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Abstract 

The increasing and enhanced migration over borders amplified the interdependency between 

countries making it as one of globalization’s greatest indicator. The study of migration and its 

patterns involves analyzing different forces at play, in particular, the causes and impacts on the 

sending and receiving countries. Anchored on a qualitative research design, the data from 

secondary sources were gathered through desk research, and organized and analyzed using 

thematic analysis. This study takes an in-depth discussion and analysis of the degree and impacts 

of maternal labor migration, specifically in the countries of China, Sri Lanka, Guatemala, 

Philippines and Poland. Findings demonstrate that the increase of ‘feminization’ of labor 

emigration has brought about concerns over the ‘crisis of care' when women and mothers leave. 

The focus on the impact of mother’s migration is in relation to the perception that although 

maternal migration has positive effects, i.e. improved livelihood income due to remittances, it 

could also present complex negative impacts to the welfare of families and children left behind. 
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1. Introduction

The increasing and enhanced migration over borders amplified the interdependency between 

countries making it as one of globalization’s greatest indicator (Hessle, 2007). The movement of 

people across borders for work is considered as a continuous global trend that plays an important 

role in the globalized economies of the 21st century, creating a complex web of connections and 

transactions between the Global South and the Global North (Graham et al., 2012).  It is described 

either as an avenue to the enhancement of the standard of living or as the result of the imposition 

of aggressive capitalism and cultural homogenization (Healy, 2008). 
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The study of migration and its patterns involves analyzing different forces at play, in particular, 

the causes and impact on the sending and receiving countries. Although causes for migration may 

be easier to pinpoint, understanding its impact and attempting to mitigate the causes may not be 

easy. Recognizing the relationship between various disciplines: human rights, economic, political, 

socio-cultural perspectives, will enable scholars, governments, and social welfare professionals to 

comprehend the causes of migration and construct meaningful and appropriate interventions 

(Yanovich, 2013). 

 
Labor migration is considered as one of the results of globalization, its impact is mostly measured 

in economic terms as individuals and or families  because they migrate to developed countries in 

search for better economic opportunities. As globalization continues and expands, the declining 

birth rates and increasing aging population has increased the demand for foreign labor. In recent 

years, children with one or both parents abroad can be found in various countries and big cities 

worldwide. There are many difficulties in correctly estimating the number of children affected by 

the out-migration of one or both parents because varying calculation methods are being utilized by 

national statistics which makes international comparisons challenging. (Cortes, 2007). However, 

the country-level studies cited by UNICEF highlights the extent of the impact of migration on 

children: around 1 million Sri Lankan children are left behind by labor migrant mothers (Save the 

Children, 2006), and an estimate of 9 million Filipino children under the age of 18 are left behind 

by one or both parents working abroad (Castaneda and Buck, 2012). 

 
Given these conditions, this study will take an in-depth discussion and analysis of the degree and 

impacts of maternal labor migration, specifically in the countries of China, Sri Lanka, Guatemala, 

Philippines and Poland. The paper also discusses the impact of maternal migration on families and 

children left behind, remittances, family welfare and children’s welfare.  

 

2. Materials and Methods  

 
Anchored on a qualitative research design, the data used in this research were obtained from 

secondary sources through desk research, and organized and analyzed using thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis is applied in qualitative, quantitative, and sometimes mixed modes of research 

frameworks and employs a wide range of analytical techniques to generate findings and put them 

into context. It is a systematic, rigorous approach to analyzing documents obtained or generated 

in the course of research (White, M. & Marsh, E., 2006; Downe‐Wamboldt, 2009; and Hsieh and 

Shannon, 2005).  

 
3. Results and Discussions  

 

3.1. Women and Feminization of Labor Migration 

 

Below is an analysis of the situation of women, families, and children in the context of labor 

migration. The analysis discusses the importance of mothers in the family based on societal 

expectations from various cultural contexts. The study chose to focus on the emerging role of 

women in migration and how this phenomenon affects traditional family dynamics from the 

perspective of selected countries. It aims to provide background and summarize key issues  related 
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to women labor migration from the countries of China, Sri Lanka, Guatemala, Philippines and 

Poland. 

