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prlspect 0f emplayffierìt in anather

'['he 
concept of labour migr;rtion is rr.asonahly straig}r'i{brlvard fat least in corl-

parisolr to sonle other nrigratlon conceptsJ: n'ran,v people probabl.v fiaye a cir:iault
ilnclerstandirrg of illternational niigration in r,r,'irich rnost migrants arc. motirralecl by
the prospect of irrrpror.ing theil economic situatiorr b), rvori<jitg in another countr-l,
[o[te, a r,r,ealihir:r oni--). If ariythirlg, there is a neec {òr appreclation of the signifi-
.ant c-\tent to lvhich migration coi-rsists r>f other rrodes [r:.g. Iìrmil1,rc-r,rnification,
reltLrgees, retireellilestyle rnigrarionl. Even so, labour migratiou [a rela1ecl rr:rrn is
i'colìomic migratir:nl is I key t1,pe, anri tliere is a gl'eat deal ol cclrlpic.xity irr tht-
inigratiorr stlearns that carr be describerd rlsing this concept.

In convelltitltra.l terms, laborrr migratioi-i consists clf mor.ernent of u,ortr<ers fi"onr
poorer countries to wealthier corrntries, rnainiy io do loi,r,-skilierl, 1o1r,-i.r,age jobs
ihat natìves in r,vealthy countries do not r,va6t. Guestvyorker pl.ogramnÌe1s iire a
.pecific instance o[ this t1rpe, 1rr;1 iabour r.nigJrution can also be permanent [i.er.,
;nVisioned as srrr:'lr at the oritset.by tfi.,,'l-rtrornts and by emplo.vers unrl/orthe state
jil the destination countrrrJ; it might also be temporarv br"rt lvithout thc ri:strictions
t1-ral characterize guestl,olker p«lgrarnnres [thus ther nrigrants return |y choice,
ivhatever their original intentions]. l-abour migrenrs might;rrrive in the destin;r_
r,ron country i\,ith a rrork-relatecJ visa but car also enter in an unclc,cumentecl
[illcgalJ mode [h,larfleet and Blustr-in 2011J.

À4ichae1 Piore's [1979j anal\,-cis of nrigrar-ir ]abour captures key dvnamics of this
lorm of rnigration. One esst--nliai cor-rsicleratioll is st:ltus: citizens are reluctant tit
:ccept jobs at the hottom of the occupational status hierarchj,, 

"u",., 
at reliltivrly

l.rvor-rrable wages. Particularll, in the seco,rJar.., labour market, marke.i l:5, .,rurrno,o.

.l:mand rooterd in the husiness c1,'cie, r,r.orkers arc diificuit to fìncl in the local
:ropuiation also because of their strong prefi:rence fbr emplovmqnt stabiiit-v. Op
:'otir counts, migrant r,r,orkers appeared (indeed, continue to appeal, at kast lcrr
--tolic,l'-makers unfarniiiar u,ith history-) to he an icleal sr:lution. Beìr-rg foreigrr, thcr.,
-',re less collcerired atrlout their placo ìn a local stiìtus hieralchl. and are rvillirig t3
-rccept jobs they r,r,ould hai'e consider.ed ir-rappropriate in their home countries,
:articttiarly at rvages hlgh in comparison to u'hat rvas ;rvailatrle to them tl'rere.
:imilar'l1i the lack of employment secnritl,does not njatter as much to them givern

"i.rat 
their intentlort is typically to accurnulate soi-lleì savings ancl retun'lic6e'. Ou

:he other harci, these perct-ptions a,d prelèrenccs can change over timc frr-renr.
::.rigrant rvorkers accumulate savings less L1r*rickly,than tireri prer1icteclJ, iincl they

iL.rl,l'.-r11,
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can become similar to native workers in ways that make them less suitable for the
jobs they initially held.

