
ARTICLE

Incongruous objectives? Endeavouring to realise women
migrant workers’ rights through the global
development agenda

Jenna Holliday*

Independent Gender and Migration Specialist; Member of the Expert Working Group on addressing women’s rights in the
Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, UK
*Corresponding author. E-mail: jennakholliday@gmail.com

Abstract
Recent decades have seen improvements in our understanding of the gendered dynamics of migration and
how they affect women migrant workers. Whilst characterised by precarity, women’s labour migration is
recognised as contributing to positive developmental outcomes. The full dimensions of these contribu-
tions are not yet well understood, but the need to improve the situation of women migrant workers is.
Through analysis of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM), this paper examines the global development agenda to assess
the extent to which it recognises the gendered dimensions of migration and seeks to realise the rights
of women migrant workers as development actors. Drawing on content analysis of the SDGs and a review
of the GCM, the paper finds that, while their content provides potential for states to strengthen their
evidence base and establish progressive policy agendas and practice interventions to realise women
migrant workers’ rights, the measures for implementation and monitoring of these frameworks reduce
the likelihood of this potential being realised.
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1 Introduction

Globally, women migrant workers make up 41.6 per cent of the world’s estimated 164 million inter-
national migrant workers (International Labour Organization (ILO), 2018). Over half of women
migrant workers (53.9 per cent) originate from South Asia, East Asia, Southeast Asia and the
Pacific. A significant proportion of women migrant workers also originate from sub-Saharan
Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. Over half of women migrant workers are employed in
North America and Northern, Southern and Western Europe. As a proportion of the female labour
force, women migrant workers also make up a high number of the labour force in the Arab states
and in Central and Western Asia (ILO, 2018).

Gender plays a significant role in labour migration, influencing the reasons why an individual
migrates, the migration opportunities available to them and their ultimate working conditions
(Hennebry and Petrozziello, 2019). Women migrant workers are disproportionately employed for
labour that is undervalued and unprotected in low-paid and informal sectors (Bastia and Piper,
2019). A clear example of this is the significant proportion of women working in the largely informal
sector of domestic work, with women making up 74 per cent of the world’s 11 million migrant domes-
tic workers, for example (ILO, 2015). Gender inequality intersects with the low status of migrant work-
ers, resulting in reduced bargaining power for women in the migrant labour market and precarious
and insecure migration (Pearson and Sweetman, 2019).
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Whereas the motivation for migration is commonly poverty and lack of opportunity at the individ-
ual or micro level, the financial benefits of migration are recognised as having the potential to posi-
tively impact the national economy of home states at the macro level (Bastia and Piper, 2019, p. 19). In
2019, the remittance flows to low- and middle-income countries overtook foreign direct investment,
reaching a record USD $554 billion (World Bank Group, 2020). The capacity for remittances to con-
tribute to the growth of national economies also extends to countries of destination. In the US and
Europe, the impact of migrant workers on growing labour forces is recognised as having both direct
and indirect benefits to the economic growth of states (OECD, 2014).

Whilst it is estimated that women’s remittances make up half of global remittances (IFAG, 2017),1

it is also understood that there are differences in the manner and impact of the contribution that
women migrant workers make to development both in economic and non-economic terms. In par-
ticular, while women migrant workers typically earn less than men, they remit a higher proportion
of their earnings (UN Women, 2020). This is despite paying higher transfer fees due to a heavier reli-
ance on money-transfer business (a tendency that is related to the continued barriers facing women
accessing formal banking systems) (UN Women, 2017a).

In addition, research indicates that the remittances of women migrant workers will more likely be
directed towards paying for the food, education and health of family members (UN Women, 2013c;
Orozco et al., 2006). This may be the result of a higher care burden (Yeates, 2011) or less access to the
financial or productive resources that make investment possible (UN Women, 2017a). Notwithstanding
the reasons, directing remittances towards supporting the health and educational well-being of individuals
can have different developmental outcomes than those related to the investment in productive resources
(investment for growth being the common focus of the developmental benefits of remittances) (ILO and
UN Women, 2015; UN Women, 2013b).

Whilst the focus on the contributions that women migrant workers make to development is pri-
marily limited to their financial remittances (Bastia, 2013), our understanding of the gendered dynam-
ics of these contributions remain limited by lack of data. Remittance data are not disaggregated by sex
and do not capture the remittances sent through unofficial channels (UN Women, 2020). In the
absence of this sex-disaggregated data, the World Bank has advised that a way to estimate the true
value of remittances is through representatives’ surveys of remittance senders and receivers (World
Bank, 2016). At the time of writing, however, a UN Women policy brief found that only eleven coun-
tries had published nationally representative household surveys that reported the sex of remittance
senders or the value of remittances received per household (UN Women, 2020).

The narrow focus on the economic benefits of migration also fails to recognise any broader inter-
action between women’s labour migration and development, in particular in relation to social and pol-
itical dimensions. These can range from the positive social and political impacts that a change in
gendered power dynamics can have on countries of origin, where migration affords women the ability
to be the primary earner, challenging the traditional gendered roles for them and their family mem-
bers (UN Women, 2013b). Similarly, where migrant women are seen to have elevated the wealth or
status of their families, or communities, they may be able to exert more agency and control over
decision-making (Temin et al., 2013). In countries of destination, the labour of women migrant
worker frees up women to enter the productive labour market, which can have positive impacts on
the economy and for social and gender norms (UN Women, 2013a). There are also broader impacts
on families and communities at home, which would benefit from being better understood. Where
women leave behind young children, they can often feel pressure to continue their care duties at
home, resulting in their migration being characterised by a transnational care burden, which can
manifest as an increased emotional, physical and financial pressure (Yeates, 2011). That such issues
related to care, for example, are considered in the discourse on women’s migration more so than in

1‘Western Union pays tribute to global women work-force as world economic change agents and calls for greater recog-
nition and integration’, Press Release, Western Union, 2016.
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discourse on migration/male migration is also in itself potentially reflective of gendered notions of
migration more than gendered realities (Bastia and Piper, 2019).

Despite the dynamics of migration and the contribution of migrant workers being gendered, migra-
tion policy and governance remain largely gender-blind, in that they do not address the different moti-
vations, labour-market forces and normative experiences of migration (Piper, 2006). To make
migration policy governance gender-responsive, the principles of gender equality, rights and empower-
ment must be incorporated, and gender-based barriers to accessing safe and regular migration for
decent work must be identified and proactively addressed (UN Women, 2018). Recognising and
responding specifically to women’s needs through migration policies is the most effective way to
ensure equitable and positive migration outcomes.

