin, "disappearing" from migration statistics in many measurement systems; 

d) migration always involves two places, an origin and a destination, and thus requires 
that the potential migrant (and the analyst) take into account the characteristics of 
both the place of origin and at least one possible destination; 

e) migration may be voluntary or involuntary/forced, or involve elements of both; 

f) the socio-economic and institutional factors generally influence migration much more 
than fertility or mortality. 

These points are further elaborated below. 

First regarding (a), the spatial dimension involves two further criteria, both of which 
must be simultaneously satisfied, and both to some degree subjective and arbitrary: (i) 
movement across a political or administrative boundary (so that spatially trivial moves, such 
as to the house on the next street, can be ignored), and (ii) movement which involves a change 
of "usual residence". But political boundaries are just that -politically instituted and as easily 
changed. They can therefore vary over time -indeed, both country borders and internal, sub­
national political jurisdictions within countries do change- confounding comparisons of 
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measurements of migration between political units over time even within countries. Thus, as 
populations of developing countries have increased over time and redistributed themselves, new 
states and districts have often been administratively created out of previous ones, leading to 
an automatic increase in reported internal migration rates over time compared to what would 
have measured based upon the larger previous boundaries. 

But the problems are even more serious and omnipresent when comparing measures of 
internal migration across countries. The reason is that countries have established their own 
internal political boundaries, which has created administrative units of vastly different 
geographic and population sizes. For example, provinces (or states) in some large countries 
are much larger in geographic area than many countries in the world, so that movement over 
a given distance in the former may not be classified as internal migration while in many small 
countries they will perforce involve internal migration or even international migration. The 
same differences exist across countries with respect to population size: Several provinces in 
China (e.g., Szechuan) and India (e.g., Uttar Pradesh) have populations of more than 100 
million -or more than all but a half dozen countries of the world. Corresponding differences 
also exist across countries at the second level of "major civil division", known variously as 
districts, counties or municipios. In most countries changes of residence are defined as internal 
migration only if they involve movement across a major civil division boundary, that is, down 
to this second level. However, some countries (such as Ecuador) process, if not publish, 
internal migration statistics for a third level, known as a "minor civil division" (such as a 
subdistrict). The use of a third level in definitions of internal migration in a country creates 
smaller geographic areas which evidently results in higher reported levels of internal migration 
than if only two levels of civil division were used. 

Migration across major rather than minor civil divisions is what is routinely tabulated and 
reported in most countries, so that longer distance moves tend to be much more completely 
reported than shorter distance moves. Thus the existing wide differences in the geographic size 
of political units across countries makes comparisons of internal migration flows and rates 
across countries almost useless. In addition, to the extent that women tend to migrate over 
different distances than men, the particular geographic units used in a country will directly 
affect the relative migration rates estimated for men and women (see II.B.3 below). 

It might be thought that at least rural-urb;m migration rates should be more comparable 
across countries. But the first requirement for identifying rural-urban migrants is that the 
previous place of residence (or the place of birth, as the case may be) be classified in the data 
source (e.g., a census of population) as urban or rural, which is often not done. Even if the 
respondent is asked whether his/her previous residence was urban or rural, the response is 
subjective and of low validity. The United Nations has suggested that countries use a common 
demographic criterion to distinguish urban from rural areas. Thus, areas with clusters of 
dwellings such that the total population is 2000 or more should be classified as urban, while 
smaller communities and isolated dwellings are to be classified as rural. But, alas, as is patent 
in the footnotes of any UN Demographic Yearbook, definitions of "urban" are almost as 
numerous as the number of countries itself. Thus, various other criteria are commonly used 
to define "urban", alone or in various combinations or in combination with some demographic 
criterion. Such non-demographic criteria include having urban characteristics (streets, 
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electricity, a school, a building over two stories tall, a police or security post, etc.), being the 
capital of a major or minor civil division, having a legal status as urban (such as "incorporated 
places" in the United States), having a certain proportion of the labour force engaged in non­
agricultural activities, having a population density above some threshold, etc. With such wide 
variations across countries, even comparisons of rural-urban migration rates are evidently 
fraught with severe difficulties. 

Migrants are also conventionally classified or defined according to the actual or expected 
length of stay in a given location. Thus migrants are persons whose existing duration of 
residence, or whose anticipated or planned duration of residence, which is completely 
subjective, surpasses some lower limit (usually six months or one year). This definition is 
commonly true of international as well as internal migration. Alternatively, those who move 
are classified into (1) so-called "permanent" or long-term migrants, and (2) short-term, 
temporary or seasonal migrants, though other types can and have been conceptualized as 
relevant for particular situations or analytical purposes (nomadic movements, circulation, 
transilients, etc. (see Standing, 1984, for an imaginative treatment). Existing data sources and 
data collection practices (see II.B below) tend to identify migration only iri terms of long-term 
changes of residence. Thus, to the extent that women's participation in migration tends to 
differ from that of men with respect to short- vs. long-term migration, it will be 
misrepresented compared to that of men. Whether the failure to adequately collect information 
on short-term migration leads to any general tendency to undercount female migrants will be 
examined in section 11.B.3. 

"Usual residence" is also sometimes not clear, such as for street dwellers, transients, 
circulators, pastoralists and nomads, and others who spend part of a year at one location and 
part at another. Determining the usual place of residence of these populations requires, at 
minimum, specialized questions. This is also true for a large group of women and girls, 
usually migrants, for whom the "usual" place of residence is often unclear -live-in domestic 
workers. Since the head of household is the usual respondent in censuses and household 
surveys, what will the head report as the place of residence of the live-in domestic employee? 
Or will the domestic worker even be counted as part of the household? On the other hand, 
if the domestic worker is herself asked about her usual place of residence, would she report 
her de facto place at the employer's house or her place of origin, which may well be rural and 
some distance (across a political boundary) away? Her answer may depend upon how long 
she has been away from her family of origin and the extent to which she considers herself to 
have left permanently. If the census or survey uses a de facto criterion for place of residence, 
the domestic employee should be reported as a resident of the household (The UN Statistical 
Office recommends a de facto criterion for censuses.) Given the wide gap in socio-economic 
status between the household head and the domestic worker (as well as differences in race and 
ethnicity often), domestic employees may be significantly underreported in places of destination 
in many censuses. To the extent that this occurs, it would imply a substantial undercount of 
female migration (and most likely also of rural-urban migration, since most domestic 
employees come from rural areas) . Similarly, there may be ambiguity in identifying the usual 
residence of a young woman moving from one dependent relative (e.g., parents) to another 
(family of new spouse) associated with marriage migration. This could well also lead to 

7 



underestimates of migration of women, particularly where such marriage migration is common, 
as in South Asia. 

Data on reasons people give for their migration are sometimes used by researchers to 
identify subjects "worthy" of investigation. While economic reasons are the ones most 
commonly given for.long-term migration, other reasons are often important, such as to obtain 
further education, change of climate or environment, get married, and other personal reasons. 
Information concerning reasons becomes important in the present context if the research 
focuses upon only a certain type of migration, such as. labour migration, or only upon 
migration for "economic" reasons. Indeed, most research on migration by economists has this 
limitation. This seems ironic since it is an economist, Gary Becker, who developed the 
economic theory of marriage. But has any economist studied marriage migration as important 
as it is not only in South Asia, where its frequency is well known, but also in many other 
places, including Nigeria (Watts, 1983), China (Ji et aL, 1986), and Cameroon (Simmons et 
aL, 1977:28)? Indeed, marriage migration has received very little attention from any 
migration scholars, economists or non-economists. Thus, to the extent that women are less 
likely to state economie reasons for migration than men, studies that focus on "economic" 
migration may well neglect women. It is also possible that proxy respondents to census or 
survey questions may neglect to report persons who have left for non-economic, personal or 
idiosyncratic reasons, and that these are more likely to be female (see II.B.2 below). 

Although migrants may move as individuals or as family units (and sometimes as larger 
units, such as clans and whole villages), a general issue that arises in considering the migration 
of individual women is whether they migrate autonomously or are passive followers, as wives 
or daughters of men who are assumed to be the household heads and, ipso facto, the decision 
makers with respect to migration. Similar issues arise in considering family migration, which 
probably accounts for more migration numerically in both developed and developing countries 
than individual migration (though there are no data to confirm this). In the case of family 
migration, it is generally automatically assumed that married women are passive participants, 
so only the male "head of household" is asked why the family, and thereby each of its 
members, migrated. In some societies, the father may even be asked why his daughter moved 
even if she is single and available to answer for herself, under the presumption that he made 
the decision for her. These practices, which can seriously bias the responses obtained, are 
further discussed in subsection 11.B.3 . 

B. Measurement 

1. Sources of data on internal migration of women 

a) Introduction 

The standard sources of demographic data are population censuses, vital registration 
systems, sample surveys and population registers. The second and fourth can be dispensed with 
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in the present context for the vast majority of developing countries, the second because vital 
statistics systems invariably collect data relating only to "vital" events (births and deaths), and 
the fourth because it is used mainly in developed countries (Japan and much of Europe). 
Nevertheless, continuous population registers do exist in a number of developing countries, 
and indeed the first such register (albeit incomplete) can be traced back over two thousand 
years to China. Unfortunately, in all countries, migration is the demographic event least 
completely registered via population registers. Nevertheless, the quality of migration data in 
developed countries which have population registers is generally quite high, and therefore very 
useful for the measurement of internal migration movements (van den Brekel, 1977). This is 
not the case in developing countries except those few with strong centralized planning systems. 

Because of the tendency of all existing sources of demographic data to miss some 
demographic events (births, deaths, and migration movements), particularly in developing 
countries, demographers have experimented with methods of combining data from more than 
one source. That is, to the degree that different approaches or systems tend to miss different 
events, two systems may correctly identify more events together than either system can achieve 
by itself. This is the rationale for "dual record systems". Moreover, it may be possible to 
plausibly estimate the number of events missed by both systems, which should be related to 
the number of events identified by each of the two systems missed by the other. A formula 
suggested by Chandrasekar and Deming (1949) has been used to estimate this number of events 
missed by both systems. From this, the total number of events can be estimated. While such 
dual record systems have been implemented in a number of developing countries since the 
1960s, most collect data only on births and deaths. One exception was the Sample Vital 
Registration Project of the Central Bureau of Statistics of Indonesia in 1977-79. The CBS dual 
record system consisted of (i) a sample vital statistics registration subsystem continuously 
covering a population of 230,000 in 112 urban and rural villages in 10 provinces, and (ii) a 
retrospective sample survey of the same population every 12 months. Data were collected not 
only on births and deaths but also on migration movements into and out of the sample areas. 
But while the dual record system appeared to yield significantly better estimates of birth and 
death rates than either of the component sub-systems alone, the data on migration were 
considered too defective for the method to even be applied. 

The two types of demographic data collection systems considered in the remainder of this 
section are therefore censuses of population and sample surveys. In each case the general 
advantages and disadvantages will be noted before indicating their relevance to the 
measurement of the relative incidence and characteristics of female migration. 

b) The population census 

Virtually all countries of the world now undertake a population census, more-or-less 
every ten years. Population censuses attempt to enumerate the entire population of the country, 
covering all areas, on the "census day". Households are asked if any/all members have 
changed their place of residence since some previous date (or since birth), allowing the 
identification of long-term (or lifetime) individual migrants, family migrants and non-migrants. 
Other data collected in the census schedule allow distinguishing these types in terms of the 
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various demographic and socio-economic characteristics included in the census questionnaire. 
Censuses are the only source that can provide this information for all political/administrative 
subdivisions of the country, including major "civil divisions" (such as provinces and states) 
and even minor civil divisions (districts, municipios, etc.). Special tabulations are also 
sometimes available (or can be prepared from publicly available census tapes) for much smaller 
areas, including individual villages, communities, or even census tracts and city blocks. 
Comparisons can therefore be made of migration flows, rates, and characteristics (including 
by sex) across all such geographic areas. Censuses also often provide data on migrants as 
distinguished by types of place of origin and place of destination, viz., rural-urban, rural-rural, 
urban-urban and urban-rural, though limitations arising from the country's particular definition 
of urban (and therefore the residual category, rural) --discussed above- must always be 
borne in mind. 

But there are important limitations to data on migration obtained from population 
censuses. First, the standard census questions ask place of birth and place of current residence, 
thus identifying only lifetime migrants. This information is often fairly accurate for large 
geographic areas, but becomes less reliable the greater the disaggregation. Data are often 
suspect also regarding the urban-rural character of the place of birth, which, moreover, may 
well have changed since the time of birth, particularly for older persons. This is directly 
related to the most serious limitation of this type of data: it cannot indicate when the lifetime 
migration occurred (or identify any intermediate moves), which is particularly problematic in 
the case of older persons. Also, persons who have migrated but later return back to their place 
of origin, after any number of moves, are identified as lifetime non-migrants, as if they had 
never moved. It is therefore much more useful to ask a question on place of previous residence 
at some fixed date in the past, such as at exactly five years prior to the census date. Whenever 
this place of residence differs from the current place of residence, this indicates that (net) 
migration has occurred over that recent time period. This recent migration is of much more 
interest for government planning and for most research purposes than lifetime migration. While 
intermediate moves and return migration within the period.are again lost, and while identifying 
the exact place of origin and its urban/rural character can still pose problems, both of these 
are far less serious than when place of birth is used. In addition, there exists a more flexible 
variant -asking place of previous residence and the date of the most recent change of 
residence involving crossing an internal border. This can also provide a better indication of 
short-term moves when the respondent considers residence to be established after only a few 
months or even weeks. However, accurate measurement of short-term migration requires a 
special set of questions (see, e.g., Oberai, 1984), which cannot be accommodated in a census 
schedule covering the whole population, which, by its nature, must be concise. 

Censuses are also of very limited use in the study of determinants or consequences of 
internal migration because of the inherent restrictions on the breadth and depth of data that can 
be collected (see Goldstein and Goldstein, 1979; Bilsborrow et al, 1984, Ch. 1 and passim). 
Since a census obtains information on the characteristics of migrants only at the time of the 
census and not at the time of migration, its value even for investigating the selectivity of 
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migration (comparing the characteristics of migrants and non-migrants) is problematic for those 
characteristics that may change between the two dates. 

Another limitation is the custom of publishing tabulations on migrants only on the basis 
of the first level of major civil division, viz., according to numbers crossing provincial/state 
borders. Data on persons crossing borders at the second major civil division level are rarely 
published by countries, though often tabulated. Data at the next or third (minor) civil division 
level, such as for sub-districts, municipios or villages, are virtually never published, and often 
are not even coded when the census data are processed. This is ostensibly because of the 
difficulty of the task, given the typically large number of such units in the country and the 
increasing prevalence of missing data or errors in data associated with greater disaggregation. 
As a result, much migration is not reponed in standard census publications. That migration 
rates vary inversely with distance is well-known. For example, according to the 1970 census 
of Thailand, the percentage of persons migrating across provincial borders in the preceding 
five years was 9. 5, while that moving across district lines was 13. 0, and that moving from one 
locality to another (such as from one village to another) was 34.3. Similarly, the five year 
migration rates for Malaysia for 1971-1976, estimated by Radloff (1982: 180) from the 1976-
1977 Malaysian Family Life Survey, were, respectively, 7 .1, 11.4, and 34.5 for the same 
three levels. Radloff concluded that defining migration with reference to states instead of 
districts in Malaysia led to missing at least 60 per cent of the migrants. Unfortunately, data 
are not available from either of the above two sources by sex. 

In principle, there should be equal coverage of men and women in censuses of 
population, but as we shall see, biases may arise not because of the questions posed but 
because of the procedures used in collecting, processing and analysing the information. 

c) Household sample surveys 

Household sample surveys are very flexible and can therefore be designed to cover 
specific populations/areas and include detailed, probing questions. Unlike censuses, they can 
be specifically designed to investigate internal migration. A single-round retrospective survey 
on migration can ask a migrant questions about his/her situation in the previous place of 
residence, including activities and status there, as well as about current activities. Reasons for 
leaving the place of previous residence, which should be distinguished from reasons for 
coming to the current place of destination, can also be explored. Information can also be 
obtained from non-migrants in both places of origin and destination. 3 

While detailed questions are needed to investigate either the determinants or consequences 
of migration for the migrant and his/her household, the information typically obtained, even 
in most specialized migration surveys, refers only to the current residence and the previous 
residence. A broader picture of migration movements, of changes during the life cycle and 

3 Virtually no geographic location is only a "place of origin" or "place of destination". Most locations 
have both in-migrants and out-migrants. The usage here simply refers to the places from which particular 
migrants come and go to, at the micro level. 
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over time, of stage migration, return migration, etc., can be obtained from a migration history, 
which records all changes of residence over a person's lifetime (or since some initial age, say 
12 or 15, when participation in decision-making may be considered to commence). A 
migration history can be expanded into a life history by obtaining information about other key 
events in a person's life, such as changes in employment, changes in marital status and dates 
of children's births. Obtaining information via a life history questionnaire that links the timing 
of one event to another can also help the respondent recall not only the dates and relative 
timing of events but also the characteristics of each event, and therefore improve the quality 
of the data (Freedman et al, 1988). 4 More detailed information on the events or life transitions 
noted above, for example, on wage levels, occupation, and intensity (hours) of work for each 
employment change, would make it possible to also carry out longitudinal analysis of the 
determinants and especially the consequences of migration for the migrant over time. Life­
history data can be especially valuable for certain analyses of particular relevance for women, 
such as investigating the interrelations between female migration and employment, child­
bearing and marital disruption (including the effects of the relative timing of events, which is 
usually obscured in single-round surveys: CF. Peters, 1987; Gurak and Gilbertson, 1991). 
Although life-history data can therefore be quite useful, their collection requires much longer 
interviews and higher survey costs, and may make it more difficult to obtain detailed 
information pertaining to the most recent move, which is usually the one of greatest policy 
interest (Bilsborrow, 1984). · 

Nevertheless, despite such considerable advantages of household surveys for the study 
of migration, they do have some inherent limitations (in addition to those commonly resulting 
from inadequate applications or analysis). Thus surveys usually cannot be used to measure 
levels or rates of migration because they do not provide denominators. Speeialized migration 
surveys may well also not be representative of the whole country. Survey data are also always 
subject to sampling error, so their statistical reliability depends upon the quality of the sample. 
Finally, most existing surveys have been conducted only in areas of destination (see 
Bilsborrow, 1984), which is useful for examining some aspects of the consequences of 
migration, but not its determinants. Similarly, surveys conducted in origin areas provide 
information only about individual out-migrants and not about migration when the whole 
household moves (precisely because there is no one left in the origin area to provide reliable 
information about the out-migrants). They can therefore be used only in studies of the 
determinants of migration, and indeed only of the determinants of out-migration ofindividuals 
(for an example, see, e.g., Bilsborrow et al, 1987). 

4 It is particularly distressing that very few of the more than one hundred detailed fertility-mortality­
health surveys carried out over the past two decades through the World Fertility Survey, Contraceptive 
Prevalence Survey, and now the on-going Demographic and Health Survey programmes, have collected any 
migration information. The inclusion of two or three simple questions would have created a wealth of 
information on internal migration, and made possible quantum progress in knowledge and in the field of 
migration generally. 
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2. What do existing data show regarding 
the levels of internal migration of women? 

The existing data reviewed here are primarily from population censuses in developing 
countries carried out in the 1970 and 1980 rounds of censuses. Not many countries have as 
yet published and made available to international agencies data from the 1990-round of 
censuses. Since there have undoubtedly been changes in migration patterns in some countries, 
it is important that data from the 1990 censuses be examined as soon as available. Although 
some of the data reviewed below are from migration surveys, the results of such surveys are 
so scattered around the literature, and often unpublished, that it is beyond the scope of this 
review to undertake a comprehensive assessment. Moreover, since there has been so little 
international funding available for migration surveys, the number of large-scale surveys with 
significant data on internal migration is very small indeed (Bilsborrow, 1984). Tables 2.1 to 
2.3 and 2.9 are from UN Secretariat (1993), Table 2.4 is from Singelmann (1993), and Tables 
2.5 through 2.8 are from Hugo (1993). Further details on these and other tables therein (e.g., 
those containing data by age) are found in those papers. Data showing general levels of 
migration by geographic region, and trends over time, are also not presented here. Standard 
references provide this information (cf. various issues of the UN Demographic Yearbook) 
though not by sex. It should be noted that existing data indicate that the overall proportion of 
women in internal migration movements in the developing countries is very close to one half, 
but it varies considerably by region (e.g., being more than half in Latin America, less than 
half in Africa) and by country within each region, and that this share has not changed 
appreciably in the past three decades (UN Secretariat, 1993). The present monograph is 
concerned with methodological aspects and possible biases in existing sources, and does not 
dwell upon the substantive data themselves, or whether these data provide reliable data on 
trends over time. 

In assessing the types of tables published by developing countries from the 1970 and 1980 
rounds of censuses, it is noted that in Sub-Saharan Africa only 10 countries published data on 
internal migration between 1969 and 1982: Senegal, Mauritania, Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone, 
Rwanda, Kenya, Uganda, Zimbabwe and Botswana. Eight of these provided data only on 
lifetime migrants, but only two on migration by rural-urban location (Sierra Leone and 
Botswana), three on in- and out-migrants (rather than only net migrants, which is not as useful 
s~nce the in- and out-migrants usually have different characteristics), four by age group, and 
three by district of residence (rather than only by province or region). Only seven provided 
any information on the sex of the migrants, in each case only for lifetime migrants and without 
any cross-classification by age or urban-rural residence. These seven countries are Mauritania, 
Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Uganda, and Kenya. The situation is not much better 
in Asia, where only six developing countries provided data on internal migration in 1980-84: 
Turkey, Bangladesh, India, Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. Half of these provided data 
disaggregated by district and half used place of previous residence. All provided some data on 
duration in current residence, and all but Indonesia published some tables on migrants by sex, 
only India, Bangladesh and Thailand cross-classified migrants by sex by rural-urban flow or 
duration of residence, and only Thailand published data on male and female migrants cross-
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classified by duration of residence, rural-urban residence, and age group simultaneously. 
Clearly there is wide scope for more detailed publications of data on migration from censuses 
in general, as well as by sex.5 

The discussion of existing data below deals with levels of female compared to male 
internal migration from several aspects: a spatial perspective, that is, of the distance of the 
move; a temporal view, based on duration of residence; the type of migration flow (rural­
urban, others); rural-urban migration by region; and reasons for migration. 

First, regarding the distance of the move, a common proposition dating from the early 
days of study in the field of migration, {the so-c'alled "laws of migration" postulated by 
Ravenstein over a century ago (1885, 1889) is that women tend to migrate shorter distances 
than men. Table 2.1 presents data for four countries where migration has been measured 
according to at least two distinct spatial criteria, the crossing of interstate borders and the 
crossing of interdistrict boundaries. Since states comprise districts, which are therefore 
generally of much smaller size, migration between districts can be taken as an indicator of 
migration over shorter distances than interstate migration, although this is not always the case 
(the distance between non-contiguous districts within the same state may be greater than that 
between districts belonging to contiguous states). Thus if interstate migration is the only type 
considered, will it misrepresent the extent of women's participation in migration flows? Data 
in Table 2.1 provide some weak evidence in the affirmative, though the answer varies by 
country. In three of the four countries with relevant census data (Libya, India and Thailand), 
women were more numerous than men in intrastate than in interstate migration. However, in 
Brazil women were more numerous than men among interstate migrants than among intrastate 
migrants, though the difference was small (51 compared with 49 per cent). 

Survey data can supplement census data on this issue. In Malaysia the share of women 
in intrastate migration was about 50 per cent, compared to 4 7 per cent for interstate migration 
(Radloff, 1982). However, detailed data from a survey of internal migration in Ecuador in 
1977-78 found that women's share of long-distance migration was greater than their share of 
short-distance migration (Bilsborrow et al, 1987). 

It is thus possible, and a hypothesis worth examination, that the greater social freedom 
of women and greater participation in the urban labour force in Latin America compared with 
most of Asia and Africa, is associated with relatively longer distance moves by women in the 
region. In any case, the bottom line is that women's share of migration may be 
underrepresented when migration estimates are presented for only the first level of major civil 
division (states or provinces), and it is therefore highly desirable for governments to tabulate 
and publish migration data by at least two levels of geographic disaggregation, viz., also for 
districts or the equivalent. Indeed, data for a third level should also be processed and 
tabulated, and made available upon request to researchers , other government agencies, and 

5 The situation in Latin America, which is somewhat better, is not discussed here, but some data are 
provided in the discussion below on the !MILA project. 
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smaller political entities for local planning purposes. 6 If microcomputers have come into use 
at sub-national units for planning purposes, copies of diskettes with data for the particular 
province or district could be distributed to them by the national census authorities, thus 
enabling each local government to prepare whatever tabulations it desires, including on 
women, 

A second issue is whether women tend to participate less than men in short-term 
migration compared with long-term migration, as commonly hypothesized (e.g., Standing, 
1984; Hugo, 1993). With regard to short-term movements of a less transitory nature than 
circulation or commuting, as noted above, one cannot expect much light to be shed by census 
data. Nevertheless, some census data do provide some indication of the overall prevalence and 
its composition by sex. Table 2.2 presents data on migrants by duration of stay at their usual 
place of residence as reported at the time of the census. In most censuses available, migrants 
were identified only as persons whose place of birth was different from their place of residence 
at the time of enumeration, but their duration of stay at the latter was also recorded. Because 
most censuses were carried out on a de jure basis, movements of a transitory nature are not 
reflected in the data. Moreover, since many "recent" migrants (those whose duration of stay 
was less than a year at the time of enumeration) would likely become long-term migrants over 
time, they cannot be considered representative of short-term migrants. Despite these 
deficiencies, the proportion of women among recent migrants is indeed lower than it is among 
longer-term migrants in most country-area-years reported for eight of the eleven countries. In 
the four Latin American countries considered (Brazil, Panama, Trinidad, and Venezuela), 
however, the difference between the highest proportion of women reported in the other 
duration categories and that among recent migrants is small. This is also true for Cameroon, 
the Congo (1984) and Libya, implying that the selectivity of recent migration with respect to 
sex is generally weak. Only in Bangladesh, Egypt, Nepal, and especially India, is sex 
selectivity significant, particularly in rural areas of India, and probably associated with 
marriage migration. 

6 Given the complications of preparing detailed tabulations on migrants for many small areas, rather than 
doing this for each area of origin and destination, some sort of geographic grouping is likely to be preferable. 
Thus, for each district data might be published on non-migrants, migrants from/to each contiguous district 
by name, migrants from/to all other districts in the same province combined, total 'migrants from/to each 
adjoining province, migrants from/to all other provinces combined, and migrants from/to abroad 
(international migrants). 
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TABLE 2.1 
INTRASTATE AND INTERSTATE MIGRANTS BY SEX, SELECTED DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

(Number of migrants in thousands) 

Country, census year 
and data type 

Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya, 1973 

Place of birth 

India, 1971 
Place of birth 

Rural 

Urban 

Total 

India, 1981 
Previous residence 

Rural 

Urban 

Total 

Thailand, 1980 
Residence in 1975 

Brazil, 1970 
Place of birth 

Type of 
migrant 

A. Africa 

Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants . . . 

B. Asia 

Intradistrict . . . . . . . . . . . 
Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants . .. 

Intradistrict . . . . . . . . . . . 
Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants .. 

Intradistrict . . . . . . . . . . . 
Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants 

Intradistrict . . . . . . . . ... 
Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number o( migrants .. 

lntradistrict . . . . . . . . . . . 
Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants . . 

Intradistrict . . ... . .. . . . 

Intrastate . . . . . . . , . . . . . 
Interstate · . . . . . . . . . . ... 
Total number of migrants .. 

Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Interstate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants .. 

C. Latin America 

Intrastate . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Inter state . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Total number of migrants ... 

