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Abstract 

Migration is a significant social phenomenon that has far-reaching impacts on both individuals 

and societies. In Southeast Asia, migration flows, both internal and external, have played a 

crucial role in shaping gender roles. This paper examines how migration influences gender roles 

in the region, considering both the economic and cultural factors that contribute to the 

redefinition of gender expectations. Through an analysis of various migration patterns and their 

effects on women and men, this paper explores how migration alters traditional gender 

dynamics, often resulting in both challenges and opportunities for individuals and communities. 

Keywords : Migration, gender roles, Southeast Asia, labor migration, family dynamics, cultural 

shifts, economic opportunities, domestic work, empowerment, social norms. 

1. Introduction 

Southeast Asia has long been a hub for migration, with millions of people moving across borders 

or internally in search of better economic opportunities. These migration flows have been 

influenced by factors such as globalization, labor demands, economic disparities, and political 

instability. As migration involves the movement of people, it brings with it changes to the roles 

and expectations associated with gender. Gender roles, which are often deeply entrenched in 

cultural, economic, and social norms, undergo significant shifts in response to migration, 

affecting both women and men in different ways. This paper examines how migration, 

particularly labor migration and rural-to-urban migration, affects gender roles in Southeast Asia, 

drawing from case studies in countries such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand. 

2. Gender and Migration in Southeast Asia 
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Southeast Asia has experienced diverse migration patterns, including international migration for 

work, rural-to-urban migration, and regional migration between neighboring countries. Among 

these, labor migration is one of the most prominent drivers of gender role transformation in the 

region. Migration, especially for work, often requires individuals to leave behind traditional 

family structures and social roles. For many women, migration offers opportunities to challenge 

and redefine gender expectations. Conversely, it also brings new challenges in terms of labor 

exploitation, gender-based violence, and social stigma. Gender plays a pivotal role in shaping 

migration patterns in Southeast Asia, as migration is often highly gendered, with men and 

women experiencing migration in distinct ways. The region has long been a site of both internal 

and international migration, driven by factors such as economic disparities, globalization, and 

political instability. Gendered migration can be seen through the types of work that migrants 

engage in, the social and cultural roles they assume, and the changes they bring to family 

structures and gender norms. 

For women in Southeast Asia, migration—especially for labor—often leads to them taking up 

work in domestic roles, such as housemaids, nannies, or caregivers, primarily in wealthier 

countries like Singapore, Malaysia, and the Gulf states (Cheng & Chan, 2020). In these roles, 

women are tasked with household labor that challenges traditional gender norms that often view 

women as confined to the domestic sphere. Women’s migration, therefore, leads to shifts in 

traditional family roles, as they become the primary economic providers, reshaping perceptions 

of femininity and female independence. However, these changes can also bring challenges, 

including low wages, exploitation, and isolation (Sassen, 2016). 

Men’s migration, on the other hand, has often been linked to jobs in industries such as 

construction, agriculture, or manufacturing. In countries like Thailand and Myanmar, men 

migrate for work and maintain traditional roles as breadwinners. However, migration also leads 

to changes in men’s expectations regarding their roles within the family and the community. 

They may return home with different ideas about family dynamics, reshaping notions of 

masculinity and fatherhood in the process. 

In addition to economic factors, migration in Southeast Asia also leads to cultural shifts. 

Migrants are exposed to new ideas and ways of life, especially when they move to urban centers 
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or foreign countries. These experiences can challenge deeply rooted gender norms and create 

more progressive attitudes toward gender equality. On the flip side, in some contexts, these 

changes may lead to backlash, with some individuals or communities seeking to reassert 

traditional gender roles as a way of maintaining cultural identity (Cai, 2017). 

Overall, migration in Southeast Asia has profound implications for gender roles. While it 

provides opportunities for women to challenge traditional norms and gain economic autonomy, it 

also places them in vulnerable positions. For men, migration can reinforce traditional notions of 

masculinity, but also encourages a rethinking of gender roles when they return home. As 

migration continues to shape the region, it will remain important to explore how gender roles 

evolve in response to these shifting patterns. 

3. Economic Factors: Gender and Labor Migration 

Labor migration in Southeast Asia is highly gendered. Women, especially from rural areas, are 

often employed in domestic work, caregiving, and entertainment sectors in wealthier countries, 

such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Saudi Arabia (Sassen, 2016). These migration patterns offer 

women the chance to earn higher wages and improve their economic status, yet they also place 

women in precarious working conditions. For example, migrant domestic workers face isolation, 

limited legal protection, and vulnerability to abuse (Cheng & Chan, 2020). This type of 

migration challenges traditional gender roles by positioning women as the primary breadwinners 

in their families, a role traditionally reserved for men in many Southeast Asian societies. 