Since 2015, both the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Global
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) have set out the global agenda for inclusive
growth and sustainable development, and the framework for safe, orderly and regular migration tied to
achieving that agenda. Together, these instruments seek to capitalise on the contributions that migra-
tion can make to positive development outcomes. In order to do so comprehensively, they need to
address the gendered dynamics of women’s labour migration (Bastia and Piper, 2019) and the multi-
dimensional nature of the contributions that women migrant workers make to development.

This paper sets out to understand the extent to which the SDGs and the GCM recognise and
respond to this need both on paper and in practice. This understanding is explored through a content
analysis of selected parts of the text of the SDGs and a review of the GCM as relevant to the situation
of women migrant workers. Where relevant, the content analysis and review are set alongside provi-
sions from the international legal framework that address the promotion and protection of the rights
of women migrant workers.

In analysing the extent to which the SDGs and GCM recognise and respond to the gendered
dynamics of migration as it relates to women migrant workers in practice, the paper first takes a
content-analysis approach to reviewing a selection of Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) submitted
by states to report on implementation of the SDGs. In the absence of similar reports for the GCM, the
paper looks into the mechanism established for implementation and monitoring. In both cases, the
paper finds that, where the content of the SDGs and GCM provides potential to address the gendered
dynamics of migration and realise the rights of women migrant workers, the indications are that this
potential is not being operationalised in practice.

Finally, with a view to increasing transparency and accountability concerning the global agenda’s
commitment to women, the paper identifies a need: to invest in the collection and analysis of multi-
dimensional data to inform gender-responsive labour-migration governance and interventions; and to
increase the role of civil society in monitoring and reporting through the SDGs and GCM and through
the bodies monitoring the relevant international legal conventions

2 Protecting women migrant workers’ rights through the global development agenda

Developed within three years of each other, the SDGs and the GCM provide a global development
agenda that is elaborated to detail how to manage migration for sustainable development. Through
the content analysis of selected sections, this paper looks at the extent to which the frameworks rec-
ognise and respond to the gendered dynamics of migration and seek to realise the rights of women
migrant workers.

2.1 Using the SDGs as an entry point for protecting women migrant workers’ rights for development

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development commits to equal access and equal opportunities for
women, and to ensuring safe, orderly and regular migration for all. Despite the express recognition of
the contribution that women and migrants make to development (UNGA, 2015, paras 20, 29), how-
ever, only Target 8.8 on the protection of labour rights explicitly refers to women migrant workers.
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Nonetheless, many of the seventeen SDGs and 169 targets are applicable to this constituency. For
example, the targets under Goal 5 that relate to achieving gender equality and empowering all
women and girls can be specifically applied to migrants; and the targets under Goals 8 and 10 that
address migrant workers can be specifically applied to women. The applicability of goals and targets
to women and migrants is further promoted through the overarching instruction of the SDGs that data
collection be disaggregated by certain characteristics, where relevant, including sex and migratory sta-
tus. This instruction is partially operationalised under Target 17.18, which addresses the need to
develop the capacity of developing countries in relation to data collection and disaggregation. The
SDGs therefore set out a framework that provides the potential for states and other actors to design
and implement policy interventions that realise the labour and human rights of women migrant work-
ers, in order that women migrant workers can make their contributions to development through safe
and regular migration opportunities for decent work as set out in Table 1.

Under Goal 5, Target 5.2 seeks to eliminate all forms of violence against women (VAW), including
trafficking. A definition of VAW has been provided by the UN treaty body responsible for monitoring
states parties’ compliance with the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW).2 The CEDAW Committee clarifies in its General Recommendation 19 on
violence against women that discrimination includes gender-based violence – that is, ‘violence that is
directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately. It includes
acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other
deprivations of liberty’.3

VAW and women’s migration intersect in multiple ways and are inherently interlinked to the extent
that the UN Secretary-General publishes a regular report on violence against women migrant workers,
the latest being published in 2019 (UNGA, 2019b). VAW, in particular domestic violence, can be a key
motivation behind women’s migration (UNGA, 2019b, p. 4); it can also be a central experience of
women migrants during migration. VAW can be perpetrated against migrant women by a range of
actors including migration intermediaries (immigration officials, recruitment brokers), employers
and institutions (including public authorities) (GAATW, 2010). It is estimated that 60 to 80 per
cent of migrant women and girls travelling through Mexico to the US are raped at some stage of
their journey.4 Women migrant domestic workers are at a high risk of verbal, mental, physical and
sexual abuse as well as slave-like employment conditions (UNGA, 2019b, p. 8). This risk is particularly
high due to domestic workers often being the sole employee, living and working in the private resi-
dence of the employers and often unprotected by labour laws (ILO, 2016a). This risk is further exa-
cerbated where the immigration status of the migrant domestic worker is tied to their employer
(UNGA, 2019b). The particular dangers facing domestic workers, and the need to ensure that their
rights are protected, resulted in the elaboration of ILO’s Domestic Workers Convention, 2011
(C189), which includes provisions specifically addressing the need for effective protection against
all forms of abuse, harassment and violence.5

The Secretary-General’s report makes it clear that discrimination and restrictions on the empower-
ment of women heighten their vulnerability to violence, limit their capacity to escape potential abuse
and reduce their options for regular migration, which in turn increases the likelihood of women using
irregular migration channels (UNGA, 2019b). Such factors, including restrictions on freedom of
movement or access to opportunities to safe and decent work, also increase women’s risk of falling

2Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 18 December 1979, United Nations, Treaty
Series, vol. 1249, p. 13. Available at https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3970.html (accessed 30 June 2020).

3General Recommendation 19 on violence against women, CEDAW Committee (1992), UN Doc A/47/38 (1993).
4‘The perils of illegal border crossing’, Homeland Security, 19 July 2018. Available at https://www.dhs.gov/news/2018/07/19/

perils-illegal-border-crossing; and Is rape the price to pay for migrant women chasing the American Dream?, Splinter, 10
September 2014. Available at https://splinternews.com/is-rape-the-price-to-pay-for-migrant-women-chasing-the-1793842446.
All Internet sources were accessed on 1 July 2020.