Source: United Nations Secretariat (1993), pp. 96-97. 
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Male Female 
(percentage) 

60.2 
39.8 
326 

56.1 
27.4 
16.4 

43 742 

28.5 
41.5 
30.0 

13 947 

49.4 
30.8 
19.7 

57 876 

59.9 
25.3 
14.9 

43 911 

30.3 
41.1 
28.6 

15 759 

51.9 

29.4 
18.6 

59 921 

31.5 
68.5 

1 128 

51.1 
48.9 

15 110 

57.5 
42.5 
352 

72.1 
21.2 

6.7 
118 544 

35.5 
41.5 
22.9 

19 598 

66.9 
24.0 

9.0 
138 427 

73.6 
20.1 

6.3 
120 977 

36.8 
41.0 
22.1 

20 424 

68.2 

23.2 
8.6 

141 785 

30.9 
69.1 

1 053 

53.6 
46.4 

15 160 

Percentage 
female 

49.2 
46.5 
48.1 

77.7 
67.6 
52.5 
73.0 

63.7 
58.4 
51.8 
58.4 

76.4 
65.1 
52.2 
70.5 

77.2 
68.7 
53.8 
73.4 

61.1 
56.4 
50.1 
56.4 

75.7 

65.1 
52.3 
70.3 

52.2 
51.5 
51.7 

48.7 
51.2 
49.9 



TABLE 2.2 
MIGRANTS BY SEX AND DURATION OF STAY AT PLACE OF CURRENT RESIDENCE 

RECORDED BY CENSUSES OF SELECTED DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

(Number of migrants in thousands) 

Country, census Duration of 
year and residence Percentage Both Percentage 

current residence (years) Male Female Sexes female 

A. Africa 
Cameroon, 1976 

All country Less than 1 .. . . . . . . ... . . . 13.4 12.6 13.0 45.7 
1-4 .... .. .. . . ... . . ... . 36.6 36.2 36.4 47.0 
5-9 ....... . . . .... .. . . . 19.7 20.2 19.9 47.8 
10 or more . . .... . .. . . . .. 30.2 31.0 30.6 47.9 
Number of migrants ........ 1 010 906 1 916 47.3 
Migrants as percentage of total 28 .9 24.9 26.9 

Congo, 1974 
All country Less than 1 .. . . . ... . ... . . 25.0 26.4 25.7 50.1 

1-4 ... . ........ .. . . . .. 8.1 8.8 8.4 50.9 
5-9 ......... . . . . . ... .. 18.8 19.1 19.0 49.1 
10 or more ......... . . .. . 38.9 34.9 36.9 46.0 
Number of migrants • • 0 0 0 0 o I 133 126 259 48.7 
Migrants as percentage of total 21.0 18.4 19.7 

Congo, 1984 
All country Less than 1 ... . . . . . . . . .. . 11.9 11.6 11.8 49.1 

1-4 ..... · ...... .. . . ... . 33.3 32.6 33.0 49.3 
5-9 .... . ....... . . . . . . . 17.1 17.6 17.3 50.6 
10 or more ............ . . 32.4 32.7 32.5 50.2 
Number of migrants ...... .. 331 329 660 49.9 
Migrants as percentage of total 37.7 35.5 36.5 

Egypt, 1976 
All country Less than 1 ...... . . . . . . . . 5.5 4.7 5.1 46.1 

1-4 .......... . . .... . .. 28.1 28.0 28.0 49.6 
5-9 .... . . . ... . . . . ..... 16.7 17.6 17.2 51.1 
10 or more ..... . . . ... . .. 49.7 49.7 49.7 49.8 
Number of migrants . . . ..... 2 571 2 548 5 119 49.8 
Migrants as percentage of total 13.8 14.2 14.0 

Egypt, 1976 
Urban Less than 1 ....... . . . . . . . 5.6 5.0 5.3 44.9 

1-4 ...... . . . . . . . ... . . . 27.8 28.7 28.2 48.5 
5-9 . ..... . . . . ..... . .. . 15.9 17.3 16.5 49.7 
10 or more ...... . . .. . .. . 50.7 49.0 49.9 46.7 
Number of migrants ... ... . . 2 178 1 980 4 158 47.6 
Migrants as percentage of total 26.7 25.5 26.1 

Egypt, 1976 
Rural Less than 1 .. . . . . ... . . . .. 4.9 3.8 4.3 52.5 

1-4 ........... ... . . . . . 29.9 25.2 27.1 54.9 
5-9 ........... . . . . . . . . 21.3 18.8 19.8 56.1 
10 or more .. . ... ... .. . .. 43.8 52.2 48.8 63.2 
Number of migrants 0 0 0 0 0 0 o I 393 568 962 59.1 
Migrants as percentage of total 3.8 5.6 4.7 
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TABLE 2.2 (continued) 

Country, census Duration of 
year and residence Percentage Both Percentage 

cu1Tent residence (years) Male Female Sexes female 

Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya, 1973 
All country Less than 1 ... . ... ... ... 6.7 6.7 6.7 47.8 

1-4 •' • e. e 0 e e e 0 e 0 • • e 0 I 30.9 32.0 31.4 48.9 
5-9 o' I 0 • 0 e o 0 ' o 0 o 0 I 0 0 0 24.4 24.9 24.6 48.6 
10 or more o I 0 0 o • o I 0 o 0 0 O 38.0 36.4 37.2 47.0 
Number of migrants 0 0 0 0 I 0' 0 387 358 745 48.0 
Migrants as percentage of total 36.6 36.0 36.3 

B. Asia 
Bangladesh, 1974 

All country Less than 1 . ........ ... . . 13.5 12.0 12.8 42.9 
1-4 .... . ...... .. . . . . . 28.2 24.5 26.5 42.4 
5-9 o 0 0 o 0 0 o 0 0 o I 0 ' 0 0 0 0 0 17.5 17.3 17.4 45.5 
10 or more . . . . . . . . ... . . 40.9 46.2 43.3 48;8 
Number of migrants . . . . .... 2 828 2 389 5 218 45.8 
Migrants as percentage of total 7.6 6.9 7.3 

Urban Less than l o 0 0 o I 0 • • 0 I 0 o • 11.9 11.0 11.5 38.3 
1-4 ........ .. . .... .. . 34.0 32.6 33.4 39.2 
5-9 ...... . . . . . . . .. ... 17.9 18.7 18.2 41.3 
10 or more o ''' • • o ' 0 I o I o 36.2 37.7 36.8 41.2 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 1 794 1 207 3 001 40.2 
Migrants as percentage of total 50.7 44.1 47.8 

Rural Less than 1 0 0 0 0 0 o o 0 I 0 I o 0 16.2 13.0 14.5 47.9 
1-4 ........... . ... . . . 18.1 16.3 17.1 50.7 
5-9 ........... . . . .. .... 16.8 15.9 16.3 51.9 
10 or more .. . . . ........ 48.9 54.8 52.0 56.2 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 1 034 1 182 2 217 53.3 
Migrants as percentage of total 3. 1 3.7 3.4 

India, 1981 
All country Less than 1 o 0 o 0 o -, I o 0 0 o • 0 8.5 3.7 5.1 50.7 

1-4 ..... ....... ...... 26.0 17.0 19.7 60.8 
5-9 ... . ....... ...... . 16.7 14.8 15.4 67.8 
10 or more . . ....... . ... 42.0 61.1 55.4 77.5 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 59 671 141 401 201 072 70.3 
Migrants as percentage of total 17.3 44.0 30.2 

Urban Less than 1 0 0 o 0' 0 I 0 0 0 0 0 0 6.1 4.8 5.4 45.8 
1-4 .... . ....... ...... 26.9 23.9 25.4 48.8 
5-9 .... . .... .. ... . .... 17.8 18.0 17.9 52.0 
10 or more .... ... . ..... 44.5 13.9 20.3 54.2 
Number of migrants . . . . . . .. 27 722 29 738 57 459 51.8 
Migrants as percentage of total 33. 1 40.3 36.4 
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TABLE 2.2 (continued) 

Country, census Duration of 
year and residence Percentage Both Percentage 

current residence (years) Male Female Sexes female 

Rural Less than 1 . ............ 10.6 3.4 5.0 52.8 
1-4 ..... ......... . ... 25.1 15.2 17.4 67.8 
5-9 ..... .. . ...... . ... 15.7 14.0 14.4 75.7 
10 or more . ........ . ... 46.7 69.3 64.6 84.9 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 31 949 111 664 143 613 77.8 
Migrants as percentage of total 12.3 45.1 28.3 

Nepal, 1981 
All country Less than 1 . .. . ... . . . . . . 2.5 2. 1 2.3 46.9 

1-5 ... .. . ............ 33.1 30.1 31.5 49.6 
6-11 ..... .... . . . . . ... . 22.8 21.6 22.2 50.7 
10 or more • o I• 0' o o o 0 0 0 0 41.5 46.2 44.0 54.7 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 611 662 1 272 52.0 
Migrants as percentage of total 8.0 9.2 8.6 

c. Latin America and the Caribbean 
Brazil, 1970 

Interdistrict 
All country Less than 1 I 0 Io I o f o 0 • o o o 11.9 11.5 11.7 49.2 

1-4 0 0 0 o 0 I o I o I 0 0 0 0 o o o o 23.9 23.6 23.8 49.7 
5-10 ..... ..... . . . . . . . . 23.3 23.3 23.3 50.1 
11 or more ... .. ..... . .. 40.8 41.6 41.2 50.6 
Number of migrant~ . . . . . . .. 15 110 15 160 30 270 50.1 
Migrants as percentage of total 32.6 32.4 32.5 

Urban Less than 1 . . . . . ........ 11.1 10.9 11.0 51.3 
1-4 .......... . ....... 22.6 22.3 22.5 51.4 
5-10 .................. 22.7 22.6 22.6 51.6 
11 or more . . ... ........ 43.6 44.2 43.9 52.1 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 9 976 10 697 20 673 51.7 
Migrants as percentage of total 39.5 39.8 39.7 

Rural Less than 1 I I Io 0 o 0 o 0 O O O O 13.4 12.9 13.2 45.4 
1-4 ...... . ..... . . ... . 26.5 26.6 26.5 46.6 
5-10 .................. 24.6 25.0 24.8 47.0 
11 or more ............. 35.5 35.5 35.5 46.5 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 5 135 4 463 9 598 46.5 
Migrants as percentage of total 24.3 22.4 23.4 

Interstate 
All country Less than 1 ... ..... . .. .. 7.8 7.7 7.7 48.2 

1-4 ..... ....... .. .. . . 17.7 17.9 17.8 49.0 
5-10 ..... ...... . . . . . . . 21.9 22.3 22.1 49.2 
11 or more ............. 52.5 52.1 52.3 48.6 
Number of migrants ... . .... 7 395 7 039 14 434 48.8 
Migrants as percentage of total 16.0 15.0 15.5 
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TABLE 2.2 (continued) 

Country, census Duration of 
year and residence Percentage Both Percentage 

current residence (years) Male Female Sexes female 

Urban Less than 1 . . . . . ... . .... 8.0 7.9 8.0 50.2 
1-4 ..... . . . . . ... . .... 17.5 17.7 17.6 50.7 
5-10 ..... . . . . . ... . .... 20.6 21.1 20.8 51.0 
11 or more . . . . . ... . . ... 53.8 53.3 53.5 50.2 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 4 853 4 946 9 799 50.5 
Migrants as percentage of total 19.2 18.4 18.8 

Rural Less than 1 . ... . . . .. .. . . 7.4 7.0 7.2 43.6 
1-4 ..... . ... . ......... 18.2 18.5 18.3 45.6 
5-10 ..... ........ ..... 24.4 25.2 24.8 46.0 
11 or more . . ..... ...... 50.0 49.2 49.7 44.8 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 2 543 2 093 4 635 45.1 
Migrants as percentage of total 12.0 10.5 11.3 

Panama, 1980 
All country Less than 1 o 0 0 0 o 0 Io o I 0 o o 9.6 9.7 9.7 52.0 

1-4 .... . . ............ 13.9 13.5 13.7 51.0 
5-9 ...... .... . ....... 11.7 11.3 11.5 50.8 
10 or more . ... . ........ 16.9 15.5 16.2 49.6 
Number of migrants . . . . . . . . 158 170 328 51.7 
Migrants as percentage of total 19.7 21.5 20.6 

Trinidad and 
Tobago, 1980 
All country Less than l . ... . . . .... . . 

0-4 ..... ..... . .. ..... 38.9 38.5 38.7 53.5 
5-9 I 0 I> I o 0 0 0 o 0 0 • o o o o o 23.3 22.1 22.6 52.3 
10 or more . . . . . . . ...... 36.3 38.0 37.2 54.9 
Number of migrants . . . ... . . 123 143 266 53.7 
Migrants as percentage of total 24.9 28.8 26.8 

Venezuela, 1981 
All country Less than l . ... . ... ..... 10.4 10.6 10.5 51.0 

1-4 .... .. ............. 25.4 24.8 25.1 49.9 
5-9 ......... ... . ... . . 18.7 19.1 18.9 50.9 
10 or more .... ..... . ... 31.6 32.8 32.2 51.4 
Number of migrants . . . . . . .. 3 887 3 957 7 844 50.4 
Migrants as percentage of total 53.5 54.5 54.0 

Source: United Nations Secretariat, (1993), pp. 103-106. 
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The next dimension of migration to consider is area of place of residence before and after 
migration. Since almost the entire field of migration analysis has focused on rural-urban flows 
(e.g., Fawcett, Khoo and Smith, 1984; c.f. discussion in Bilsborrow, 1984), it is not 
surprising that this is also true of the few studies on women migrants. Because the move from 
a rural to an urban environment is often conceived as the passage from a traditional to a 
modern society, interest in ascertaining the consequences of this experience for women is 
understandably high. Yet it is worth considering whether this attention to only one type of flow 
has not biased the assessment of the importance of female migration and its consequences for 
women. 

The distribution of migrants by sex and type of migration stream in selected developing 
countries is covered in Table 2.3. In most cases, the data have been derived from census 
questions which identify when the place of birth or place of previous residence differed from 
the place of residence at the time of enumeration. For Brazil and India, a further distinction 
was also possible between intrastate and interstate flows. Data show that the relative 
participation of women in different types of migration flows between rural and urban areas 
varies considerably between countries. In India, for instance, women constituted an 
overwhelming majority of rural-rural migrants (nearly 80 per cent), and that this flow was the 
dominant one in India in terms of the number of migrants involved: 46 per cent of all male 
migrants in 1981, and 74 per cent of female migrants. In contrast, urban-urban migration was 
dominant in Brazil, involving 49 per cent of interdistrict male migrants and 52 per cent of that 
of females. Similar proportions were registered with respect to interstate migrants. 

Yet rural-urban migration was usually not the dominant type for either men or women. 
In Brazil, only 18 per cent of interdistrict lifetime migrants were rural-urban in 1970, while 
in Egypt the share was 28 per cent for males and 24 per cent for females. In Malaysia, 
Pakistan and Thailand, where migrant status was ascertained on the basis of a change of 
residence during the five years preceding the census, rural-urban migrants constituted even 
lower proportions (under 20 per cent). In India, rural-urban migration was considerably more 
common for men than for women (involving 28 per cent of all male migrants and only 12 per 
cent of all female migrants in 1981), but women still outnumbered men slightly in absolute 
numbers in the rural-urban flow. Of nine countries, only in the Philippines and the Republic 
of Korea was rural-urban migration the dominant type for both sexes, and in both instances 
women outnumbered men among rural-urban migrants. Urban-urban migration was the largest 
flow in the more urbanized countries (Egypt, Brazil, and Pakistan). Rural-rural flows were 
dominant not only in India but also in Malaysia and Thailand, and constituted the second 
largest flows in Brazil, Honduras, Pakistan and the Philippines. The bottom line is that only 
in three of the nine countries with the necessary data did rural-urban migration account for the 
highest percentage of all internal migrants, and in none of those three did it involve as many 
as half of all internal migrants. 

In terms of the relative weight of women in the different types of flows, the situation is 
quite varied. In Brazil, Honduras, the Philippines and Thailand, women tend to be more 
numerous than men in flows to urban areas and less numerous in those to rural areas. In Egypt 
and India, women outnumbered men by considerable margins in rural-rural flows, but only in 
India did those flows constitute a high proportion of all migrants. 
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Country, census year 
and data type 

Egypt, 1976 
Previous residence 

Interstate 

India, 1971 
Place of birth 

Intrastate 

Interstate 

Total 

India, 1981 
Place of birth 

Intrastate 

Interstate 

Total 
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TABLE 2.3 
MIGRANTS BY SEX AND TYPE OF FLOW, ACCORDING TO 

URBAN OR RURAL ORIGIN AND DESTINATION 

(Number of migrants in thousands) 

Type of Male Female 
migrant (percentage) 

A. Africa 

Rural-urban .... . . . . . . . 27.8 24.1 
Urban-urban ...... . . . . . 56.9 53.5 
Rural-rural ... ..... ... . 8.9 15.1 
Urban-rural .... . . . ... . 6.4 7.2 
Total number of migrants . . 2 544 2 527 

B. Asia 

Rural-urban . . . ....... . 21.6 9.3 
Urban-urban . . . . . . . ... . 13.1 5.6 
Rural-rural .. . . ...... .. 57.8 80.2 
Urban-rural . . . ........ 7.5 4.9 
Total number of migrants . . 39 682 100 587 

Rural-urban . .. . . . . .... 35.2 21.4 
Urban-urban .. . . . . . ... . 32.7 28.6 
Rural-rural . . . ... . . .... 24.0 42.2 
Urban-rural .. . . . . ... . .. 8.1 7.9 
Total number of migrants ... 9 384 9 009 

Rural-urban • • o o 0 0 o 0 0 o I 24.2 10.3 
Urban-urban ....... . .. . 16.8 7.5 
Rural-rural .. . . . . . . . .. . 51.4 77.1 
Urban-rural .. .. . . . . ... 7.6 5.2 
Total number of migrants .. 49 066 109 596 

Rural-urban .... . ... . .. 24.9 10.9 
Urban-urban ........ ... 15.6 7.1 
Rural-rural . ..... .. .... 52.0 76.8 
Urban-rural .. . . . . . . ... 7.5 5.2 
Total number of migrants .. 48 627 129 260 

Rural-urban ...... ..... 39.2 24.5 
Urban-urban ..... ..... . 33.4 29.2 
Rural-rural ...... .... . . 20.0 38.2 
Urban-rural . ... ... ... . 7.4 8.1 
Total number of migrants .. 11 044 12 141 

Rural-urban 0 0 0 o 0 0 0 0 ' I 0 27.6 12.1 
Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 18.9 9.0 
Rural-rural .. . . . . ...... 46.0 73.5 
Urban-rural . . . . .. . .. .. 7.5 5.5 
Total number of migrants . . 59 671 141 401 

Percentage 
female 

46.3 
48.3 
62.9 
52.7 
49.8 

52.1 
52.3 
77.8 
62.5 
71.7 

36.8 
45.7 
62.8 
48.2 
49.0 

48.6 
50.0 
77.0 
60.2 
69.1 

53.7 
54.7 
79.7 
64.8 
72.7 

40.7 
48.9 
67.8 
54.7 
52.4 

50.9 
53.0 
79.l 
63.3 
70.3 



TABLE 2.3 (continued) 

Country, census year Type of Male Female Percentage 
and data type migrant (percentage) female 

Malaysia, 1970 
Residence in 1965 Rural-urban . . . . ... . . . . 8.9 8.7 46 

Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 20.6 19.3 45 
Rural-rural ......... . . . 38.5 39.2 47 
Urban-rural •• ••• •' e I •• 32.1 32.7 47 
Total number of migrants 484 421 46.5 

Pakistan, 1973 
Residence in 1965 Rural-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 18.0 16.3 42.3 

Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 39.0 38.4 44.2 
Rural-rural . . . . . . . . . ... 30.2 35.5 48.7 
Urban-rural .. . .. . .. . . . 12.7 9.7 38.1 
Total number of migrants . . 1 137 917 44.6 

Philippines, 1973 
Residence in 1965 Rural-urban 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 I 0 0 35.0 42.6 60.6 

Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 25.5 25.1 55.5 
Rural-rural . . ... . ...... 22.4 17.5 49.8 
Urban-rural ........... 17.0 14.8 52.5 
Total number of migrants .. 1 321 1 676 55.9 

Birth to 1965 Rural-urban . . ... . .... . 42.5 44.4 52.2 
Urban-urban ...... . ... . 11.4 14.0 56.2 
Rural-rural . .. ....... . . 35.0 30.3 47.5 
Urban-rural .. . . . . .. ... 11.1 11.3 51.6 
Total number of migrants .. 2 376 2 487 51.1 

Republic of Korea, 
1966 
Residence in 1961 Rural-urban .. . .. . .. ... 36.7 36.6 52.6 

Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . .. 32.0 31.9 52.6 
Rural-rural . . . . . . . . . . . . 20.8 21.6 53.6 
Urban-rural .. . . . . . . . . . 10.4 10.0 51.6 
Total number of migrants .. 1 179 1 314 52.7 

Republic of Korea, 
1970 
Residence in 1965 Rural-urban ....... . . ... 47.8 49.4 51.5 

Urban-urban .... . ... .. . 24.5 23.2 49.3 
Rural-rural . . . . . . . . . .. . 17.0 17.5 51.3 
Urban-rural .... . . . . . ... 10.7 9.9 48.7 
Total number of migrants .. 1 856 1 905 50.6 
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TABLE 2.3 (continued) 

Country, census year Type of Male Female Percentage 
and data type migrant (percentage) female 

Republic of Korea, 
1975 
Residence in 1970 Rural-urban ........... 42.7 44.2 54.1 

Urban-urban . . . . . . . . . . . 29.2 28.3 52.4 
Rural-rural .. . ... . . . ... 14.1 13.9 52.8 
Urban-rural . . . . . . . . . . . 14.0 13.7 52.7 
Total number of migrants .. 1 886 2 147 53.2 

Thailand, 1980 
Residence in 1975 Rural-urban .. . . . ...... 13.6 17.3 53.7 

Urban-urban . . . . . ...... 17.1 20.0 51.6 
Rural-rural ......... . . . 58.6 53.1 45.3 
Urban-rural . ... . . . ... . 10.6 9.7 45.5 
Total number of migrants .. 1 430 1 308 47.8 

c. Latin America 
Brazil, 1970 

Place of birth 
Intrastate Rural-urban . .. .. ...... 17.5 18.4 51.4 

Urban-urban . .......... 48.6 52.2 51.9 
Rural-rural .. ...... . ... 27.4 23.9 46.7 
Urban-rural 0 o o 0 I 0 o 0 0 0 0 6.6 5.5 45.8 
Total number of migrants .. 15 105 15 155 50.1 

Interstate Rural-urban . .......... 17.1 17.8 49.9 
Urban-urban ..... ... . . . 48.6 52.4 50.7 
Rural-rural . . .. . . ... . . . 28.2 24.6 45.4 
Urban-rural . . . . . . . . . .. 6.2 5.1 43.9 
Total number of migrants .. 7,392 7,035 48.8 

Honduras, 1983 
Residence in 1978 Rural-urban .. ... . ..... 20.9 29.8 65.3 

Urban-urban . . . . ....... 29.3 34 60.5 
Rural-rural . . . . . . . . . . . . 33.5 24.1 48.7 
Urban-rural ....... . ... 16.3 12.1 49.5 
Total number of migrants .. 1 2 56.9 

Source: United Nations Secretariat (1993), pp. 98-100. 
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The implication is that since rural-urban migration accounts for a only a small proportion 
of migration in most countries, and since its distribution by sex may not be representative of 
migration flows in general, it is not appropriate to assume that findings pertaining to rural­
urban migration are applicable to all migration flows. Given the relative importance of rural­
rural or urban-urban migration in many countries, and the high participation of women in those 
flows, more research is needed to obtain a more balanced assessment of the role of women in 
the various internal migration flows in developing countries. 

Despite the above, it is primarily only for rural-urban migration that data by sex are 
published by census officials in developing countries and therefore on a cross-country basis 
by the UN. Singelmann (1993) indicates that for the 34 developing countries with the 
necessary data available for the 1970s, the distribution of the proportion of women in net rural­
urban flows had a median value of 50.5 per cent, with half the countries in the range of 47-53 
per cent. Although women tended to outnumber men among net rural-urban migrants in Latin 
America, they were generally outnumbered by men in the few African countries with the 
available data. In Asia women accounted for over half of all net rural-urban migrants in East 
and Southeast Asia and for less than half in South and West Asia. 

Table 2.4 presents estimates of net rural-urban migration rates for the 1960s and 1970s 
for a number of countries. For the majority of countries with data available, intercensal net 
rural-urban migration rates of women, as well as for men, declined slightly from the 1960s 
to the 1970s. Of the 25 countries with data for the two intercensal periods, 15 experienced 
declines in the rural-urban migration rates of women and 9 experienced increases. On a 
population-weighted basis, however, the data imply an increase in women's net rural-urban 
migration rates, because significant increases appear in the three largest Asian countries -­
India, Indonesia and Bangladesh. Thus, the limited data available indicate that there is 
considerable variation in the experiences of different developing countries, making 
generalization of trends over time difficult. 

Tables 2.5 to 2. 8 provide further data on the sex composition of rural-urban migration. 
Table 2.5 presents the type of ratio commonly used by demographers as an indirect indicator, 
with the presumption that where the sex ratio is below 100 (males per 100 females) the area 
has a preponderance of net women migrants. It shows the sex ratios of populations in 26 
metropolitan areas of developing countries during the period 1960-1970, which indicate a slight 
preponderance of male migration in Africa (though data are available for only three countries) 
and Asia, and a strong predominance of females in Latin America. Tables 2.6 to 2.8 show the 
numbers of male and female in-migrants (but not net migrants) to urban areas of a number of 
countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, respectively, and indicate larger numbers of male 
than female in-migrants in Africa (except Tunisia), a mixed picture for Asia, and a 
predominance of females in every country of Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Whether these results would change if a common definition of urban areas were used in 
all countries is unknown. 
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TABLE 2.4 
PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN IN RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION AND SEX-SPECIFIC RURAL-URBAN 

MIGRATION RATES, SELECTED COUNTRIES IN MAJOR AREA BY REGIONS, 1960s AND 1970s 

Percentage female of 
Rural-urban migration rate 

Region 
rural-urban migration Total Male Female 

and 
country 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 

A. Africa 
Eastern Africa 

Kenya ............. 43.7 4.5 4.6 4.5 
United Republic of Tanzania 47.9 7.8 7.8 7.8 
Zimbabwe ........... 47.9 3.3 3.1 3.5 

Northern Africa 
Egypt ............ . 46.4 0.9 1.0 0.9 
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya '. 46.4 7.9 8.0 7.9 
Morocco ..... ... .. .. 55.5 45.5 2.9 1.5 3.1 1.4 2.8 1.7 
Tunisia ... . . ....... . 53 .3 48.0 2.4 0.9 2.2 0.9 2.7 0.9 

Southern Africa 
Botswana . . . ...... . . 49.3 44.0 12.2 5.2 12.4 5.6 12.0 4.6 

Western Africa 
Ghana . ..... • ....... 50.0 1.9 1.9 2.0 
Togo . .. .. . .... .. . . 46.6 2.4 2.6 2.1 

B. Asia 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia 

Republic of Korea . . . . . . 49.9 51.4 3.8 2.8 3.8 2.8 3.8 2.9 
Indonesia ........... 51.0 50.9 1.1 2.6 1.1 2.6 1.2 2.7 
Malaysia . . . . , . , ... , . 50.7 2.5 2.5 2.5 
Philippines .......... 55 .3 1.7 1.6 1.9 
Thailand . .... .. .. .. . 53.1 3.0 2.8 3.1 

Southern Asia 
Bangladesh • o 0 • 0 • 0 o Io 43.0 42.7 3.9 7.0 3.9 7.2 3.9 6.8 
India o o o o Io 0 o '0' o ' o 45.8 46.8 1.0 1.7 1.0 1.7 1.0 1.7 
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 43.7 2.1 2.2 1.9 
Nepal . . ........... 36.0 47.5 1.1 4.3 1.3 4.3 0.8 4.5 
Pakistan ..... . . ... . . 43.4 0.7 0.8 0.7 
Sri Lanka 47.5 (a) 2.1 -0.2 2.0 -0.2 2.1 -0.2 ........ . .. 