At the same time, male migrants often work in construction, agriculture, or factory jobs. In 

countries such as Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia, men often migrate to cities or neighboring 

countries in search of work (Yap, 2018). While this reinforces traditional notions of masculinity, 

migration also alters men’s roles within the family, as they may return home with new 

expectations for their social status and economic roles. In Southeast Asia, labor migration is a 

significant driver of economic change, and it is closely tied to gender dynamics. Both men and 

women migrate for work, but they tend to be drawn to different sectors based on gendered 

expectations and opportunities in both the domestic and international labor markets. The 

economic factors influencing migration have profound implications for gender roles, as 
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migration not only alters the economic status of individuals but also reshapes family structures, 

societal norms, and gender identities. 

3.1 Women in Labor Migration 

For many women in Southeast Asia, labor migration is an economic necessity, often driven by 

poverty, lack of local employment opportunities, or the desire to support their families. Women 

predominantly migrate to work in low-wage, informal, and often undervalued sectors, including 

domestic work, caregiving, entertainment, and textiles (Cheng & Chan, 2020). Countries such as 

Singapore, Malaysia, and Saudi Arabia are key destinations for migrant women workers from the 

Philippines, Indonesia, and Cambodia. Domestic work, in particular, has become a central form 

of employment for migrant women. While this type of labor offers women the opportunity to 

earn significantly higher wages than in their home countries, it often comes with significant 

risks, such as exploitation, physical and emotional abuse, and social isolation. 

The migration of women also leads to a shift in gender roles within their households. Women 

who migrate often become the primary breadwinners for their families, which challenges 

traditional gender norms in many Southeast Asian societies where men are typically seen as the 

providers. This role reversal can bring empowerment and a sense of autonomy for women, as 

they gain financial independence and decision-making power within their families. However, the 

emotional toll of being away from their families, especially children, can create complex feelings 

of guilt and disconnection (Parreñas, 2015). Additionally, the lack of legal protections for 

migrant workers in many destination countries makes women vulnerable to exploitation and 

abuse, which can undermine the positive economic benefits of migration. 

3.2 Men in Labor Migration 

Men in Southeast Asia also migrate extensively for work, particularly in industries such as 

construction, agriculture, and manufacturing. Countries like Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore 

attract male migrants from neighboring nations like Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia, where they 

seek better economic opportunities. Migration in these contexts often reinforces traditional 

gender roles, as men typically take on the role of the primary economic provider, working in 
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physically demanding and low-paying jobs (Yap, 2018). This type of labor migration does not 

necessarily challenge existing gender norms but rather solidifies the traditional notion of 

masculinity, where men are expected to work in heavy industries and support their families 

financially. 

However, migration also brings changes to men’s roles within the family. Men who migrate for 

work often experience new expectations regarding their social status and masculinity. Upon 

returning home, they may feel increased pressure to live up to their role as the family provider 

and protector, which can strain family relationships. The financial remittances that migrant men 

send home can improve their families' economic conditions, but this economic contribution can 

also lead to changes in family dynamics and power relations, especially if women gain more 

economic autonomy in the process (Huang & Wang, 2020). 

3.3 The Gendered Division of Labor and Economic Impact 

The gendered division of labor in migration also influences the broader economy. While men 

dominate sectors like construction and agriculture, women’s migration to perform domestic work 

and care tasks highlights the global undervaluation of women’s labor (Sassen, 2016). This 

gendered labor migration often relies on social and economic inequalities that place women in 

lower-status, lower-paying jobs. These economic structures shape the gendered expectations 

around both migration and the type of work individuals perform. Women, in particular, 

contribute significantly to the economies of their home countries through remittances, but their 

work in domestic labor is often invisible and lacks the same recognition as male-dominated 

sectors like construction and manufacturing. 

The labor migration of both men and women also has a significant impact on the economies of 

destination countries. Southeast Asian migrants often fill labor shortages in industries that local 

workers are unwilling to take up, such as domestic work or construction. Migrants are crucial to 

the functioning of these economies, providing cheap labor that enables the continued growth of 

sectors like real estate, hospitality, and healthcare. Despite their essential roles, migrant 

workers—particularly women—face systemic inequalities in labor conditions, legal protections, 

and social acceptance. 
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Economic factors play a central role in shaping the gendered experiences of labor migration in 

Southeast Asia. For women, migration often offers economic opportunities but also exposes 

them to exploitation and challenges traditional gender roles within the family. Men, on the other 

hand, are more likely to migrate for jobs that reinforce traditional notions of masculinity. 