5Art. 5.
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Table 1. Table of selected targets and indicators from SDG Goals 5, 8, 10 and 17

Target Indicatorsa

Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private
spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation

5.2.1 Proportion of ever-partnered women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected
to physical, sexual or psychological violence by a current or former intimate partner
in the previous 12 months, by form of violence and by age

5.2.2 Proportion of women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected to sexual
violence by persons other than an intimate partner in the previous 12 months, by
age and place of occurrence

5.4 Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of
public services, infrastructure and social protection policies and the promotion of
shared responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate

5.4.1 Proportion of time spent on unpaid domestic and care work, by sex, age and
location

5.5 Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for
leadership at all levels of decision making in political, economic and public life

5.5.1 Proportion of seats held by women in (a) national parliaments and (b) local
governments

5.5.2 Proportion of women in managerial positions

5.C Adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for the promotion
of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at all levels

5.c.1 Proportion of countries with systems to track and make public allocations for
gender equality and women’s empowerment

Goal 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all

8.5 achieve full and productive employment and
decent work for all women and men, including for young people and persons with
disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value

8.5.1 Average hourly earnings of employees, by sex, age, occupation and persons with
disabilities

8.5.2 Unemployment rate, by sex, age and persons with disabilities

8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern
slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the
worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by
2025 end child labour in all its forms

8.7.1 Proportion and number of children aged 5–17 years engaged in child labour, by
sex and age

8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all
workers, including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in
precarious employment

8.8.1 Fatal and non-fatal occupational injuries per 100,000 workers, by sex and
migrant status

8.8.2 Level of national compliance with labour rights (freedom of association and
collective bargaining) based on International Labour Organization (ILO) textual
sources and national legislation, by sex and migrant status

Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries

(Continued )
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Table 1. (Continued)

Target Indicatorsa

10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all,
irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or
other status

10.2.1 Proportion of people living below 50 per cent of median income, by sex, age
and persons with disabilities

10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people,
including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration
policies

10.7.1 Recruitment cost borne by employee as a proportion of monthly income
earned in country of destination

10.7.2 Number of countries with migration policies that facilitate orderly, safe,
regular and responsible migration and mobility of people

10.7.3 Number of migrants killed while attempting to cross maritime, land and air
borders

10.7.4 Proportion of the population who are refugees, by country of origin

10.c By 2030, reduce to less than 3 per cent the transaction costs of migrant
remittances and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 per cent

10.c.1 Remittance costs as a proportion of the amount remitted

Goal 17: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development

17.18 By 2020, enhance capacity-building support to developing countries, including
for least developed countries and small island developing States, to increase
significantly the availability of high-quality, timely and reliable data disaggregated
by income, gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability, geographic
location and other
characteristics relevant in national contexts

17.18.1 Statistical capacity indicator for Sustainable Development Goal monitoring

17.18.2 Number of countries that have national statistical legislation that complies
with the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

17.18.3 Number of countries with a national statistical plan that is fully funded and
under implementation, by source of funding

aSustainable Development Goal indicators should be disaggregated, where relevant, by income, sex, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability and geographic location, or other characteristics, in accordance
with the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.
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victim to trafficking (UNGA, 2019b), including for forced labour.6 Forced labour itself, when the result
of such gendered restrictions and limitations, can also be seen through the frame of VAW.7

Because the gendered drivers that perpetuate women migrant workers’ risks to VAW, forced labour
and trafficking are rooted in the same structural inequalities that restrict women’s access to regular
migration, the interventions that seek to maximise women’s access to safe and regular migration for
decent work can reduce risks.8 For example, in response to reports of migrant women experiencing
exploitation in domestic work, the government of Myanmar issued a ban on women migrating for
domestic work. In the absence of addressing any of the root causes of migration and the structural
drivers that limited women’s labour migration to migration for domestic work, this ban resulted in
women migrating irregularly and being more exposed to trafficking and forced labour as a result
(ILO and UN Women, 2017). In contrast, Bangladesh replaced a ban on women’s migration with a
migration law specifically including provisions on non-discrimination; similarly, in bilateral agree-
ments and MOUs, the Philippines provide that domestic workers receive a decent wage and have
access to support services (ILO and UN Women, 2017). Interventions that increase women’s access
to safe and regular migration for decent work is key to reducing their exposure to exploitation, forced
labour and trafficking practices.

Target 5.4 seeks to recognise and value unpaid care and domestic work. As of 2015, globally there
were 11.5 million international migrant domestic workers, of whom around 8.5 million (73.4 per cent)
were women (ILO, 2015). Domestic work largely continues to be seen as labour that is primarily pro-
vided by women, drawing on innate and natural qualities of caring that women are seen to process
(Williams, 2017). As a form of reproductive labour that is largely provided for free, it is not considered
as having any market value (Duffy, 2007; Yeates, 2011). As a result, domestic work is both highly fem-
inised and low-paid.9 As women in more developed economies have been encouraged into the pro-
ductive market, the demand for domestic workers has increased; this has been exacerbated by
ageing societies that further increase the demand for domestic and care work that is increasingly pur-
chased from migrant women (Holliday et al., 2018). In seeking to recognise the value of care and
domestic work, Target 5.4 provides the potential to address the value of the domestic work provided
by women migrant workers by seeking to provide value to the work itself. This target has the oppor-
tunity to increase the accepted value of the labour itself in combatting the idea that, because care and
domestic work is commonly unpaid, it has no value. This in turn has the potential to increase the
value of this work when purchased from a domestic or care worker.

Goal 8 seeks to promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all. In addressing the goal of full and productive employment, Target

6The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, supplementing the
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (the ‘Trafficking Protocol’), includes the purpose of
forced labour in its definition of ‘Trafficking in persons’: ‘The act of recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or
receipt of persons; By means of: the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception,
of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the
consent of a person having control over another person; For the purpose of exploitation, which includes, at a minimum:
the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or prac-
tices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.’

7The ILO’s Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29) defines all forced (or compulsory) labour to mean ‘all work or ser-
vice which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself
voluntarily’. In 2014, the ILO introduced a new Protocol to the Forced Labour Convention. The 2014 Forced Labour Protocol
states: ‘The definition of forced or compulsory labour contained in the Convention is reaffirmed, and therefore the measures
referred to in this Protocol shall include specific action against trafficking in persons for the purposes of forced or compulsory
labour’ (Art. 1(3)).