Western Asia 
Iraq . .. . ... .. ... . .. 50.7 46.4 2.9 1.7 2.8 1.8 3.1 1.6 
Israel .. . . ..... ... . . 51.2 0 .5 0.5 0.5 
Syrian Arab Republic .... 46.0 47.8 1.5 0 .7 1.6 0.7 1.4 0.7 
Turkey .... ..... .. .. 46.1 50.0 3.4 2.5 3.4 2.3 3.4 2.6 

C. Latin America and the Caribbean 
Caribbean and Central America 

Costa Rica ... ....... 54.0 2.1 2.1 2.2 
El Salvador . . . .. . . . .. 59.7 0.8 0.7 0.9 
Guatemala . ..... . .... 57.5 (*) 1.1 -1.0 1.0 - 1.1 1.2 -0.9 
Honduras o 0 0 0 0 I 0 o o o o 55.2 2.5 2.3 2.6 
Mexico . ........ .. . 51.7 1.6 1.5 1.6 
Nicaragua ..... ...... 56.5 1.5 1.4 1.6 
Panama . . . ......... 55. l 57.8 1.8 0 .8 1.7 0.7 1.9 0.9 
Cuba • o o • • • • • O O o I I I 52.2 51.6 0.5 1.3 0.5 1.3 0.5 1.4 
Dominican Republic ... .. 53.8 55.0 2.8 2.4 2.7 2.3 2.8 2.5 
Haiti . ...... ....... 65.4 2.2 1.7 2.5 
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TABLE 2.4 (continued) 

Percentage female of 
Rural-urban migration rate 

Region 
rural-urban migration Total Male Female 

and 
country 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 1960s 1970s 

South America 
Argentina ........... 49.8 52.7 1.4 0.7 1.4 0.7 1.4 0.7 
Brazil .. . ... . .. .... 52.0 51.2 2.1 2.0 2.1 2.0 2.1 2.0 
Chile ... ... . . ...... 52.4 54. l 1.0 0.7 1.0 0.7 1.0 0.8 
Colombia I I I I •• o o • o o 67.3 51.7 0.8 1.7 0.6 1.7 1.0 1.7 
Ecuador .. .... - ..... 55.5 50.3 1.5 2.3 1.3 2.3 1.5 2.2 
Guyana .... .. ...... 51.3 6.3 6.5 6.2 
Paraguay ... ........ 59.5 52.4 1.1 1.8 0.9 1.8 1.2 1.8 
Peru ....... ... . . . . 50.6 51.2 2.1 1.1 2.0 1.1 2.1 1.2 
Uruguay ............ 126.2 56.8 0.1 0.4 0.0 0.4 0.2 0.5 
Venezuela . . . .. . . . . . . 57.6 50.9 0.9 1.0 0.7 1.0 1.0 1.0 

All countries 

Africa ..... . .. .... . 49.6 46.2 4.4 3.9 4.5 3.9 4.3 3.8 
Asia . . ... . . .. ' .... 46.2 48.6 2.3 2.2 2.3 2.2 2.3 2.3 
Latin America .. ...... 59.2 53.0 1.7 1.2 1.6 1.1 1.8 1.2 

TOTAL 54. 1 49.4 2.4 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.4 2.0 

Countries with three censuses 

Africa .... . .. . .... . 52.7 45.8 5.8 2.5 5.9 2.6 5.8 2.4 
Asia 0 I 0 • o t oo I Io Io 0 46.2 47.9 2.3 2.6 2.3 2.6 2.3 2.6 
Latin America . . . .... . 60.7 53.0 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.4 1.2 

TOTAL 54.5 49.7 2.2 1.8 2.2 1.8 2.2 1.9 

Source: Singelmann (1993), pp. 82-83. 

<•l In the cases of Guatemala and Sri Lanka, net rural-urban migration for the 1970s was negative for both men and women; 
and the proportion of women amounted to 45.7 and 39.9 per cent, respectively, meaning that in net terms fewer women than 
men left urban areas in both cases. 
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TABLE 2.5 
SEX RATIOS OF MErROPOLITAN POPULATIONS AND NET MIGRATION, 

SELECTED MErROPOLITAN CENTRES, 1960-1970 

Metropolitan 

Major area 
population 

and city About About Net migration 
or area 1960 1970 and reclassification 

Africa 
Accra . . . . .. . . .. . . . .. 114 
Algiers . . . . . . . . . 99 
Cape Town 99 

East Rand 148 
Johannesburg . . ........ 108 

Asia 
Bangkok . .. . . . . .... . .. . 104 
Damascus . • ' • ........... 106 
Hong Kong ... . . . .... ... 105 
Jakarta .. .............. 104 
Manila .. • .. .... ....... 94 
Seoul ... .............. 100 
Singapore ... .... 113 
Teheran . . . ...... 1 JO 

Latin America 
Belo Horizonte 93 
Bogota . ... ... 87 
Buenos Aires ... 94 
Caracas ............ ... 101 
Guadalajara ......... . . 93 
Lima ....... . . ....... . 100 
Mexico City ............ 92 
Monterrey .... •... ... . . . 99 
Porto Alegre .. ... .... . .. 95 
Recife ....... .. . . .. ... 88 
Rio de Janeiro . . ......... 96 
Santiago .. 84 
Sao Paulo ... .. . ........ 99 

Source: Hugo (1993), p . 50. 

NOTE: Figures indicate the number of males per 100 females . 

C•> East Rand and Singapore had male net out-migration and female net in-migration. 
(b) Johannesburg had female net out-migration and male net in-migration. 
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106 115 
101 112 
100 201 
122 (a) 

106 (b) 

98 70 
106 118 
103 116 
102 101 
93 84 

100 98 
103 (a) 

111 127 

93 89 
87 79 
94 88 
95 78 
94 92 

100 99 
95 92 
99 94 
94 81 
89 66 
95 78 
88 94 
99 97 



TABLE 2.6 
SELECTED COUNTRIES OF AFRICA: ESTIMATED NET RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION 

IN RECENT INTERCENSAL PERIODS 
(Thousands) 

Migrants 
(on JO-year basis) 

Sex ratio 
Region Intercensal Male Female (3)=£11 x ]()() 

and country period (1) (2) (2) 

Eastern Africa 
Kenya 1969-1979 .. .. . . 443 344 129 
United Republic 

of Tanzania 1967-1978 . .. .. . 629 578 109 
Zimbabwe 1969-1982 . ... . . 237 218 109 

Northern Africa 
Egypt 1960-1976 . . . . .. 708 613 116 
Libyan Arab 

Jamahiriya 1964-1973 • 0 I 0 o o 358 309 116 
Morocco 1952-1960 ...... 381 355 107 

1960-1971 . .. . . . 303 387 78 
1971-1982 . . . . .. 769 640 120 

Tunisia 1966-1975 ... . .. 258 294 88 
1975-1984 ... . . . 146 135 108 

Southern Africa 
Botswana 1964-1971 .. .... 21 21 103 

1971-1981 . . ... . 30 24 128 
South Africa 1960-1970 .. . . '. 517 261 198 

Western Africa 
Ghana 1960-1970 . . . . . . 195 195 100 
Togo 1959-1970 . .. . .. 25 22 115 

Source: Hugo (1993), p. 51. 
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TABLE 2.7 
SELECTED COUNTRIES OF ASIA: ESTIMATED NET RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION 

IN RECENT INTERCENSAL PERIODS 

(Ihousands) 

Migrants 
(on JO-year basis) 

Sex ratio 
Region and Intercensal Male Female (3)=fll x 100 

country or area period (1) (2) (2) 

Eastern Asia 
Hong Kong 1961-1971 .. ... . . S9 SS 109 

1971-1981 . . ..... 91 89 103 
Japan 19SS-196S o o I I o o o s 424 s 3S8 101 

1960-1970 . . . ' .. . 3 824 3 870 99 
196S-197S o ' o o o o I 3 492 3 700 94 
1970-1980 .. . . . . . 1 768 2 OS4 86 
197S-198S .. . . . . . 190 347 S5 

Macau 1960-1970 . ' . .... 2 2 114 
Republic of Korea 1960-1970 .. .... . 1 874 1 867 100 

1970-1980 . .. .... 2 373 2 507 95 
1975-198S . . . . . . . 2 758 2 857 97 

South-eastern Asia 
Brunei Darussalam 1960-1971 .. .. . . . 11 10 106 

Indonesia 1961-1971 o o o 0 Io' 96S 1 006 96. 
1971-1980 .. . . '.' 3 379 3 508 96 

Malaysia 
Peninsular Malaysia 1970-1980 . . . ~ . . - 428 433 99 
Sabah 1960-1970 . .. .. .. 8 6 130 

1970-1980 ... .. .. 39 39 100 
Sarawak 1960-1970 . . . . . .. 3 4 78 

1970-1980 .. . . . .. 47 49 96 
Whole country 1970-1980 . . . . . . . 444 4S7 97 

Philippines 1970-1980 .. . . . . . I 14S 1 416 81 
Thailand 1970-1980 . . .. . . . 8S2 967 88 

Southern Asia 
Bangladesh 1961-1974 .. . . . .. 1 oso 793 132 

1974-1981 . . . .. . . 3 S60 2 6SS 134 
India 19Sl-1961 . . . .. . . 3 78S 2 161 17S 

1961-1971 ' o 0 Io 0 o s 12S 4 324 119 
1971-1981 o o o 0 o I I 11 789 10 388 114 

Iran (Islamic Republic of) 1966-1976 . . ... . . 1 sos 1 167 129 
Maldives 1967-1977 o I 0 o o o 0 7 4 164 
Nepal 1961-1971 .. . . . .. . 27 15 178 

1971-1981 . . ... . . 162 146 111 
Pakistan 1972-1981 o o o I o' o 817 627 131 
Sri Lanka 19S3-1963 . ... ... 199 192 104 

1963-1971 .... .. . 2S8 233 111 
1971-1981 . . ..... -39 -26 l Sl 

Western Asia 
Iraq 19S7-1965 o o o o I 0 o 462 47S 97 

196S-1977 o o o o o I I 561 486 116 
Israel 1972-1983 .. .. .. . 77 79 97 
Syrian Arab Republic 1960-1970 o o o o I 0 o 181 1S4 118 

1970-1982 .. .. . .. 140 128 109 
Turkey 19S0-1960 ... .. . . 921 S24 176 

1960-1970 • o o I > o I 1 846 1 S81 117 
1970-1980 .. . . .. . 2 032 2 032 100 

Source; Hugo (1993), p. S2. 
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TABLE 2.8 
SELECTED COUNTRIES OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: ESTIMATED NET 

RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION IN RECENT INTERCENSAL PERIODS 

(Thousands) 

Migrants 
(on 10-year basis) 

Sex ratio 
Region Intercensal Male Female (3J=m. x 100 

and country period (1) (2) (2) 

Caribbean 
Cuba 1953-1970 . .. . . . ... 114 124 92 

1970-1981 ..... . .... 386 412 94 
Dominican Republic 1950-1960 . .. . ..... 79 106 75 

1960-1970 . .. . .. . . . 159 185 86 
1970-1981 . ..... . '. 251 307 82 

Haiti 1950-1971 . ' .. .. . . . 55 104 53 
Jamaica 1953-1960 o ' o 0 0 o o 0 I 101 103 98 
Puerto Rico 1960-1970 . ' ...... . 168 179 94 

1970-1980 . . ... ... . 118 135 87 
Central America 

Costa Rica 1950-1963 • I • 0 o o o • o 10 21 48 
1963-1973 ... . . . .. . 59 70 85 

El Salvador 1950-1961 .. ... . . .. 24 39 61 
1961-1971 . . .... ... 39 57 67 

Guatemala 1950-1964 .. .. . .. .. 120 143 84 
1964-1973 ... . . ... . 77 105 74 
1973-1981 . . . . . . . .. -104 -88 119 

Honduras 1961-1974 . . ...... . 74 91 81 
Mexico 1960-1970 . . . ... . . . 1 720 1 844 93 
Nicaragua 1950-1971 .. .. .... . 49 64 77 
Panama 1950-1960 . .. . .. .. . 21 29 72 

1960-1970 . ..... . . . 45 56 81 
1970-1980 . . . ... . .. 26 36 73 

South America 
Argentina 1947-1960 ..... ..... 902 896 101 

1960-1980 ......... 672 748 90 
Brazil 1950-1960 . ' .. . .... 3 289 3 721 88 

1960-1970 ...... ... 4 301 4 668 92 
1970-1980 0 4 I 0 0 0 o 0 o 6 532 6 853 95 

Chile 1952-1960 ..... . ... 282 339 83 
1960-1970 ....... '. 286 315 91 
1970-1982 . ........ 278 327 85 

Colombia 1951-1964 o' o I 0 0 o 0 0 662 798 83 
1964-1973 . . . . . . .. . 284 584 49 
1973-1985 o 0 o I o 0 • o I 1 321 1 412 94 

Ecuador 1950-1962 . . . . . . . . . 103 130 79 
1962-1974 . . . . . .... 143 178 80 
1974-1982 .. . .. .. . . 365 369 99 

Guyana 1960--1970 .... . .... 46 48 95 
Paraguay 1962-1972 .. .. . . . .. 33 48 68 

1972-1982 . . .. .. . .. 94 103 91 
Peru 1961-1972 o 0 o I • 0 • I 0 662 678 98 

1972-1981 . .. . ... .. 522 547 95 
Uruguay 1963-1975 . . .... . . . -3 18 -21 

1975-1981 I Io o o 0 o 45 60 76 
Venezuela 1950-1961 . . . ...... 430 452 95 

1961-1971 ......... 237 322 74 
1971-1981 . . . . . ' . 461 479 89 

Source: Hugo (1993), p. 53 . 
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3. Reasons to expect biases in the 
measurement of women's migration 

This section, which draws upon Bilsborrow (1993), considers several possible sources of 
bias affecting the measurement of female migration in developing countries. 

Sources of bias may be those: 

1. resulting from the types of moves women make, compared with those of men; 
2. inherent in the activities that women are reported to engage in, including women 

migrants, in comparison with those of men; 
3. inherent in established social and cultural norms, in particular, regarding the appro­

priate roles and behaviour for women, that is, the societal images of women; and 
4. inherent in the respondent providing information concerning migrant women. 

Some of these affect data on women migrants primarily not sui generis but in combination 
with others, viz., (2) and (3), and (3) and (4). Some lead to biases because of procedures used 
by standard sources of data in data collection, data processing or data dissemination, and 
others result in biases because of the ways data are analysed vis a vis the migration of women. 

We first consider possible sources of bias arising out of how the data are collected, 
processed and disseminated in the most common data source, the population census. Thus, 
following Ravenstein and many others, it is believed that women migrants in low-income 
countries, perhaps for reasons associated with (2) and (3) above, tend to migrate over shorter 
distances than male migrants. Migration over long distances is likely to be associated with 
migration between major civil division boundaries (such as states or provinces), while 
migration over shorter distances often involves movement only across lower level civil 
divisions (such as sub-districts or municipios) often contained within the major civil divisions. 
As noted in II.B.1 above, the latter does not show up as internal migration in the official 
statistics of most countries. Consequently, to the extent that females migrate over shorter 
distances than males, existing tabulations based upon census data tend to differentially 
understate female migration. 

While existing evidence from censuses and surveys provides only weak support for this 
(viz., data for three of the four countries in Table 2.1, discussed above), further support is 
available from some empirical studies, mostly based on household survey data. In a study 
based on census data, Radloff (1982:82ff) reports that, according to the 1970 census of 
Malaysia, male migration was slightly higher than female migration for interstate moves while 
the opposite was true for intra-state moves. Similarly, Bilsborrow and Fuller (1988:276) 
reported that the 1977-1978 migration survey in Ecuador found out-migrants from rural areas 
moving relatively short distances (to contiguous provinces) to be 49 per cent female whereas 
the percentage female for moves to more distant (non-contiguous) provinces was only 39. Data 
for Argentina and Mali, reported in UN (ed.1993), are also consistent with the general view 
that women tend to migrate over shorter distances than men. Whi_le there are undoubtedly 
exceptions to Ravenstein's hypothesis, such as the migration of women/girls in domestic 
service over long distances to Lima, Peru (Smith, 1978), the general conclusion from the 
survey literature appears to be that women do tend to migrate over shorter distances than men. 
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To the extent this is true, the custom of governments to process and/or publish data only on 
migration between states/provinces will tend to differentially undercount female migrants. 

This has implications for not only the relative level of female migration but also for 
analyses of both the determinants and consequences of migration. According to Radloff 
(1982:323), "migration measures which identify only long-distance movers systematically 
select more successful and higher status migrants." This is true for both males and females, 
and may lead to seriously biased conclusions regarding the nature and consequences of 
migration -viz., towards finding migration associated with more positive outcomes than is 
actually the case. In addition, to the extent that rural-rural migration is more likely to occur 
within provinces than rural-urban migration in countries such as India, characterized by high 
levels of marriage migration (involving mainly village-to-village moves within a province and 
even within a district), existing census procedures will tend to minimize the quantitative 
significance of women's migration. 

The second-listed source of bias in the measurement of women's migration relates to the 
types of activities women engage in. First, women who are typically responsible for child care 
may be unable to respond to a census or survey when they or their children are ill. Women 
engaged in illegal or socially-disapproved activities, such as prostitution, may also eschew 
responding to census or survey enumerators. More significant is the large number of women 
working as live-in domestic servants who are often not interviewed directly and, as "non­
family members", may not be reported on census forms or to household survey interviewers. 
As most domestic workers in urban areas are women in-migrating from rural areas, their 
existence may thus be significantly underreported. Clearly, little can be said about these 
migrants -their selectivity, determinants or consequences- when their very existence is not 
adequately reflected in available data sources. 

However, a far more pervasive and insidious bias exists as a result of the tendency for 
the work of women (and therefore their status as being in the labour force) to be 
underreported, combined with the custom of migration scholars (especially economists) to 
concentrate their analysis of migration on those migrating for so-called work or "economic" 
reasons, viz., to seek/improve their employment or wage prospects. This has contributed 
significantly to the neglect of women in analyses of migration. Thus women migrants are seen 
as worth studying only to the degree they are declared to be economically active, and 
otherwise are presumed to be only passive followers in the migration process. 

It is thus important to pause here to consider the adequacy of measurement of women's 
economic activities in developing countries. Existing cross-country data derived from 
population censuses indicate, somewhat surprisingly (given trends in developed countries), that 
women's labour force participation rates in developing countries appeared to decline slightly 
from 46 to 42 to 37 between 1960 to 1990 (UN, 1990). Although there is ample evidence (see 
below) that women's labour force participation is significantly understated, the fact that it has 
always been understated suggests that corre'Cting for this understatement may not alter the trend 
implied by these statistics. One possible cause of such a trend is the displacement of women 
working in agriculture by the commercialization and mechanization of agriculture. 
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Source: Anker and Anker, 1988. 
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Population censuses have generally led to estimates of women's work which are too low 
and inaccurate (Standing, 1983; Dixon-Mueller and Anker , 1988; Waring, 1988). Reasons for 
this include a too-short (one week) reference period (which misses many women who work at 
other times of the year), inquiring only about the person's "primary" activity, the tendency to 
interview only male adults in the household under the assumption that they are the household 
heads or the only ones working, and especially the strong tendency of both interviewers and 
respondents to neglect reporting part-time work, work done around the home or farm, and 
unpaid work. Anker and colleagues have experimented with attempts to develop questionnaires 
and interviewing procedures to improve the measurement of the economic activities of women 
(Anker, 1983; Anker, Khan and Gupta, 1988; and Anker and Anker, 1988) based upon time­
use data and activity lists. Estimates of female labour force participation rates in rural Egypt, 
for example, doubled (from 29 per cent to 58 per cent), and increased in Bangladesh, from 
8 per cent to over 60 per cent in a 1990 survey7 when activity lists were used rather than the 
usual census questions on "what was this person's main activity last week". Such efforts to 
improve the measurement of women's economic activities are to be applauded not only for 
their own value but also because they can make possible a much improved understanding of 
the level and characteristics of female migration and its relationship to economic activity. For 
an example applied to census data (of Argentina), see Wainerman (1991). 

Related to the sources of bias listed in (2) and (3) above regarding women's activities and 
images of women's "proper" roles in society is investigator bias. While the predominance of 
male investigators may be considered a likely a priori factor in the neglect of women's 
migration in the scholarly literature, this is hardly inevitable. A broader cause is the nature of 
migration theory itself, combined with the underreporting of women's work and the view that 
women who move as part of families are not only "tied movers" but play little part in the 
family migration process. Many examples of investigator bias exist, one being the well-known 
and otherwise excellent study of rural-urban migration in the Indian Punjab in which the 
investigators limited themselves to analysing a priori, first, only male heads of households, and 
second, only those respondents stating that they migrated for economic reasons (Oberai and 
Singh, 1983). Such restrictions -common in migration survey data collection procedures and 
analyses- are doubly discriminatory vis a vis the role of women migrants. As another 
example, in a recent study on the impact of out-migration on two villages in West Java, 
Indonesia, Saefullah (1992) investigated only "economic" and "working" migrants. 

There is, therefore, a tendency to neglect women migrants because of the undervaluation 
of their economic activity and the preoccupation of migration theory (in particular, the human 
capital theory of Sjaastad, 1962) with "economic" migration. The standard view of a migrant 
is a man moving in search of a job. Women are commonly viewed as passive followers of men 
in the migration process. The generally larger numbers of women than men that report their 
migration as being for non-economic reasons (II. C below) are thereby marginilized, excluded 
a priori from migration research, especially from studies of the determinants or consequences 
of migration. 

The fourth, and rarely recognized, source of bias in data on the migration of women is 
respondent bias. This results from the widespread practice of obtaining information on 

7 Personal communication with Richard Anker, 7/24/91 
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migrants only from one household member, usually the household head, who is presumed a 
priori to be a male adult living in the household. The issue is therefore whether male heads 
of household tend to underreport the migration of women or to distort its characteristics. One 
possible cause of such bias, a priori, may be that in most societies people know more about 
the activities of other members of the same sex than about those of the opposite sex; that is, 
mothers are more likely than fathers to know about their daughters' activities. Consequently, 
women are usually better proxy respondents for other women. 

A more common source of survey measurement error associated with respondent bias is 
that deriving from the respondent's judgement concerning appropriate or socially acceptable 
answers. Respondents often tend to provide answers that paint a good picture of themselves 
and their family members, a picture consistent with their views of societal norms. The 
interview situation involves a social interaction between the interviewer and the respondent in 
which the latter, in addition to providing factual information, wishes to make a good 
impression. The respondent thus evaluates the psychological meaning of the response in 
relation to personal goals extraneous to the survey and may alter the response when the correct 
response is deemed embarrassing or uncomfortable. This is referred to as the "social 
desirability bias" (Cannell, Miller and Oksenberg, 1981:395). Responses are thereby altered 
and biased to provide a more socially desirable response. Respondents may thus exaggerate 
or overreport characteristics and activities that they consider socially desirable and underreport 
or omit those thought to be undesirable or sensitive (Cannell, Miller and Oksenberg, 1981; 
Groves, 1989). What is considered "desirable" or "sensitive" is of course culture-specific. In 
many developing countries, especially in rural areas, views concerning the appropriate roles 
and activities of women are highly restrictive. It is often seen as inappropriate for women to 
work outside the home, even if they are still living at home, and therefore even more 
inappropriate for them to migrate from the natal home to seek work to live away from home, 
unless they go as married women accompanied by their husband. 

While little research has been done on the extent of respondent bias in general -and 
virtually none with respect to migration surveys-, experiments by Anker and others which 
compared estimates of female labour force participation and economic activities as reported 
by the women themselves with those reported by the head of household (usually a man) in two 
field experiments in Egypt and India are indicative. Thus, in a study of Egypt by Anker and 
Anker (1988) based on 1,000 rural households in 1984, 19 per cent of the women who were 
asked directly reported having worked for pay during the year preceding the interview, along 
with 15 per cent during the week preceding the interview. This contrasts with proxy respondent 
reports of only 11 and 8 per cent in the two reference periods, respectively. Differences in 
reports on women working for pay away from home were even larger, while estimates of time 
spent by women in various home-based activities did not differ significantly. Anker and Anker 
(1988) conclude: "These results provide support for the widely held belief that men from the 
developing countries are reluctant to mention to a stranger (interviewer) that a female 
household member worked as a wage earner ... [though] these effects are culture- and country­
specific." 

Of course, such evidence on proxy respondent bias in reports concerning women's 
economic activities is only indirectly suggestive of a bias with regard to the measurement of 
women's migration. There is in fact little direct evidence on the latter bias, in part because of 
the small number of specialized surveys on internal migration in developing countries, and in 
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part because of the general lack of attention paid to methodological issues in migration surveys 
(Goldstein and Goldstein, 1979; Bilsborrow, Oberai and Standing, 1984). There is, however, 
some evidence that considerations about social desirability are likely to lead to an 
underreporting of women's migration and to distortions of its characteristics. First, normative 
prescriptions against women's migration are known to exist in many societies (Fawcett, Khoo 
and Smith, 1984; Guest, 1993; Lim, 1993; Rodenburg, 1993). Societal norms can also lead 
respondents to distort the reasons for out-migration: in the Senegal River Valley of Mali, 
male heads of household rarely mentioned economic reasons for women's out-migration in 
order to "save face" (Findley and Diallo, 1993); women respondents tailored their responses 
in a socially desirable direction, rarely mentioning economic reasons for their out-migration 
even though it was clearly engaged in for the family's survival. 

This discussion indicates that the use of male proxy respondents can lead to an under­
statement of female migration and introduce serious biases in the characteristics of female 
migrants in a direction that reduces its perceived importance. Since Ecuador is not an extreme 
developing country in terms of having women's overall roles and status particulariy high or 
low relative to other developing countries, the evidence from Ecuador cited in Box No. 2 is 
probably relevant for other countries as well. Male respondent bias may thus be a common 
source of error with regard to information on women obtained through surveys or censuses in 
developing countries. Consequently, many existing analyses of the selectivity or characteristies 
of female migrants, of the determinants of women's migration, and of its consequences are 
likely to have been affected by proxy respondent bias, which may significantly distort the 
results presented. Unfortunately, correction of such biases is not straightforward; but as the 
example of Ecuador suggests, gathering information on migration at both ends of the migration 
process--at origin and destination--provides some checks on data quality and may even 
suggest ways of minimizing errors. More generally, it is highly desirable in data processing 
to always identify the respondent (and therefore his/her sex and relationship to the migrant 
concerned) so that future tests of respondent bias can be carried out in order to better ascertain 
its importance. 

C. Data Needs for Assessing the Determinants of 
Internal Migration of Women 

The purpose of this section is to identify appropriate data for investigating the 
determinants of women's migration. While the focus here is on internal migration, most of the 
discussion is equally applicable to the determinants of women's international migration, though 
there has been far less work on the latter. As a result, section III.C, on the determinants of 
international migration does not duplicate section II. C .1 ; on the contrary, it draws directly 
upon it. 

The discussion here, as elsewhere in this manuscript, is oriented towards methodological 
rather than substantive issues. No attempt will be made, therefore, to review or assess the 
quantity or quality of the substantive literature. Nevertheless, the methodological discussion 
here will, by implication, indicate how little we have learned from existing studies, and 
provides some directions for charting future research. 
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Source: Bilsborrow and Fuller, 1988 
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This section is organized as follows: first, a brief theoretical discussion introduces the 
reader to the theoretical frameworks most commonly used for investigating the determinants 
of migration, and describes how they need to be significantly modified to take into account a 
broader range of factors. The subsection concludes by noting the extent to which an expanded 
theoretical model is applicable to analysing the determinants of women's migration. The 
second subsection presents and appraises the utility of information on stated reasons for 
migration. And the third subsection deals with the key issues of data collection needs and the 
use of appropriate comparison groups for analysing the determinants of migration in general 
and for women in particular. 

1. Theoretical issues 

The discussion here is brief since there are a number of good surveys of the migration 
theory literature (e.g., Shaw, 1975; deJong and Gardner, eds., 1981; Bilsborrow el al, 1984, 
especially Chapter 2). Although migration theory can be traced to the so-called laws or 
propositions of Ravenstein (1885, 1889), the most commonly used theoretical approach arose 
out of two papers published several decades ago. The first is Sjaastad's human capital theory 
of migration (1962), which has dominated the thinking of economists about the process. This 
theory sees migration as the consequence of a rational and economically-based decision of the 
individual to maximize returns to his/her human capital (which depends on education) over 
space. If expected earnings (strictly speaking, the expected discounted future earnings stream) 
are greater in some other location than in one's current residence (net of the costs of 
migration), then the individual is expected to migrate. It is an individualistic theory, based 
upon economic motives. An important extension of this human capital theory of migration was 
made by Todaro (1969), who showed that the computation of expected future earnings should 
take into account the (expected) probability of actually being employed at those expected future 
earnings levels in the destinations considered by the potential migrant. 