However, both male and female migrants face a complex array of challenges and opportunities 

as they navigate new economic roles. Understanding the economic dimensions of gender and 

labor migration is crucial for developing policies that protect the rights of migrant workers and 

promote gender equality in the region. 

4. Cultural Factors: Changing Social Norms and Gender Roles 

Migration also results in cultural shifts that challenge traditional gender norms. In many 

Southeast Asian societies, men have historically been seen as the primary economic providers 

and women as caretakers and homemakers. However, migration disrupts these norms. Women’s 

labor migration has led to the creation of new family dynamics, with women assuming roles 

outside the home, thus challenging the idea that women’s place is within the domestic sphere 

(Cheng & Chan, 2020). In some cases, migrant women become the head of their households, 

making key financial decisions and contributing to the community in ways they might not have 

been able to do before migration. 

Moreover, migration exposes individuals to new ideas and practices, particularly in urban 

environments or foreign countries. These new experiences can foster more progressive attitudes 

toward gender equality. However, they may also lead to backlash in some contexts, where 

traditional gender roles are reasserted as a response to the perceived threat posed by these 

changes (Cai, 2017). In other cases, migrant women return to their home countries with greater 

autonomy, thereby contributing to shifts in gender norms within their communities. Migration in 

Southeast Asia has not only transformed the economic landscape but also triggered significant 

shifts in cultural norms and gender roles. When people migrate—whether within countries or 

across borders—they are often exposed to new ideas, values, and social practices that challenge 

and reshape traditional cultural and gender expectations. These cultural changes occur both in the 

countries from which migrants come and the destinations where they work or live. In Southeast 
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Asia, migration has played a key role in rethinking social roles, particularly in terms of gender, 

and has led to both progressive transformations and, at times, conservative pushback. 

4.1 Gender Role Reversals and Shifts in Family Dynamics 

One of the most profound impacts of migration on gender roles is the reversal of traditional 

gender expectations within families. Historically, in many Southeast Asian societies, men were 

the primary breadwinners, while women were expected to manage household duties and child-

rearing. However, when women migrate for work, often in domestic or caregiving roles, they 

become the main economic contributors to their families. This shift leads to a transformation in 

family dynamics, as women increasingly assume leadership and decision-making roles, a change 

that challenges traditional views of femininity and the role of women within the household. 

For instance, migrant women from countries like Indonesia, the Philippines, and Cambodia who 

work as domestic workers in wealthier countries may send home remittances that allow their 

families to afford better education, healthcare, and housing. In these cases, women’s economic 

contributions not only elevate their families' social standing but also redefine the way they are 

perceived in their communities. In rural areas where these women return, they may return with 

greater autonomy, financial independence, and a more empowered sense of self. This, in turn, 

can influence the gender expectations in their communities, particularly in terms of women’s 

roles in the labor market, their educational opportunities, and their decision-making power 

(Parreñas, 2015). 

However, this role reversal can also lead to tension within households. In many Southeast Asian 

cultures, men are still regarded as the primary economic providers, and this long-standing 

cultural expectation can lead to discomfort or resistance when women step into this role. Men 

may feel emasculated or lose a sense of authority when women become the chief earners, which 

can lead to shifts in relationship dynamics, including conflicts over control, finances, and family 

decisions (Huang & Wang, 2020). 

4.2 Exposure to New Cultural Norms 
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Migration exposes individuals to new cultural and societal norms that challenge traditional 

gender expectations. Migrants who move to urban areas or other countries often interact with 

diverse populations, which can lead to the development of more progressive attitudes toward 

gender equality. In destination countries, migrants may encounter more egalitarian gender roles, 

as well as new expectations regarding women’s participation in the workforce, education, and 

public life. 

For example, female migrant workers in urban areas may experience a greater degree of personal 

autonomy, as they navigate life away from the traditional familial and societal controls present in 

rural communities. This exposure to more liberal gender norms can shape their views on 

independence, rights, and gender equality. Likewise, men who migrate for work may experience 

shifts in their understanding of masculinity, especially if they are exposed to different ways of 

living, including more equal partnerships between men and women in the workforce and the 

home. This can lead to changing ideas about fatherhood, the division of household 

responsibilities, and work-life balance (Cai, 2017). 

However, while migration often brings new perspectives on gender, it can also provoke 

resistance in more conservative communities. For example, in rural areas where migration rates 

are high, families may push back against the changing gender norms that migrants bring back 

with them, reasserting traditional roles and values as a form of cultural preservation. This tension 

between modernity and tradition can lead to complex dynamics where new gender roles coexist 

uneasily with older, more rigid norms. 