8This is supported by the CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 26, which emphasises that the many elements
relevant to protecting the rights of women migrant workers are relevant in situations in which women migrants have been
victims of trafficking. General Recommendation 26 on women migrant workers, CEDAW Committee (5 December 2008),
UN Doc CEDAW/C/2009/WP.1/R (2008) (GR 26).

9ILO’s Domestic Worker Convention, 2011 (No. 189) provides at Art. 6 that domestic workers, like workers generally,
enjoy fair terms of employment.
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8.5 includes reference to equal pay for work of equal value. The gender pay gap sees women migrant
workers being paid less across the board. This is often the result of women’s labour-market insertion
into feminised sectors (such as domestic work) or roles that are considered as having less value. In
these sectors, such as manufacturing, agriculture and construction, women migrant workers will be
more commonly employed in roles considered lighter, less technical and less skilled. This equates
to also being less well paid. Indeed, women’s specific roles in these sectors can often be considered
as secondary or subordinate to men’s jobs. For example, women may be employed to sort the crop
that men are harvesting (UN Women, 2017b); on construction sites, women may not even be
employed in a specific job, but taken on to support and help their husbands’ employment (ILO,
2016b). In particular in agriculture, construction and manufacturing, migrant women can find that
they are paid less than their male counterparts for work of equal value.

Target 8.7 seeks to eradicate forced labour, modern slavery and human trafficking. As set out above,
these are all issues that interconnect significantly, in particular, in relation to the structural inequalities
faced by women migrants, which can leave them at higher risk of these extreme forms of labour.

As identified above, Target 8.8 is unique among the SDG targets in that it identifies women
migrant workers specifically with reference to the need to ensure that workers are protected by
labour rights and safe and secure working conditions. Gendered barriers to accessing safe and regu-
lar migration for decent work leave women working in precarious and insecure situations, facing
multiple labour-rights abuses. These range from working in sectors (including as irregular migrants
in the informal sector) that do not benefit from protection under labour law, experiencing exploit-
ative labour conditions and lacking access to freedom of movement, association or access to support
or services. The CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 26 on women migrant workers
recognises this risk and provides that states should ensure that occupations dominated by women
are protected by labour laws and that such laws include mechanisms for monitoring workplace con-
ditions, including wage and hour regulations, health and safety codes, and holiday leave (GR 26,
para. 26(b)). Precarious migration and employment status can also make fear (or reality) of
unemployment, arrest, detention and deportation a factor in increasing the risk of exploitation
and abuse (ILO and UN Women, 2017).

Goal 10 seeks to reduce inequalities within and among countries. Towards this goal, the facilita-
tion of orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration through the implementation of migration
policies is identified under Target 10.7. Target 5.c seeks to adopt and strengthen sound policies
for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women. When taken together,
these two targets establish a broader target of migration policy that promotes gender equality and
the empowerment of women migrant workers. The need for evidence-based, gender-responsive
and human rights-based migration policies is identified as a core common responsibility for all
states engaged in labour migration under CEDAW General Recommendation 26 on women migrant
workers (GR 26, para. 26). Globally, the extent to which policies and programming are effectively
gender-responsive is limited (UN Women, 2013b). A lack of gender-responsive migration govern-
ance can manifest as gender-based bans on migration that directly restrict the migration of
women, leaving them to pursue migration irregularly and heightening their vulnerability to traffick-
ing (ILO and UN Women, 2017). Key to developing gender-responsive policies and programmes are
accurate, sex-disaggregated data. Data collection and disaggregation by sex are not, however, com-
mon practice and many sources of data on international migration do not take sex into account in
collection or reporting (UN Women, 2017c).

Target 10.c seeks to reduce remittance transactions costs to less than 3 per cent and eliminate remit-
tance corridors with costs higher than 5 per cent. As discussed above, this is a particular issue for
women migrant workers who continue to pay higher transaction fees to remit their earnings (UN
Women, 2020). The CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 26 addresses this need by pro-
viding that states establish measures to provide information and assistance to women to access formal
financial institutions to send money home and to encourage them to participate in savings schemes
(GR 26, para. 24(g)).
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2.2 Addressing the gendered dynamics of migration for women migrant workers in the GCM

The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration was developed in 2018 and came out of
the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, which responded to the so-called ‘refugee
and migration crisis’ of 2015 (UNGA, 2018). The GCM ‘rests’ on the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR) and the other core international human rights treaties including CEDAW
and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families, as well as other instruments including the Trafficking Protocol and the
ILO conventions on promoting decent work and labour migration (GCM, para. 2). Furthermore,
the GCM is ‘rooted’ in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (GCM, para. 6). Migration is
recognised as a source of prosperity, innovation and sustainable development in a globalised world,
and knowledge and analysis of migration are identified as the key to improving policies that can
unlock the potential of sustainable development for all (GCM, para. 10). Sustainable development
is identified as one of the ten cross-cutting and interdependent guiding principles, which expresses
the aim of the GCM to leverage the potential of migration for the achievement of all SDGs.
Another of the guiding principles is gender-responsiveness, through which the GCM commits to
ensuring that the specific rights and needs of women (in addition to men, girls and boys) are
respected, properly understood and addressed (GCM, para. 15). As such, the GCM may be viewed
as an elaboration of the SDGs’ global development agenda in particular in reference to the protection
of women migrant workers’ rights.

The GCM expressly references gender within fifteen of its twenty-three objectives, including pro-
moting gender-responsive remittance transfers (Objective 20)10 and access to basic services (Objective
15),11 as well as expressly acknowledging gender-specific risks such as sexual and gender-based vio-
lence (Objective 7)12 and issues such as women migrant domestic workers (Objective 6).13 The
GCM’s objectives go further than identifying just those issues that directly impact the rights of migrant
workers (and, for the purposes of this analysis, specifically women migrant workers) by including
objectives that have an indirect impact through addressing the broader structural environment that
influences migration experiences.

The first objective of the GCM is to collect and utilise accurate and disaggregated data as a basis for
evidence-based policies. This objective sets out eleven actions, including: elaborating and implement-
ing a comprehensive strategy for improving migration data; building national capacities; integrating
migration-related topics into national censuses as well as labour and household surveys. This critical
connection between the systematic collection and analysis of labour and migration data and research,
and the development of evidence-based labour-migration policy and practice is identified in the
CEDAW Committee’s General Recommendation 26, which further provides that data be disaggregated
by gender and other relevant characteristics (GR 26, para. 23(c)).