Although economic factors are undoubtedly important, if not dominant, in most migration 
decisions, the above approach is deemed by sociologists, geographers and others as too 
narrow. First, it does not take into account the fact that migration is not always a voluntary 
phenomenon but rather may be impelled or forced upon people by conditions in their place of 
origin. This consideration led to the important article of Everett Lee (1966) exemplifying the 
second dominant theoretical approach, the "push-pull" theory of migration. In this approach 
migration is seen as induced by both factors of attraction in (possible) areas of destination as 
well as by negative factors in the place of origin or current residence. Moreover, these factors 
need not be limited to expected income and employment differences. This is also the view of 
geographers, using the concept of "place utility" (e.g., Brown, 1970) to indicate that a larger 
set of economic, social, personal, environmental, etc., factors is involved. Thus, people are 
seen as tending to migrate if the perceived place utility in some other place or potential 
destination is higher than in the current place of residence. The crucial role played by people's 
perceptions in these theoretical approaches should be highlighted, and indicates the important 
effects of improvements in communications and transportation networks in stimulating both 
internal and international migration during the past several centuries, and especially in recent 
decades in developing countries. Thus the deterring effects of distance on affecting the 
destination choice of migrants (numerous empirical studies have found migrants tend to move 
to closer rather than more distant destinations) has become less significant over time. And if 
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restrictions on international migration were eased, there would surely be a substantial increase 
in international migration compared to internal migration throughout the world. But restrictions 
are an important reality in the contemporary world (see section III below). 

The fact that a number of factors besides employment and wage conditions may also 
influence migration movements has also contributed to the evolution of a theoretical approach 
often seen as an alternative to the nee-classical human capital theory of migration. This 
"historical-structuralist" approach has been developed primarily by sociologists, keenly aware 
that broader social and historical forces have led over time to the existing current conditions, 
including widespread inequalities in access to resources, political power and prestige within 
and across communities, which both stimulate and constrain human migration. But most of the 
research based upon this approach is descriptive and has not involved the quantitative tests of 
hypotheses necessary to sort out the relative strengths of the many factors hypothesized to 
influence migration. The historical-structuralist scheme is also conceptualized at a macro level, 
in contrast to the avowedly micro level inherent in the human capital model. But in a 
compelling essay, Wood (1982) pointed out that the two approaches can usefully be combined 
into a macro-micro framework which builds upon both, that they can be seen as 
complementary rather than contradictory. That is, migration decisions are made by people 
within a broader context, which itself affects whether and how the individualistic factors seen 
as important in the human capital framework (viz., age, education) actually operate in a given 
situation. We return to this broader macro-micro framework later. 

Besides creating an awareness of the need to take into account a number of factors besides 
earnings and employment prospects in the study of migration, another direction in which 
migration theory has evolved is towards recognizing that in many (if not most) situations the 
migration decision is a family decision, involving aspirations and roles in decision-making of 
other persons as well as of the migrant himself/herself. This is usually the case when 
individuals migrate as well as in the more obvious situation when the whole family moves. 
One of the first authors to promote a "family" theory of migration was Mincer (1978). This 
involves little more than taking into account the collective aspirations of the members of the 
prospective migrant family (viz., the expected earnings, or evaluations of place utility, of the 
husband and wife together in possible destinations, compared with those anticipated in the 
present residence). Questions concerning the relative importance of each person's wishes and 
his/her relative power in decision-making evidently arise, and complicate the process (Riley 
and Gardner, 1993), but the substantive, theoretical aspects do not change. Some empirical 
studies of the determinants of family migration have attempted to incorporate factors associated 
with both the husband and wife, but most look only at the characteristics (and earnings 
prospects) of the "head of household", who is almost always assumed to be a male of working 
age. In any case, research on the determinants of migration has come to recognize the 
importance of considering not only the individual characteristics of the migrant - age, sex, 
marital status, level of education, number of children, employment experience, current or most 
recent job, earnings, whether unemployed, etc.- but also those of the household, including 
the spouse's or parents' status in terms of occupation, education, and earnings or assets; 
household size and composition; ownership of land and other fixed assets; other household 
income (from remittances, rental income, etc.); and so on. To such a usual compendium of 
individual and household factors must be added several more in the case of women migrants, 
particularly in developing countries. Thus, attitudes of other household members towards 
women's migration and being away from home, towards women's employment, and towards 
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women's roles in general may play crucial roles in inhibiting or facilitating (and sometimes 
forcing) migration. In some societies fathers and husbands do not want their daughters and 
wives to live and work away from the home, and away from their watchful eye; on the other 
hand, if family circums-tances are difficult, a father may essentially force his daughter (or son) 
to migrate elsewhere and send back remittances to help support the family. But broader issues 
of gender theory are also relevant here for conceptualizing the roles of women in households 
and the broader economy, which also help us better understand issues of gender and migration 
(see Box 3). 

In addition to expanding the range of factors to be examined in empirical studies of the 
determinants of migration, current approaches to migration analysis are also increasingly 
recognizing that it is not only the characteristics and prospects of the individual or the family 
that influence migration decisions but also aspects of the place or community of origin and of 
possible destinations. Such a view may be seen to have its origin in either the historical­
structuralist approach or the place-utility approach of geographers, although the latter focusses 
upon the perceived utility of alternative places of residence. But the latter is very difficult to 
determine in surveys, is subjective and not very reliable, and is in fact rarely never obtained 
in existing approaches to data collection in the field (even in specialized migration surveys). 
A more feasible alternative is to use information on the measured or objective characteristics 
of places to investigate the effects of characteristics of the community of origin and of 
communities of destination on migration decisions. Serious complications arise in dealing with 
"all possible destination" communities. 8 Studies of out-migration decisions can cut the 
Gordian Knot by examining only the characteristics of the origin community, which are 
implicitly being measured against those of all possible destinations. Thus origin community 
factors which are found empirically to affect out-migration decisions positively or negatively 
are implicitly worse or better than the conditions, respectively, in alternative destinations being 
considered (for an example of such an approach, see Bilsborrow et al, 1987, on Ecuador). 

The fundamental importance of structural factors in the communities of origin and 
destination is now generally acknowledged. Such factors are particularly important in 
determining the migration propensities of women because they include not only economic 
factors but also the norms, values and cultural mores determining gender relations and gender 
roles (Lim, 1993; Chant, ed., 1992). In principle, it is desirable to take explicit account of 
factors at the individual or household level, the community level, and even at a larger 
geographical level, such as that of the province or country as a whole. Although the need to 
use a multilevel approach for examining the forces leading to migration has been suggested by 
a number of authors (e.g., Bilsborrow, 1981; Findley, 1981; Wood, 1982; Massey, 1990; 
Guest, 1993), it has rarely been used in the examination of the determinants of women's 
migration. 

8 For non-migrants in areas of origin, characteristics of prospective destinations can be considered to 
be those of the main community of destination of those actually leaving the particular origin area, or by 
taking the country mean as the reference area. For those who have migrated, of course, characteristics of 
the actual area of destination are relevant. It would also be very useful to ask prospective migrants to identify 
the community they are thinking of migrating to (and then, in a prospective study, ascertaining the extent 
to which they actually migrated to those destinations). But the latter requires a longitudinal data set, which 
is expensive to collect and rarely exists for migration data. 
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Figure 1 illustrates how factors at different levels influence the migration decisions of 
individuals, particularly of women. At the far left, under the label "overall society and 
community" , are factors operating at levels above that of the local community, that is, at 
regional, national or even international levels, including government development policies 
which influence in turn, directly or indirectly, the socio-economic situation and value systems 
at the level of the local community . The local context therefore acts as a filter through which 
factors from beyond the community must pass in order to influence the decisions of households 
and individuals in the local population. Households similarly serve to pass on and filter 
community influences to the individual. Consequently, a person's decision to migrate is 
influenced both by her own characteristics and attitudes and by how these have been 
conditioned by household and community factors, including specifically labour-market 
opportunities and norms with regard to the appropriate roles and behaviour of women. 

The breadth of factors at the community or higher level that may affect the migration 
decisions of individuals is considerable, but it is an · empirical issue as to which factors are 
likely to be most influential in stimulating or constraining migration decisions of individuals 
and households living in the community, including women. This is likely to vary considerably 
between countries, regions within countries, and even communities within regions. 
Community-level factors may affect various groups of persons differently, e.g., people of 
different age or education groups, and women vs. men. For example, the existence of family 
members and friends (in the current area of residence and alternative destinations considered) 
may be more significant in stimulating or restricting women's migration, and in directing 
migration for women migrants. Factors such as relative environmental conditions may also be 
important, perhaps equally for both sexes, such as the effects of degraded rural environments 
(e .g. , from soil erosion, deforestation, drought) on reducing rural household incomes and 
thereby stimulating out-migration; and of air, water and noise pollution on pushing urban 
dwellers to migrate away from congested urban areas, such as from Mexico City, even when 
this out-migration involves economic sacrifice in terms of lower wages in the destination 
locations. 

2. Reasons for women's migration 

Information on reasons for migration is often taken as a preliminary indicator of the 
factors influencing migration decisions . And, while it is indeed useful on that level, the 
information is subjective, subject to change and ex-post rationalization over time, and therefore 
has low response validity. It may also suffer from memory recall problems -five years after 
a move, a migrant's recall of the reason(s) for the move may be different from the actual 
reasons at the time of the move. Finally, if data on reasons for the move are obtained from 
proxy respondents, because of the absence of the migrant at the time of data collection/ 
interview or because of the tendency to interview only the household head, they are likely to 
suffer from respondent bias as well (11.B.3 above). If proxy respondents have difficulty in 
providing basic factual information about persons not present or no longer living in the 
dwelling, they are likely to have even more difficulty providing correct information about what 
the out-migrant was thinking at the time of the move. 

Since the majority of women who migrate do so as part of families, with their husband 
or parent(s), the standard view has been that women migrate mainly for personal, family, and 
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marriage-related reasons, because they are not primary breadwinners in their households, in 
contrast to men who are seen to migrate for economic reasons. If this were true, to 
understand migration processes one would only need to investigate male migration, which is 
what has essentially happened. But available data indicate that this is a serious over­
generalization, in that the migration of many men (e.g. , sons) is also influenced strongly by 
their families and by personal factors, and that the extent of essentially autonomous migration 
by women is rising significantly in many parts of the developing countries. 

Table 2.9, for example, provides information on reasons for migration for men and 
women from census data around 1980 for five countries (reasons for migration are rarely 
solicited in censuses). There is no information on who the respondent is, but the usual 
respondent in population censuses is the household head, who is usually1 assumed to be male, 
which almost surely biases the responses. It is evident that women are reported as migrating 
primarily for marriage and family reasons in these countries, but family reasons are also 
important among males. (While these may be primarily dependent children, the same is true 
of many of the females.) More significant is that although the percentage of women reported 
as moving for employment reasons is under 5 in India and Egypt, it is quite significant in the 
other three Asian countries, being 13, 24 and 32 in Malaysia, Thailand and Nepal , 
respectively. 

Clearly it is important for such data to be cross-classified by age, or to omit dependent 
children below some age, such as 12. It is also important to have it tabulated by marital 
status, which will usually identify the large proportion of single women migrating for 
economic (or education) reasons, and married women migrating for ostensibly marriage 
reasons. Because of the subjective nature of the data and likelihood of some respondent bias, 
however, whenever possible it is also strongly desirable that information on reasons be 
obtained directly from the migrant. Although it is often not possible to determine when this 
has been done, since many published studies fail to provide this (or other key) methodological 
information due to author and editorial laxity, the probability of information on reasons coming 
directly from the person is higher in household surveys. Table 2.10 provides additional data 
on reasons for migration in 13 developing countries, almost all having been drawn from 
household surveys. The size and representativity of the data varies enormously across 
countries, again rendering any generalization risky. Nevertheless, in all countries, with the 
possible exception of Costa Rica, the proportion citing work as the reason for migration was 
higher among males than females, with the converse true for those citing family reasons. But 
the proportion of women citing economic reasons as the primary factor in their move is hardly 
insignificant in most countries - except for Islam North Africa and one or two countries in 
West Africa. In the other nine countries the percentage of women migrants moving for work 
reasons varied from 17 to 56, with a median of 47, compared with a median of 37 per cent 
moving for family reasons. This suggests that the usual view of women as moving for non­
economic, personal and even "irrational" reasons is far off the mark, _and more likely reflects 
the stereotyped views of biased "irrational" investigators and/or respondent bias from asking 
the household head rather than the migrant directly. 
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TABLE 2.9 
MIGRANTS BY SEX AND REASON FOR MIGRATION, SELECTED DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

(Number of migrallts in thousands) 

Country, census year 
and data type 

Egypt, 1976 
Aged 10 or over 

India, 1981 
Rural-rural 

Urban-rural 

Urban-urban 

Rural-urban 

Total 

Malaysia, 1980 

Type of 
migrant 

A. Africa 

Employment . . . . . . . . . . . 
Education .. . . . ... . . .. . 
Family moved . . . . . . . .. . 
Marriage-related . . . . . . . . . 
Other .. ... . . ... .. . . . . 
Total number of migrants . . . 

B. Asia 

Employment . . . . . . . . . . . 
Education . . ..... . . .. . . 
Family moved . . . . . . . . . . 
Marriage ... . . .. ..... . . 
Other . .... . .. . . .... . . 
Total number of migrants . . . 

Employment . . . . . . . . . . . 
Education .. ... . . ..... . 
Family moved .. .. .. . .. . 
Marriage .... . . .. . . . .. . 
Other . .... . .... .. . .. , 
Total number of migrants .. . 

Employment . . . . . . . . . .. 
Education . . . . .. . . .. .. . 
Family moved . . . . . . . . . . 
Marriage .. . . ... .. . . .. . 
Other ..... . .. . . . ... . . 
Total number of migrants . . . 

Employment . . . . . . 
Education .. . .. . . ... . . . 
Family moved . . . . . . . . . . 
Marriage . ..... . .. . . .. . 
Other . ....... . .. . . 
Total number of migrants ... 

Employment . . . . . . . . . .. 
Education .. .. ... .. .. . . 
Family moved . . . . . . . . . . 
Marriage . .. .. . . . . 
Other . ... . . .. .. . . .. . . 
Total number of migrants . . . 

Employment . . . . . . . . . . . 
Education . .. .. .. .. .. . . 
Family moved . . . . . . . . . . 

.Marriage . ... ... . . . .. . . 
Other .. ... .. . .. .. .. . . 
Total number of migrants .. . 

Male Female 
(percentage) 

49.8 4.5 
5.9 2.1 

32.1 63.6 
2.3 23 .9 
9.8 5.8 

2 359 2 345 

19.5 1.1 
4.2 0.4 

33 .7 8.6 
5.5 81.7 

37.1 8.1 
27 468 103 936 

27.0 3.3 
3.2 1.0 

31.9 21.2 
2.2 59.3 

.35.7 15.1 
4 481 7 728 

41.l 4.5 
5.2 2.2 

31.5 35 .9 
1.0 43 .6 

21.2 13 .9 
11 278 12 696 

47.5 4.2 
8.1 2.6 

23.5 29 .3 
1.2 51.5 

19.7 12.4 
16 443 17 042 

31.9 1.9 
5.4 0.9 

30.3 14.3 
3.2 73.4 

29.3 9.6 
59 921 141 785 

42.2 13.3 
5.0 3.8 

32.6 46.5 
4.9 23 .4 

15.3 13 .0 
21 21 

Percentage 
female 

8.2 
26.4 
66.3 
91.3 
37.1 
49.9 

18.0 
28.0 
49.2 
98.3 
45.1 
79.1 

17.6 
35.2 
53.4 
97.9 
42.2 
63.3 

10.9 
32.4 
56.2 
98.0 
42.5 
53.0 

8.4 
24.9 
56.3 
97.9 
39.5 
50.9 

12.5 
28.0 
52.7 
98.2 
43.6 
70.3 

24.2 
43.5 
59.1 
82.7 
46.2 
50.3 
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TABLE 2.9 (continued) 

Country, census year 
and data type 

Nepal, 1981 

Thailand, 1980 
Aged 5 or over 

Type of 
migrant 

Employment .. ... .. .... 
Education ... . .. . ... . .. 
Marriage-related . .. . . .. . . 
Other ........ . ........ 
Total number of migrants .... 

Employment .. .. .. .. . .. 
Education ... . . . ... . .. . 
Family moved . .. . . .. . .. 
Marriage-related Io ' o o o o ' o 

Return home o o I I o o Io o o o 

Other . ....... . ........ 
Total number of migrants ... 

Source: United Nations Secrewiat (1993), pp . 110-111. 

Male Female Percentage 
(percentage) female 

59.l 31.5 36.7 
4.0 1.6 30.4 
1.0 30.3 97.0 

36.0 36.6 52.4 
611 662 52.0 

40.1 23 .8 35.1 
5.1 5.8 50.9 

26.9 50.7 63.3 
11.5 8.8 41.2 
2.9 2.5 44.8 

13.5 8.4 36.1 
1 540 1 408 47.7 

From these data, as well as data from a number of other, often more recent studies 
(e.g. , Bilsborrow and Fuller, 1988, on Ecuador; Hugo, 1992, on Indonesia), it is clear that 
(a) significant proportions of women migrate for economic reasons (including migration for 
education, which is usually to seek better employment later), even though (b) worldwide, more 
women migrate for family than economic reasons, including to accompany other family 
members and to get married or join a spouse. This leads to two directly corresponding 
conclusions. On the one hand, migration research has badly neglected women economic 
migrants, but, on the other, it should not focus (almost) exclusively on economic migrants but 
also examine the large numbers of persons (adults, or persons over, say, age 12) who move 
primarily for other reasons. In particular, marriage migration is a phenomenon very common 
in much of the developing world, begging for attention (see also Hugo, 1992:189; UN, ed. 
1993). Moreover, it often involves important elements of aspirations to improve the woman's 
economic situation, and sometimes not only by "marrying well" but also by enhancing access 
to employment opportunities, as usually results from rural-urban migration for women in most 
parts of the world, including South Asia. The term "marriage mobility" was coined by 
Thadani and Todaro (1984) precisely for such situations. 

While information on the stated reasons for migration is useful for categorizing migrants 
into different categories, for which different methods of research and different hypotheses may 
be appropriate, it is subjective and only suggestive of the factors actually determining 
migration. To sort out those factors, to determine which are most significant in particular 
contexts, and to ascertain which are most important for women vs. men, it is necessary to 
undertake multivariate analysis of actual migration decisions, where the data come from survey 
data -the topic of the next subsection. 
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TABLE 2.10 
MAJOR REASON FOR MIGRATION, CITED BY INTERNAL MIGRANTS, BY SEX, IN SELECTED COUNTRIES 1966-1982. 

Region, % of Male Migrants Citing Reason % of Female Migrants Citing Reason 
Country Population Work Education Family Other Work Education Family Other 

A. Africa 
Ghana 

328 male and 126 female 
migrants from Asutsuare area . . .. 52 11 28 9 30 4 63 3 

Nigeria 
545 male and 358 female short-
term migrants, mainly to 
urban areas . .. . . . . . . . .. .. . 54 18 27 - - lW' 

Sierra Leone 
3,806 male and 3,347 female 
migrants to Greater Freetown .... 48 17 30 5 4 6 86 5 

B. Asia 
Bangladesh 

Migrants into Teknaf thana .... 72 - 15 12 50 - 36 14 

Indonesia 
Rural-to-urban migrants in Java . .. 69 20 6 5 47 16 32 5 

Korea, Rep. of 
214 male and 394 female 
migrants to Seoul .. .. ...... . . 67 15 9 9 17 11 64 9 

Thailand 
31,675 male and 36,030 female 
migrants to Bangkok metropolis .. 63 17 19 1 50 13 37 1 



TABLE 2.10 (Continued) 

Region, 
Country Population 

Chile 
484 male and 596 female migrants 
to Greater Santiago between 1942 
and 1962 ............... 

Costa Rica 
91 male and 99 female migrants to 
San Jose metropolitan area . . . . . . 

Mexico 
8 male and 40 female migrants from 
a Yucatan village, maily to urban 
areas ................... 

Venezuela 
Migrants to Caracas between 1958 
and 1967 ................ 

Algeria 
108,889 male and 150,147 female 
migrants from rural areas between 
1966 and 1969 ........... .. 

Egypt 
12,020 male and 4,938 female 
migrants to urban areas . . . . . . . . 

"Includes 5 per cent with combined motive of work and family 
blncludes 3 per cent with combined motive of work and family 

% of Male Migrants Citing Reason % of Female Migrants Citing Reason 
Work Education Family Other Work Education Family Other 

C. Latin America 

62 10 8 21 56 10 15 19 

47 4 12 36 54 8 12 25 

58 20 23 45 5 50 

55 11 19 15" 26 10 53 llb 

D. Middle East & North America 

74 23 2 17 5 1 87 8 

58 23 2 17 5 1 87 8 

0 Given the active economic role of women in Nigeria (as in Ghana), this number is surely incorrect, and would appear to reflect strong investigator bias. 

Source: Kols & Lewison, 1983.Table 2.10 



3. Assessing the determinants of migration by quantitative 
analysis, and the issue of appropriate comparison groups 

The two main issues considered here are (a) what data should be used (and therefore 
sought) for multivariate analysis of the determinants of (internal) migration, and (b) for what 
population groups? 

The response to the first issue is actually implicitly embodied in the previous section, in 
Figure 1 above, and in the accompanying text preceding and following this figure. Thus, a 
wide range of factors -individual, household and community or areal level- influence 
internal migration decisions. Both objective measures and sometimes perceptions as well (even 
when they are distortions of reality, such as expectations that wage rates will be better in a 
destination area than in the origin when they actually are not) are relevant. Most empirical 
research to date has focussed on the effects of individual characteristics on individual 
migration, but since the 1980s, household factors, both economic and non-economic, have also 
been recognized as important. The latter have not been adequately investigated because of the 
domination of the economic model of migration on migration research, the parsimonious 
number of relevant economic factors, and their greater ease of quantitative measurement. 
Since, as we have seen above, women are more likely than men to migrate for non-economic 
reasons, these existing approaches have tended to neglect women's migration. Although the 
variety of types of personal reasons involved in women's (and men's!) migration complicates 
the analysis, categorizing them into several broad categories (such as marriage migration, 
migration to accompany other family members, other personal reasons, and migration for 
education) does help prepare the ground for undertaking separate multivariate analyses of the 
factors influencing each category. This would allow not only the investigation of different sets 
of factors for different groups of women migrants, but also for the slopes (regression 
coefficients) of common factors to be different. All categories should, of course, also be 
combined to facilitate an overall statistical analysis, but the richness of information resulting 
from the separate analyses is lost when this is the only statistical approach implemented, as has 
been invariably the case in migration analyses. 9 

A special value of obtaining · information at the community or "structural" level is that 
it is at this level that policy levers can be identified and measured, and therefore policy 
implications inferred from the results. It is in fact problematic to infer policy implications from 
the usual migration analyses based solely on coefficients of relationships relating to 
individual/household data, as experts in the field have noted elsewhere (see references cited 
in subsection above). If appropriate data are collected to measure community characteristics 
and norms, they, as well as individual and household factors, should be included to statistically 
controlled in multi-level analysis in order to isolate the effects of those community,-level factors 
more subject to policy manipulation. The latter include the local availability of employment 
opportunities (both in general, and in sectors which most tend to employ women), wage levels, 
availability of schools, health clinics, road and communication linkages to the nearest 
town/provincial and national capital, availability and distribution of land, availability of 

9 Of course, in many instances, small sample sizes preclude much disaggregation of migrants by type 
or reason. 
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electricity, availability of rainfall (or surface/ground water and irrigation), soil/environmental 
conditions, etc. In principle, the more the potentially relevant factors are controlled for, the 
more robust the conclusions and the less valid the criticism that the model is misspecified. On 
the other hand, this implies not only relatively detailed (and more expensive) data collection, 
but also the need for a somewhat larger sample. However, much of the area-level information 
may already be available in existing census or administrative statistics and therefore not require 
a special data collection effort. Where it is possible to implement a specialized community­
level survey, on the other hand, it could be tailored to collect the data desired for precisely the 
geographic communities of interest, viz., those in the household survey, since household and 
community surveys should be linked (see Bilsborrow et al, 1984, Ch; 11; Bilsborrow and 
Guilkey, 1987). 

The second important issue in analyses of the determinants of migration is to consider 
what is the appropriate comparison group. This has been rarely recognized in migration 
analysis (Bilsborrow, 1984), which moves forward, after a fashion, willy nilly, blind to the 
issue. Let us start with the simplest possible type of analysis, one of the determinants of out­
migration of individuals from a rural area. The discussion below is couched in terms of 
women, though most of it is equally applicable to men. Thus, to study why some women 
migrate and others do not, one must also determine who are the others who do not migrate to 
compare the migrants with: These are the "equivalent" individuals in places of origin who 
could have migrated but did not. For example, one could study daughters of household heads, 
perhaps in a particular age range: the comparison group being daughters in the same 
community who did not out-migrate. Then the effects of age, education, marital status, 
household assets, father's education or attitudes, and community-level factors can all be 
examined together for this subset of young women. This is what we did, in a limited way, in 
our analysis of the determinants of migration based upon the 1977-78 migration survey in the 
Sierra region of Ecuador (Bilsborrow et al, 1987). But note that the out-migrant young women 
were, by definition, not present in the origin area households interviewed, which made it 
necessary to collect information about them from proxy respondents, this probably led to 
certain biases (see 11.B.2 above). An alternative would have been to follow (trace) them to 
their destination area, which we deemed too expensive, or to visit their origin-area households 
when they would be present, which would have required a second, als.o expensive, chancy visit 
to the origin households (even if the date of such a future visit "home" by the out-migrant 
could have been reliably predicted, which is rarely possible). In contrast, Saefullah (1992) was 
able to do the latter in his Indonesian village survey, visiting the villages of origin (of the out­
migrants) at the time of the celebration of the end of fasting by the Moslem population. At 
such a time, virtually all family members including out-migrants tend to return to their village 
of origin. 

But this example opens another Pandora's box. A survey conducted only in areas of 
origin offamily migrants cannot encounter the migrants. They have left. However, a survey 
conducted in places of destination can encounter the family migrants; but if a statistical 
analysis of the determinants of their (family) migration is to be made, who are the comparable 
non-migrants that must be included in the data files for the analysis? The answer is the other 
households remaining in the origin areas. The other households residing in the destination 
areas at the time of interview are totally irrelevant for an analysis of the determinants of out­
migration. Thus, to study the determinants of family or household migration, data must be 
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obtained from both areas of destination, where the family migrants are to be found after 
migration, and areas of origin, where the non-migrant families continue to reside. A second 
minor wrinkle should also be noted here, that data on the factors affecting the migration 
decision should refer to circumstances in the origin area and household conditions 
(composition, income, etc.) at the time of the migration decision. To minimize recall error, 
this provides a strong argument for collecting data only for quite recent migrants. In Ecuador 
the definition of migrant used was someone who had migrated within the previous 5 years. 
Then the average time of migration was 2.5 years ago. Thus, non-'migrant households in the 
communities of origin should, in principle, be asked not about their current circumstances but 
their situation at the mean time of migration of the comparison migrant households, or at about 
2.5 years ago (either two or three years ago would usually be adequate). This refinement is 
less necessary if conditions in the origin community have changed little during the five year 
time period, but even then the situation of the non-migrant individuals/households should be 
recalled/reconstructed (e.g., for changes in household composition) so as to have it correspond 
to that mean time of migration. 

In the case of studies of the determinants of migration of individual migrants, if a survey 
is undertaken in both areas of origin and destination of the migrants, the individual out­
migrants can sometimes be directly interviewed themselves in their areas of destination, 
obviating the customary need to obtain information about them from proxy respondents 
remaining in origin areas (c.f. the Ecuador case in Box 2 above). But a survey in origin areas 
is still necessary in order to procure data on non-migrant individuals subject to the risk of 
migration who did not migrate. 

In the course of collecting information from migrants in areas of destination, it would 
be useful to also do something -which seemingly has never been done in migration surveys­
which might be called "tracing in reverse". That is, if the locations of the (remaining) families 
of origin of the migrants can be determined accurately enough, information provided by the 
(in-)migrants in areas of destination on the circumstances leading to their out-migration could 
be checked and complemented (improved) by collecting additional information directly from 
their household members remaining in the origin area. 

The issue of appropriate comparison groups and its implications for survey design is a 
general one in migration surveys, though it is almost never faced by migration analysts 
working with migration survey data, who usually work with whatever data they can get a hold 
of, oblivious to its limitations. The issue indicates the special complications that must be 
confronted in migration analysis (and in the initial survey and sample design, in the preparation 
of data files for analysis, and in the analysis itself), in contrast to other studies of demographic 
and related behaviour, such as fertility, labour force activity, health/nutrition status, etc. 

