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During the post-World War period, the Philippines emerged 

as one of the wealthiest countries in Asia, particularly next 

only to Japan. This paper observes the causes of Filipino 

labor migration which became the rational response to 

achieve better employment opportunities and high living 

standards. Based on data gathered from government and non-

government institutions, and historical journals and books, 

this paper aims to explain the changing course of labor 

migration in the perspective of both the government and the 

Filipinos who wish to work abroad, and the effects of 

remittances to the country’s economy and living standards. 

From the analysis of the literature gathered, this paper 

demonstrates the present situation of the policy planning and 

implementation of the Philippine government on the strategic 

management of labor migration. The objective that the 

Philippines must take is to veer away from becoming heavily 

reliant on remittances; the continuing inflow of remittances 

must be best understood simply as a short-term apparatus for 

economic development.    
 

 

 The Philippines has become one of the exemplars of a labor exporting nation. 

Labor migration in the Philippines has been basically considered as a rational response of 

individual actors to the changing economic opportunities in the country.
1
 In the history of 

the Philippines, Filipino labor migration has evolved in varying degrees – from the 

colonial period of forced labor by the Spaniards, the American-sponsored education of 

Filipinos to the United States, the post-World War period, to the current vibrant diaspora 
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of Filipinos around the world. The labor migration ventures of Filipinos have been 

categorized into three waves.  

 The first wave of Filipino labor migration began from the introduction of polo y 

servicio, or repartimiento (the term used in Mexico) by the Spaniards in the Philippines.
2
 

This was a labor system that enforced Filipinos from 16 to 60 years old to offer their 

personal services to community projects, such as the construction of houses, churches, 

and roads, the building of ships, and the cleaning of streets, among others. The system 

requires each man to work for a duration of 40 days, but in 1884, the duration was 

lessened to 15 days. During this time, the men and their families tolerated such practice 

of labor system since the Spaniards introduced it as a national responsibility, and failure 

to follow may cause a rift in the relations between the man’s family and the high 

authorities. The system, often times, required Filipinos to leave their families to work in 

shipyards and on board ships that would sail across the Pacific Ocean to trade, or transfer 

resources such as gold, spices, and coconuts, among others (from the Philippines to 

Mexico, the New World, and Spain). Soon, the Filipinos who were brought by their 

Spanish employers across the Pacific Ocean decided to temporarily stay and work to 

wherever they would land.
3
  

 After the Spanish-American War and as soon as the United States began to 

formally occupy the Philippines, Filipinos travelled to the U.S. as pensionados, or 

scholars sponsored by the U.S. government. The objective of the U.S. government to 
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sponsor the education of Filipinos in the States was for the Philippines to be fully 

prepared in establishing and running its own government. Soon, many Filipinos were 

hired to work as agricultural laborers in Hawaii, California, and Alaska. Between 1900 

and 1930, thousands of Filipinos were recruited as contractual workers by plantation 

owners based in Hawaii.
4
  

 After the Second World War, the second wave of Filipino labor migration began 

from the Filipino veterans who served in the armed forces of the United States and were 

granted the opportunity to live, work or retire in the U.S. with their dependents. The 

wives or fiancés of American soldiers and navy officers were also granted to move to the 

States, and were given the consent from the Immigration authority to work. During the 

1960s, the immigration policies of the United States, Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand were reformed, easing the processes for foreigners to enter their country either 

for study, work, or for permanent residency. 

 The late 1970s saw the rise of the unemployment rate in the Philippines reaching 

to an average of 11.8 percent, and 12.7 percent by the end of the administration of 

Ferdinand Marcos in 1989. The irrepressible rise of the unemployment rate affected the 

professional field sternly, which in turn, caused the rise of the underemployment rate as 

well, reaching to an average of 11.72 percent.
5
 The ill-fated situation of the labor force in 

the Philippines resulted to thousands of Filipinos starting to seek employment with better 

wage and benefits outside the country, and thus, this began the third wave of Filipino 
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labor migration. Fortunately, during this period, the Middle East became a harbor for 

employment opportunities, particularly in the blue-collar labor, due to the region’s boom 

in oil industry. Moreover, OFWs, majority still in the blue-collar labor, began to venture 

in East Asia by the late 1980s, as the economies of Japan, Korea, and Taiwan became 

developed.
6
 The third wave of labor migration of Filipinos continues to grow, as OFWs 

have emerged to be present across an array of nations, and have been composed of 

relatively diverse kind of occupations, such as nurses, teachers, and engineers, among 

others. 

 The role of remittances has positively contributed to the home country’s living 

standards and improvement in its economy, and thus, labor migration for Filipinos is 

expected to be a steady and prioritized response to unemployment in the home country. 