In calling for minimisation of the adverse drivers and structural factors that compel people to leave
their country of origin, Objective 2 speaks to the factors that may make women’s migration a necessity,
not a choice, including poverty and violence. In framing this objective around structural factors, the
GCM provides the scope to address the broader environment of discrimination and inequalities that
influence women’s motivation to migrate and the increased risks associated with migration by necessity.

Providing accurate and timely information at all stages of migration, as provided for under
Objective 3, and enhancing the availability of regular migration pathways can also be particularly rele-
vant to women migrant workers. Research for Viet Nam, for example, indicates that the majority of
information accessed by women before migration is from friend and family networks and recruitment
actors (many of whom are unregulated), which results in potential migrants receiving unreliable

10GCM Objective 20: Promote faster, safer and cheaper transfer of remittances and foster financial inclusion of migrants.
11GCM Objective 15: Provide access to basic services for migrants.
12In particular under GCM Objective 7: Address and reduce vulnerabilities in migration.
13Including under GCM Objective 6: Facilitate fair and ethical recruitment and safeguard conditions that ensure decent

work.
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information that can lead them into irregular pathways (Harkins et al., 2017). In this scenario, the
ability to access accurate information and regular pathways is greater for potential men migrants.

Objective 23 concerns the strengthening of international co-operation and global partnership for
safe, orderly and regular migration. It calls for the application of a human rights-based, gender and
disability-responsive approach in reviewing relevant policies and practices to ensure that they do
not create, exacerbate or unintentionally increase vulnerability of migrants. Furthermore, it requires
the development of gender-responsive migration policies (GCM, para. 23(a), (c)).

To the extent that the GCM further elevates gender and women migrant workers’ rights in the glo-
bal development agenda, this has been linked with the advocacy efforts of civil-society organisations,
supported by international organisations such as UN Women and the ILO (Bastia and Piper, 2019;
Hennebry and Petrozziello, 2019). Equally, however, where the GCM has not taken the opportunity
to more expressly strengthen the rights of women migrant workers (e.g. through calling for access
to sexual and reproductive health care), this has been linked to the need to secure agreement from
states with more conservative views on gender and women’s rights (Hennebry and Petrozziello,
2019). Additionally, the narrow focus on economic remittances as the key contribution to develop-
ment is a missed opportunity to reflect the broader contributions that women make to sustainable
development (Hennebry and Petrozziello, 2019), for example through their social and political
remittances.

3 Addressing the gendered dynamics of migration for women migrant workers through the SDGs
and GCM in practice

The SDGs and GCM together comprise a global development agenda that reinforces the positive role
that women migrant workers play in their contributions to sustainable development and elaborates a
framework for the protection of their rights towards the goal of sustainable development. On paper,
this framework provides states with the potential to strengthen data collection and analysis towards
establishing evidence-based and gender-responsive migration-governance frameworks. This paper
now turns to looking at whether, in the five years since the SDGs were established and the two
since the GCM, this potential has been realised in practice.

3.1 Addressing the gendered dynamics of migration for women migrant workers through
implementation of the SDGs

The SDGs took a new approach to measuring implementation of a global agenda. Rather than review-
ing implementation at the global level, the SDGs introduced a ‘country-led’ approach to collecting and
measuring data. This approach manifests through VNRs and was intended to recognise country own-
ership of interventions and results, and promote accountability to citizens (UNGA, 2015). The prin-
ciples guiding follow-up and review included provision that the reviews focus on the poorest, most
vulnerable and those furthest behind (UNGA, 2015, para. 74(e)).

The primary method for monitoring results against the SDGs is by collecting and reporting data
against the indicators included in the SDGs (UNGA, 2017). Where the language of the goals and tar-
gets of the SDGs provides the potential to better understand and address the situation of women
migrant workers, the language of the indicators often narrows this potential. An example is Target
5.2, where the target itself makes reference to trafficking, but the language of the indicators refers
to intimate-partner violence and non-intimate-partner sexual violence. Reporting against these indi-
cators would not invite, therefore, any data on trafficking unless the act itself involved intimate-partner
violence or sexual violence. Even then, the reporting would more accurately be described as reporting
data on violence in trafficking, rather than trafficking itself. Similarly, references to forced labour,
modern slavery and human trafficking are not present in the indicators for Target 8.7, which focuses
entirely on child labour. A review of the indicator language reveals in fact that there are only five indi-
cators that require provision of any data relevant to women migrant workers. The indicators under
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Target 8.8 measure the number of occupational injuries and the level of national compliance with
labour rights, expressly by sex and migrant status. The indicators under Target 10.7 measure data
on the cost of recruitment and the number of countries with migration policies. Indicator 10.c.1 mea-
sures the cost of remittances as a proportion of the amount remitted. The disaggregation by sex and
migrant status under the indicators under Goal 10 is not expressed, but implied under the general
instruction for data disaggregation.

An important element of the VNR approach is that it gives countries the ability to identify the tar-
gets that they will focus on. In the first four years of implementation, 158 VNRs were submitted by 142
states (UNDESA, 2019). The voluntary and optional nature of the VNRs, coupled with the limited
number of indicators that actively measure progress for women migrant workers, presents a potential
scenario in which no states measure data on the progress of women migrant workers. Indeed, a key-
word search for ‘migration’ in the Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform that houses the
VNRs returns seventy-four VNRs. This indicates that only half of the VNRs have any likelihood of
measuring progress for women migrant workers. Of the indicators that could be applied to women
migrant workers, only half of them require data collection disaggregated by sex and migrant status,
further reducing the potential that these data will be collected.

Ultimately, whilst the SDG targets can be taken together to create a framework with the potential to
promote and protect the rights of women migrant workers, the details of the indicators and voluntary
nature of reporting may mean that women migrant workers are excluded from SDG implementation at
the national level or that the interventions benefiting them are not reported. With the situation of
women migrant workers making them some of the most excluded from society, this goes against
the very core intention of the SDGs to ensure that no one will be left behind and to endeavour to
reach the furthest behind first.