A particularly common and neglected type of migration of women is marriage migration. 
Thus women migrating from, say, one village to another in India should have as an appropriate 
comparison group other young women (or girls, as the case may be, given the very young age 
at marriage) in the same origin villages who were single and of the same age at the (mean) 
time of out-migration of the marriage migrants. The research question is then what are the 
individual (at the level of the woman herself), origin household, and origin community factors 
that led some women to migrate for marriage while others did not? In order to collect data for 
the appropriate comparison group, surveys must be undertaken in both areas of origin and 
destination of migrants, specifically of individual out-migrants in their villages of destination 
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(of their new husbands), of equivalent non-migrant women and girls in the villages of origin 
of the out-migrants, and of the households of the same two groups in the villages of origin. 
A similar survey approach would be appropriate for the analysis of the determinants of 
migration of another large class of women/girl migrants -domestic household employees­
who are commonly rural-urban migrants. 

To study the factors influencing why in-migrants .choose one destination instead of 
another, data are needed at the areal or community level on conditions in each of the alternative 
destinations, in addition to information at the individual/household level on those 
individuals/households that actually migrate to the alternative destinations. When all this is put 
together into a pooled data set, it becomes possible to undertake a statistical analysis that 
determines the relative roles of individual, household and areal-level factors on destination· 
choice decisions, as well as on the (out-) migration decision in the first place. 

Finally, in studies of the determinants of migration there is an additional complication 
referred to as 11 selectivity bias 11

• Some people are selected for migration, or, rather select 
themselves, by factors which cannot be usually measured, such as having relatively high levels 
of motivation or risk-taking. In recent years, statistical procedures have been developed to 
control for this selectivity. Because of selectivity, migrants and non-migrants are likely to have 
different earnings expectations in the origin area, even after taking into account the usual 
factors affecting earnings differentials (age, sex, education, work experience). Then separate 
hypothetical or predicted earnings functions could be estimated empirically for both migrants 
and non-migrants in both areas, as the first step of a two-stage estimation procedure for 
correcting for selectivity bias (see Heckman, 1979). Further discussion is beyond the scope 
of this paper, but the argument applies equally to women migrants, whether economically or 
marriage motivated. 

D. Data Needs for Appraising the Consequences 
of Migration for Women 

1. Consequences for whom? 

When undertaking analyses of the consequences of migration the first need is to know 
for whom the consequences are to be assessed. Most analyses look only at direct consequences 
for the women themselves; though in the case of married women migrants, a few studies have 
looked at the consequences for the families which accompanied the women. But these existing 
studies are only of a very limited, partial nature. Thus, many other people may be (indirectly) 
affected by the migration, including non-migrants in both places of origin and places of 
destination. In sum, consequences can be studied for the women migrants themselves; for the 
families accompanying the migrants or (in the case of unmarried migrants) their household of 
destination (to the extent they contribute to it, which is rare); or for their household of origin 
(viz., through the effects of remittances on its living standards -see below). But this is only 
the beginning. The consequences can also be examined for the communities of origin of the 
migrants, for the communities of destination, and for larger areas, such as the region or the 
country as a whole. The analysis becomes more complicated as the scope moves from the 
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individual migrant outward, because of the need to collect information on more persons and 
for larger geographic areas. 

An example may help illustrate this. Significant flows of out-migrants from particular 
origin communities, or significant flows to particular destination communities (significant in 
proportion to the populations of those communities) may depress wage rates by increasing the 
supply of labour. This topic has been investigated in many studies by economists, mainly in 
the context of international migration. Because in-migrants often bring new skills and a work 
ethic, overall production often rises sufficiently for the migrants to be absorbed in places of 
destination without depressing overall wage levels, though the latter may occur in particular 
occupational categories. Thus, the overall effects on communities have usually been observed 
to be positive in places of destination. But, for reasons associated with the purportedly lower 
labour force activity of women including women migrants (see II.B.3 and below), virtually all 
existing work has addressed only male in-migrants. Finally, there has been almost no study 
on the effects of migration on places (or countries) of origin, despite frequent hand-wringing 
about the "brain drain" (but without adopting policies to address the issue). 

The effects of internal migration flows are also likely to be positive on places of 
destination, given the positive selectivity of migrants (they are usually younger and better 
educated than non-migrants from places of origin, as well as more motivated to improve their 
situation). This is true for both men and women migrants. But very little work has been done 
on this topic. At the micro level, based upon survey data, the data demands are considerable 
(see II.C.3 below). Several macroeconomic-demographic simulation studies have been carried 
out which attempt to get at the relative changes in wages and living standards in origin and 
destination areas (e.g., for urban and rural areas in the Philippines, in Rodgers et al, 1978), 
but they also have very high demands for behavioral parameters, and invariably require 
making some heroic assumptions. 

A recent assessment of the consequences of migration for women concluded: "Because 
of the diverse factors that condition and mediate the effects of migration on women's position, 
and because these circumstances vary across societies, there is no consensus about whether 
migration improves or erodes women's position vis-a-vis men" (Tienda and Booth, 1991). But 
this is only one way of appraising the consequences of migration . If internal migration 
improves the situation of women migrants themselves, that is an argument for it, but migration 
may still not improve the situation of women migrants as much as it does for male migrants. 
Tienda and Booth further state that the status of migrant women tends to improve when 
migration involves a change from a more to a less oppressive socio-economic environment or 
when it provides access to wage remuneration that gives women some (or more than they had 
before) control over resources. This is indeed the key (see hypothesis about women's migration 
in Box 3 above), and much migration by young women from rural to urban areas in Latin 
America and Southeast Asia appears to have had this positive consequence for the women 
themselves, though there are also many instances of exploitation in sweatshop factories, 
domestic employment, and the sex-industry (UN, ed. 1993). 

In contrast, when migration leads to fewer job opportunities for women, reduces their 
control over income (see Box 3 above), or results in the disruption of family relations through 
separation or divorce, it has negative effects on their status. For example, a recapitulation of 
a review of a number of case-studies in Africa is illuminating (Tienda and Booth, 1991). In 
Lesotho, married women were found to experience a deterioration in their status after they 
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migrated to the city of Maseru because they became dependent upon their husbands' wages, 
whereas they had been active managers of their own farms in areas of origin. In contrast, 
single Yoruba women who migrated to the small city of Ilorin were reported to benefit 
economically by marrying urban men. But in Kampala, Uganda, although married migrant 
women in a low-income neighbourhood had better access to economic opportunities than in 
their areas of origin, their husbands restricted their market activities. A study in squatter 
communities of Lusaka, Zambia, concluded that single migrant women, though poor and 
uneducated, were nevertheless likely to improve their status after migration, whereas married 
women often lost control over resources after migration. This selective review illustrates the 
difficulty of drawing general inferences without specifying the cultural and socio-economic 
context in which decisions were made, including the family and employment situation of 
women prior to migration. It suggests that migration tends to maintain gender asymmetries, 
although certain aspects of gender relations may be modified. Finally, in the absence of 
information about the timing of migration with respect to other key events, such as marriage, 
the birth of children or entry into/exit from the labour force, it is difficult to distinguish the 
effects of migration from those of other events (see also UN, ed. 1993). 

Assessment of the consequences of migration is far more complex methodologically than 
is usually recognized. First, the consequences must be assessed by taking into account the 
conditions under which migration took place. In the case of women, it is important to know 
at what stage of the life cycle they migrated (as children, as young single adults, as married 
women, as widows etc.), whether they moved on their own or as part of a family group, 
whether they participated in the migration decision, and the geography of the move (by type 
of origin or destination area, distance moved, etc). Also, as Cackley (1993) shows in the case 
of Brazil, migration may sometimes have positive effects on the income of married couples or 
families without improving the earnings of wives. A study based upon an excellent longitudinal 
data set in the United States (the University of Michigan Panel Study of Income Dynamics) 
found that married women who migrate with their families experience relative earnings losses 
from migration (LeClere and McLaughlin, 1992). In such situations, the economic 
consequences of migration may well be positive for the family but not for the woman herself. 
Under these circumstances her relative status within her family would fall, as per the 
hypothesis in Box 3. 

The nature of the areas of origin and destinationr-including whether they are urban or 
rurah-is important in determining whether a migrant's characteristics match those that 
contribute to success in the area of destination. In societies experiencing sustained economic 
growth, where urbanization and industrialization are increasing, rural-urban migration is more 
likely to lead to positive outcomes for female migrants (see case studies in UN, ed . 1993, on 
Southeast Asia). Rural-rural migration, on the other hand, usually has less potential to increase 
either the employment or social opportunities of women migrants, especially those who are 
married. 

Using a more comprehensive approach, the consequences of migration for the individual 
woman (and/or her family) may be investigated through a multi-level approach, as outlined 
concerning the determinants of migration in section 11.C above. And, again, existing analyses 
have rarely gone beyond individual and household factors in assessing variables that influence 
the consequences of migration, whether for women or for men. 



Most of the factors that affect the determinants of migration in a multi-level model (see 
in Figure 1 above) also influence the consequences of migration to women. Marital status is 
again likely to be a powerful factor, married women being in general less likely to reap 
individual benefits from migration than single women, except where they played a major role 
in the migration decision, the latter may well turn upon their relative contribution to household 
income prior to migration (see Box 3 on gender theory above). Among individual-level factors, 
age, education (more education opens up better employment opportunities), work experience 
prior to migration, the woman's ownership of assets, urban-rural origins (previous urban 
experience should help those who migrate to a city, and similarly for previous farm experience 
for migration to a rural area), and contacts in potential destination communities, are likely to 
be important determinants of her success. 

Regarding household-level variables, in the case of a married woman, besides her relative 
power in decision-making, the attitudes of her husband towards her working and the extent of 
social freedom she experiences in the place of destination are likely to be important. It also 
seems plausible that individuals and households who migrate with assets are likely to fare 
better, including women. Large families may fare poorer to the degree it takes more income 
to sustain them, but they also have more potential income-earners, so age, sex and education 
of the household members are likely to be important. But more than in the case of men, 
community norms and cultural values in the place of destination can be powerful determinants 
of the success of the woman migrant. To the extent these norms are more open and 
encouraging in the place of destination than the place of origin, she is likely to benefit from 
migration, and conversely. Such norms include attitudes towards the appropriate roles of 
women in society, politics, and the marketplace. A variety of structural factors, including 
socio-economic infrastructure such as schools, health and family planning clinics, and 
community and women's organizations may also be important for the woman migrant. Labour 
market conditions --employment opportunities for women and conditions of work (wage 
levels, fringe benefits, etc.)- are evidently crucial determinants of her earnings prospects, but 
the normative factors noted also play fundamental roles in determining whether she will be able 
to actually avail herself of the opportunities. Thus, multi-level models for investigating the 
factors that affect the consequences of migration for women are also attractive, especially if 
potentially relevant policy variables can be measured at the local community level (or higher 
level) for inclusion in the analytical model. Such models could provide insights valuable for 
policy formulation, including which policy levers should be manipulated to improve outcomes 
for migrant women. So far, no attempts have been made to statistically implement such a 
model to analyse-the consequences of migration. 

Although the consequences of migration may be appraised at the level of the individual 
woman, her family, her community of origin or that of destination, little has been done so far 
to assess them at a level beyond that of the migrant herself or her family. One problem in 
assessing the consequences of migration at the community level is that data are required on 
non-migrant households in areas of origin and destination not only at the time of interview but 
also over time. Because non-migrants are affected indirectly by the migration of others, 
information on their situation before and after migration is necessary to assess the impact of 
migration on them. An appraisal of the consequences of migration requires taking into account 
the consequences on all populations affected. 
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2. Dimensions for appraising the consequences 
of migration for women 

Most of the discussion above reflects bias in the literature towards assessing the economic 
consequences for women migrants. Other dimensions for appraising the consequences include 
demographic, social, environmental, and something that could be dubbed personal­
psychological consequences. While it is beyond the scope of this monograph to go into these 
in any detail, several comments are appropriate. Demographic consequences include the effects 
on fertility (strictly, on the pace of child-bearing by migrant women; see next subsection 
below); on marital stability, or, in the case of single women, on their becoming married and 
the "quality" of the marriage; and on health/morbidity and mortality of the woman and her 
family members (such as from exposure to a new environment with different disease vectors, 
threats of violence, etc.). Environmental consequences include increases or decreases in 
housing quality, including access to drinking water and sanitation; changes in exposure to 
indoor and outdoor air and water pollution, chemical pesticides, toxic substances, noise 
pollution, and crime and violence; or changes in exposure to and contacts with the natural 
environment, and possible fears of nature, such as may result from rural-rural migration to 
rain-forest areas. Social and psychological consequences include contacts with family and 
friends, with "society" or particular social or ethnic groups, feelings of anomie or comfort, 
of satisfaction or lack, thereof with one's place of residence, work, friends, and physical 
environment. Some of these micro-level consequences have macro-level counterparts; for 
example, migration may affect the age-sex composition of areas of origin and destination, 
crowdedness and competition for land or urban space, or urban pollution in its various forms. 
However, migrants tend to be commonly unfairly blamed for urban problems which have their 
origins primarily in institutional (or government policy) failures: c. f., World Bank, 1992; 
Satterthwaite, 1993. Some of the deleterious environmental consequences on health faced by 
migrants in urban areas affect women more than men (Satterthwaite, 1993:21ff), though much 
more research is needed on this topic. 

A key issue is the extent to which the consequences of migration to migrants change over 
time, that is, whether adaptation to the area of destination leads to the consequences becoming 
more positive for the woman migrant the longer she lives there. A number of studies on the 
consequences of migration, a few on women as well as men, have found that most migrants 
interviewed in places of destination seem to adapt and achieve upward mobility over time, at 
least if their status at the time of interview is compared with their situation in the place of 
origin prior to migration. But few studies have examined the process of occupational change 
over time after arrival in the city (or other place of destination). To do this, requires a data 
set with at least a partial migration history. For example, given the very large number of 
young women migrating to cities to work as domestic household employees in many develop­
ing countries, a key question is what happens to these women over time, that is, do they 
achieve upward occupational mobility and improve their incomes over time, become 
"successfully" married, and/or contribute to the betterment of their households of origin? This 
is a crucial topic begging for systematic research. It is also desirable to undertake longitudinal 
studies of other key occupational groups of women migrants, such as those in the export 
processing and maquila industries and those in the sex trade. 
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Another area of special interest for appraising the consequences of migration for women 
is the effect on women of the (temporary) out-migration of their husbands. Do the women 
suffer income/economic loss, work harder, and eventually have to face the reality that their 
husbands will not return? Or do they gain new autonomy, self-esteem, and community respect 
from their increased role in decision-making and managing the family business/farm? The 
answer varies with the duration (and frequency) of absence of the husband; the frequency of 
his visits and receipt of remittances; the socio-cultural environment of the woman's community 
-the degree to which it is considered appropriate for women left alone to make economic 
decisions (such as regarding farm management) on their own; the extent to which other kin and 
neighbours provide assistance; and legal aspects of women's property rights in the community. 
Much of the research on the effects of male out-migration on women has been based only on 
workers migrating to work in the mines of South Africa, and has found both positive and 
negative effects on the women remaining behind. But this is a situation which is hardly typical 
(involving temporary migration which is international, often for many months at a time, and 
to a country practicing Apartheid). There has been far less attention to the issue in the much 
more common situation worldwide involving truly temporary and internal out-migration of 
husbands for work in seasonal jobs in agriculture or urban construction (for a review of the 
consequences on rural women, see Palmer, 1985). In a recent empirical study on the 
Jequitinhonha Valley near Sao Paolo, Brazil, Goza et. al. (1993) used an intensive time activity 
chart of the Anker type discussed above to investigate whether the work activities of women 
whose husbands spent several months away harvesting sugar cane each year differed from 
those whose husbands stayed put. Perhaps surprisingly, the differences were found to be 
insignificant, though it did appear that the children ·suffered by sacrifidng their school 
attendance, presumably to assist their mother. The authors attributed the lack of significant 
effects on women's work to the rigid division of labour by gender in the origin area society. 

3. Appropriate comparison groups 

In the case of women migrants, the consequences can be assessed by (a) comparing their 
own situations before and after migration; (b) comparing their situation after migration with 
that of non-migrant women remaining in the area of origin, or (c) with that of non-migrant 
women in the place of destination, or (d) with that of migrant men in the place of destination. 
As noted in 11.C.3 above, such comparisons can be carried out in terms of a variety of 
different dimensions which may reflect status changes, including in her marital situation, pace 
of child-bearing, educational attainment, employment, individual earnings, household income, 
ownership of land or assets, etc. Improvements may be experienced in some dimensions and 
not in others. 

In general, if a woman's status (e.g., income and/or autonomy/equality) improves after 
migration with respect to her previous status [(a) above], it is assumed that migration is 
beneficial to her. This interpretation, however, fails to take account of the possibility that 
women who did not migrate may have experienced similar or even better improvements in a 
dynamic environment. Thus the situation of migrant women should be compared with that of 
non-migrant women in the place of origin [(b) above], controlling for key characteristics, such 
as age and education. A less adequate comparison, but one more often carried out in practice 
because it requires data only for the area of destination, is that between migrant and non-
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migrant women in the place of destination (c). However, such a comparison does not show 
what the consequences of migration have been for female migrants but rather how quickly they 
are adapting to the area of destination by becoming similar to non-migrant women. Finally, 
the situation of female migrants can also be compared with that of male migrants [(d) above] 
in order to determine whether women benefit from migration as much as men. There is some 
evidence to indicate that they do not. This is a very important topic for research, which 
requires, first, documentation of the extent to which it exists and where, and investigation of 
the reasons. 

A starting point in any study of the consequences of migration for women is to obtain 
basic descriptive information on women and men migrants. One country that has been the 
subject of considerable research is Thailand. Tables 2.11-2.13 below (from Phongpaichit, 
1993) indicate the kinds of data that can be obtained. Table 2.11 shows dramatically increasing 
trends over time in both the total volume of migrants to Bangkok and the proportion of females 
in the migration stream. Table 2.12 demonstrates the higher labour force participation rates 
of migrants compared to non-migrants of both sexes but especially of women, and also shows 
the very high participation rates of women in general in Bangkok. Table 2.13 contains 
considerable descriptive information on the characteristics of women and men migrants in 
Bangkok in the late 1980s, showing, inter alia, that women are likely to be younger and less 
educated. But understanding the real consequences for women migrants requires going well 
beyond such data to measuring differences in individual earnings and household income, 
occupational mobility over time, housing conditions, housing quality, control over assets, 
marital status, fertility, social contacts and satisfaction, etc. 

E. Recommendations 

Recommendations are summarized here regarding data collection procedures ((1)-(4) 
below) and analyses of tlie determinants and consequences of women's migration ((5)-(9) 
below). .These recommendations draw directly from sections II.A-II.D above. Most 
recommendations are delineated in more detail and justified therein. It is important to note that 
most of the existing cross-country data on levels and characteristics of female internal migrants 
(and international migrants as well) are based on outdated information -viz., from the 1970-
and 1980-'rounds of population censuses around the world. 

As the 1990-round data sets become available, a coordinated analysis should be 
undertaken to determine the levels, patterns and characteristics (selectivity, comparisons with 
men) of women's migration, and how these may have changed in the 1980's compared to 
earlier decades. To improve the utilization of these aggregate and widely available data sets 
by government officials and scholars in developing countries, specialized documents and 
regional training courses are desirable. A number of useful documents are available to assist 
in this effort, including those of ESCAP (Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific) based upon the 1970-round data in that region, UN Manuals, and, for migration 
survey design, Bilsborrow et al (1984) and several small volumes prepared by ESCAP around 
1980. The two volumes prepared by the UN Population Division (UN, ed. 1993; UN, 
forthcoming) are state-of-the-art compendia dealing specifically with internal and international 
migration of women, respectively. 
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TABLE 2. 11 
NUMBER OF MIGRANTS TO BANGKOK METROPOLIS: 

PERCENTAGE FEMALE, BY PERIOD OF ARRIVAL AND PLACE 
OF PREVIOUS RESIDENCE 

Region of previous residence 
Period of Arrival 

Nov. 1973-0ct 1975 .... . . 

Sept. 1986-Aug. 1988 ... . 

Nov. 1973-0ct 1975 . .... . 

Sept. 1986-Aug. 1988 ... . 

TOtal 
Central 

A. Number of Migrants 

67 213 

100 482 

53 

62 

28 210 

24 320 

B. Percentage Female 

54 

59 

TABLE 2.12 

North 

7 372 

19 686 

52 

61 

North-east 

24 891 

48 669 

52 

65 

LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES BY MIGRATION STATUS, 
AGE GROUP, AND SEX BANGKOK METROPOLIS 

(Percentage) 

Age group Male 

A. Recent migrants as of 1988 

11-19 ............................ . 74.3 

20-29 ................... . ........ . 91.2 

30-39 ... . ..... . .................. . 98.5 

40-49 ........................... . . 100.0 

40-59 ............................ . 82.4 

60 or over ...................... . 26.2 

Total: 85.6 

B. Total population as of 1987 

11-19 ......... ... ........ .. . . .... . 85.6 

20-29 ............... . ............ . 83.4 

30-39 ......... ···················· 97.9 

49-49 ... . ........... . ............ . 97.4 

50-59 ............... . ............ . 87.8 

60 or over ......... . ............ . 34.7 

Total: 70.0 

Source: Phongpaichit, 1993. 

Female 

78.7 
78.0 

74.3 

75.8 

54.1 

13.8 

76.7 

25.1 

70.5 

75.2 

70.8 

50.0 

17.4 

55.8 

South 

6 740 

7 807 

49 

68 

Nore: The Figures for the first 3 age groups under total population are based upon arithmetic averages of the age groups 
11-14, 15-19, 20-24 , 25-29, 30-34, and 35-39. 
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TABLE 2.13 
CHARACTERISTICS OF MIGRANTS TO BANGKOK METROPOLIS, 1986-1988 

(Percentage) 

Characteristics 

Reason for migration 
Education ........................ .... . 
Work ................ . ................. . 
Other reasons ........................ . 

Number of respondents ............ . 

Previous place of residence 
Urban area ........................... . 
Rural area ............................ . 

~umber of respondents ..... ....... . 

Place of birth 
North .................................. . 
Central. ............. . ................. . 
North-east. . ........ .................. . 
South ................................... . 
Foreign countries and unkown ... . 

Number of respondents ......... ... . 

Age group of employed migrants 
10-19 .................................. . 
20-29 .................................. . 
30 or over. . .......................... . 

Number of respondents .. . . ........ . 

Education of employed migrants 
No education ................... .. .... . 
Elementary or less .................. . 
Secondary ............................ . 
Higher than secondary ............. . 

Number of respondents ............ . 

Source: Phongpaichit, 1993. 

62 

Male 

9 
72 
19 

41 380 

37 
63 

41 390 

18 
34 
42 

6 
0.4 

41 394 

30 
48 
22 

29 782 

1 
70 
22 
7 

30 918 

Female 

11 
65 
24 

68 324 

33 
67 

68 335 

17 
29 
47 

8 
0.3 

68 334 

52 
38 
10 

44 462 

2 
80 
14 
4 

47 183 

Total 

10 
68 
22 

109 704 

35 
65 

109 725 

17 
30 
45 
7 
0.3 

109 728 

43 
43 
14 

74 244 

2 
76 
18 
5 

78 101 



1. Initial data collection procedures need to be improved and expanded. Existing census 
procedures of many developing countries of publishing data on internal migration movements 
only at the first level of major civil division (by state or province) should be changed. 
Migration data, for each sex separately, should be published to at least the second level of 
political disaggregation, that is for districts, municipios or counties (or the equivalent). These 
tabulations should be made available to local and national government agencies and planners. 
Selected summary tabulations, or census tapes, should also be prepared and made accessible 
to local planners and scholars at the third level as well. This would provide data users with 
much more complete information about migration and also, to the extent that women tend to 
migrate over shorter distances than men, improve the completeness of reporting of women's 
migration. 

2. Even more important is the need to undertake specialized surveys of internal migration 
to obtain data that go beyond our typically limited descriptive, census-based knowledge limited 
to overall patterns of migration and selectivity of female and male migrants. Data sets are 
needed which permit crreful investigations of the determinants and consequences of migration, 
preferably comparing women with men. Very f{..vv ~·t.~h migration surveys have been under­
taken, even at a strictly limited geographic level, •• 1J l ntrast to well over 100 detailed national 
fertility surveys in developing countries during 'the past two decades. Only when more 
numer JUS and detailed migration surveys are implemented and subsequently analysed will we 
be able to generate reliable knowledge about the migration process and its contribution to 
improving (or not) human welfare and enhancing development. Indeed, such data are necessary 
for the formulation of viable population distribution and development policies in general, not 
only for their value for increasing our knowledge about women migrants. As a start, adding 
only a few questions on internal migration to the ongoing world-wide Demographic and Health 
Surveys programme of USAID would provide useful data for examining the relationships 
between migration and fertility, marital status and even some consequences of migration for 
womel). migrants and their · families. However, a proper study of the determinants or 
consequences of migration requires information on migrants prior to their migration, which 
in turn requires retrospective information on the situation of migrants in their previous place 
of residence -information which is not collected in the DHS or other fertility surveys, and 
which would not normally be of high priority in a fertility survey. (See also discussion of value 
of migration history and life history data below in Section III.D. Such data are equally 
valuable in the analysis of internal migration movements.) 

3. Governments should be encouraged to collect and publish more data on temporary, short­
term migration, disaggregated by sex. But given the space restrictions on census schedules, 
and the difficulty of ob.taining reliable data on this topic from complete enumerations in 
population censuses, questions designed to identify temporary migrants (see Oberai, 1984) 
should be added to other data collection mechanisms, such as census samples or ongoing 
labour force surveys. 

4. The custom of presuming that the head of household is automatically a male adult in the 
household (often even when he is away working and living elsewhere), and that it is he who 
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should be asked information about the activities, aspirations, etc., of all household members, 
including former members · now living elsewhere, should be abandoned. In particular, the 
knowledge of the male respondent about the activities of female members of the household 
(and especially of out-migrant daughters) is likely to be incomplete. Male bias arising out of 
social norms and perceived appropriate images for women appears to lead to underreporting 
of women's migration and economic activities in many societies. Either an adult woman, or 
whenever possible the woman migrant herself, should be the respondent. This applies also to 
domestic household employees, a large and important class of women migrants who sometimes 
fall between the cracks in existing data collection procedures of censuses and household 
surveys. 

5. With respect to improved analytical approaches, there is a need to take a broad subject 
matter approach in terms of the factors that should be examined in investigating the 
determinants of internal migration. Sex disaggregated information is therefore needed on 
demographic, social, environmental, etc., conditions of migrants and non-migrants, as well as 
on the usual economic variables such as employment, earnings, and land and other assets. It 
is also desirable to collect and combine data at the individual, household and community levels 
in order to analyse the determinants of migration via multi-level models, which best capture 
the effects of structural factors amenable to policy manipulation. This is particularly important 
in the analysis of women's migration since it is more strongly influenced by social mores 
regarding the appropriate roles of women in society and the economy. 

6. The issue of appropriate comparison groups should be addressed at the outset in aU 
studies of the determinants of internal (as well as international) migration to ensure that data 
are collected from the appropriate classes of persons in the appropriate venues, which will 
usually mean in both areas of origin and areas of destination. This has rarely been done. In 
general, the determinants of migration of women have also been neglected, despite the growing 
proportion of autonomous women migrants and the increasingly important role of women in 
development. 

7. The determinants of marriage migration is of special importance in analyzing the 
migration of women, and one which has been almost totally ignored in published research. 

8. With respect to the consequences of women's migration, it is necessary to obtain 
appropriate data for women, and analyse it, from the perspective of the woman herself as well 
as from the perspective of her family (the latter also should be done vis a vis the migration of 
men) . It is essential to recognize the implications of selecting the comparison group on the 
inferences possible, and to accordingly take into account the type(s) of analyses of 
consequences desired at the outset in order to design appropriate data.,.collection procedures and 
venues. We need studies which explicitly recognize their limitations in this sense, but even 
more we need surveys to collect sufficiently rich data sets to permit a comparative assessment 
of the consequences along several lines. These include investigating the consequences over 
time for the women migrants themselves, the consequences based upon comparing women 
migrants with non-migrants in places of origin, and the consequences based upon comparing 
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women and men migrants. Investigations of factors which influence the consequences of 
migration for women (and in general) would also benefit substantially from a multi-level model 
approach. 