 

Migration plays a significant role in livelihood strategies for improving well-being. Although 

women are increasingly dominating migration patterns in Latin America as well as Europe 

(Sundari, 2007), migration is often regarded as male-centered, resulting in neglect and bias and for 

female migration to be overlooked. Only a few studies present the current realities of female 

migration: economic gains are minimal, development in communication, transportation and job 

market have increased the value of women in another arena, outside the home and making them 

able to earn an income without the need to cut family ties. This provides women a sense of self-

worth, greater power, and status, which on the other hand can cause issues and constraints within 

the family (Sundari, 2007). 

 
In various countries in Asia, Middle East, and Europe, women are often employed as domestic 

workers or other related works. Although remittances from women migrants contribute to the 

sending country’s economy, the social costs of female migration are also considerable (Sundari, 

2007). Research conducted on the feminization of migration often define the phenomenon in terms 

of the increase in the number of women in the migration stream (Vause and Toma, 2015). It is 

defined as a process where “international migrant streams formerly dominated by men gradually 

become gender-balanced or even majority-female” (Alexander and Steidl, 2012) or when women 

plays an “increasing part in all regions and in all types of migrations” (Castles and Miller,1998). 

The change in the gender composition of migration occurs due to the increase in the level of 

mobility of women or the decrease in the numbers of male migrants. This also includes the 

increasing active participation of women in the labor force, rather than being dependent on their 

male counterparts. As cited by Verschuur (2013) and Oishi (2002), the feminization of migration 

is a process where women are migrating as independent or autonomous individuals for job 

opportunities and not as dependent on their families or husbands (Vause and Toma, 2015). 

 
The International Labor Organization (2015) estimates that 150 million international migrants are 

migrant workers and women account for 66.6 million or 44 percent which varies across regions: 

Asia with 42 percent, 52.4 percent in Europe and 51.2 percent in Northern America. The lower 

percentage of women in Asia resulted in the recent large and rapid increase in the number of male 

migrant workers in the oil-producing countries of Western Asia, while the higher proportion of 

women in Europe and America was mainly the outcome of the aging population of the migrants 

who arrived earlier in those areas (UNDESA, 2016). 

 
One of the impacts of the increasing feminization of overseas labor migration in recent decades is 

about the “crisis of care” the occurs when women and mothers leave (Parreñas, 2005). This shows 

the constant impact of gender roles and identities amid potential disruption brought about by the 

migration of mothers to become breadwinners for the family while the fathers and children are left 

behind (Graham, et al., 2012). The focus on the impact of mother’s migration is in relation to the 

perception that although there are positive implications for a mother’s migration, it also leads to 

multidimensional negative implications (Arunatilake, et al., 2010; De and Ratha, 2012; Perera and 

Jampaklay, 2011; Senaratna, 2012; and Weeraratne, 2016). 
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The ideology of domesticity or ‘moral motherhood’- self-sacrificing, passionless, devoted to the 

maintenance of ‘haven in a heartless world’- became important in claiming of the women’s 

superiority role to men (Davis et al., 2010). The growth of the service employment has been 

popular among women as they have the attributes: empathy, nurturing relationships, etc.- that are 

essential in this economy (Davis et al., 2010). The transformation of domesticity arguably showed 

that women have claimed the equal access to employment, functional and pay flexibility.   

 

3.2. Country Study on Maternal Migration 

 

In this section, the authors analyzed data from secondary sources and presented the status and 

effects of female labor migration in the countries of China, Sri Lanka, Guatemala, Philippines and 

Poland. The selection of these countries was based on the nationalities of the authors’ colleagues 

when they were still studying at the University of Warsaw in 2016-2017 as scholars of the Erasmus 

Mundus program of the European Union. 