To get a sense of how the SDGs are being applied in practice, this paper reflects on a content ana-
lysis of the VNRs reported against the SDGs in the five years since adoption, using key search terms to
identify and illustrate the scope of application to women migrant workers. Content analysis is a
method of research that examines the content of texts to identify characteristics embedded within mes-
sages (Holsti, cited in Kassarjian, 1977). These characteristics can be analysed to draw inferences as to
the intention and objective of the text. The analysis used here is largely content analysis in its simple
form, collecting and then analysing data based on word frequency. It does, however, extend in places
to focusing on what conclusions can be drawn from the presence of words in the context of the text
(de Sola Pool, 1959).

The content analysis looked at twenty countries that have submitted reports since 2015. The coun-
try selection was based on (1) whether the country had reported, (2) whether the country was (or had
recently) experienced significant inward or outward migration and (3) the geographic location of the
country (in order to achieve a geographic spread). The author as a practitioner in migration was pri-
marily able to identify countries with significant labour-migration dynamics and follow-up research
(including media and UN and development actor reporting) confirmed whether these were countries
that were experiencing migration contemporaneously as a country of origin or destination. The coun-
tries include ten countries that are predominantly countries of origin for migrant workers and ten that
are predominantly countries of destination. The countries broadly cover the range of continents and
include countries from the Global North and the Global South. One methodological limitation is that
the content analysis was only undertaken in English, meaning that countries reporting in French and
Spanish were not selected. This resulted in the countries of origin being more weighted to South and
Southeast Asia than countries in Africa and Central and South America. The ten countries of origin
included in the content analysis were Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Philippines, Poland, Romania,
Slovakia, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Viet Nam. The ten countries of destination were Australia, Canada,
Germany, Italy, Kuwait, Malaysia, Mexico, Qatar, Singapore and Turkey.

The data collection asked two questions. The first was: To what extent do the VNRs include data
against the selected indicators disaggregated by migratory status and sex (the indicators being those
identified above, namely, 8.8.1, 8.8.2, 10.7.1, 10.7.2 and 10.c)? The first question sought to identify
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VNRs where the state had chosen to report against these specific indicators and, further, where they
had chosen to disaggregate the data reported by sex and migrant status. The second question was: To
what extent are references to migrants or migration in the VNRs gender-neutral or specifically refer-
ring to women? For this second question, the data were collected through content analysis of the VNRs
looking for specific words. The first set of words were ‘migrant’ and ‘migration’. Subsequent reviews
included the words ‘foreign’ and ‘overseas’. These four words were used to identify the paragraphs and
sections in the VNR narratives and data reporting that referenced migrants. The analysis made note of
each episode in which there was reference to migrants and migration (or foreign or overseas, where
relevant to migration). An episode was considered as a section of text that contained either a single
reference or multiple references – that is, where the word was repeated in a paragraph, this was
counted as one episode. The episode was then subject to a second layer of analysis, which was to
identify whether the episode was gender-neutral or whether it included specific reference to
women. The results are set out in Table 2.

Table 2. Content analysis of twenty Member State Voluntary National Reviews of SDG implementation

Country
Episodes mentioning
migrant/migration

% of episodes that
are gender-neutral

# of episodes that make
specific reference to women

Synthesis (2019)a 8 88 1

Countries of origin

1. Bangladesh (2017) 4 75 1

2. Ethiopia (2017) 1 – –

3. Indonesia (2019) 6 50 2

4. Philippines (2019)b 7 100 –

5. Poland (2018) 6 100 –

6. Romania (2018) 9 78 2

7. Slovakia (2018) – – –

8. Sri Lanka (2018) 6 66 1

9. Sudan (2018) 5 100 –

10. Viet Nam (2018) 7 85 1

Countries of destination

11. Australia (2018) 7 100 –

12. Canada (2018) 12 75 3

13. Germany (2016) – – –

14. Italy (2017) 7 86 1

15. Kuwait (2019) 6 66 1

16. Malaysia (2017)c 3 100 –

17. Mexico (2018) 6 83 1

18. Qatar (2017)d 2 100 –

19. Singapore (2018) 2 100 –

20. Turkey (2019) 14 80 3

aThe entire ‘Migrants’ section is gender-neutral.
bSearch term ‘Overseas’ was also applied.
cSearch term ‘Foreign’ was also applied.
dSearch term ‘Foreign’ was also applied.
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3.1.1 To what extent do the VNRs include data against the selected indicators disaggregated by
migratory status and sex?
The overall finding under this question was that none of the reviewed VNRs included any data against
the selected indicators, either at all or disaggregated by migratory status. Put another way, there were
no data reported on the number of occupational injuries experienced by migrants (indicator 8.8.1) and
no data reported on the level of national compliance with labour rights as related to migrants (indi-
cator 8.8.2). There were also no data on the recruitment or remittance costs (indicators 10.7.1 and
10.c.1, respectively) and no data on migration policies (indicator 10.7.2). In the absence of data on
migrants, there were as a consequence also no data on migrants disaggregated by sex.

For the countries of origin, half of the VNRs included no data reporting at all or none under SDG 8
or 10. For those countries of origin that did include reporting of data under SDGs 8 and 10, there were
no relevant data on migrants or against the indicators specific to migrants. For SDG 8, this was not
particularly surprising, as the indicators related to labour rights, meaning reporting was limited to
labour conditions for nationals. For Goal 10 indicators, however, it was reasonable to expect some
level of reporting around recruitment and remittance costs – issues that are particularly relevant to
countries of origin. Where countries did reference remittances, this was in relation to measuring
remittance as a proportion of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and not measuring how much migrants
themselves were paying to remit money. Indeed, in this regard, the majority of country-of-origin
VNRs identified the importance of remittances to their GDP.

For countries of destination, seven included no specific data at all. Of the three VNRs that included
data against SDG indicators under Goals 8 and 10, none reported any specific data on migrants or
against the indicators specific to migrants – that is, in relation to Goal 8, the data reported were
not disaggregated by migrant status and so did not identify the extent to which they related to
migrants; and, in relation to Goal 10, the data were reported under the indicators that did not relate
expressly to migrants and were not disaggregated by migrant status against the indicators that were
reported against.

For the countries selected for this analysis, we can see that there was none that selected to report
data related to labour migration, whether disaggregated by sex or not. Given the migration dynamics of
the selected countries, this is surprising. It would be useful to undertake further analysis to understand
whether there are data relevant to the indicators that are not being reported or whether there are just
no data for those indicators. In any event, this does illustrate low levels of reporting related to labour
migrants’ rights, facilitation of safe regular and responsible migration, and reduction of remittance
costs under the SDGs.