9. Knowledge about the consequences of migration is necessary in order to determine 
whether policy interventions are desirable (to improve or ameliorate the consequences). 
Knowledge of determinants is necessary to assess whether any policy changes could have 
effects on the migration process. Thus, both are needed for governments to formulate 
improved policies regarding women's migration, and migration in general. 
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III. THE INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION OF WOMEN 

In assessing data needs for the analysis of the international migration of women, it is 
important to bear in mind that, in contrast to internal migration, international migration is a 
process that involves at least two different nation states and is therefore highly influenced by 
the characteristics of those states, especially their laws and regulations relating to migration. 
Improvements in the measurement of international migration usually require changes in the 
regulatory mechanisms used to control migration. To understand the kinds of changes required, 
it is necessary to distinguish different types of migration flows and to assess the extent of 
women's participation in each type of flow. This is also essential in analysing either the 
determinants ·or the consequences of the international migration of women. Indeed, given that 
most international migrants are admitted by receiving countries only on a conditional basis, the 
extent to which the conditions restrict their activities in the host society often shape the 
consequences of migration for the women migrants and their families. The laws and 
regulations of both countries of origin and destination also contribute to dete!:"mine wh() can 
leave, who can be admitted (and under what circumstances), and therefore affect the 
determinants of the international migration of women. In the case of female migrants, concerns 
about protection from abuse has led some countries of origin to impose additional restrictions 
on their out-migration, thus influencing both the volume and selectivity of female international 
migration. 

It has been estimated that about 48 per cent of the existing stock of international migrants 
worldwide are women (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). Moreover, it appears that 
this stock has been increasing gradually in recent decades, probably for most major categories 
of migrants, including labour migrants, although existing data make it impossible to prove such 
an assertion. The estimate of 48 per cent and the other propositions derive primarily from data 
on the numbers of foreign-born persons enumerated by censuses between 1970 and 1986. 
However, of 208 countries or areas in the world in 1989, relevant information was available 
for only 157. Furthermore, the data available refer to different years and consequently are not 
representative of the situation at any particular date. Even so, census information permits an 
approximate assessment of international migration of women on a worldwide basis. Thus, 
women account for at least 44 per cent of the foreign-born population in three quarters of the 
countries, including the majority of countries with large numbers of foreign-born populations 
(i.e., with a million or more). The data also reveal important regional differences in the 
participation of women in international migration. In most countries in Africa, Asia and 
Oceania, men outnumber women among the foreign-born, but in half of the countries in the 
Americas women constituted at least half the foreign-born population and in Europe women 
outnumbered men among the foreign-born in 60 per cent of the countries for which the 
necessary data are available. It therefore appears that, in general, developed countries attract 
more female than male international migrants, while developing countries generally attract 
more male than female international migrants. 
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Although the data available are . only suggestive of the magnitude of international 
migration, they imply that there are probably about 50 million female international migrants 
in the world, which is at least ten times smaller than the number of internal female migrants, 
although reliable estimates of total stocks do not exist in either case. Such a difference in 
magnitude underscores the fact that, although international migration is attracting increasing 
attention, internal migration still has the potential for affecting the lives of much larger 
numbers of women. 

A. Types of International Migration: 
The Female Dimension 

Because international migration is inextricably linked to legal considerations, any 
discussion of the topic requires acknowledgement (explicit or implicit) of its legal dimensions. 
Thus, the practice of distinguishing different types of international migrants is closely tied to 
the legal aspects of internatio'nal migration. Although a number of migrant typologies have 
been suggested in the literature, for purposes of this paper only those having major policy 
relevance will be considered. The intention is not to propose a general typology but rather to 
highlight the types of migration that have the greatest relevance for both policy considerations 
and measurement issues. 

At least four major types of migrants are distinguished here: permanent settlers or 
immigrants, migrant workers, undocumented migrants, and refugees. Although these types do 
not exhaust the range of categories of international migrants (which also include return 
migration and emigration of citizens and asylum seekers), they nevertheless provide a useful 
framework. The importance of these four types is that each can be defined in terms of the 
conditions of entry and stay imposed by the receiving State. Permanent settlers (or 
"immigrants") are foreign persons granted the right to stay indefinitely in the country of 
destination. Usually, they are simultaneously granted social and economic rights equal to those 
of citizens. Migrant workers, in contrast, are foreign persons who are granted only limited 
permission to stay in the country of destination, permission that is conditional on their 
exercising some specified economic activity, and often requiring their return to the country of 
origin once the activity is completed or once the labour contract has expired. Sometimes family 
members are allowed to accompany migrant workers, ·but not permitted to work while in the 
country. Undocumented migrants (including so-called illegal aliens) are foreign persons who 
have not fulfilled all the requirements established by the receiving State with respect to entry, 
remaining, or working while there. Refugees are foreign persons granted permission to stay 
in a country other than their own because of fear of persecution in their own country on the 
basis of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 
opinion or activity10

• 

10 This definition of refugee is consistent with United Nations instruments on refugees, namely, the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees. As 
of early 1994, about two thirds of the countries in the world had ratified either the 1951 Convention or its 
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It is instructive to compare definitions of the types of migrants above with the usual 
demographic definition of an international migrant. According to the latter, an international 
migrant is any person who moves from country A to country B at time to and stays in country 
B until at least time t1, where the difference between t1 and to is some minimum time, generally 
one year. This general definition makes no reference to the citizenship of the person in 
question; from the demographic perspective, the difference between citizens and foreigners is 
immaterial. But this is clearly not the case from the policy perspective. Furthermore, from the 
demographic perspective, the actual length of stay in the country of destination is the factor 
determining whether someone is classified as a migrant, whereas the definitions of the four 
international migrant types presented above deal with not actual length of stay but rather a 
legally sanctioned (or not sanctioned) length of stay. Zlotnik (1987) has used the term "legal 
time" to refer to the latter, noting that it is closely associated with anticipated legal residence. 
Thus, legal time represents "the time constraints (or lack of them) set by laws or regulations 
on the right to legal residence granted by the receiving state. It differs from the simple time 
criterion in that actual presence in the receiving state may be different from that determined 
by legal time" (Zlotnik, 1987, p. 937). 

There are many instances in which legal time differs from the actual time that a migrant 
has spent in a country, which has important implications for the measurement of migration. 
Thus, a number of countries grant permanent residence rights to migrants only after they have 
spent several years in the country under temporary permits of various kinds. If, as is often the 
case, statistics on immigration reflect only those migrants who have been granted permanent 
residence rights in a given year, these statistics will misrepresent the true level of flows of 
migrants -that is, when people actually arrived in the country. In the case of migrant 
workers, discrepancies between legal time and actual time in the host country are particularly 
common, especially when their stay is regulated through the issuance of renewable work or 
residence permits . 

The case of refugees further illustrates the complex interrelations between actual time, 
legal time, and the emergence of new categories of international migrants. Until the mid-
1980s, most refugees arriving in developed countries had obtained refugee status while still 
abroad by virtue of being resettled from their first countries of asylum or because they 
originated in Communist countries. However, since then the numbers of persons filing asylum 
applications while already present in developed countries has increased considerably (Hovy, 
1992; United Nations, 1994). Persons who have filed an asylum claim are usually allowed to 
stay in the country where the claim is filed until a decision on their status is reached, and are 
therefore in a transitional stage. This stage can last one, two or even more years, depending 
on the complexity of the asylum adjudication procedures and backlogs in the processing system 
in· the ultimate receiving country. Once a decision on an asylum claim is reached, the asylum­
seeker can become a refugee, be granted permission to stay temporarily on humanitarian 
grounds, or be denied asylum. In the latter case, he or she must leave the country or remain 
as an undocumented or illegal international migrant. Thus, the asylum-seeker category is 
intrinsically transitory, though the length of the transition period can easily be long enough to 

1967 Protocol. Consequently, the definition ofrefugee as established in those instruments is accepted widely. 
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make the asylum-seeker an international .migrant in demographic terms. However, neither the 
asylum-seeker, nor the authorities of the country receiving the application for asylum have any 
way of knowing in advance what the length of the transition period will be. 

This discussion indicates some of the problems intrinsic to the measurement of 
international migration. A further complication arises with respect to women because of the 
administrative tendency to automatically classify them as "dependants" rather than "principal 
migrants". Indeed, throughout the world, the formulation of migration laws and regulations 
is influenced by prevailing conceptions of the family and of the roles that different family 
members ought to play. Women, as spouses or daughters, are traditionally assumed to have 
primarily non-economic roles under the assumption that their husbands or fathers are 
responsible for satisfying the family's economic needs. These perceptions are translated into 
immigration regulations that, in some circumstances, can actually favour female migration by 
facilitating the admission of dependants. On the other hand, in countries that either restrict or 
discourage family reunification, or which admit mainly migrant workers, the migration of 
women will tend to be smaller than that of men. 

Countries that admit significant numbers of permanent settlers generally favour family 
reunification and are therefore more likely to receive approximately equal proportions of 
female and male immigrants. In the United States, for instance, women actually slightly 
outnumbered men among immigrants every year during the entire 1930-1980 period 
(Houstoun, Kramer and Barrett, 1984). During the early 1980s, however, men out-numbered 
women by small margins among permanent immigrants to the United States, but later in the 
decade women again slightly outnumbered men (Zlotnik, 1993). In the other traditional 
countries of immigration, namely, Australia, Canada and New Zealand, the proportions of 
women among immigrants have generally been lower than in the United States but were in any 
case around half during the 1980s (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). Unfortunately, 
these traditional countries of permanent immigration do not regularly publish data on 
immigrants classified by category of admission and sex. Where these data are available, they 
indicate that women predominate in the two categories of immigrants admitted as relatives of 
citizens and other immigrants. In the United States, for example during 1972-1979, women 
accounted for over 55 per cent of all persons admitted as relatives of US citizens, US resident 
aliens or other immigrants (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). Alien wives of US 
citizens alone accounted for nearly 10 per cent of all immigrants admitted during this period. 
In Canada, women constituted 58 per cent of all immigrants admitted during 1981-1986 in the 
"family Class" category (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). Data on the accumulated 
stock of immigrant data obtained from censuses further confirm the relatively high proportions 
of women admitted as immigrants by the traditional countries of immigration. Thus, in the 
United States women constituted 53 per cent of the 14.1 million foreign-born persons 
enumerated in 1980 and outnumbered male migrants by nearly 1 million. In Canada, ~omen 
accounted for 51 per cent of the 4 million foreign-born persons enumerated in 1981, and in 
Australia and New Zealand the share of women among the 3.2 and 0.5 million foreign-born 
persons enumerated, respectively, in the 1981 censuses was 49 per cent (United Nations 
Secretariat, forthcoming). Again, this proportion has tended to rise over time between 
succeeding censuses in most of these countries, indicating a rising share of women in 
international migration flows in recent years. 
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In contrast, countries that have resorted to temporary migration to satisfy their labour 
needs and that have simultaneously discouraged or restricted the reunification of families 
generally display lower proportions of women among their international migrant populations. 
In Europe, for instance, countries that favoured the admission of migrant workers during the 
1960s and early 1970s tended to have relatively low proportions of women among their foreign 
populations even during the 1980s, after almost a decade of facilitating family reunification 
once the migration of foreign workers had been stopped. Thus, as Table 3.1 indicates, the 
share of women in the foreign populations of the main migrant-receiving countries of Europe 
generally ranged from only 43 to 45 per cent in the 1980s. Only in Sweden, a country with 
a relatively small foreign population, did women account for over 49 per cent of foreign 
citizens. Although data available for 1990 indicate that the proportions of women among the 
foreign populations increased in a number of European countries during the 1980s, in 1990 
the proportion was still slightly less than half in most. 

TABLE 3.1 
FOREIGN POPULATION BY SEX IN SELECTED EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 

1990 

Percentage Percentage 
Country Year Male Female female Male Female female 

Belgium .. .. ..... 1981 479 399 45.4 475 406 46.1 
France . . . . .. . ... 1982 2 120 1 595 42.9 1 988 1 619 44.9 
Germany, Fed. Rep. 1986 2 577 1 936 42.9 2 946 2 296 43.8 
Netherlands ...... . 1986 313 240 43.4 381 311 44.9 
Norway .... . ... . 1983 50 45 47.4 77 67 46.4 
Sweden . . . . . . . .. 1985 197 194 49.6 246 238 49.1 
Switzerland . . . . . . . 1985 532 429 44.7 617 484 44.0 

Source: Zlotnik (1993). 

Much sharper sex imbalances have been recorded in the labour-importing countries of 
Western Asia. In Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, for instance, 
women constituted only one fifth to one third of the foreign populations as enumerated by 
censuses in the 1970s (Zlotnik, 1991). In Kuwait, where more recent census information is 
available, the proportion of women among the non-Kuwaiti population was higher and also 
increased slightly over time, from 37 per cent in 1980 to 38 per cent in 1985 (Zlotnik, 1991). 
In general, the labour importing countries of Western Asia have restricted the family 
reunification of workers, particularly of those originating in South and Southeast Asia. 
Nevertheless, it is unfortunate that recent data on foreign populations residing in other 
countries of the Middle East are not available since there are clear indications of a substantial 
increase in the international labour migration of women to the region from South and Southeast 
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Asia (e.g. , from Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and the Philippines), particularly of domestic workers 
and others in traditionally "female" occupations such as nurses and teachers. 

This brief review of the relative importance of women among international migrants in 
most of the principal countries of destination indicates that the migration policies of receiving 
countries are crucial determinants of the nature of women's participation in migration flows. 
The effects of migration policies on shaping trends in the various migrant types, and therefore 
the underlying migration flows, will be seen below. 

1. The Participation of Women 
in Permanent Settler Migration 

Very few countries, which are able to attract significant numbers of permanent migrants 
have provisions to grant foreigners, upon admission, permission to stay indefinitely in their 
territory. The four traditional countries of immigration, riamely, Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and the United States, are among these few countries. The United States, as the major 
country of immigration in the world, granted permanent residence rights to 4. 7 million 
immigrants during 1982-1989, 49.9 per cent of whom were women11 (Zlotnik, 1993). Data 
on the distribution of immigrants by region of birth indicate that women have predominated 
among immigrants born in developed countries, South America, and East and Southeast Asia. 
Women tend to be moderately under-represented among immigrants born in sub-Saharan 
Africa, Western Asia and Northern Africa, and are least represented among migrants born in 
South Asia (Table 3.2). These variations suggest not only that regulations of the receiving 
country influence the sex-selectivity of migration, but that factors related to the roles and status 
of women in the areas of origin have powerful effects on this selectivity. Thus, regions in 
which the roles of women are circumscribed, in which their independence is curtailed by 
prevailing social norms and values, tend to produce considerably fewer female than male 
international migrants. Autonomous or individual female emigrants are therefore likely to be 
virtually non-existent in countries which restrict the participation of women in the broader 
aspects of social and economic life in the society. 

Figure 2 compares the proportions of women among immigrants admitted since 1960 by 
the four main traditional countries of immigration. It is curious that New Zealand recorded an 
excess of men over women among long-term settlers, even ·during the early 1980s. In 
Australia, the proportion of women among international settlers was low until the early 1970s, 
then fluctuated around 50 per cent to 1985-86, and since has been consistently above that, 
reaching 53 per cent in 1992-93 (Australia, 1994). In Canada, women outnumbered men 
among landed immigrants in almost all years of the period, and in the United States, as already 

11 Data on immigrant admissions by sex for the United States are available only for 1982-1989 because 
a data-processing error in earlier years led to the loss of information on sex of the immigrant. Even for the 
years 1983-1984, sex of about 4 per cent of the immigrants was coded as "unknown". Such coding problems 
may be responsible, at least in part, for the fact that during 1982-1984, the only time in over fifty years, 
women were reported to be less numerous than men among immigrants to the US (Zlotnik, 1993). 
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noted, women also outnumbered men, sometimes by very significant margins, except for 1982-
1987. 

In addition to the traditional countries of immigration, some countries grant permanent 
resident rights or even citizenship to certain migrants by virtue of their ancestry. Jews, for 
example, have the right to Israeli citizenship whenever they choose to immigrate to that 
country. The data for Israel, presented in Table 3.3, indicate that women have outnumbered 
men among immigrants since 1961. The results of the 1983 census corroborate this, showing 
that 52 per cent of the 1. 4 million foreign-born persons in Israel were women. 
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TABLE3.2 
IMMIGRANTS ADMITTED BY THE UNITED STATES, 

BY REGION OF BIRTH AND SEX, 1982-1992 

Region of birth 1982-1984 

A. Male 

Immigrants (thousands) 835 

Percentage born in: 
Developed countries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13.1 
Developing countries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86.9 

Sub-Saharan Africa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.5 
West Asia and North Africa . . . . . . . . . 4.4 
Southern Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.5 
Other Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37.4 
Latin America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33.7 

Caribbean . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12.1 
Central America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15.6 
South America 6.0 

B. Female 

Immigrants (thousands) 819 

Percentage born in: 
Developed countries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15.2 
Developing countries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84.8 

Sub-Saharan Africa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.4 
West Asia and North Africa . . . . . . . . . 3.0 
Southern Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7:1 
Other Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39.7 
Latin America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 .3 

Caribbean . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13.2 
Central America . . . .. . , . . . . . . . . 13.3 
South America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6. 7 

C. Proportionfemale 

Total .... . .. .. .. .. . . . . . . 

Developed countries . . . . . . . . . . . . .... 
Developing countries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Sub-Saharan Africa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
West Asia and North Africa . . . . .. .. . 
Southern Asia . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . 
Other Asia . . . . . . . . . . : . . . . . . . . 
Latin America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Caribbean . .. . .. . . . . . ... . . .. . 
Central America . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
South America . . ........ . . . .. . 

Source: Zlotnik (1993). 

48.2 

51.1 
47.7 
34. 1 
38.6 
43.3 
50.1 
47.9 
50.4 
44.4 
50.7 

1985-1989 

1 511 

13.0 
87.0 

2.7 
4.4 
9.4 

29.4 
40.7 
16.2 
17.9 
6.6 

1 518 

14.3 
85.7 

1.7 
3.0 
8.3 

33.7 
38.6 
15.5 
15.7 
7.4 

50.l 

52.4 
49.8 
38.6 
40.5 
47.1 
53.6 
48.8 
48.9 
46.9 
53.0 

1990-1992 

1 024 

20.5 
79.5 
2.6 
5.0 
9.4 

29.4 
32.9 
11.9 
14.7 
6.3 

1 146 

19.9 
80.1 
2.0 
3.4 
8.4 

32.4 
33.7 
11.4 
15.4 
6.9 

52.8 

52.1 
53.0 
45.7 
43.3 
49.9 
55.2 
53.4 
51.9 
53.9 
55.1 
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TABLE 3.3 
IMMIGRATION TO ISRAEL BY SEX, 1948-1990 

Period 

1948-1960 
1961-1964 
19~5-1971 

1972-1979 
1980-1984 
1985-1989 
1990 ....................... . 

Source: Israel (1991). 

Male 

492 063 
111 766 
94 061 

126 690 
39 694 
33 139 
94 030 

Female 

484 786 
116 280 
103 760 
140 890 
43 943 
37 057 

105 486 

Percentage 
female 

49.6 
"51.0 
52.5 
52.7 
52.5 
52.8 
52.9 

Other countries with provisions to admit and grant citizenship on the basis of ancestry 
have also received sizable inflows of migrants. The Federal Republic of Germany grants 
citizenship rights to ethnic Germans, most of whom live in Eastern Europe. Following political 
changes and liberalization in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s, the inflow of ethnic Germans 
to Western Germany increased substantially. Of the 1.5 million ethnic Germans admitted 
between 1980 and 1989, about half a million were from the former German Democratic 
Republic. Of the 111,000 admitted during 1985-1988, 51.4 per cent were women. (Distribution 
by sex is not available for other years). Greece also has provisions for the admission of 
persons of Greek origin, including Pontic Greeks living in the former Soviet Union. During 
1965-1990, an estimated 70,000 Pontic Greeks returned to Greece, but there are no estimates 
of the proportion of women (Emke-Poulopoulos, 1990). Italy also grants citizenship rights to 
the descendants of Italians who emigrated in years past, but again there are no data on the 
magnitude and characteristics of such migrants. Japan has recently amended its immigration 
law to allow the immigration of persons of Japanese descent. By 1991, 119,000 Brazilians and 
26,000 Peruvians were legally resident in Japan, but information on the proportion female is 
not available. 

2. The participation of women in labour migration 

In contrast to permanent settler migration, labour migration, or the temporary admission 
of foreigners to fill specific jobs, is permitted by most countries. However, only a few 
countries admit sizable numbers of migrant workers, especially those in the unskilled and semi­
skilled categories. During the second half of this century, the main cynosures for labour 
migration were certain countries of Western and Northern Europe, South Africa, followed by 
the oil-rich countries of Western Asia and Northern Africa in the 1970s-1980s, and most 
recently by the NICs (Newly Industrializing Countries) of Asia. In each case, admission has 

74 



been highly regulated to ensure its temporary nature. However, despite the efforts of receiving 
countries, many temporary workers have managed to remain for long periods in the country 
of destination. In Europe in particular, the goal of temporary labour migration failed, with the 
result that most of the labour-receiving countries felt compelled to allow migrant workers. to 
remain even after they decided to stop the recruitment of foreign labour, around 1974. In order 
to normalize the life of those migrant workers who remained, regulations permitting family 
reunion were relaxed in the mid-1970s, giving rise to a second wave of migration fuelled by 
the entry of the workers' immediate family members. Although such developments led to the 
de facto settlement of sizable foreign populations, legal systems have been slow to recognize 
this situation. Thus most European countries still regulate the residence and economic activity 
of migrant workers and their families through complex systems of work and residence permits. 
Female migrants are particularly affected by such systems since their admission as dependants 
usually entails major restrictions on their labour force participation and access to certain 
services (see Boyd, 1990). Furthermore, since their residence rights are generally linked to 
those of a male relative (husband or father), they may well lose these rights if the relationship 
ends -another restriction on their autonomy. 

Given the poor quality of data available, documenting the ex!ent of women's participation 
in either the initial labour migration flows or those resulting from subsequent family reunion 
is far from straightforward. Indeed, few labour-receiving countries in the world publish data 
on the number of migrant workers classified by sex. In addition, because flows of migrant 
workers have generally involved high proportions of men, women have traditionally been 
ignored. Yet where appropriate information is available, it shows that the level of women's 
participation even in worker migration has been substantial. In 1907, for instance, 27 per cent 
of all foreign workers in the German Empire were women (Potts, 1990). During 1967-1974, 
women constituted 23 per cent of the Portuguese workers admitted by France (Tribalat, 1989), 
while from 1976 to 1987 women accounted for nearly 30 per cent of all workers admitted by 
France (Boyd, 1990). 

Information on the proportion of women in the foreign population of the labour-importing 
countries of Europe provides indirect evidence of their participation in migration flows (Table 
3.1). In the Federal Republic of Germany, women accounted for only 37 per cent of the 
foreign population in 1973, when the admission of foreign workers was stopped. But by late 
1989, the proportion had increased to 45 per cent (Zlotnik, 1993). Flow data confirm that the 
proportion of women among migrants to the Federal Republic of Germany increased after 
1974, reaching its highest level (46 per cent) only in 1985-1989. During the period in between, 
when family reunification was thought to be at its peak, the proportion of women in migrant 
inflows never exceeded 43 per cent, only eight points higher than the proportion of women 
recorded in migrant inflows at the height of worker migration (35 per cent in 1965-197 4). Data 
on emigration flows from the Federal Republic of Germany help clarify the dynamics of the 
migration process. During 1965-1974, when worker migration still predominated, the 
proportion of women in the net migration gain recorded by the Federal Republic was 43 per 
cent. Between 1975~ 1984, in contrast, the net migration of women was positive while that of 
men was negative (Zlotnik, 1993). That is, the period immediately following the halting of 
worker migration led to both the departure of significant numbers of male migrants and the 
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entry of significant numbers ofwomen as family members of the migrants who remained. The 
two flows roughly balanced each other, so that the Germany experienced relatively low net 
migration in 1975-1984, consistent with the goals of its migration policies. Thus its foreign 
population grew only slightly while the sex distribution became more balanced. 

Evidence for Belgium confirms that it experienced reductions in the net inflow of both 
male and female migrants after the cessation of labour migration, and that the net migration 
gain of women was slightly higher than that of men in 1975-1979, with women accounting for 
51 per cent of net migration. During 1980-1984 net migration to Belgium was negative for 
both men and women, but women recorded lower losses than men (Zlotnik, 1993). 

Although these cases corroborate that women became more prominent in the migration 
flows directed towards European countries after worker migration ceased, they also illustrate 
the complexity of migration phenomena. Thus, the simplistic view that family reunification 
always increased female migration is not supported by available data. The process can be 
better understood as one of substitution: considerable numbers of foreign workers and their 
families left at the same time as the families of other workers arrived. In the exchange, women 
gained ground, especially women from developing countries. 

International labour migration to developing countries has been usually dominated by men. 
This is especially the case in South Africa, where migrant workers have been concentrated in 
mining. Although data on migrant workers published by the Chamber of Mines of the Republic 
of South Africa are not explicit, it is assumed that all foreign workers are men (South Africa, 
1985). In Western Asia, where foreign workers have been employed in a wider range of 
sectors, women workers have always been present, especially in the service sector, as teachers, 
nurses or, more recently, in domestic service. Unfortunately, aside from the stock data cited 
earlier, there is virtually no information by sex on migrant workers in the oil-rich countries 
of Western Asia. Indeed, evidence on the migration of women workers to the region can be 
obtained only from data provided by countries of origin on work permits granted to persons 
wishing to work abroad. In the early 1980s, Korale (1983) reported that, according to official 
statistics, among workers leaving Sri Lanka for Western Asia, women outnumbered men by 
wide margins. Since then women have become prominent among workers entering countries 
in the Middle East from other Asian countries as well, including Indonesia, the Philippines and 
Thailand. Indonesia's official statistics indicate that in 1988 alone 50,000 women left to work 
abroad. The equivalent numbers for Thailand and Sri Lanka were 15,000 and 9,000, 
respectively (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). The Philippines has a long tradition of . 
emigration and Filipino women are taking advantage of work opportunities not only in Western 
Asia but also in Southeastern Asia, Hong Kong, Japan, Malaysia and Singapore. 
Unfortunately, data on the international labour migration of the Philippine Overseas 
Employment Administration are generally not classified by sex. In 1987, however, it was 
reported that 108,000 Filipinos, presumably women, were employed as nurses or domestic 
helpers around the world. Most nurses (23,000 out of a total of 26,000) were working in 
Western Asia. Most of the remaining 82,000 were domestic helpers, the largest numbers in 
Hong Kong (30,000), Singapore (17,000), Saudi Arabia (9,000) and the United Arab Emirates 
(9,000). About 4,000 were also reported to be working in Europe (United Nations Secretariat, 
forthcoming). Filipino and Thai women are also known to work in entertaining and related 
activities in Japan. Numbers admitted have been increasing but Japanese data on international 
in-migrants are not classified by sex (United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). 
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Source: United Nations Secretariat, forthcoming. 

3. Women as undocumented migrants 

Given the increasing reluctance of governments all over the world· to admit foreign 
workers, many workers become undocumented once their work permits expire. In many 
developed and developing countries "overstaying" is as common a mechanism for changing 
residence as illegal entry in the first place. But because of its nature, undocumented migration 
is almost impossible to accurately quantify, as is, ipso facto, the relative participation of 
women among undocumented migrant populations. Nevertheless, some evidence on the extent 
of women's involvement may be obtained from the results of amnesties and regularisation 
drives. The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (!RCA) of the United States led to 
approximately 1. 8 million persons applying for regularisation or amnesty under the regular 
legalization programme and a further 1.3 million under the special agricultural-workers 
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programme (SAW). The shares of women applicants in the two programmes were 43 and 18 
per cent, respectively. Given that the majority of farmworkers are men, the low proportion of 
women applicants under the SAW programme is hardly surprising. Women constituted over 
40 per cent of applicants under the regular programme. 