In a conventional understanding, the jobs held by labour migrants are jobs typi-
cally heid by men [e.g. factories and agriculture), while women would migrate
primarily in a famiiy reunification mode after their husbands had established
themselves economically in the destination. That image was always inaccurate to
an extent (see the separate chapter on gendered migrationJ, and it has become
increasingiy outmoded in recent decades as labour migration streams have shifted
and become more diverse. Women are quite often primary migrants, working in a

wide range of economic sectors - but there has also been significant growth in
employment of migrant women as domestic workers (e.g. cleaning house, caring
for children and elderly peopie). Prominent examples of these migration flows
include the employment of Filipina and Indonesian women as maids in Hong Kong
and Saudi Arabia, and Filipina and Mexican women in a wider range of iobs in the
USA fConstable 2007; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Parrefras 2001). One
might consider migration of sex workers as a form of labour migration, even if this
involves an unconventional notion of work. Workers are also increasingly migrating
among relatively poor countries, not just from poor to wealthy ones fRatha and
Shaw 2007). Another divergence from the usual depiction of labour migration
emerges in the increasing use of highly skilled migrant workers for technical and
professional work fEspenshade 2001).

Policy-makers in destination countries have in recent years been trying to man-
age labour migration flows in ways designed to reduce the low-skilled component,
in the face of rising unemployment (and welfare dependency) particularly among
natives with limited education and skills. Labour migration policies in many coun-
tries have recently been focused on bringing hlghly skilled workers - not just in a

general way but instead targeted at specific occupational needg with emphasis on
altering policy (e.g. quotas) rapidly in response to changes in needs [Martin et al.

2006; Menz and Caviedes 2010J. Even so, some countries struggle to manage

labour migration in these ways, particularly when it involves undocumented
workers, and many labour migration streams continue to comprise considerabie
proportions of low-skilled workers (especially in the USA).

That point raises a question that arises quite frequently in migration studies: what
sort of data is it possible to have on labour migration? Answering that question is

dlffìcult not only in relation to undocumented migrants but for the concept of
labour migration quite generally (Sa1t et al. 2005). Some migrants fìt into more than
one type. The (rapidly increasingJ flows of students, for examplg consist to a certain
extent of labour migration: many students are employed part-time ftheir residence
permits often permit thisJ. In addition, some peopie use student visas purely as a

cover to gain entry for empioyment that would otherwise be prohibited to them; the
institutions in which they are registered might be bogus or of dubious quality, and

the 'students' spend most of their time working fliu-Famer 201 l). Other categories

can have similar ambiguities: people who enter for the purpose of family reuni{ìca-
tion often end up employed, as do many refugees and asylum seekers fthough in the
case of asylum seekers work is often prohibited and thus illegal when actually
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attainecl)" All of these poirrts lr.ould bear cc'rnsideration u,hen using data constructed

on the basis olt offìcia1 statuses [e.g. as evident in visa typesJ.
'I'1-rr. rrnderstanding some people have of labour/economic rnigrat:ion is rooted

in a commorl-sense economic perspectir.e that has certain shortcomings [even if
it is rein{brced by tl're conr,entional neoclassical assurnptions routinely' ernploS'ecl

bv many economists). Ntigratior.r is usually seen as a choice made by an individual
r,r,hose mairr goal is to raise their income [or maximize their utility)" An important
corrcct:ive emerges in the'ner,v ecotromics ctf laborrr rligration' [Stark arid Bioom

1985, Stark 'l991]. In this more realistic r,ielv, migratioir is typically a strategy

consiclered by l-rouseholds, r.rot indiviclnals acting alone, and their gc,a1s inclucle

rliversifìcat:ion olt risk, r.rot just greater income. In mart-v pool-er countries, certain

rnarkets are underdevelopecl or e\ren e*tirely missiirg: in particular, it can be clìf-

ficult or impossible for people to gr't credit arrd ittsurance. l'he risks that arise tbr
people's rve1l-being and even sunival can be mitigated if a household member

leeves to wc'rrk irr another collntr"y: in the t'r,ent of clrought and crop fail;re, {tor