 

3.3. The Case of China 

 

China’s internal migration involves rural residents migrating to urban areas for more industrialized 

jobs. The decrease of work opportunities in the agricultural sector and expanding industrial and 

service sector employment in urban cities have compelled 150-180 million rural workers to find 

employment in urban areas (People’s Daily Online, 2004). In 2003, reports have shown that female 

comprises 49% of migrants who are registered outside their native community, indicating a 

substantial increase from the often-cited proportion of one-third. This is attributed to the higher 

demand for cheaper cost of labor by young women in manufacturing industries and the growing 

acceptance for young women to contribute to household income (Tuñón, 2006). 

 
The large-scale migration caused by rapid industrialization resulted in structural and institutional 

changes, thus, loosening of restrictions on labor mobility has encouraged people to move to places, 

live and work in cities if they chose to (Démurger and Xu, 2015). Although labor mobility has 

increased, the strong institutional constraints imposed by the household registration system 

(Hukou) shaped the pattern of migration which is dominated by temporary migration. The Hukou 

system requires citizens to be registered per place of permanent resident and occupation 

(agricultural vs non-agricultural) and are provided access to jobs and rights to social welfare and 

benefits which include the provision of education for children. Thus, parents often migrate to the 

city and leave their children behind in the care of grandparents or other relatives in their home 

communities (All China Women’s Federation, 2013). To end, data cited by UNICEF (2014) show 

that there are approximately 61 million children left behind under the age of 17 in China’s rural 

communities.  

 

3.4. The Case of Sri Lanka 

 

Sri Lanka is considered one of the leading labor-sending countries in Asia and foreign employment 

has become the largest source of foreign exchange in its economy during the past few years. With 

a population of 21.2 million (PRB, 2016), a total of 263,307 persons (males 66%, females 34%) 

left for foreign employment in 2015 (SLBFE, 2015). The female International Labor Migrants 

(ILM) have increased over ten years with 81% of female migrants employed as domestic 

http://www.granthaalayah.com/


[Teguihanon and Cuaton, Vol.7 (Iss.3): March 2019]                           ISSN- 2350-0530(O), ISSN- 2394-3629(P)  

                                                                                                                                        DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.2613956 

Http://www.granthaalayah.com  ©International Journal of Research - GRANTHAALAYAH [21] 

 

housemaids in the Middle East. The government has encouraged the migration of domestic 

workers “as part of a deliberate strategy to alleviate poverty, reduce unemployment and generate 

access to hard currency” (Frantz, 2013). The government benefits from foreign employment 

revenues as the main source of foreign currency income for the country while the migrants from 

the middle east contribute 54% of all remittances in 2015 (SLBFE, 2015). 

 

Sri Lankan women who migrate for foreign employment migrate before the age of thirty-five 

(54%), which is considered as “reproductive, child bearing and child rearing age” (ILO, 2013). It 

was noted that in 2010, most of the more than one million women migrants from Sri Lanka have 

children left behind, half of whom are under six years of age. Like all migrant workers, Sri Lankan 

women leave their families for various interconnecting factors: unemployment, poverty, desire for 

better access to education and health care for families, and repayment of debts (Rosewarne, 2012). 

Sri Lankan women have higher unemployment rates than men (6.4% is to 2.8%) while labor force 

participation is less than half the rate of men (34.7% is to 74.4%). Due to the rising cost of living, 

low income and low-skilled women are forced to migrate for work to support their families. The 

lower levels of education of women limit their opportunities to find employment in Sri Lanka 

which results in skilled migration. However, despite the economic benefits of remittances for 

ILMs, research shows that negative impacts in the socio-cultural and health aspects are greater 

than the positive outcomes (Jayasuriya and Opeskin, 2015). 