3.1.2 To what extent are references to migrants or migration in the VNRs gender-neutral or specifically
referring to women?
The overall finding from this question was that, whilst the majority of VNRs included reference to
migrants, migration or foreign (sometimes overseas) workers, references were largely gender-neutral.
Only a few episodes made specific mention of women.

For the countries of origin only, one country’s VNR featured no episode including the search words
(migrant, migration or foreign). One country had only one episode. The other eight country VNRs
had multiple episodes including the search words, at between four and nine episodes. Of these epi-
sodes, 50 per cent or over were gender-neutral, meaning that they referred to migrants or migration
with no specific reference to gender or the sex of migrants as a variable or issue relevant to the topic. In
the VNRs of three countries of origin, all of their episodes were gender-neutral. Half of the
country-of-origin VNRs made some specific reference to women in the context of migrants and
migration but references to both women and migration were limited to two episodes per VNR.

Of the references to women migrants that were identified, three references were to gender-
responsive responses through policies and programmes. Other references to women migrants included
their ‘exposure’ to unsafe migration and the impact of women’s outward migration on the need for
greater social care in countries of origin. References to addressing remittance systems were gender-
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neutral. This indicates that, where states are considering gender in their implementation of the SDGs
on migration, it is largely limited to addressing the needs of women as victims of migration (i.e. vic-
tims of exploitation, forced labour or trafficking) or women as carers. These are both common gen-
dered frames for the way in which women in migration are viewed and, whilst they may relate to
interventions that are realising the rights of women, it is likely to be in a protective and restrictive
way. It is the three references to gender-responsive policies and programmes that have the most poten-
tial to realise women’s rights in terms of realising human and labour rights in a way that manifests as
greater access to safe and regular migration for decent work.

For the countries of destination, only one country’s VNR featured no episodes including the search
terms. Of the remaining nine, all included multiple episodes (three VNRs included two to three epi-
sodes; four included six to seven episodes; and two included 12 and 14 episodes). Of the nine VNRs
with multiple episodes, between 80 and 100 per cent of episodes were gender-neutral in eight of the
reports – that is, the majority of episodes referencing migrants or migration were gender-neutral. Out
of the ten VNRs, five VNRs included episodes that made specific reference to women. Of these VNRs,
three included just one episode that related to women and two included three episodes. The majority
of the references to women migrants related to responding to their health and social needs. One VNR
included specific reference to strengthening laws for migrant domestic workers. The inclusion of ref-
erence to the health and social needs of women migrant workers is certainly not a negative; it is notice-
able, however, that, for countries of destination that could be addressing the labour-market insertion
and labour rights of women migrant workers, only one VNR addresses this.

3.2 Addressing the gendered dynamics of migration for women migrant workers in the GCM

The GCM provides a non-legally binding framework to facilitate international co-operation among all
relevant actors on migration (GCM, para. 7). Whilst the Compact rests on the main international
human rights law instruments and is to be implemented in a manner that is consistent with inter-
national law (GCM, paras 2, 41), nothing in the GCM creates any additional legal obligations on states
(Carrera et al., 2018). Instead, the GCM is considered a ‘menu of policy actions and best practices,
from which States may draw’.14 The GCM does, however, establish frameworks for both implemen-
tation and reporting. The UN Secretary-General is directed to establish a UN Network on
Migration (GCM, para. 45) to ensure effective and coherent system-wide support to implementation,
including through the establishment of a capacity-building mechanism that allows stakeholders to
contribute technical, financial and human resources to strengthen capacity and foster multipartner
co-operation (GCM, para. 43). In terms of reporting, states are directed to report at the
International Migration Review Forum (IMRF), which shall take place every four years and serve as
the primary inter-governmental platform for states to discuss and share progress on all aspects of
the GCM, including as it relates to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (GCM, para.
49). States are also encouraged to develop national responses for the implementation of the GCM
and to conduct regular and inclusive reviews (GCM, para. 53). There is no express reference to gender-
responsive implementation or monitoring in the Implementation or Follow Up sections of the GCM.

Tasked with the mandate to ensure system-wide support to implementation, the UN Migration
Network (led by the IOM) will play a key role in identifying priorities for operationalising the
GCM. Incorporating a proactively gender-responsive approach to the work of the Network will be crit-
ical in ensuring that implementation meets the needs of women migrant workers. As identified by
Hennebry and Petrozziello (2019), however, the absence of UN Women from the core group of

14Speech delivered by Commissioner Stylianides on behalf of HR/VP Mogherini, during the EP Debate on the Global
Compact on Migration, European Union External Action, 13 November 2018. Available at https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/
headquarters-homepage_en/53754/Speech%20delivered%20by%20Commissioner%20Stylianides%20on%20behalf%20of%20HR/
VP%20Mogherini,%20during%20the%20EP%20Debate%20on%20the%20Global%20Compact%20on%20Migration,%2013%
20November%202018.
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UN agencies in the Network may prove problematic. This is especially the case in view of the role that
UN Women has played in making space for civil-society organisations to raise the unrepresented
voices of migrant women at the international level (Hennebry and Petrozziello, 2019). In addition, nei-
ther the resolution on the IMRF (UNGA, 2019a) nor the Migration Multi-Partner Trust Fund has
identified proactive gender-responsive work streams or funding. The structure for the IMRF is
based on four roundtables that cover multiple GCM objectives (UNGA, 2019a). These four groupings
of objectives also form the basis of the survey conducted to inform regional review of implementa-
tion.15 The four categories are (1) ensuring that migration is voluntary, orderly and regular; (2) pro-
tecting migrants through rights-based border governance; (3) supporting the integration of migrants
and their contribution to development; and (4) improving value-driven and evidence-based policy-
making and public debate, and enhancing co-operation on migration. The extent of the reporting
state’s integration of the guiding principles (including gender-responsiveness) into implementation
is dealt with through a list of boxes to be ticked, with a request for further information – that is,
tick yes or no to whether the guiding principle ‘gender-responsive’ has been integrated and then pro-
vide an explanation of the integration.