cxample, remittances from somer:ne ernploye'd in another collr-ìtry can function as

an essential substitrrte for crop insurance. Remittatces can also sulrstitute fbr bank

loans, i.e., r,r,l-rcn there are no banks to make loarts. Again, in this perspective

iahour nrìgration is often not a matter of individuals' desire Ibr the higher rvages

avaiiable ir.r r,,,'eaithier countries: mar-ry people engager ir.r labour migration not out

of aspiration or avarice but orrt of necessity fr,vl"rether reai or perceived).
'fhere are other respects in which a corrective to individualistic assumptions

about labor-rr migration is required. The choices of individuals and/or horrsehoids

are ernbedded in strr"rctures operrtirìg et a nnrnher of levels [e.g. regional, trational,

;1loball. Ìt is obvious euor-rgh that people cannot just choose to erngage in labour

migratioir: restrictionist government poiicies rnight sìntp1y thr,r,art that option. Brrt

structures can also facilitate or even compel rnigration - perhaps more fbr certair.r

types of people than lix others. [n a r,vorld-s1,stems perspectir.e (e.g.Sassen I988),
the irrcorporation o1 peripheral areas into the global economic svstem sometimes

clisrupts people's survival strategies, n,hi1e aiso creat.ing'bridges'to particrrlar des-

tinatiorr countries. In addition, cliiTerently situated migrants find themselves in a

r,r,ìde r,ariety of positions in the destination: t hiie some people [sr.rch as daili cross-

border comnruters, e.g. lil,ing in France but commr-lting each clay ir-ito Cenev:r or

Basei) en jo1, situations not terribly c-l,if}.erent from native u,orkers, others encouuter

conditiors that seern anticluated or even antithetical to pervasive ttt'r.lerstandings

of capitalist societies. Robin Cohen {1987J argrres that analysis of labour migration

rerreals a picture o{ capitalist e.conomies fundamentall-l, s1 1,31inn.. r.vith a classic

\,larxist understancling: instead of beìng characterizecl by 'lree' 1abor.r1 capitalism

fparticu1arl1, as practisecl in the most 'adr,:rnced' couirriesJ requires signi{ìcant

cluantities of unfree labour, srrpplied mairily hy' migrants, many of u'honr are cou-

strailled in r,r,ays that are not easil.v reconcilecl r.vith startdard market theorl'. Again,

lal,our migrat:ion is sometìmes not purelv a matter of choice, and it often dr:es not

have the consequences that the rnigretts theinselves anticipate.

As rvith other issr"res relating to migration, n-rany people are interested mainly in

rvhat labour migration r.rÌearls for destinatit'rn countries [e.g. Castir:s 20 l0J. It is



clea4 howeve4 that labour migration can have very signiffcant consequences for
countries of origin. One particular concern, arising mainly for the emigration of
skiiled workers, is the brain drain. For sectors such as health carg for example,
some countries ffnd that educational investment in their own citizens does not
produce a good return: the beneffciaries are (in addition to the migrants them-
selves) mainly the wealthy countries that succeed in attracting workers by paying
wages the origin countries cannot match. Martin et al. (2006] suggest compensat-
ing origin countries for their losses, in part by enabling origin-country taxation of
emigrants' earnings in destination countries. On the other hand, labour mì.gration
(whether of skilled or unskilled workers) might enhance development prospects
for origin countries via emigrants' remittances and return migration, though there
can be substantial regional variation in this regard-fVerduzco and Unger 1998). In
addition, it is no longer possible to make a clear distinction between destination
countries and sending counkies, as maoy countries now fall into both categories
(e.g. Thailand, on which Martin et al. 2006J.

§ee also: Guestworkers; Brain drain/gain/circulation
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Nctworks

Definition: Social networks are sets 0f relati1nships that are 1pen in principle and are

czmplsed of different kinds of slcial ties. Migrant netwlrks involve social ties that

take shape via the distinctive experiences of migratizn; these networks usually persist

acr1ss international boundaries.