 

3.5. The Case of Guatemala 

 

Guatemala’s large-scale international migration is considered as a response to multiple internal 

problems in the country. With a population of about 14 million, the country’s emigrant stock is 

871,900 which is 6.1% of the population. Top countries of emigration include United States, 

Mexico, Belize, Canada, El Salvador, Spain, Costa Rica, Honduras, France, and Nicaragua (World 

Bank, 2011). The various factors for emigration include lack of economic opportunities, natural 

disasters, increasing social violence and political instability (Jonas, 2013). 

 
Due to the plethora of problems in Guatemala, people become desperate to be able to escape 

poverty and provide the needs of their families: health care, education, shelter, etc. In this 

desperation, they decide to emigrate from Guatemala, usually northward to the United States. 

However, getting to the United States may not be easy for all immigrants. They are exposed to 

different kinds of exploitation and abuse especially by human smugglers commonly known as 

“coyotes” (OpenBorder, n.d.). Guatemalans pay a huge amount of money for their voyage and 

become deeply in debt to the coyotes who do not provide any guarantee for their safe entry to the 

United States. They are exposed to high risk of deportation and exploitation where women are at 

risk of sexual abuse. Furthermore, once they cross the border, they are left to fend for themselves 

without water and food for long periods of time (Smolarek, 2007). 

 
Although most Guatemalan migrants are of working age males, the growing poverty among 

families has also led to the increasing number of female migrants and the “feminization” of 

emigration in Guatemala. One of the reasons is the high unemployment and underemployment of 

women. The growing number of women moving northward for work as a household livelihood 

strategy is mostly single mothers or heads of family. They rely on remittances as an integral part 

http://www.granthaalayah.com/


[Teguihanon and Cuaton, Vol.7 (Iss.3): March 2019]                           ISSN- 2350-0530(O), ISSN- 2394-3629(P)  

                                                                                                                                        DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.2613956 

Http://www.granthaalayah.com  ©International Journal of Research - GRANTHAALAYAH [22] 

 

of maintaining their family’s needs back at home (Davis and Brazil, 2016; Smith, 2006; and Jonas, 

2013). 

 
As the economic migration to Mexico continues, 500,000 Guatemalans travel to Chiapas, a 

southern Mexican state bordering Guatemala, every year for temporary work. The women work 

as house helpers, small-scale traders, or prostitutes while waiting for opportunities to move further 

north (Smith, 2006). Unfortunately, while in the migration process through Mexico, women are 

vulnerable to gendered violence such as rape, forced recruitment, and sex slavery. Because of these 

risks, women take contraceptive measures to protect themselves from unintended pregnancies and 

sexually transmitted diseases (Jonas, 2013). 

 

For women who arrived in the United States and avoided deportation, they have demonstrated the 

ability to find steady but low-income jobs. The migrant mothers who are responsible for their 

children’s upbringing have provided continuous interaction with their children and other networks 

in the community. The continuity of care enabled parents and their children left behind in the home 

country to establish strong connections and a sense of independence and positive self-identity for 

the migrant mothers (Jonas, 2013). 

 

3.6. The Case of the Philippines 

 

Migration in the Philippines is primarily driven by poverty and the need to explore other sources 

of livelihood and nearly every Filipino family has a family member or relative that worked or is 

working abroad. According to the Philippine Statistics Authority (2015), there is a total of 

2,447,000 Filipinos (51% female and 49% male) who left the country with an average of 6,092 

leaving the country every day (Migrante International, 2015). The labor migration from the country 

is largely demand or market-driven where private recruitment agencies dominate and the state 

promotes a facilitative role through export-oriented policies (Briones, 2009; Eviota, 2004; and Van 

der Ham et al., 2014). Philippines is considered as the 4th lead labor exporter in the world where 

the majority of the migrants are working in the Gulf countries: Saudi Arabia, United Arab 

Emirates, and Qatar (ABS-CBN, 2015). Although the occupational profile of Overseas Filipino 

Workers (OFW) cuts across various categories, identified top occupations include seafaring sector, 

household service workers, nurses, food industry workers (waiters, bartender, etc.), caregiver and 

caretakers, cleaners, and other related workers (ABS-CBN, 2015). Granting the market demands 

for less skilled occupations, most OFWs have completed more advanced level of education that is 

more than what is required for their line of work. This also led to questions about the prospect of 

brain wastage/ brain-drain instead of brain gain when educated OFWs land less skilled occupations 

abroad (ABS-CBN, 2015 and IOM, 2013). 