The extent to which the reporting state has taken a gender-responsive approach to implementation
of the GCM is ultimately treated as a separate and standalone element of implementation; there
appears to be no expectation to report how implementation under each of the objectives of the
GCM is gender-responsive. The setup of this survey may be indicative of the approach that will be
taken to operationalising the GCM objectives themselves, namely with gender-responsive as an ancil-
lary issue. If Hennebry and Petrozziello (2019) are correct in their suggestion that the language on
gender-responsiveness in the GCM is further ahead than the knowledge base and capacities for imple-
mentation, then the separate reporting of gender-responsive implementation will do little to compel
states to improve such knowledge base and capacity. The consequence of this will likely be ‘business
as usual’, with implementation of the GCM as regards women migrant workers being both minimal
and piecemeal.

3.3 Data collection and accountability

In the case of both the SDGs and the GCM, operationalising the agenda for women migrant workers
could benefit from improving both the evidence base and the reporting. Evidence-based governance
has been identified as key to sustainable development and not possible without sufficient, reliable sta-
tistics to identify need and monitor progress (UNFPA, 2014). Placing a greater priority on states col-
lecting and analysing data disaggregated by sex could help to identify where there are gaps in
implementation and ensure that policy and practice developed to operationalise the agendas are
evidence-based. As identified by the Head of the Demographic and Social Statistics Branch of UN
Statistics Francesca Grum, there remain several critical challenges to be addressed in filling the data
gaps, including insufficient capacity on the part of states to produce, analyse and communicate
data.16 Specifically, the need to improve sex-disaggregated data was identified by the OSCE as essential
to promoting the right of women migrant workers.17 The need for a ‘gender data revolution’ has been
met with some suspicion by feminist scholars who are concerned about a narrow focus on measure-
ment; it may indeed be that the methodologies of data collection for evidence-based policy may need
to be assessed to ensure that the complexities of gender subordination are captured (Fuentes and
Cookson, 2019). At the moment, however, the indications from the SDG reporting and the GCM

15This paper has sight of the survey conducted to inform the Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation, which is
due to take place on 18–20 November 2020.

16‘Huge data gaps hampering “evidence-based” national migration policies’, UN News, 4 March 2019. Available at https://
news.un.org/en/story/2019/03/1034051.

17‘Improving gender mainstreaming migration policies and sex-disaggregated data essential to promoting the rights of
women migrants, say gender equality and migration experts’, OSCE, 20 September 2018. Available at https://www.osce.
org/secretariat/396518.
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framework for reporting are suffering from a lack of gender data, resulting in gender-blind operatio-
nalisation of these two frameworks and, as a result, the global development agenda.

In the context of the GCM implementation and review, the UN Network on Migration set six
Thematic Workstream Priorities, one of which is to develop and implement a global programme to
build and enhance national capacities in data collection, analysis and dissemination.18 Identified in
a list of potential future thematic work streams is developing a global programme to strengthen
migration-related data, disaggregated by sex, age, gender, disability and other grounds, and collect gen-
der statistics. There is no current timeline for this work stream, its development being dependent on
the Network’s capacity expanding or completion of current work streams. In 2019, UN Women pro-
duced a snapshot of gender equality across the SDGs (UN Women, 2019). The analysis across coun-
tries demonstrated the intersecting nature of the forms of discrimination and disadvantage
experienced by women. Disaggregation of data by sex alone often fails to adequately reflect the groups
of women and girls who are most deprived (UN Women, 2019). UN Women advocate for a multidi-
mensional and multisectoral approach to data collection and analysis, accompanied by qualitative
work to understand root causes (UN Women, 2019). They further recommend investment in high-
quality and timely data that are disaggregated across sectors and layers. In operationalising the the-
matic work stream on disaggregated data, through this multidimensional and multisectoral lens,
there may be an opportunity to strengthen data that can effectively inform evidence-based gender-
responsive migration governance.

It has been observed that VNRs are often seen as a hasty attempt to pull together a report to present
in New York, rather than a true reflection of national efforts to implement the SDGs (Griffiths, 2017).
Similarly, the role of civil society in the preparation of the VNRs is described as being one of ‘vari-
ability’ (ODI, 2018). The nature of reporting may, therefore, result in efforts to address the rights
of women migrant workers and opportunities to engage in national dialogue on these matters
being missed. One suggestion is to make the cycles of VNR reporting clearer to national stakeholders,
along with a system to engage in the reporting process (ODI, 2018). Such a system could be informed
by the shadow reporting practices that accompany the submission of national reports by states parties
to the UN treaty bodies that monitor states’ compliance with the human rights treaties they have rati-
fied. In the case of the CEDAW Committee reviews, civil-society shadow reporting has been seen to
increase the likelihood of recommendations addressing women migrant workers’ labour and human
rights (Elias and Holliday, 2018). Effective engagement of a broad range of stakeholders, especially
civil-society actors, in the monitoring and reporting of GCM implementation could improve the
extent to which states are held accountable to the GCM’s commitments to gender and women migrant
workers’ rights.

4 Conclusion

The analysis in this paper shows that, whilst both the SDGs and GCM establish a global development
agenda that provides the potential for states to strengthen their evidence base to establish gender-
responsive migration policies, this potential is not being realised in practice. This is in part due to
the voluntary nature of implementation and reporting that has resulted in many key migration coun-
tries including limited reference to migration in their reviews, with only a handful making reference to
women migrant workers or gender-responsive policies and programmes. That the GCM requires
reporting on the extent to which implementation is gender-responsive as separate from the reporting
under the objectives essentially siloes that reporting. The siloed nature of the ‘gender-responsive’ guid-
ing principle in reporting on GCM implementation is likely to result in a continuation of the trend
that implementation of the GCM as regards women migrant workers will be minimal and piecemeal.

18United Nations Network on Migration Workplan, United Nations Network on Migration, 11 February 2020. Available at
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/about/united-nations-network-migration-workplan.
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A focus on improving capacities for multidimensional data collection and analysis may be one way
of gaining greater understanding of the situation of women migrant workers and their contributions to
development. This can in turn guide migration governance. In addition, greater transparency and
inclusion, especially of civil-society and non-government actors, when it comes to the VNRs under
both the SDG and GCM frameworks could result in a constructive shadow process, akin to that
used to complement states’ reports to UN treaty bodies. In any event, further research and discussion
are still needed on how to realise the rights of women migrant workers through the development
agenda. We know enough to know that, if we are ignoring the dynamics of women’s labour in our
development agendas, the aspiration of inclusive growth and sustainable development will remain
just that.
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