The remittances of Filipino migrants have contributed US$87 billion to the economy of 

the Philippines for the past 10 years. For instance, remittances reached to a high record of 

US$14.4 billion in 2007 which amounted around 10 percent of the country’s Gross 

Domestic Product. Moreover, over the past five years, remittances were processed 

through formal banking channels over the past five years which amounted around 9.4 

percent of the country’s Gross National Product (GNP). In the social level, the 

remittances sent by OFWs to their families have developed as an apparatus to improve 

the standards of living in the country. Through remittances, families are able to finance 

their children’s education, start their own small-scale businesses, and buy goods simply 

for consumption, stimulating optimistic prospects in the economy. 
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 However, remittances do not pose long-term optimistic results in a country’s 

economy, especially to the families’ standards of living. According to the Asian 

Development Bank, “the compensatory nature of remittances presents a moral hazard or 

dependency syndrome that will likely impede economic growth as recipients would tend 

to reduce their participation in productive endeavors.”
7
 Aside from education and 

healthcare expenses, remittances have been primarily concentrated to the settlement of 

debt, and payment of household expenses. Unfortunately, majority of the OFWs do not 

allocate even a small percentage of their earnings for savings and investments. The 

government has sought the vigilance of the OFWs to wisely allocate their earnings by 

saving, or investing on properties and business ventures. In this way, the families’ of the 

OFWs may avoid being too dependent on the income of their breadwinners. 

 

Behind the Impulses of Labor Migration 

 The political atmosphere and the state-dominated economy during the later period 

of the Marcos administration became hostile to the country’s prospects for social and 

economic development; the economy was plunged into mismanagement which resulted to 

the immense loss of employment. Seeing their country with growing fertility rates, an 

unstable economic condition, and a stagnant political atmosphere, thousands of Filipinos 

were motivated to embark employment opportunities abroad. 

 Every year from 1965 to 1974, the population of the Philippines rose at a rate of 

3.1 percent which considered as one of the highest compared to the other countries in the 
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world; the high population rate of the Philippines ranked 33rd out of 180 countries. For 

the past 45 years, administrations have publicly explained its priority to address the 

concerns of the health care system which affects the country’s rising population rate. 

However, the policy making processes have been challenged due to a number of public 

officials who continue to prefer an increasing population amid the continuing lack of 

priority in the education sector; since such situation would benefit politicians to influence 

the voters’ choices during elections.   

 In 1969, the National Commission on Population was created under the Executive 

Order 171 issued by President Marcos. However, in the early 1970s, the commission 

experienced many attempts to change its organizational structure and modify its public 

responsibilities. In 1970, the commission’s organizational structure was directly led by 

the board which composed of 22 members from both the public and private sector. In the 

following year, with the commission, Republic Act No. 6365 was created “to justify a 

national family planning program directed at reducing the high rate of population growth 

in the country: For the purpose of furthering national development and increasing the 

share of each Filipino in the fruits of economic progress, and meeting the grave social 

and economic challenge of a high rate of population growth, a national program which 

respects the religious beliefs of the individuals involved shall be undertaken.” 

 In 1972, the membership of the Board was reduced to five which composed of the 

secretaries of the Department of Education, Culture and Sports, the Department of 

Health, the Department of Social Services and Development, the dean of the Population 

Institute of the Philippines, and the director-general of the National Economic 
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Development Authority (NEDA). In the same year, the Republic Act 6365 was amended 

by the Presidential Decree No. 79 which modified roles of the commission: “(1) The 

formulation of population policies integrated with broader socio-economic development, 

(2) The recommendation of policies and programs for guiding and regulating labor force 

participation, internal migration, and spatial distribution consistent with national 

development, (3) The provision of family planning as a part of overall health care, and 

(4) The making of family planning a part of a broad educational program.”
8
 

 However, the commission failed to efficiently execute its plans since the changes 

in board membership were simply a “top-level” process and lacked the efforts to radiate 

the process in the grassroots level. Likewise, the changes in board membership were 

corresponded with the changes in project and program priorities, and thus, resulted to 

either raw or unfinished execution of plans. 

 Moreover, due to the growing pace of the country’s population rate, the supply of 

jobs is incapable to meet the demands of employment and as a result, the prospects of the 

individual to seek personal and professional growth are restricted. Thus, unemployment 

and underemployment (coupled with low wages) becomes the apparent effect. In 1969, 

the unemployment rate reached at around 6.7 percent, amounting to 812,000 unemployed 

individuals. The following years showed a disastrous record, in the last quarter of 1985, 

the unemployment rate reached at around 12.6 percent. Even though the rate went down 

to 9.9 percent in 1994, the rate rose again to 10.4 percent in the first quarter of 1995. For 

the past 30 years, the rise of both the population rate and labor force in the Philippines 
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was not accompanied with balance and constant economic progress that would generate 

much-needed employment. Aside from the growing population, the lack of jobs in many 

rural areas has forced their residents to migrate to the already crowded areas of Metro 

Manila wherein securing a job is also very challenging. 