 
While the labor migration is still considered a male-dominated field, a growing number of new 

migrants or workers with new job contracts are women. The new migration trend that is dominated 

by younger female migrant workers is a function of new market demands. Due to intensified 

globalization, government policies, changing role of women in receiving countries, and lack of 

economic opportunities in the home country, Filipino women have started to work abroad in 

increasingly large numbers (Encinas-Franco, 2016). 
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This gendered transformation was brought about by the demand for domestic workers in more 

developed countries. This is based on the gendered transformation of occupations where women 

are perceived as docile, nimble and weak (Tigno, 2014). As domestic work is often not considered 

“formal work” due to its irregular work hours and stay-in nature. This exposes domestic workers 

to vulnerable working conditions and impacts their emotional well-being. Issues cited include 

homesickness, exploitation by employers, and over-worrying about their families back at home 

(Van der Ham et al., 2014).  

 
Due to the feminization of migration, changes in gender roles has been essential to fill the void left 

by the migrant mother. It has been considered as ‘transformative’ for the family as mothers need 

to leave their families and take up employment abroad while fathers are left to take on the role of 

the mother. In the Philippine context, fathers are considered as the “pillars of the home”- main 

breadwinner or provider of the family -an essential factor of men masculinity. The women as the 

“light of the home” are tasked to take care of the family and because of the new dynamics, they 

are forced to leave behind their role as mothers and become paid employees that may generate 

income more than their husbands’ (IOM, 2013). 

 

3.7. The Case of Poland 

 

In Europe, approximately 500,000 children are considered ‘left behind’ or children who have at 

least one parent abroad. In countries along the Baltic Sea coast, including Poland, between 1.1 to 

1.6 million children aged 9-18 years old experienced some separation from at least one parent 

within a three-year period (Ruin, 2014; and Yanovich, 2013). A child with said background has 

become known in media as “Euro-orphan” (Euro-sierota in Polish) - a child left behind while 

parents go abroad to work. Although the phenomenon has been present from the era before Poland 

joined the European Union (EU) in 2004, it has continued to grow since the 2004 EU enlargement 

(Connoly, 2015 & Urbanska, 2009).  

 
The free movement of labor is central to the European Community and is considered as one of the 

essential pillars of economic integration in the EU, alongside the freedom of mobility of capital, 

goods, and services. The free labor mobility enabled EU citizens to pursue employment 

opportunities with any attached social benefits in other EU member states (Kahanec, 2012; and 

Barslund et al., 2014). The 2004 and 2007 EU enlargement increased the freedom of movement to 

workers from the twelve new member states mainly from Central Eastern Europe (Kahanec, 2012). 

As the floodgates open for migration of people across geographic borders, the number of migrants 

leaving their home country has increased over the years. Motivations for leaving one’s origin 

country to a different country involves “push” and “pull” factors ranging from unfavorable 

conditions in home countries e.g. lack to no available economic opportunities, to alleged more 

promising circumstances in the country of destination e.g. educational opportunity, better 

employment opportunity and better wages (Solheim & Ballard, 2016).  

 
Emigration is one of the most distinguishing features of Polish society. Before the 2004 EU 

enlargement, unemployment in Poland reached its post-communist peak of 20.6% (GUS, 2009), 

making it a major ‘push factor’ for migration to Western Europe. Following the EU ascension in 

2004, the wave of migration began and was amplified by the expiration of restrictions on Polish 

migration in 2011. Per data released by the Central Statistical Office (GUS, 2013) 2.2 million Poles 
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lived for more than three months abroad in 2013. That figure is marginally lower than the recorded 

2.3 million in 2007, after which some people started to move back.  

