
Over the past 40 years, there has been a steady
increase in female migration.  Of the approximately
191 million migrants in 2005, around 95 million were
female, of which an estimated 60 million were in
developed countries.

women who migrate for work
may do so several times, and
families may return to their
homelands at the end of their
working lives. But there is 
little reliable information on
flows as opposed to stocks
of female migrants or about
the numbers and frequency
of cyclical migration. 

Data on female migration 
are generally inadequate. Many

countries have data but fail to
process or publish it in usable form.

Analysis from a gender perspective is
almost completely lacking.

More women today are migrating independently for work, though family reunification is still the
main reason for female migration. An unknown but significant number of women are forced by
war or civil unrest to leave their countries. Other reasons for women to migrate include unequal
gender relations, gender-based violence, poverty and economic insecurity.

• Job opportunities in countries of destination;
• Destination-country languages;
• Optimising remittances while abroad and on return.

b. Countries of origin should provide support as necessary for their citizens before 
departure, during their stay overseas and on return. Special care is needed to combat 
stigma against returned victims of trafficking and abuse, and women living 
with HIV/AIDS.

c. Countries of transit should ensure respect for human rights, protection for migrants in 
transit and prevention of coercion and trafficking.

d. Countries of destination should ensure respect for migrants’ human rights; equal 
treatment under the law, and access to employment, housing, education, health including 
reproductive health (family planning, maternal health, etc.) and other services on the same 
basis as citizens. Special attention is needed to prevent women’s social isolation and 
promote family reunification;

e. Irregular migrants should have due protection for their human rights.

4. Recognise and respond with services and information to specific gender-related issues: 
a. Enhanced risks of violence, theft and fraud; 
b. Trafficking and coercion, including forced marriage; 
c. Access to and capacity to use health and other services, including reproductive 

health services; 
d. Expectations related to the family;
e. “Double burden” for migrant women (stemming from e.g. discrimination, cultural 

restrictions and heightened exposure to risk.)
f. Isolation by reason of language or family situation.
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Migration is not necessarily permanent:
most refugees for example hope

to return to their own
countries;

Facts and FiguresExperts recommended that 
countries should: 

1. Collect, analyse and make available data on
female migration, including flows of migrants
and cyclical migration.

2. Discuss and agree on migration
issues at all cross-national levels
(bilateral, sub-regional, regional
and international), including
with countries of transit, 
taking advantage of 
international organisations
and mechanisms for the
purpose. Issues include:

a. Policy frameworks to 
provide safety and 
stability to the process 
of migration, 
discourage irregular 
migration, and punish 
traffickers;

b.Enforcement of international 
conventions and agreements;

c. Free flow of labour as well as of 
goods and services;

d.Skills development of female migrants; 
e. Portability of social security benefits;
f. Secure transfer of remittances and investments;
g. Entitlement of female migrants to housing, education, health including reproductive 

health and other services;
h.Support for civil society organisations working with and on behalf of migrant women.

3. Support individual migrants:
a. Countries of origin should provide pre-departure programmes (in co-operation with 

migrant organisations in destination  countries)  including information and training for 
women considering migration on:
• Conditions in the intended countries of destination; 
• Legal migration routes and the implications of irregular migration;
• Human rights entitlements, including rights to basic services; 
• Where to find assistance in countries of transit and destination, including consular 

support, local migrant organisations and destination-country NGOs;
• Protecting health, including reproductive health; 
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For families, communities and governments in countries of origin
• Remittances are the second largest capital flow to developing countries, nearly three times 

official development assistance, and as much as 10 per cent of GDP in some countries. 
Women tend to remit more of their income than male migrants. Women use remittances 
for family needs, such as food, clothing, housing, education and health. 

• Returning female migrants can bring with them valuable skills and experience to 
contribute to the socio-economic development of their countries. 

For families, communities and governments in the country of destination:
• Women often fill gaps in the labour force in manufacturing, domestic and hotel work, and 

other unskilled jobs. The health and information and communication technologies sectors 
recruit qualified and graduate migrant women.

• Women in formal employment pay taxes and can contribute to social service funds.
• Female migrants can contribute to family and social cohesion as mothers, wives, 

community leaders and advocates. 

Individuals and countries will derive the most benefit from
female migration by addressing obstacles, pitfalls and drawbacks.

At all stages of migration 
• Women are at heightened risk for coercion, violence, theft 

and fraud. 
• Young women are at greatest risk, including for unwanted 

pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections,
including HIV/AIDS.

• Female migrants’ relative lack of education and 
information compared with male migrants adds to 
their vulnerability.  

• Countries would prefer not to lose qualified women and 
graduates. This is an increasingly high cost to many 
developing countries and countries in transition. Countries
lose not only the services of migrants but investments in 
their education and training. The cost is especially high 
in the health sector, including for the countries most 
seriously affected by HIV/AIDS.

Before departure
Countries must address women’s vulnerability 

• To coercion of different kinds, including trafficking and forced migration for marriage. 
• To fraudulent or misleading offers and contracts by unscrupulous employment agents.

In transit
Countries of transit are hosts to considerable numbers of female migrants in passage to third
countries, some of them under coercion.  Countries must ensure that women migrants in transit
are not subject to discrimination and denial of their rights.

In countries of destination
Women migrants often find the experience of migration overwhelmingly positive.  Migration
however can be an unpleasant, risky and dangerous experience for women who are not 
well-prepared or supported. These include:

• Women who are irregular or undocumented migrants. 
• Women who are trafficked or coerced, including for forced marriage.
• Women who know little of the language or customs of their country of destination. 
• Women who travel as family members subject to cultural constraints;
• Women subject to gender-based violence or abuse. 
• Women working in the informal sector or in domestic employment not subject to the 

protection of labour laws.
• Women who are or become socially isolated, separated from their families and out of 

touch with their own communities.
• Women without skills or qualifications, or whose skills or qualifications are not recognised.
• Women who experience discrimination and denial of human rights in their country 

of destination.
• Women who are denied health and other services, including reproductive health services 

such as family planning, maternal health and protection from unwanted pregnancy, and 
from HIV/AIDS and other sexually- transmitted infections.

• Women who are or become destitute.

Countries of destination may find women migrants a very valuable addition to their work force
and society, but tensions can arise from:

• Unemployment;
• Extreme poverty, homelessness and destitution;
• Coercion and trafficking;
• Lack of integration.

On return
Women returning to their home countries often bring with them a wealth of experience as well as
material benefits. Many however experience the effects of:

• Disjunction from family and community;
• Discrimination or attempts to re-impose cultural or social restrictions; 
• Lack of employment opportunities;

To discuss these issues, UNFPA and IOM organised an expert group meeting on 2-3 May 2006
entitled “Female migrants: bridging the gaps throughout the life cycle”. 

The meeting brought together over 50 independent experts from countries of origin, transit and
destintion, as well as representatives from governments, international agencies, NGOs, and 
diaspora organisations. The aim was to formulate a set of recommendtions for action by 
governments, international organisations and civil society, as a contribution to the High-Level
Dialogue on International Migration and Development to mainstream female migrants’ needs 
and rights into the agenda.

For women
• Migration can permit women to escape conflict, personal violence, discrimination, cultural 

restrictions or oppressive gender roles, and in doing so assert greater autonomy over 
their lives.

• Migration can offer economic opportunities, increased financial independence and 
decision-making power. 

• Migration can offer better education opportunities and access to health care, including 
reproductive health, for women and their children.

Why is the Linkage Between 
Migration and Gender Important?

Realizing the Benefit

Call for Action

Migration can be empowering:
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