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This book discusses:

• Effects of mobility on the wellbeing of ASEAN workers

• Constraints faced when migrating for better opportunities

• What is lost when workers can’t take advantage of opportunities

• Policies that would expand access to opportunities

Content of Migrating to Opportunity



Patterns and Drivers of Labor 
Migration



▪ ASEAN is one of the few global regions in which the share of intra-regional 
migration increased between 1995 and 2015

Migration in ASEAN is an issue of increasing 
importance

▪ ASEAN countries are: 

▪ the origin of 8%
of the world’s 
migrants, up from 
6% in 1995

▪ the destination 
for 4% of the 
world’s migrants, 
up from 2% in 
1995

Source: United Nations, 2015



Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand are regional 
migration hubs, but migration patterns are complex

Source: United Nations, 2015

▪ These three countries are home to 6.5 million ASEAN migrants

▪ Myanmar, Indonesia, Malaysia, Lao PDR and Cambodia are the main senders

▪ The Philippines and Vietnam are sending countries, but outside of ASEAN



Migration within ASEAN is highly concentrated in a 
few corridors

Source: United Nations, 2015



The vast majority of intra-ASEAN migrants are less 
educated and so likely less skilled

Source: Database on Immigrants in OECD 
and Non-OECD Countries, OECD (DIOC-E).

▪ The vast majority of intra-
ASEAN migrants are less 
educated and so likely less-
skilled
▪ 93% of intra-ASEAN 

migrants had <tertiary 
and 83% had 
<secondary education in 
2000

▪ Migrants from ASEAN’s 
main sending countries are 
less educated 
▪ However, Thailand also 

sends many less-
educated intra-ASEAN 
migrants



Within-region disparities in income are important 
drivers of migration flows in ASEAN



Population aging is another important driving force 
behind intra-ASEAN migration
▪ Migrants from younger origins compensate for shrinking labor forces in ageing 

destinations

▪ Median age in Singapore and Thailand significantly older than in the sending countries

▪ Malaysia is an exception

Source: United Nations, 2015



Barriers to Labor Mobility



Despite large gains, barriers prevent workers from 
taking advantage of the opportunities from mobility

Distance

Lack of social 
networks

Skills 
mismatches

Rigid Labor 
Market Policies

Job search costs

Restrictive 
migration policies

Documentation 
costs

Recruitment 
fees

Time costs



Fees paid to recruiters are the largest part of the 
migration costs for Vietnamese workers to Malaysia

Equivalent to four 
months of earnings 

in Malaysia



The costliness of international migration can have 
negative outcomes
▪ International evidence shows that the least wealthy households are often unable to 

afford migration (McKenzie and Rapoport 2007).

▪ In other cases, migrants avoid excessive time and monetary costs by crossing borders 
unofficially, entering countries to work with nonwork visas, and overstaying work 
passes.



Labor Mobility and the AEC



ASEAN countries have taken steps to reduce barriers 
to labor mobility but coverage is limited

• One of the five pillars of the ASEAN Economic Community is the free 
movement of skilled workers alongside the free movement of goods, 
services, and investment, and the freer flow of capital.

• Mutual Recognition Arrangements are the main steps to facilitate 
mobility, however:
• They only cover a limited number of professionals, accounting for about 5% 

of ASEAN employment
• Relatively onerous qualification and verification processes remain in place
• Each state’s migration procedures remain paramount

• The AEC’s focus on high-skilled migration does not cover the majority of 
ASEAN migrants, who are low-skilled and often undocumented



For migrant themselves

• Wage differentials provide an opportunity for potential migrants in 
lower-income countries to increase their income

For workers in destination countries

• Most studies focus on wage and employment impacts in Malaysia and 
Thailand (generally positive and small impacts)

• However, certain groups of local workers particularly low-skilled ones 
can be negatively affected by immigration, although these impacts are 
generally small and can be the result of rigid labor markets

For workers in sending countries

• Most literature focuses on Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam

• Little evidence on impacts in Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar

• The evidence suggests that migration and remittances reduce poverty 
and increase income and wages

Welfare gains manifest themselves in a variety of 
ways



Policy Options to Reduce Labor 
Mobility Costs



Mobility costs can emerge when migration 
management policies are absent, weak, or ineffective 

▪ Breakdowns and 
weaknesses in each 
component of the 
migration system 
increase the cost of 
international 
migration

1) Misalignment with 
economic needs

2) Lack of coordination
3) Information 

asymmetries
4) Focus on short-term 

benefits and costs



Better policies can lower the barriers to labor 
mobility and increase its potential benefits

Potential interventions can be grouped into five solution areas:

1) Improve the governance of the migration system

2) Deepen and widen collaboration among all stakeholders

3) Use data, information, and transparency to guide decision making

4) Balance protection and economic development in the migration process

5) Reform domestic policies



Improve the governance of the migration system

Examples

Inter-ministerial input on migration is important, however, a single agency 
should have ultimate responsibility for managing labor migration to avoid 

duplication of roles and gaps in implementation

A national migration plan and a
clear legislative framework can help ensure clear lines of responsibility

▪ Korea, the Philippines, and Singapore are good examples of countries with 
migration systems in which a single agency is the key actor in the oversight 
of employment-based migration

▪ The Korean national migration strategy defines the responsibilities of 
different agencies to ensure that roles do not overlap



Deepen and widen collaboration among all 
stakeholders

Examples

Engage all relevant stakeholders to inform policy discussions
through structured consultations

Use bilateral agreements for better coordination between sending and 
receiving countries

▪ The UK Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) holds in-person consultations to 
gather intelligence from employers about many different types of immigration 
decisions from labor market shortages to quantity restrictions

▪ The Philippines has been particularly successful in negotiating MOUs with receiving 
countries, including social security agreements



Use data, information, and transparency to guide 
decision making

Examples

Setting and revising quantity restrictions should rely on an evidence-based 
approach

▪ Korea’s process for setting quantity restrictions incorporates both analysis of labor 
market needs and input from a tripartite committee

▪ Singapore has used levies dynamically in recent years to adjust to economic 
developments. Singapore analyzes economic competitiveness and demographic 
factors when revising its quantity restrictions



Balance protection and economic development in the 
migration process

Examples

Sending countries should balance protections for migrant workers with the 
need for an efficient deployment process

▪ Indonesia has sought to ease the burden of deployment requirements in recent 
years. A pilot one-stop system (LTSA) consolidates the 4 services needed for regular 
migration at one location and reduces the number of steps necessary to migrate 
abroad



Reform domestic policies

Examples

Domestic labor market policies can reduce internal mobility costs by 
making it easier for local workers to switch sectors, occupations, or 

locations at home rather than abroad

▪ To improve the earnings and working conditions of rural workers moving to urban 
areas, the Government of China introduced the Rural Migrant Skills Development 
and Employment Project

▪ This project aimed to achieve its objectives by (1) increasing access to skills 
training; (2) improving the provision of public employment services; and (3) 
improving labor protections including by providing legal services and labor 
mediation and arbitration