 In addition, the heavy reliance of the Philippines from foreign aid has caused some 

government offices and institutions to become financially “spoon-fed” which resulted to 

the lack of strategic financial planning on government projects and programs. Hence, 

financial mismanagement occurred, and the projects and programs particularly on 

population and employment issues were inefficiently implemented. During the 

administration of Marcos, the Philippines was a constant seeker of bilateral and 

multilateral foreign aid, and justified its purpose mainly for technical assistance for 

economic and social projects that the government was unable to fully finance, and for the 

containment of the communist insurgencies in the southern part of the country. From 

1971 to 1980, the Philippines received an estimated US$5 billion of total foreign aid from 

bilateral and multilateral donors. In the next decade, the Philippines received an estimated 

US$12.9 billion, and from 1991 to 1994, the aid amounted to US$6.9 billion. The foreign 

aid that the Philippines received from 1971 to 1994, in total, was 2.5 times larger 

compared to the combined foreign aid received by Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and 

Vietnam in total.
9
 

 The concept that aid can systematically relieve poverty (and has done so in some 

aid-recipient nations) is a myth. Aid has been, and continues to be, a sheer political, 
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economic, and humanitarian disaster for most parts of the developing world. Aid can be 

malignant as it has fostered dependency which encouraged corruption and ultimately 

perpetuated poor governance and poverty, hindering economic growth.
10

 

 

Apparatus for Development 

 At present, the United Kingdom, Italy, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, some 

Middle Eastern countries – Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, and United Arab Emirates, and 

some East Asian countries – Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan are the top 

destinations of OFWs.
11

 Moreover, the Philippine government has been negotiating with 

Scandinavian countries – Sweden, the Netherlands, and Finland to fully open their 

countries for Filipino laborers. The government has institutionalized the labor migration 

system in order to . Hence,       

 In 1974, the Philippine Labor Code was enacted which provided “better protection 

and facilitation for migrant workers has induced more Filipinos to emigrate, amounting 

more than one million per year.”
12

 Since the enactment of the code, there was an increase 

in the deployment of Filipino temporary contract workers from 350,982 workers in 1975 

to 1,077,623 workers in 2007.
13

 The diversity of Filipino workers abroad ranged from 

professionals such as nurses, teachers, engineers, and architects to semi-skilled and 

unskilled workers such as technicians, caregivers, entertainers, and household helpers.
14
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 Following the implementation success of the code, many government agencies 

have been authorized to facilitate the deployment of the OFWs. The affairs of labor 

migration are under the general management of the Department of Labor and 

Employment with the coordination of the Department of Foreign Affairs. At the 

operational level, the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration was established as 

the regulatory body mainly the OFWs legal processes, while the Overseas Workers 

Welfare Administration was established to address the OFWs’ welfare and social 

interests, and the Technical Education and Skills Development Authority served as the 

educational and training ground of technical skills for Filipinos who are planning to work 

abroad.
15

  

 Base from the support of government institutions and the continuing interests of 

Filipinos to work abroad, labor migration for Filipinos is expected to be a steady and 

prioritized response to unemployment and underemployment. In this regard, the 

remittance plays a very significant role in the lives of the OFWs and their families, and 

the Philippine economy. Remittances are powerful economic forces that drive economic 

development. Through labor migration, the income of Filipino workers and the standards 

of living of their families are raised.
16

 

 Furthermore, remittances represent sizeable portions of the GNP. According to the 

Department of Finance, “the foreign exchange earnings sent back to the Philippines by 

this huge army of international labor migrants via the commercial banking system has 
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definitely helped stabilize the government’s national accounts.”
17

 For instance, the 

economy grew by 6.2 percent during the first quarter of 1996. According to NEDA, the 

growth of the economy would only be 4.7 percent if there is no supplement from the 

remittances of OFWs. Likewise, in the same quarter, the country’s GNP was boosted by a 

70-percent increase in OFW remittances, or more than US$5 billion. These government 

officials emphasized that the money sent has definitely facilitated small-business start-

ups, consumer spending, and small-scale construction.
18

 From 2010 to 2011, the major 

remittance sources of Filipino labor migrants were the United States, Canada, Saudi 

Arabia, the United Kingdom, Japan, United Arab Emirates, Singapore, Italy, Germany, 

and Norway.
19

  

 To equate the significance of remittances with other social and economic matters 

of the Philippines, the remittances sent by the OFWs have actually surpassed the Official 

Development Assistance (ODA) for the Philippines. For instance, from 1986 to 2006, the 

total commitment of ODA to the Philippines amounted to US$7.9 billion, while the 

remittances were almost trice of the total ODA, amounting U.S.$99.6 billion. , the ODA 

disbursement is 58 percent to 84 percent only which makes remittances-ODA ratio even 

higher.
20
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 In 1995, as a symbol of pride, the government created the Republic Act No. 8042 

which “recognizes the significant contribution of Filipino migrant workers to the national 

economy through their foreign exchange remittances.”
21

 

 Labor migration seemed to have been considered as a long-term opportunity by 

both the OFWs and their families back at home. However, the Philippines, and even the 

families of OFWs should not consider labor migration as a long-term apparatus for 

development. Despite the economic growth the Philippines has recently been achieving, 

(hitting a 7.3 percent in its third quarter of 2012), the government especially in the 

policy-making level, still faces challenges on how to efficiently implement measures that 

will maximize the inflows of remittances, and assist the OFWs on how to wisely manage 

their income. Hence, if both the government and the families of the OFWs would avoid 

heavy dependency on labor migration, then the standards of living in every household 

and the country’s economy may pursue a simultaneous and steady route for long-term 

development. ■ 
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