 
To understand the context of Poland’s feminization of migration, we must discuss the structural 

context of gender in the country. Although the state is committed to the promotion of gender 

equality and emancipation, traditional understanding of gender and gender roles in the family has 

remained even after the inclusion of women in the labor market (Heinen and Wator, 2006). Women 

are encouraged to focus on family life than employment (Hryciuk, 2017). Furthermore, after the 

EU accession, the state continued to promote the conservative discourse despite the diplomatic 

pressure by the EU (Regulska and Grabowska, 2008). Nevertheless, changes in gender 

expectations have been continuing and women’s role is now explored more than just being a 

homemaker and mother (Budrowska, 2005 and Titkow, 2007). In addition to the state, the Roman 

Catholic church’s influence on gender issues has been visible (Heinen and Wator, 2006). Church 

representatives often perceive the role of women as that of a homemaker and do not promote 

employment outside of the home (Hryciuk, 2017). This is in support of the Catholic teachings that 

are “distant from feminist ideas of gender equality” (Dabrowska, 2004). 

 
Until the end of the 1990s, emigration was the families’ strategy to enhance their struggling 

economic situation. However, motivations of women have begun to change over the next few years 

following Poland’s EU accession. Research suggests the existence of two categories of emigrant 

women: women with families- aged 30-45 years old are driven by family’s economic situation, 

while single women are motivated to explore new opportunities and start a new life departing from 

the Polish traditionalist environment (Grzymała-Kazłowska, 2001). Further research is categorized 

by stronger influences to gender studies. They now shifted its focus to gender and its two-fold 

influences in emigration: the greater emancipation of women and the aspect of ‘double oppression’ 

(migration as a family life strategy) which resulted in fewer opportunities for employment and the 

continuation of existing traditionalist gender ideologies (Slany and Malek, 2006).  

 

4. Conclusions 

 
The interest on the social aspects or impact of migration is brought about by the emerging trends 

on the feminization of labor migration, and the impact of migration and remittances on families 

and children left behind. Although some research on children left behind is available, there is a 

need for a more careful study to address the issues that left-behind children and families face upon 

a parent especially a mother’s departure. While migrants travel to foreign countries to work in the 

hopes of being able to improve the well-being of their family and provide better opportunities for 

their children, the findings of previous researches show that the absence of a mother may be more 

detrimental to the psychosocial development of the child. 

 
Studies conducted by Cortes (2010), Antman (2013), Lahaie et al. (2009) and Jampaklay (2006) 

presented the negative impact of maternal migration. It is held that a mothers’ absence is more 

harmful to children’s education and psycho-social behavior compared to that of fathers. This is 

brought about by the phenomenon or characteristic related to contemporary parental emigration 

called “feminized/ feminization of migration” (Lutz and Palenga-Mollenbeck, 2012). The increase 

of ‘feminization’ of labor emigration has brought about concerns over the ‘crisis of care' when 

women and mothers leave (Parreñas, 2005). The migration of mothers to become the breadwinner 
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of the family poses a potential disruption or impact on their perceived (gender) roles and identities 

to their families and children left behind (Graham, et al., 2012). Simply put, the focus on the impact 

of mother’s migration is in relation to the perception that although maternal migration has positive 

effects, i.e. improved livelihood income due to remittances, it could also present complex negative 

impacts to the welfare of families and children left behind (Arunatilake, et al., 2010; De and Ratha, 

2012; Perera and Jampaklay, 2011; Senaratna, 2012; and Weeraratne, 2016). With a special focus 

on the role of women in the family and the increasing trend of feminization of labor, children may 

assume responsibilities left behind by mothers to help the remaining parent or another caregiver, 

who is left to take care of the needs of the children.   
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