4.3 Gender and Cultural Identity 

Migration also intersects with cultural identity, influencing how both men and women perceive 

themselves and their roles in society. As individuals move from one community to another, they 

encounter diverse understandings of gender and the expectations placed on them. This exposure 

can result in the formation of hybrid cultural identities, where migrants negotiate between their 

traditional gender roles and the more modern, egalitarian values they encounter in their new 

environments. 
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For example, Filipino domestic workers in Singapore or Hong Kong may develop a strong sense 

of independence and self-worth due to their financial autonomy, but at the same time, they may 

feel the pressure to conform to traditional gender norms when they return to their home villages. 

In this way, migration not only alters the individual migrant’s gender identity but also affects the 

broader cultural perceptions of gender within their community (Parreñas, 2015). 

For men, migration can also lead to the emergence of new forms of masculinity. Migrants who 

work in foreign countries may find that their roles as providers are not defined by traditional 

expectations of masculinity but by the economic contributions they make through remittances 

and the roles they take on within their new households. This new form of masculinity, defined by 

economic support and family care, contrasts with older, more rigid conceptions of masculinity 

tied to physical labor and authority (Yap, 2018). 

Cultural factors play a crucial role in reshaping gender roles in Southeast Asia, as migration 

exposes individuals to new ideas and ways of life that challenge long-standing cultural norms. 

Migration creates opportunities for women to redefine their roles as economic providers, while 

also placing pressure on men to reconsider their traditional roles as primary breadwinners. At the 

same time, the exposure to new cultural environments can lead to the formation of hybrid 

identities, where migrants negotiate between traditional and modern gender expectations. 

However, this process is not without its challenges, as migration can also provoke resistance and 

backlash from communities that seek to preserve their traditional gender norms. Understanding 

the cultural impact of migration on gender roles is essential for fostering greater gender equality 

in the region. 

5. Impact on Family Dynamics 

Migration has profound effects on family structures and relationships in Southeast Asia. When 

men migrate, women often take on dual responsibilities, managing both domestic and economic 

tasks. This shift in responsibility can lead to greater empowerment but also results in increased 

stress and emotional strain (Huang & Wang, 2020). The migration of women, on the other hand, 

often leads to changes in familial roles, as children and elderly parents may be left behind, 

necessitating new caregiving arrangements. 
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Research by Parreñas (2015) highlights the emotional toll that migration takes on both migrants 

and their families. Migrant women, in particular, often experience a sense of guilt and 

disconnection from their children, while also grappling with the empowerment of being the 

primary earners in their households. This emotional conflict underscores the complex interplay 

between migration, gender roles, and family dynamics in Southeast Asia. Migration in Southeast 

Asia has significant and far-reaching consequences for family dynamics, particularly due to the 

shifting roles of men and women within households and the physical separation of family 

members. The act of migration often alters the traditional structures and responsibilities that 

families have traditionally maintained, leading to both challenges and opportunities in how 

family members interact, relate, and define their roles. The effects of migration on family 

dynamics are multifaceted and complex, as they are shaped by economic, social, and cultural 

factors. 

5.1 Changing Gender Roles within Families 

One of the most noticeable impacts of migration on family dynamics in Southeast Asia is the 

alteration of traditional gender roles within households. In many Southeast Asian countries, men 

have historically been seen as the primary breadwinners, and women have been expected to 

manage the home and care for children. However, migration has disrupted this traditional 

division of labor, especially as women increasingly migrate for work. 

In cases where women migrate for domestic work or labor in other countries, they often become 

the primary earners for their families. This shift in economic roles has significant implications 

for family relationships and dynamics. Women who migrate may experience a sense of 

empowerment as they gain financial independence and the ability to support their families. Upon 

returning home, they may assume more decision-making power within the family, reshaping the 

gendered hierarchy in their households. Women in migrant-sending countries, particularly in 

rural areas, may also develop greater confidence and autonomy as they navigate their roles as 

economic providers (Parreñas, 2015). However, these changes can also lead to tension, as men 

may feel threatened by the disruption of traditional gender roles or may struggle with feelings of 

emasculation or loss of authority. 
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Conversely, when men migrate for work, typically in sectors such as construction or agriculture, 

their absence often forces women to take on both domestic and economic responsibilities, further 

blurring traditional gender lines. Women who remain behind may face the stress of managing the 

household on their own while also serving as primary caregivers for children or elderly family 

members (Huang & Wang, 2020). The absence of men can lead to women stepping into more 

authoritative roles, but it can also create emotional and psychological challenges, especially 

when family members are separated for long periods. 