Other.countries, including some developing countries, have also initiated programmes to 
regularize undocumented migrants: For example, Argentina has done this a number of times 
this century, involving several hundreds of thousands of persons, the majority from Bolivia. 
Of the 147,000 persons "regularized" in 1974, for example, 47 per cent were women. A 
regularization campaign carried out in 1980 in Venezuela involved processing 267 ,000 
applications, 46 per cent were women. In France, in contrast, a regularization drive carried 
out in 1981-1982 yielded 132,000 legalizations, only 17 per cent to women. Similarly, in Italy, 
only 28 per cent of the 105,000 migrants regularized in 1987-1988 were women (United 
Nations Secretariat, forthcoming). Finally, the participation of women in illegal migration in 
developing countries may be rising, e.g., of Indonesians to Malaysia. 12 

4. Women as refugees 

In early 1993 there were an estimated 19 million refugees in the world. Women and 
children were thought to constitute up to 80 per cent in a number of countries (UNHCR, 
1993). However, statistics on refugees are at best rough approximations in many countries, 
and in most cases no classification is available by age or sex. Consequently, the claim that 
women and children together constitute large proportions of refugee populations, particularly 
in the developing countries of Africa, Asia or Central America, is simply a recognition of the 
fact that refugees are generally representative of the population as a whole of high fertility 
countries, where the proportion of children (persons under 18) and women together varies 
from 74 to 78 per cent (United Nations, 1993a). 

Although the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
has been calling for improvements in information ori women refugees, changes have been slow 
in coming. Indeed, the 1991-1992 UNHCR report oh programme planning to the Executive 
Committee of the High Commissioner's Programme provided a breakdown of the refugee 
population by sex and age for only 16 countries of asylum (UNHCR, 1992). Typically, reports 
included only the p~rcentage of women among "adults" and the percentage of "children" in the 
total, with children variously defined as persons under 15, 16, 17 or 18 (see Table 3.4). In 
several cases the percentages reported were noted only as "estimates" while in others they 
referred only to a subset of the total refugee population in the country. The proportion of 
women and children (together) varied from a low of 54 per cent among Vietnamese refugees 
in Indonesia to a high of 82 per cent among Liberians and Angolans in Cote d'Ivoire and 
Zaire, respectively. Among adults, refugee women outnumbered refugee men in only three of 
the twelve countries with the necessary data available, while they were almost as numerous in 
another three, and were less numerous than refugee men in the remaining six, often by wide 

12 Private communication of Graeme Hugo. 
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margins. Among the six countries for which the overall proportion of refugee women was 
reported, they outnumbered refugee men in three and were outnumbered by men in the other 
three. Thus, the data available, though partial and of highly uncertain quality, do not 
corroborate the widespread belief that women constitute especially high proportions of most 
refugee populations in the world. 

TABLE 3.4 
PROPORTION OF WOMEN AMONG REFUGEES IN SELECTED COUNTRIES OF FIRST ASYLUM 

Percentage of 

Women 
Country of Number of Adult and Upper age 

asylum Origin refugees Women women children of children 

Africa 
Central African 

Republic Sudanese . . . . • .. 12 000 49 47 66 18 
Cote d'Ivoire Liberian ''I 0 • o • 230 000 59 82 18 
Senega1<•l Various .... . .. 72 000 58 
Swaziland Mozambicans(bl ... 15 500 52 

Total . ....... . 50 000 
Zaire Angola . ... . . . . 279 000 52 41 82 18 

Total . .. .. ... . 483 000 

Latin America 
Costa Rica Various . . . . . . . 25 000 39 65 
Guatemala Various . . ... .. 5 100 40 76 18 
Mexico Various .. .... . 51 000 50 82 

Asia 
Bangladesh Assisted .... . . . 265 000 50 75 15 
India Non-Sri Lankan . . 10 600 50 72 18 

Total .. . .. . ... 140 600 
Indonesia Vietnamese 17 000 54 

Cambodian 1 700 55 
Iran Afghanistan 3 187 000 33 
Malaysia Vietnamese 12 500 53 66 17 
Nepal Bhutan .... . . .. 50 000 49 48 65 16 
Pakistan• Afghanistan . . . • . 2 768 000 53 76 
Thailand lndo-chinese 86 000 44 65 

Source: UNHCR (1992). 

<•> Estimated. 
(b) Assisted refugees only. 

Indeed, as at the end of 1993, there were some 90 females for every 100 male refugees 
assisted by UNHCR. Africa was the only region where the number of females was almost 
equal to that of males (UNHCR, 1994). 

Another indication of the extent of women's involvement in refugee migration is provided 
by statistics gathered by third countries of asylum which admit refugees for resettlement. In 
the United States, for instance, among the 888,000 refugees and asylees granted lawful 
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permanent status during 1983-1991, 45 .per cent were female. In Canada, the share of women 
admitted among the 276,000 refugees and persons in the designated classes13 during 1981-
1991 was only 40 per cent. Although data for other countries are lacking, women are likely 
to constitute less than half of the refugees reaching developed countries, partly because the 
criteria used to select refugees for resettlement often work to the detriment of women. Among 
asylum-seekers as well, women are likely to be underrepresented, although data on asylum 
applications by sex of applicant are rare. Those available for France, for example, indicate that 
women accounted for 33 per cent of asylum claims filed in 1991-1992. 

The involvement of women in refugee migration varies considerably by country of 
asylum. In developed countries, there is a strong tendency for women to be underrepresented, 
especially among refugees admitted for resettlement and among asylum-seekers . On the other 
hand, in developing countries, women often outnumber men in refugee populations since men 
are more likely to be involved in civil strife (or already dead). Casual observation and reports 
from NGOs suggest that women are more numerous than men in refugee camps in East and 
West Africa. In investigating refugees in camps in Africa, for example, Adepoju observed 
primarily women and children. And yet the extreme dearth of data makes any estimates of 
international migration stocks (not to mention annual flows) so unreliable as to be almost 
meaningless. A complete reassessment of the data collection and reporting procedures is 
therefore necessary to improve the quality of data on refugees. 

B. Data Sources 

The measurement of international migration and the assessment of its impact usually 
requires the use of a variety of data sources. As in the case of internal migration, most 
standard sources of demographic data are also potential sources of information on international 
migration. However, because international migration is generally subject to various types of 
administrative controls, there are a number of additional data sources whose specificity makes 
them relevant only for the study of international migration. The standard demographic sources 
include censuses, household sample surveys, and population registers. Additional sources 
-mostly of an administrative nature- include statistics arising from border controls, the 
issuance of specific migration and work permits, the granting of permissions to emigrate, and 
the issuance of passports and granting of visas. 

1. Demographic Data Sources 

a) Population censuses 

Population censuses are a major source of information on the stock of international 
migrants in a country at a given time. Since international migrants constitute very small 

13 The designated classes encompass persons who are displaced, persecuted or oppressed and are in need 
of protection even though they do not necessarily meet the strict definition of a Convention refugee. 
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proportions of the populations of most countries, the universal coverage of censuses makes 
them an ideal tool to assess numbers. However, censuses have a number of limitations since: 

• they take place only at relatively long intervals; 
• they can accommodate only a small number of questions, and consequently cannot gather 

detailed information on migrants; 
• they are likely to undercount the population as a whole somewhat, with the level of 

undercount higher than average among international migrants, especially persons in the 
country only temporarily or illegally; 

• international migrants may have a vested interest in not being counted or in misreporting 
their migrant status; and 

• they do not provide reliable information on annual flows of in-migrants, only on the stock 
existing at a certain (census date) time; 

• they provide no information on out-migration, nor hence on net international migration 
flows; 

• census takers receive minimal training and are therefore unlikely to detect response 
errors. 

Despite these limitations, censuses generally constitute the most comprehensive sources 
of data on international migration. Being essentially demographic tools, censuses have the 
advantage of incorporating demographic definitions of migration that facilitate comparing data 
across countries. Thus, most countries identify the stock of international migrants on the basis 
of information on place of birth and equate migrants with the foreign-born. Among the 157 
countries or areas having information on international migration from a census during the 1970 
or 1980 rounds of censuses, 120 had data on the foreign-born. The rest had information only 
on country of citizenship, with the result that international. migrants had to be assumed to be 
the same as foreigners. 

Perhaps the most important advantage of censuses is that they permit identification of 
migrants in terms of key demographic and socio-economic characteristics, including sex, age, 
place ofresidence, educational attainment, and marital status. Data are also sometimes obtained 
on participation in the labour force, occupation, housing conditions, 
fertility and household structure. However, all too often the potential value of this information 
fails to be realized because data on the foreign-born are seldom tabulated in sufficient detail. 
Even the most basic tabulations of the foreign-born by sex, age group and country of birth are 
often not available in printed form (United Nations, 1993c and 1993d). It is therefore crucial 
to devise mechanisms to promote a more thorough exploitation of census information on 
international migrants. 

No other developing region has taken an initiative similar to that taken by IMILA for 
Latin America. As a result, census publications for countries in Africa and Asia are less likely 
to contain information on international migrants, Jess likely to provide detailed tabulations on 
that sub-population when they do publish information, and more likely to use citizenship rather 
than the much more preferable country of birth as the criterion to identify international 
migrants. Thus, of 37 countries using only citizenship, 17 were in Africa, 8 in Asia and none 
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in Latin America. Many more countries in Africa and Asia than in Latin America and the 
Caribbean lack census information on international migration. 

With respect to information on female international migrants, although the censuses of 
most countries publish data on the total foreign-born or the foreign population by sex and age 
group, tabulations relating to the foreign-born are often not available by sex. This is true of 
both developed and developing countries. For example, the regular "Immigration Update" 
publication of the Bureau of Immigration and Population Research in Australia has only one 
table with a breakdown by gender.14 

Source: Arretx, 1987 

This neglect is even more likely in tab­
ulations of the economically active popul­
ation. As with internal migration, female 
international migrants are often considered a 
priori to not be economically active and ipso 
facto to not be quantitatively important 
enough to be separately identified. Even the 
IMILA tabulations, which in most instances 
provide a breakdown by sex, fail to do so in 
tabulations of the economically active 
migrants by occupation and country of birth 
(CELADE, 1986 and 1989). In addition, 
information on the status of the person in the 
household (viz., relationship to "head", or to 
the person on line 1 of the household roster) 
and on the fertility of foreign-born women, 
is also rare. 

In a number of countries, censuses 
gather information that allows the 
identification of migrants using criteria other 
than place of · birth or citizenship. Thus, 
censuses may permit the identification of 
persons living outside the country of 
enumeration at a certain date before the 
census (e.g., one or five years before), or 
they may allow the identification of persons 
whose previous place of residence was 
another country. Censuses may also record 
the date of first entry into the country of 

enumeration, so that duration of stay can be known; or they may inquire about both place of 
birth and citizenship so that different groups of international migrants can be considered, 
namely, foreign-born citizens (by birth or by naturalization), foreign-born foreigners, native­
born citizens, and (a category which does exist in many countries, such as Germany) native­
born foreigners. However, the additional information gathered is seldom used to its potential 

14 We are indebted to Graeme Hugo for this observation. 
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because of the limited number of published tabulations on international migrants. Thus, 
although gross numbers by sex are often available, more detailed tabulations by sex combined 
with other variables -crucial in assessing the characteristics and selectivity of international 
migrants, as well as its determinants and consequences-have, in general, not been published. 

In developing countries, some censuses (e.g., the latest censuses of Pakistan, Lesotho and 
Peru) have tried to assess the extent of emigration by obtaining information on persons present 
in the country at a certain time in the past but who were outside the country at the time of 
enumeration. Generally, the informant -the person providing information about the household 
and its members- is requested to list all persons considered to be members of the household 
who are residing abroad at the time o{ the census. This approach, however, is likely to yield 
underestimates of emigration because persons who have been absent for a long time and those 
who do not intend to return are unlikely to be considered household members at the time of 
the census. This is particularly so for women, especially if they migrated to start a family 
abroad. Furthermore, when entire families migrate together, there is no one left behind to 
report on their international out-migration. Several countries that have included questions on 
household members residing abroad at the time of the census have been the source of sizable 
numbers of migrant workers. Although not stated explicitly, these countries are mostly 
interested in assessing the magnitudes of outflows of male workers. Consequently, there may 
be inherent biases in data collection procedures which are likely to result in undercounts of 
women emigrants. This needs to be carefully investigated. 

b) Household Surveys 

As noted above with respect to internal migration, surveys have the advantage of being 
much more flexible than censuses regarding the types and number of questions that can be 
accommodated without impairing data quality. However, most sample surveys cover only a 
small proportion of the total population and are therefore unlikely to provide a proper 
representation of small subgroups such as international migrants, unless specific additional 
measures are taken. These include increasing the sample size, implementing procedures to 
oversample the migrant population (to the extent that it is concentrated in certain areas/cities 
of the country of destination, and these areas can be identified: see Bilsborrow, 1984), or 
carrying out a survey exclusively of the international migrant population (Oberai, 1993). In 
any case, such surveys should most definitely be based upon probability samples, where the 
probability of selection of each household is known a priori, rather than non-scientific quota 
or judgement samples. Only in the case of the former can generalizations to the larger 
(country) population be made, and tests of hypotheses ofrelationships carried out (e.g., on the 
determinants or consequences of international migration). 

While the typical demographic or socio-economic surveys are generally too small to 
produce reliable indicators on international migrants (with small sample takes, standard errors 
are unacceptably large), there are some important exceptions. Labour-force surveys carried out 
in the member States of the European Community, for instance, provide acceptable overall 
estimates of the size of the international migrant labour-force and its major characteristics. But 
even these generally do not yield reliable indicators for specific migrant groups, including 
economically active migrant women in those European countries where the labour force 
participation of migrant women is low or restricted by regulation. 
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In the United States, the Current. Population Survey (CPS) is sufficiently large (a 
minimum of 60,000 households per month) to provide acceptable information about the overall 
foreign-born population. Indeed, the June 1988 round of the CPS was used to estimate the 
extent to which regularization of undocumented migrants under IRCA would reduce the size 
of the population of undocumented migrants (Woodrow and Passel, 1990). It was concluded 
that IRCA would have a much greater impact on reducing the undocumented status of male 
than of female international migrants. 

In general, surveys producing the most relevant information regarding international 
migration are those designed to cover exclusively international migrants. However, given the 
fluidity of international migration, it is not always possible to devise an adequate sampling 
frame for these surveys; consequently, many lack the representativity required to make reliable 
inferences. In any case, the wide variety of survey designs available precludes a 
comprehensive discussion of the topic here. Consequently, only a few surveys are discussed 
below to highlight strengths and limitations regarding the analysis of women's international 
migration. 

In 1982, a survey on family formation was conducted in France in conjunction with the 
census. It targeted foreign-born women, and because its sample was a subsample of the census 
population, it was a representative sample of female international migrants in France. The 
sample covered 23,000 foreign-born women, 52 per cent of whom were still classified as 
foreigners at the time of interview and 48 per cent of whom were by then French citizens, 
most by naturalization (Tribalat et al, 1991). Although the questionnaire used did not gather 
all the information necessary to assess the process of family formation of migrants (for 
example, place of birth of children was available only for those who still lived at home), it did 
represent a unique data source for analysis of the adaptation process by allowing comparisons 
between migrant mothers and their daughters. Had the survey included retrospective questions 
on economic activity status, however, much more could have been learned concerning the 
process of adaptation of women migrants over time. 

An important shortcoming of the majority of surveys, which are carried out only in the 
country of destination, is that information about place of origin, or about the migrant's 
situation before migration, can be obtained only through retrospective questions, which results 
in memory recall problems and possibilities of misreporting (see also Il.B.3 above). One 
possible strategy to avoid such problems is to carry out a longitudinal survey, interviewing 
international migrants before migration (in the country of origin), soon after it takes place, and 
at some later point (the latter two in the country of destination). Unfortunately, such surveys 
are more expensive and require more planning and budgetary support over a longer time 
period. This was the strategy in a longitudinal survey of Filipino and Korean immigrants to 
the United States in which a sample of persons who had already received immigrant visas were 
initially interviewed in their country of origin before they left. Although sample attrition was 
high (40-50 per cent), the results suggested that those reinterviewed were still representative 
of the original group. The data have been used to analyse the labour force adaptation of female 
immigrants (see Box No. 6). 

The above example shows that because the usual destination-country sample surveys have 
limitations in dealing with the binational character of international migration, a better 
understanding of the migration process is achieved if information is collected in both 
communities of origin and destination (see Box No. 7). 
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Source: Asis, 1990. 
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Source: Massey et al, 1990 
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These examples indicate how surveys can facilitate understanding of many important 
facets of international migration. They indicate not only that the use of representative samples 
is possible, but also that to advance understanding of female international migration, survey 
designs must take explicit measures to avoid biases against the coverage of female migrants. 
It is indicative of biases in research on the subject that a survey on "family formation" (the 
survey in France, described above) interviewed only women, while one on "economic and 
social aspects of undocumented migration" (that of Massey et al on Mexico) focused on men. 
Much remains to be done, therefore, to combat the prevalent view that women are primarily 
reproducers rather than producers. 

c) Population registers 

Population registers record how a population changes through time by inscribing all births 
and all newly arrived immigrants, while deleting deaths and departing emigrants from a 
complete roster of the population. 

Population registers can thus provide both stock and annual flow data on international 
(and internal) migrants. Countries maintaining population registers do so mostly for adminis­
trative purposes. Usually, local authorities are in charge of maintaining the register since they 
are most knowledgeable about their local population. Because population registers that were 
once maintained largely by hand have been computerized and centralized, either at the regional 
or the national level, it is now much easier to derive a host of statistics from them. 

Population registers, common among European and some Asian countries, now exist in 
more than 60 countries (van den Brekel, 1977). Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, 
Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and Sweden are among the countries in 
Europe that have population registers which provide data on international migration. 
Identification of an international migrant depends on the rules in place in each country to 
determine who should be inscribed and who should be deleted from the register. Table 3 .5 
shows the definitions used by those member states of the European Community that have 
population registers. It is evident that even among this small set of closely linked countries, 
definitions differ widely. Furthermore, in most cases there is complete lack of consistency 
between the definitions of immigrant and emigrant. Thus an "emigrant" from one country may 
not be an 11 immigrant 11 in another. 

Since 1971, the Conference of European Statisticians, which reports to the Economic 
Commission for Europe (ECE), has been trying to improve the comparability of international 
migration statistics for European countries (Kelly, 1987). Although some positive changes have 
occurred, flow statistics on migration to and from European countries still lack consistency. 

As a result of the process leading to the creation of a single market within the EEC, 
Eurostat has fostered the harmonization of international migration statistics between member 
states (Poulain, DeBuisson, and Eggerickx, 1991), but it is too early to judge the success of 
these efforts. 

Meanwhile, despite the lack of comparability, flow statistics emanating from population 
registers are still, in general, the best data available on international migration. Due to the fact 
that population registers usually cover the movement of both foreigners and citizens, and re­
cord both inflows and outflows, they have the potential for producing ideal statistics on proces­
ses leading to changes in populations over time, including international migration. In.practice, 
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TABLE 3.5 

DEFINITIONS OF IMMIGRANT AND EMIGRANT UNDERLYING THE DATA OBTAINED FROM POPULATION 

REGISTERS IN THE MEMBER STATES OF THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY 

Country 

Belgium Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Denmark Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Germany Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Italy Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Luxembourg Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Netherlands Immigrant 

Emigrant 

Spain Immigrant 

Emigrant 

So14rce; Poulain and others (1991). 
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Definition 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who has the intention of residing in 
Belgium for more than three months and has the necessary residence 
permit, or a Belgian citizen returning after a period of residence abroad. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad. 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who has the intention of residing in 
Denmark for more than three months and has the necessary residence 
permit (not required for citizens of other Nordic countries), or a Danish 
citizen returning after emigrating abroad with the intention of residing for 
at least three months in Denmark. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad. If the period of 
absence is expected to be less than six months and a residence is retained 
in Denmark, the person is not counted as an emigrant. 

A foreigner or a German citizen who had emigrated and who, upon arrival, 
intends to reside in Germany in an owner-occupied home, as a tenant,or as 
a sub-tenant. Registration must take place within a week of arrival. 
Intended length of stay is immaterial. 

Any person departing from Germany and giving up the residence he or she 
occupied in Germany. 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who has the intention of residing in Italy 
for more than three months and has the necessary residence permit, or an 
Italian citizen returning after a period of residence abroad. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad. 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who has the intention of residing in 
Luxembourg for more than three months and has the necessary residence 
permit, or a citizen of Luxembourg returning after a period of residence 
abroad. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad. 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who intends to remain in the Netherlands 
for more than six months (a residence permit is not necessary), or a Dutch 
citizen returning to the Netherlands with the intention of remaining for at 
least one month. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad permanently or for 
at least 12 months. 

A foreigner arriving from abroad who has the intention of residing in Spain 
for more than three months and who has the necessary residence permit, or 
a Spanish citizen returning after a period of residence abroad. 

A person departing with the intention of residing abroad. 



however, the use of migrant definitions that vary between foreigners and citizens, and the 
tendency of people to be more likely to report their arrival than their departure (due directly 
to differences in government regulations), imply that annual net migration figures, even from 
population registers, usually need adjustments to reflect actual population gains or losses. 
Furthermore, in some countries, population registers cover only the native population (i.e., 
foreigners are excluded), and so their statistics reflect only part of the migration picture. In 
several Eastern and Central European countries, population registers were mainly instruments 
of internal control during the time when restrictions on travel and emigration virtually closed 
those countries to international migration. With the changes that have taken place recently, 
however, some Eastern and Central European countries are changing their statistical systems 
to record inflows and outflows of both foreigners and their own citizens. 

Although most Western countries with population registers publish international migration 
statistics in some detail, they do not adequately exploit the richness of the registers. Since 
population registers maintain up-to-date demographic and socio-economic information on every 
person, possibilities for tabulating and analysing the characteristics of international migrants 
are considerable. Yet, in practice, even the most basic and important two-way tables are not 
always accessible. For example, the distribution of migrants by country of origin and sex is 
not known because data are not normally included by sex in the statistical yearbooks of 
countries. In principle, data classified by sex are available for all countries of the EEC and all 
Nordic countries. Information on age, citizenship, marital status, occupation, and country of 
previous or intended residence is potentially available (Poulain et al, 1991). Because data 
classified by either citizenship or country of origin (or destination in the case of emigrants) list 
only a few countries, an in-depth assessment of trends from sending countries cannot be made. 

In conclusion, data from population registers remain underutilized in general and in 
particular with respect to providing information by gender. The inclusion of additional 
tabulations in the widely accessible country-level publications, and the practice of including 
sex systematically in every tabulation, would help enormously to improve the value of 
population registers as sources of statistics on the international migration of women. 

2. Administrative Statistics 

a) Border statistics 

Ideally, statistics emanating from border control operations should be the main source of 
data on international migration. And yet, although many countries gather some kind of border 
control statistics, few of those that receive sizeable numbers of international migrants rely on 
this source for their international migration statistics. The main problem with border statistics 
is that the number of persons crossing international borders is many times larger than the 
number of international migrants. For example, an estimated 457 million persons entered the 
United States during 1990, yet only 17.6 million were reported as non-immigrants (including 
tourists), and only 1.5 million persons were granted legal immigrant status in that year (United 
States, 1991). In fact, the United States does not obtain information on every person entering 
or departing from its territory. The movements of US citizens in both directions go 
unrecorded, and non-immigrants are recorded regularly only at airports. The many persons 
who cross the two borders by land, especially daily commuters, are not recorded individually. 
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The use of border statistics to measure international migration was possible when 
immigrants arrived by boat at only a few ports of entry. Today, island countries are in the best 
position to implement this mode of control. Thus, countries such as Australia, New Zealand 
and the United Kingdom still rely on border statistics as important sources of data on migration 
flows. Their definitions of immigrant and emigrant also match closely the definitions 
recommended by the United Nations (1980). However, being countries of immigration, 
Australia and New Zealand have provisions to grant permanent residence rights to certain 
persons upon arrival. Consequently, they distinguish permanent immigrants from long-term 
immigrants, the latter being persons who plan to stay in the country for at least a year but who 
do not have permission to stay indefinitely. The United Kingdom, no longer a country of 
significant net immigration, distinguishes immigrants from other travellers only on the basis 
of their intended length of stay as declared at the time of admission, and thus adheres most 
closely to UN recommendations. Yet despite the large number of travellers arriving in and 
departing from the United Kingdom, only a representative sample is actually interviewed to 
ascertain migration status. The procedure is carried out under the title of the International 
Passenger Survey (IPS), a continuing sample survey that covers the principal air and sea routes 
between the United Kingdom and overseas, except those between the United Kingdom and the 
Irish Republic (United Kingdom, 1978). 

The United Nations has made recommendations aimed at improving the comparability of 
border statistics data (United Nations, 1980), but progress has been slow. Even in terms of 
basic coverage, few countries gather the recommended statistics. Thus, among the 79 
developing countries or areas whose arrival statistics were published in the 1989 Demographic 
Yearbook of the United Nations (1991), only 33 listed "long-term immigrants" as a separate 
category. With respect to departures, among the 65 developing countries providing some 
information, only 27 listed the category "long-term emigrants" separately. Furthermore, it is 
not clear whether the figures adhere to definitions suggested by the United Nations: detailed 
information on data collection procedures is generally not available to assess their adequacy. 
Mexico is just one example of possible inconsistencies. It recorded 2,453 long-term emigrants 
in 1985, the year in which the United States alone granted permanent residence rights to 
61,077 Mexicans, 53,359 of whom were new arrivals (United States, 1986). Although the data 
for Mexico indicate that persons leaving the country by land are not recorded, the difference 
between US and Mexican sources is sufficiently large to raise doubfs concerning Mexican data 
in general, especially because during the earlier years of 1979-1982, Mexico recorded at least 
50,000 long-term emigrants annually (United Nations, 1991). 

The 1989 Demographic Yearbook (United Nations, 1991) also contains information on 
the distribution by age and sex of long-term immigrants and emigrants as reported by receiving 
countries . Twenty-two developing countries were listed as having this distribution for long­
term immigrants but, upon examination, the data of seven turned out to include short-term 
migrants, or referred to all types of arrivals. Among those reporting data that referred 
specifically to long-term immigrants, only a handful were important migrant-receiving 
countries (e.g., Brunei, Israel, and South Africa). 

It appears, therefore, that although border statistics have the potential for yielding useful 
flow statistics on migration, this potential has not been realized in most countries that collect 
this information. At least two issues must be addressed in trying to improve border statistics. 
First, the criteria used to identify migrants must be documented and assessed. Generally, those 
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criteria reflect regulations regarding the admission of foreigners and citizens rather than the 
demographic considerations underlying the definitions proposed by the United Nations. Unless 
the basis and relevance of the UN recommendations are made clear to each country, efforts 
to improve border statistics are unlikely to succeed. Second, it is necessary to devise suitable 
methods of data collection that obviate the need for screening large numbers of travellers in 
order to identify small numbers of actual international migrants. In doing so, it is important 
to guard against biases that may arise because of preconceived ideas about who is a migrant, 
especially biases likely to lead to the selective omission of female migrants. 

b) Residence permits 

In most migrant-receiving countries, a migrant is granted an official permit allowing him 
or her to reside in the country for some time. In this context, immigrants are foreigners 
granted permission to stay for an unlimited period. Countries granting such permits often 
generate international migration statistics. In Canada and the United States, for example, 
immigration statistics reflect the numbers of persons granted "landed immigrant status" or 
"permanent resident status", respectively, each year. Because procedures are in place to allow 
persons entering the country under a temporary residence permit to later change their status 
to immigrant, the number of permanent resident permits granted in a year is not equal to the 
number of new immigrants actually entering the · country during that year. Thus, among the 1. 5 
million persons who were granted permanent resident status in the United States in 1990, 1.1 
million had already been residing in the country for some time (United States, 1991). 

In some European countries, permits issued to foreign migrants also constitute the basis 
for international migration statistics. In France; for instance, the Ministry of the Interior 
produces statistics on the total existing stock ofinternational migrants (foreigners) based on 
the number of residence permits issued. Flow data are produced by the Office des Migrations 
Internationals (OMI) by registering foreigners applying for a residence permit at the time they 
undergo a medical examination. Since certain categories of migrants are exempt from medical 
examinations (notably citizens of countries of the European Community), they are not included 
in flow statistics. Furthermore, French statistics are generally not classified by sex. Rather, 
a distinction is made between principal applicant and dependants, distinguishing spouses from 
children under the presumption that spouses are mostly women. 

Switzerland operates a complex system of residence permits that allows a foreign person 
to pass from the seasonal category to an annual permit and then to one allowing establishment 
or permanent residence. Computerization and centralization of information on residence 
permits allows Swiss authorities to derive both stock and flow data in a timely fashion. 
However, few tabulations on international migrants are published in the Statistical Yearbook 
of Switzerland, and only one or two of these provide information by sex. The same is true of 
data for Germany, a country that operates a register of foreigners which, like Switzerland, 
keeps track of the different residence permits issued and of the transitions that migrants make 
from one type of permit to another. 

Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom also have statistics on the number of residence 
permits issued, but only Spain appears to be able to generate stock data from the information 
gathered. The other two countries report only the number of residence permits issued yearly, 
and for none of the three is classification of the data by sex available. Furthermore, since that 
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it is possible for foreigners already present in the receiving country to obtain a residence 
permit later, the number of permits issued· each year cannot be equated with the number of 
migrants actually entering the country during that year. 

Although administrative statistics based on residence permits have the potential for 
facilitating the maintenance of a comprehensive roster of the foreign population, few countries 
realize this potential. The most common situation is for permit statistics to reflect the 
idiosyncrasies of the system which is designed primarily to control the arrival of international 
migrants. Thus, the coverage of permit statistics is often less than ideal because major groups 
of migrants are exempt from the need to secure residence permits (e.g., citizens of the 
receiving country or citizens of certain countries, such as in the EEC). In addition, permit 
statistics do not reflect achieved annual migration but rather the result of various administrative 
procedures that involve migrants. Such procedures may result in the classification of migrants 
into categories that have little to do with the migrant's intentions or capabilities. Migrant 
women in particular are likely to be classified mainly as dependants by the authorities of 
countries that allow family reunification. Hence, although residence permit statistics are useful 
in identifying the different types of migrants of policy interest, they also often help to 
perpetuate misconceptions about international female migrants. 

c) Work permit statistics 

These types of statistics are akin to those .derived from residence permits. Countries 
admitting foreign migrant workers on a temporary basis usually produce statistics based upon 
work permits. In Europe the relevant Ministry of Labour is usually in charge of controlling 
the labour force participation of migrants by issuing work permits and is therefore responsible 
for the statistics produced. Underrepresentation of women is especially likely, particularly 
because, being admitted as dependants, foreign women are usually subject to restrictions 
regarding their labour force participation . . Consequently, migrant women often have to wait 
years before obtaining a work permit; meanwhile, any economic activity they undertake is 
usually unrecorded. 

d) Asylum applications 

Asylum applications filed by persons seeking asylum in the Western bloc countries of 
Europe and in the overseas countries of immigration constitute a relatively new source of 
information on persons moving internationally. Although persons filing asylum claims are not 
strictly speaking migrants (their length of stay in the country where the claim is filed can be 
short), they nevertheless represent a foreign presence with important policy implications for 
the receiving country. In general, government agencies charged with examining asylum claims 
have a · weak statistical tradition. Information on asylum applications is therefore sparse, 
consisting mostly of total numbers of applications filed classified by citizenship, with no 
distribution by sex. Information on the number of claims adjudicated, including those accepted 
and those rejected, can be obtained in some cases, but little detail is .provided regarding the 
time at which applications were filed or the demographic characteristics of those filing the 
claims. The increasing need to share information on asylum claims has prompted some 
governments to computerize and share information. 
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e) Emigration permits 

Although international agreements establish the right to emigration, throughout this 
century, many countries have restricted this right to varying extents. There are, of course, 
different degrees of restriction, with the former Eastern bloc countries imposing very stringent 
restrictions that extended even to tourist travel abroad. Their citizens could obtain passports 
only when a specific permission to travel had been approved, and then had to hand the 
passport to the proper authorities upon return. Only under special circumstances were citizens 
granted permission to emigrate (leave permanently)and the few who achieved it were issued 
"one way" passports that disallowed return. Such procedures, however, ensured that accurate 
statistics existed on the emigration of citizens, including both those who left with permission 
to emigrate and those who overstayed their allowed period of travel abroad. However, those 
statistics seldom reached the public domain. In fact, data on emigration from Eastern bloc 
countries were based mostly upon the immigration records of the West. Only recently has 
some information from Eastern bloc countries begun to become available, but it consists 
mainly of total emigrants classified by whether they emigrated legally or illegally , without 
classification by demographic characteristics including sex. 

In developing countries, particularly those that export workers to other developing 
countries, restrictions have been imposed with the aim of protecting the workers involved and 
ensuring that they have proper work contracts. Because women are considered more vulnerable 
to exploitation, they have often been subject to more stringent restrictions than men (Abella, 
1990). To ensure thatregulations regarding worker migration are met, most labour-exporting 
countries in Southern and Southeastern Asia control the emigration of workers and, in the 
process, gather statistics on the number of persons leaving the country to work abroad. The 
overseas labour administration agencies of countries such as Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, the Republic of Korea, Sri Lanka and Thailand are responsible for carrying out 
the necessary approval and clearance procedures, thus gathering information on "age, place 
of residence, marital status, qualification, country of employment and occupation, contract 
period, and salary offered" (Athukorala, 1993: 21). Presumably, information on the sex of the 
applicant is also recorded. 

However, in general, the dissemination of data on emigration permits in developing 
countries has been limited, with sending countries publishing very little data. Through the 
efforts of ILO, the data available have been compiled in a single volume (ILO, 1989). It 
contains tabulations o.n numbers of workers processed in a given year, usually classified by 
country of employment, mode of recruitment and occupation. However, the data are generally 
not classified by sex (with the exception of selected tables for Indonesia and the Philippines). 
Furthermore, because the data represent applications approved and not persons, over time 
there has been a considerable overcount of persons involved in annual flows due to delays in 
the approval process. The evidence also indicates that the number of applications approved by 
some countries is higher than the number of. workers actually departing to work abroad. It is 
also likely that some persons leave without securing the necessary government permits, since 
they are costly to obtain and often involve delays. Women may have particular incentives to 
migrate outside official channels, especially when regulations prohibit or restrict their 
emigration to work abroad in the first place. 
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0 Regularization drives and deportation statistics 

By its very nature, irregular or undocumented migration is difficult to measure. Direct 
statistics on its magnitude are usually obtained from two types of sources: (a) data from 
regularization or legalization campaigns that allow undocumented migrants to obtain legal 
permits to stay and work in the country of destination (such as of Mexicans in the US 
following the 1986 law, and of Bolivians in Argentina), and (b) statistics on the number of 
undocumented aliens captured or deported. The most common information published from 
these sources is total number of persons regularized or deported classified by country of 
citizenship. Classification is often not even provided by .sex. 

g) Refugee statistics 

Refugee statistics often result as a by-product of administrative procedures involved in 
resettling refugees or providing them with assistance. Since most refugees are resettled in 
developed countries, statistics on them are gathered in ways similar to those used to record 
other immigrants, though refugees are usually reported in a separate category. 

In developing countries, statistics on refugees are generally only rough estimates, 
although when refugee populations remain for lengthy periods in camps or in other types of 
stable settlements, population counts may be undertaken based on the issuance of ration cards 
or other forms of identification associated with refugee entitlements. If controls are lax, some 
refugees may manage to obtain duplicate cards and thus inflate refugee statistics. Governments 
may also have an interest in inflating refugee estimates, especially when the situation is fluid 
and there are no means of obtaining accurate counts, and perhaps to make claims for more 
international aid. The dearth of information on the number of female refugees and their 
characteristics is particularly troublesome since it contributes to delays in the provision of 
essential services to women. 

C. Data Needed to Assess the Determinants 
of the International Migration of Women 

The study of the determinants of international migration is still in its infancy in general, 
and even more so with respect to that of women, partly because of the difficulty of obtaining 
the information needed to assess the conditions under which migration takes place and the 
factors that stimulate potential migrants to actually migrate. Research on the causes of 
international migration has generally focussed on the macro-level affirming that changing 
economic circumstances have had major implications for international migration, including that 
of women. Given the lack of wage-earning opportunities for women in many developing 
countries, which in the 1980s became worse in countries un,dergoing structural adjustment 
because of debt crises, women have been increasingly willing to work abroad, even in 
occupations commanding little prestige, in order to support themselves and their families. But 
such developments are also, and probably even more so, driven by the changing labour needs 
of receiving countries. Thus, the oil-rich countries of Western Asia have completed many of 
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the major infrastructure projects started during the 1970s and early 1980s, and no longer need 
so many male migrant workers. The decline in oil prices has also contributed to a slackening 
in demand for migrant men. However, affluent households there still need domestic service 
workers who cannot be found locally. Nurses and teachers are also in demand. These "female" 
jobs attract women willing to migrate internationally, especially single women. 

In Europe, the cessation of labour recruitment gave way recently to family reunification 
and, as noted above, provided greater opportunities for the migration of women. Although 
studies have described the phenomenon and the processes involved at a macro level, there has 
been almost no analysis of why some women migrated to join their husbands abroad while 
others did not. Such analysis require information at the micro level, or the level of the 
individual woman and her household. 

Nevertheless, there have been very few studies indeed at this level, and almost none 
relating to developing countries. One exception is a recent laudable analysis on Egypt which 
claimed to be unique in that "it focuses exclusively upon external. .. migration" (Adams, 
1993:147). It examines the determinants of international migration from rural Egypt using the 
Harris-Todaro model (see II.C.1 above). One thousand households in three villages in a rural 
province about 250 km. south of Cairo were interviewed concerning household members 
working abroad. One third of the households reported having a male member who had left to 
work abroad at some time during the previous 10 years. A model was estimated of the 
likelihood of a male household member working abroad on the basis of his age, education, 
marital status, land owned by the household, number of adult males in the household, predicted 
household (not predicted individual earnings, which is preferable) income if the person had not 
out-migrated, the extent of small landholdings in the village (as a reflection of village poverty), 
and the villages distance from Cairo. While presented as a "multi-level model", only the last 
two variables extend beyond the household, and appropriate statistical techniques for multi­
level models were not used. Distance would have been better measured as distance to the 
country of destination rather than to Cairo, and no destination variables were included in the 
study to reflect pull factors. The latter is not in itself a limitation, but it means that the study 
estimates only the determinants of international out-migration, not the choice of destination 
country which is also of interest. The author also notes that not a single (Moslem) household 
was willing to admit in its interview having any woman working abroad, though such cases 
definitely existed. As a result, the analysis could be performed only for males. This harks back 
to the issue of respondent bias, mentioned in relation to internal migration surveys in section 
II.B.3 above. Analyses of the determinants of women's international migration cannot be 
undertaken if their existence is not recognized in the first place. 

Following the discussion of internal migration in section II.B above, an analysis of the 
determinants of international migration of women at the micro level should also be based upon 
a wide range of information about the woman herself (viz., her age, sex, marital status, 
education, work activity and history, etc.), her household of origin (characteristics of her 
husband if married, household income, ownership of land and other assets, housing conditions, 
location, attitudes of her husband/father/other key relatives towards her possible international 
migration and her working outside the home, etc.), conditions in the local community of 
residence and the country of origin in general (social and economic roles of women, 
employment prospects, economic trends, political circumstances, etc.) , and similar conditions 
in the country of destination. 
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The anticipated economic situation of the husbands of married women will also usually 
significantly influence migration decisions of the family and hence of the women involved. 
More generally, migration decisions are based upon expected circumstances and economic 
prospects in the country of destination compared to those expected to exist in the future in the 
country of origin. Existing studies have usually resorted to data on observed magnitudes, that 
is, on observed economic conditions, wage levels, etc. The ideal data set would contain 
information collected in the country of origin from potential migrants on their expected future 
income, etc., streams in both the current country and the (perceived best) country of 
destination, as well as data from equivalent non-migrants on their future income streams, etc. 
How the a priori expectations of the two groups differ and what this has to do with migration 
has not been examined. Economists, whose research dominates existing quantitative research 
literature on the determinants of international as well as internal migration, typically estimate 
the predicted incomes of persons in both places of origin and destination -based upon their 
age, education and work experience- and then estimate whether a person is likely to migrate 
or not based upon those predicted wage levels in both areas of origin and destination 
(statistically controlling for other non-economic factors in places of origin and destination by 
including measures of them in the estimated migration function). 15 

This example illustrates some of the difficulties in assessing the causes of international 
migration of women. First, the determinants of migration of women are likely to vary 
according to country of origin, social class, type of migration, age and marital status. Second, 
since it is unusual to have comparable information on migrants and non-migrants in the country 
of origin preceding migration, inferences regarding factors affecting migration are usually 
made on the basis of comparisons between migrants and non-migrants after migration has 
occurred. This requires that data be collected in both the country of destination (on migrant 
women) and origin (on comparable non-migrant women). Third, some information (e.g., 
previous work activity) must be obtained retrospectively, with all the attendant risks of recall 
error and ex-post rationalization. Fourth, although censuses may provide sufficient information 
to assess the selectivity of international migrants (a useful starting point in the analysis of the 
determinants of migration), more . specific information about the mechanisms leading to 
migration can be obtained only through appropriate binational or even multinational surveys 
(see Boxes 6 and 7 above). 

Given that a specifically designed survey is likely to be the instrument for an in-depth 
assessment of the processes leading to international migration of women, it is crucial that those 
designing such surveys avoid making facile assumptions about women's economic roles, about 
their motivations to migrate and about the extent of their involvement in the migration 

15 A migration function is the statistical (e.g., multiple regression) equation which estimates the 
probability of someone migrating (the dependent or "left-side" variable) as a function of various possibly 
important independent or explanatory variables ("right-side" variables). For example, potentially, the 
international migration decision may be modelled by an equation such as 

IM = f(A, E, M, HS, LMO, LMD), 

where the variables are defined as follows: IM = 0 if does not migrate, = 1 if migrates; A = age; E = 
level of education of person; M = marital status; HS = household size; LMO = labour market conditions 
in country of origin (e.g., average unemployment rate, wage level); and LMD = labour conditions in 
potential country of destination. 
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decision-making process. As far as possible, survey designs should be "gender blind", in the 
sense that the same questions should be posed to men and women. Unfortunately, as noted 
above in the context of internal migration, it has generally been assumed that women migrate 
for "family reasons" while men migrate for economic or political reasons, and are therefore 
the main decision makers. In receiving countries, the common practice of automatically 
classifying international migrant women as "dependants" seems to corroborate this assumption. 
Indeed, governments have reacted negatively to the fact that, when migration for economic 
reasons is restricted, men find ways of qualifying for admission as "dependants". In Europe 
such a peculiar shift has been interpreted as an abuse of family reunification provisions. 
Clearly, such an interpretation owes much to a certain view about the roles of individuals 
within families, a view that remains anchored in traditional values even in Europe despite the 
changes in sex roles that have taken place in recent decades. 

In a single round survey, international migrants are evidently interviewed in the country 
of destination. As noted above with respect to internal migration, studies of the determinants 
of international migration of women must be made at the level of the woman, the actual 
mover. Data should be collected on not only the actual migrant women themselves but on the 
appropriate reference group of non-migrant women remaining in the country of origin. This 
allows asking why these women migrated while the other women did not. Note that this 
requires that two spatially separate surveys must be carried out in two different countries. This 
logistic complication undoubtedly explains why micro-level analyses of the determinants of 
international migration (even of men) are so rare indeed. 

Once this logistic barrier is overcome and household surveys are undertaken in both 
countries, it is then desirable, even if the major interest is in analysing the determinants of 
women's migration decisions, that both surveys cover migrants of both sexes, that is, in the 
country of destination as well as the appropriate reference groups in the country of origin 
-viz., non-migrants of both sexes. Data should thus also be sought, wherever possible, on 
male migrants and non-migrants, for two reasons: (a) to assess the extent to which the 
determinants of migration of women and men differ, which may have important policy 
implications; and (b) once a household sample has been drawn and the interviewer has arrived 
at the household to interview women, the additional cost of collecting data on men as well is 
relatively small. But one can also go a step further in developing an appropriate survey design. 
Since a survey is being administered in the country of destination, information could be 
collected on non-migrants there at the same time. This would provide the data necessary to 
assess the consequences of international migration for women (and comp¥atively for men). 
'.i.'he additional cost would be quite small. While substantial effort would be required to 
implement any such two-country survey, the value of such an undertaking, followed by 
appropriate analyses of the data collected, could be considerable for enhancing our 
understanding of international migration processes. This could in turn lead to much more valid 
policy inferences. 

Regarding the collection of appropriate information on the determinants of the 
international migration of women, the same basic questions should be asked of all four groups, 
migrant women and non-migrant women (and migrant and non-migrant men as well), so that 
comparable data are obtained for the statistical analysis. Topics covered should ideally include 
current demographic and socio-economic characteristics, such as age, education, and marital 
status ; labour force participation, occupation, earnings and other income; status or relationship 
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within the household (relationship to "head"); family ties with persons abroad and in the home 
country; knowledge of the language of the country of destination; quality of housing; 
ownership of land and other assets; access to and use of social services; number of children 
born alive, surviving, and current place of residence; migration intentions; reasons for 
migrating (or not migrating, for non-migrants); access to information on and knowledge of 
regulations regarding migration to the (actual or potential) country of destination; and 
participation in the decision-making process leading to migration. It is also necessary to have 
retrospective information from migrants on their situation in the country of origin prior to the 
move (e.g., during the month or year before migration). This would include most of the items 
specified above, as well as their position in the household, family ties in the area, ownership 
of assets, housing conditions, economic activity around the home/farm and away from it, 
earnings, social and political activities, community conditions and normative attitudes towards 
women's roles, etc. It should also be noted that some basic individual-level characteristics may 
have changed subsequent to international migration, such as age (thus, get the date of 
migration), education, and marital status. Corresponding retrospective data on non-international 
migrants in the country of origin should refer to their situation at the approximate time of 
migration of the international migrants being analysed. 

To examine the determinants of international migration of women, all that is needed is 
information from migrant women concerning their situation in their home country prior to 
migration -that is, at the time the migration decision was being made- and comparable 
information from non-migrants on their situation at approximately the same time. Nevertheless, 
almost all surveys of internal and international migration fail to recognize this, and thereby 
carry out the analyses on inappropriate comparison groups and inappropriate data sets. 

It should also be noted that the more recent the migration being analysed, the fewer the 
problems of memory recall, which could otherwise seriously prejudice the quality of the 
retrospective data. Thus the collection of the two minimal data sets recommended above need 
not be so difficult. But this comes with a price, in terms of significantly complicating the 
sample selection process, which is already complicated as a result of the relatively small 
proportion of the population, international migrants, being sought in the country of destination. 
If only recent migrants are to be investigated (e.g., those arriving during the past 5 or 10 
years), the number is even more reduced, thus making it even more desirable to design the 
sample to, first, concentrate on areas which have relatively high proportions of international 
migrants (international migrants are always concentrated in particular cities, provinces, rural 
areas, etc.), and second, conduct a two-phase survey in these areas, the first phase being a 
rapid house visit to ascertain whether the dwelling contains an international migrant or not. 
Another sampling technique that may be useful in surveys of international migrants is the 
multiplicity or snowball sample, in which international migrants initially contacted are asked 
to provide names of other international migrants they know, who can then also be interviewed 
(see the discussion of internal migration above and Bilsborrow et al, 1984, Ch. 5). 

Data on economic activities should be obtained equally for men and women, probing for 
the latter along the lines recommended above (see II.B.3 and Box 1 above) to ensure that 
women's economic activities are not underreported. Similarly , questions about family issues 
should be presented in equal detail to men and women. 

Although the survey approach is likely to yield important insights concerning factors that 
lead to migration at the individual or family level, the broader context in which migration 
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occurs also needs to be taken into account. This includes the policies of both receiving and 
sending countries. A full understanding of the international migration process must therefore 
examine the roles of these policies, including constraining or facilitating roles which can be 
particularly important for women. The use of a multi-level approach in analysing the 
determinants of female migration should therefore be considered (Guest, 1993). While its 
operationalization iri the case of international migration presents another poten 
tial level of complications (are the "communities" only countries, or also communities or areas 
within countries as well?), efforts should be made to implement multi-level models of the 
determinants of women's international migration. 

D. Data Needed to Assess the Consequences 
of the International Migration of Women 

Although more studies have been made of the consequences than the determinants of 
migration, these have generally focussed only at the macro level. Again, studies have been 
undertaken mainly by economists, who have generally found that receiving countries have 
benefitted because migrants are typically highly motivated to work and succeed and many also 
bring with them important skills. But little research has been done on developing countries as 
countries of destination, and even less has been carried out at the micro level, or the level of 
the individual person and household. Such work has also rarely addressed gender differences 
and therefore provides few insights regarding the consequences of the international migration 
of women. 

It is important to establish at the outset which consequences are to be investigated to 
identify data needs. While the effects of international migration on the host society have 
generally been assessed at the macro level, as far as female migration is concerned, the 
consequences of greatest interest are those for the women themselves, in terms of changing 
their roles, both within the family and in the host society, and those that otherwise affect their 
immediate families. The consequences of female international migration at the community or 
country level are best studied in conjunction with those of international migration in general, 
taking into account the specific roles that female migrants play. 

As in the study of the determinants of international migration, the ideal research 
instrument for obtaining information to analyse the consequences of female migration for the 
women themselves and their families is a longitudinal household survey technique, i.e., 
following women and their families from before migration until their full adaptation to the host 
society or their return to the"country of origin. Information gathered in the few relevant 
longitudinal studies undertaken include such baseline socio-economic characteristics as age, 
sex, educational attainment, marital status, numbers of children and other dependants, 
occupation and work experience prior to migration (see 111.B.1 above). These were sometimes 
updated during subsequent interviews and complemented by information on housing, language 
proficiency, labour force participation in the host country, occupation, wages, acquisition of 
assets, use of social services, family formation, etc. Because such surveys typically cover only 
migrants, consequences can be measured only for the migrants themselves, comparing their 
situation prior to migration with that following migration. But comparing the changes 
experienced by women (including women from different ethnic/race groups, with different 
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levels of education, urban/rural places of origin, previous work experience, etc.) with those 
experienced by migrant men is also fundamental to assess the relative consequences of 
international migration for men and women. Do women benefit less from international 
migration than men? Does it depend on whether they migrate autonomously or as part of 
family units? What was their role in the migration decision? Data are required also not only 
on the women's individual characteristics, such as age, education, previous work experience, 
and socio-economic status of her family, but also on certain conditions in the country of 
destination, such as the roles of women, socio-economic opportunities, and societal attitudes 
towards women. How does the process of adaptation occur over time, and does it differ for 
different types of women? How does it vary with conditions and attitudes in the country of 
destination? Do women tend to experience upward mobility over time? Many women migrate 
from developing countries to developed countries or other developing countries as domestic 
household workers. Do they tend to be stuck in this low-income, low-status occupation? The 
consequences of migration can also be assessed for different generations of migrant women, 
including mothers and their daughters (see example of France in III.B.1.b). Another 
specialized topic which should be addressed much more is the consequences for women left 
behind by men who migrate internationally. 

When longitudinal data are not available on the women and their families, which is the 
usual situation, cross-sectional analysis is routinely performed. But, as with internal migration, 
one must carefully consider what are the appropriate comparison groups to assess how 
international migration has affected the lives of women and their families. The most commonly 
used, and readily available, group is non-migrant women in the country of destination. 
However, it has often been noted that the differences in the situations of migrant (from another 
country) and non-migrant women in the place of destination may stem from a host of 
demographic and socio-economic differences in the women rather than only from the effects 
of migration per se. It is therefore important to collect a wide range of information on both 
groups of women so as to statistically control for those differences as much as possible. A 
more appropriate reference group for determining the extent to which women benefit from 
international migration is women remaining in the country of origin. Thus the extent to which 
the situation of international migrant women has changed following migration should be 
compared with the extent to which non-migrant women remaining in the country of origin 
experienced changes during the same time period. To obtain data from both groups of women, 
surveys need to be carried out not only on migrant women in the country of destination but 
also on comparable groups of non-migrant women in the country of origin. Such data would 
allow comparison of improvements in education, labour force activity, earnings of individual 
women, household income, housing conditions, etc., between the two groups. 

In lieu of longitudinal data sets, retrospective information must be obtained for all the 
purposes or analyses proposed in the paragraphs above. This could extend so far as to include 
life-history data, covering family formation, migration and employment over time (cf., e.g., 
Freedman et al, 1988). It is usually desirable to gather information regarding the status of 
migrants, both male and female, for at least three time periods -just prior to their 
international migration, just after, and at the time of interview. Issues to be explored 
concerning those three stages of a migrant's life include: educational attainment; proficiency 
in the language of the country of destination; marital status; position within the household; 
number of children born and surviving and where currently living; dates and places of birth 
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of children (to study the pace of child-bearing in the country of origin vs. the country of 
destination); housing conditions; ownership of land and other assets; economic activity; 
earnings and income; family ties abroad and in the country of origin; access to and use of 
social services; participation in migrant associations or other community activities; expectations 
regarding eventual return to the country of origin; attitudes toward the host society; problems 
encountered including psychological adjustment and constraints faced. In gathering this 
information, efforts should be made to avoid biased procedures that compromise the quality 
of data relating to women migrants, especially in regard to economic activity and roles within 
and outside the household . 

E. Recommendations to Improve the Data 
on International Female Migrants 

The discussion above has already alluded to a number of instances in which action could 
be taken to improve our understanding of factors influencing the international migration of 
women and its consequences. A fundamental need in both instances is a significant 
improvement in the underlying data available on the international migration of women. 
Although numerous gaps exist in the assessment of the true extent of the migration of women 
across international borders, some major improvements could result simply from raising 
awareness of the issue and promoting better dissemination and more thorough use of data 
already being generated by the various existing sources identified above, especially better 
exploitation of census information on the foreign-born or foreign population. Activities such 
as those undertaken for Latin America by CELADE under the IMILA project could be 
instrumental in promoting in-depth use of census data and the exchange of information among 
countries, beginning with countries in the region. In this context, it is highly desirable that 
similar projects be undertaken in other areas of the developing world, such as South and 
Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East and North Africa. But such projects 
-including IMILA itself much more than it has so far- should specifically emphasize the 
importance of female international migration, not only by ensuring that all published 
tabulations incorporate breakdowns by sex but also by promoting the use of the data to 
document the extent of international female migration and its characteristics. In addition, 
distribution of information in computer-readable form should be explored; even simple 
tabulations on foreign populations from census data can be unwieldy in printed form because 
of the large number of countries of origin involved. The increasing use of microcomputers 
should make possible the production of tabulations distributed in diskette form. The resources 
necessary to bring such a project to fruition are very small compared with the cost already 
involved in carrying out censuses. Regional institutions would be in the best position to 
undertake such activities. 

As a result of the increasing concerns being raised about international migration in many 
developed countries, more intergovernmental fora are now addressing the subject. It is 
therefore important to ensure that the importance of female migration is stressed in all these 
fora, especially when improvements in or modifications to existing deficient systems of data 
collection are being considered. The Eurostat group working towards the harmonization of 
international migration statistics of member states of the European Community is one such 
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forum, together with that operating under the Conference of European Statisticians of the 
European Economic Community. Both need to give greater attention to issues related to the 
measurement of international female migration. In addition, activities such as the Continuous 
Reporting System on Migration (SOPEMI) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) could be instrumental in promoting a wider dissemination of information 
on international female migration through annual reports. 

A major effort needs to be made to ensure that government statistical offices worldwide 
make a commitment to publish international migration statistics of all types by sex. As has 
been amply documented in this report, data classified by sex are usually collected and therefore 
potentially available, but published tabulations are generally not available. Better 
documentation of the involvement of women in international migration would also serve to 
combat erroneous stereotypes concerning the gender composition of different types of 
international migrants. But it is not enough to know that women constitute a certain percentage 
of international migrants; it is also important to document their contribution to each type of 
flow. Institutionalizing the use of a classification system by sex in virtually every tabulation 
referring to international migrants is thus essential. 

As noted in the text above, data collection procedures used by governments have 
implications for the coverage of female international migration. Better documentation is 
therefore required regarding sources of data published, definitions underlying the data, and 
procedures used to gather, compile and prepare the data for publication. Statistica.l offices in 
the different countries are probably in the best position to undertake such tasks, even where 
the data on international migration are generated by other government agencies. The possibility 
of charging (and funding) regional institutions to coordinate the compilation and exchange of 
such information both within and between countries should also be explored. 

Several initiatives aimed at compiling and disseminating information on international 
migration on a regional basis have recently been undertaken. In Europe, the SOPEMI project 
of OECD has been operating for about twenty years and in the ESCAP region the ILO has 
promoted the exchange of statistics on labour migration, though the practice has not become 
institutionalized. The recent harmonization of policies on the granting of asylum in Europe is 
likely to lead to an improved exchange of information about asylum-seekers. It is important 
in all these cases, however, to use existing activities to highlight the relevance of women's 
migration and to explore the possibility of developing or strengthening nascent activities . The 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) in Geneva has expressed interest in supporting 
SOPEMI-type exchanges in other world regions, and its involvement in raising awareness 
about the important roles played by international female migrants around the world should be 
sought. 
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