5.2 Parental Absence and Child Development 

Migration also affects children who are left behind by one or both parents. In many cases, one or 

both parents—often mothers—migrate for work, leaving children with extended family members 

or grandparents. This arrangement can have both positive and negative consequences for 

children's emotional and social development. 

On the positive side, remittances sent home by migrant parents can greatly improve the financial 

situation of children and their extended families. These funds can be used for education, 

healthcare, and housing, which can lead to improved opportunities and quality of life for 

children. In many cases, children benefit from the increased economic stability that comes with 

having a parent working abroad (Cai, 2017). 

However, the absence of parents, particularly mothers, can create emotional and psychological 

challenges for children. Studies have shown that children of migrant workers may experience 

feelings of neglect, sadness, and abandonment, especially when they are left with elderly 

relatives who may not be able to provide the same level of emotional support as their parents. 

Moreover, the separation can affect children’s attachment to their parents, leading to long-term 

psychological effects (Parreñas, 2015). The emotional toll of parental absence is often 

compounded by the sense of guilt that migrant parents, particularly mothers, may feel for leaving 

their children behind. 

5.3 Altered Family Roles and Relationships 
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Migration can also lead to altered family roles and relationships, especially as family members 

adapt to the absence of one or more individuals. In the absence of one parent, the remaining 

parent or relatives often have to take on new responsibilities, which can affect how family 

members relate to one another. For example, when fathers migrate for work, mothers may find 

themselves responsible for managing both household chores and the emotional needs of their 

children, further strengthening their role within the family. This role reversal can lead to greater 

independence for women but can also create tensions with extended family members who might 

expect women to maintain more traditional roles. 

For children, the absence of a parent can shift their emotional dependence from one parent to 

another or to other caregivers. These changes can have both positive and negative impacts on 

family cohesion, depending on how well family members adjust to the shifting dynamics. 

Children may form stronger bonds with caregivers or may feel resentment toward the parent who 

is away, especially if the migration lasts for an extended period. 

In cases where both parents migrate for work, children are often left with other family members, 

such as grandparents, leading to an entirely different set of familial interactions. This can 

sometimes lead to greater intergenerational bonding between children and their grandparents, but 

it may also disrupt the parent-child relationship, especially if the child is very young when the 

parents leave. 

5.4 Emotional and Psychological Impacts on Migrants and Families 

The emotional and psychological impacts of migration are a central concern when examining its 

effects on family dynamics. Both migrants and their families experience emotional challenges as 

they navigate separation, loneliness, and the strain of maintaining long-distance relationships. 

Migrant workers, particularly women, often experience homesickness, isolation, and stress from 

being away from their families for long periods. This emotional burden can affect their well-

being and their ability to perform their work effectively. For example, many female migrant 

workers employed in domestic or caregiving roles face isolation and limited social support, 

which can lead to mental health issues such as depression or anxiety (Sassen, 2016). Similarly, 
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children and family members left behind may experience feelings of longing, loneliness, and 

uncertainty about the future. 

Despite these emotional challenges, the economic benefits of migration—such as improved 

living standards and better access to education—can help mitigate some of the psychological 

costs of separation. The financial support migrants send home is often crucial in maintaining the 

stability of their families, but the emotional cost of being separated can be significant. 

The impact of migration on family dynamics in Southeast Asia is complex and multifaceted. 

Migration disrupts traditional gender roles, with women increasingly becoming economic 

providers and men sometimes stepping into more caregiving roles. The absence of parents, 

particularly mothers, can lead to emotional and developmental challenges for children, but also 

create opportunities for family members to adapt to new roles. Migration can also affect the 

relationships within families, as family members adjust to new responsibilities and reconfigure 

their emotional connections. While migration offers significant economic benefits, it also brings 

emotional and psychological challenges that must be addressed to support the well-being of both 

migrants and their families. 

6. Conclusion 

Migration in Southeast Asia plays a significant role in reshaping gender roles and expectations. 

The economic opportunities that migration provides often challenge traditional gender norms, 

particularly for women, who may assume new roles as breadwinners or community leaders. 

However, these shifts also introduce challenges, such as exploitation, emotional strain, and social 

stigma. Both male and female migrants face the complexities of balancing economic 

opportunities with the preservation of familial and cultural ties. As migration continues to shape 

the region, it will remain critical to examine how gender roles are evolving in response to these 

changes and to ensure that migrant workers are afforded the support and protection they need to 

navigate these shifts. 
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