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ABSTRACT

Indonesia is one of the largest source countries of migrant workers. In 2018, Indonesia was ranked as the
2nd most migrant workers sender country in ASEAN after the Philippines. Migrant workers have to leave
their families and/or their children. BNP2TKI reported that between 2011 and January 2018, 60% of the
total number of Indonesian Migrant Worker (IMW) are women. Many of them left very young children. The
absence of parents, especially mothers since the early age hypothetically affects the children’s development.
Reviewing existing literature about migrant workers’ family and children, this paper argues that traditional
migration where women leave their families has created a change in family structure and gender division of
labor in the family. We recommend further investigation on social perception about the changing roles

between father and mother.
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1. BACKGORUND

Indonesia is the second largest migrant workers supplier in
ASEAN after the Philippines (Rania, 2018). Traditional
migration in Southeast Asia especially in Indonesia and the
Philippines began in the 1970-1980s as a strategy to
improve the family’s economy (Lam & Yeoh, 2016). Low
rate of employment, lack of local job vacancy, high inflation
and low economic growth drive women to migrate to cities
or countries with better economic growth to earn a living
(Asriani & Amalia, 2014). Economically, international
migrant  workers  significantly contribute to the
improvement of the household’s welfare (Purwatiningsih,
2016). One of the consequences of migrating is the
separation of families. Migrant worker mothers have to live
away from her children and husband. The separation
changes the family structure and the division of labour
between the husband and the wife. There are many
husbands willingly take over the childcare duty, which is
traditionally mother’s role. Therefore, we argue that the
migrant workers family could be the agent of family
transformation in term of structure and gender division of
labour.

2. INDONESIAN MIGRANT WORKERS

As the fourth most populous country in the world, Indonesia
always faces challenges in providing sufficient local
employment opportunity for the people. Thus, working
outside the country becomes an option. High demand for
female domestic workers in high income countries becomes
opportunity for the lower income countries with workforce
surplus to send their workforce abroad (Raharto, 2016).

The need to improve the family economic condition out of
poverty have then become the driving force for women to
join the workforce working abroad (Sumardiani, 2014). The
majority of Informal Women Migrant Workers (IWMW)
came from regions and families with low social economic
status, low educational background and did not have
professional skills (Sukesi, Endang, Agustina, & Nur,
2017). Indonesian international migrant workers is always
dominated by married women. BNP2TKI (National Agency
for Placement and Protection of Indonesian Workers)
reported that by July 2019 women dominated 71% of total
migrant worker placements. BNP2TKI claims that the
percentage of women migrant workers increases every year.
The phenomenon of Indonesian migrant workers is like two
sides of a coin where there are positive and negative sides
in their departure. The positive side is related to economic
growth. In the five years period of 2013-2018, Indonesian
international migrant workers contributed as much as US $
11 billion remittance (Bank Indonesia, 2019). Thus,
Indonesian Migrant Workers (BMI) are labeled as the
Indonesian remittance heroes who improve family welfare
and reduce national poverty rate. On the other side,
International migration often leads to the separation of
family members, creating greater dependence on nuclear
families, weakening wider family relationships, and
consequently expanding the role of nuclear family
members, especially women (Gonzalez cited in Hugo,
2002). The family should adjust to the inevitable change
caused by the migration, such as the gap of maternal
childcare. Fathers and the extended families should make
adjustment to fill in the gap.
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3. CHANGES IN STRUCTURE

Migrating abroad means changing the mode of parental
involvement in child-care. As suggested by ECMI / AOS
Manila, SMC & OWWA (Lam & Yeoh, 2019) claim that
the absence of a or both parents is known to cause some
displacement, disruption and changes in caregiving
arrangements in the family. The dominant paradigm in the
community about parenting which prescribe mothers as the
main caregivers of children and fathers as the breadwinner
has to be shifted (Wulan et al., 2018; Arnold & Wall, 2007).
Conventional gender ideology underlies the division of
labour between husband and wife; fathers and mothers have
different roles in caregiving (Yulindrasari & McGregor,
2011). Mothers is gentle and caring while father is wise and
disciplined (Chae & Lee, 2011). Work and the obligations
of the main roles of fathers and mothers in the family have
been clearly constructed and segregated (Wulan et al.,
2018). Mothers’ roles are to instill physical and spiritual
ties, social skills related to something that is expressive,
emotional or a combination of the two. The mother is in
charge of entertaining, caring for, reconciling children in
distress. Mothers are also responsible for the household,
from giving birth to children and raising them in the family,
to cooking food and caring for their husbands, to build a
peaceful and prosperous household (Mulyana, Kismiyati, &
Meria, 2019). While the father is the leader who organize
the family labor for production, generating income for the
family and resolve political conflict (Hobson & Noyes,
2011). However, the families of migrant workers face a
different reality. The ideological prescription of family and
parenting does not apply in the migrant families (Mulyana,
etal., 2019).

The departure of the mother becomes a migrant worker
changes the family structure in the surrounding community.
A traditional family structure consists of father, mother and
child/children. Ideologically, mother is the caregiver and
housekeeper, and the father is the main breadwinner. In the
women migrant worker families, the arrangement is often
the opposite. The mother became the breadwinner and the
father is the caregiver.

The changing structure of the women migrant worker’s
families has been documented by Sukesi et al., (2017) based
on their study in 2005. The studies show that the absence of
mother in the families have shifted the functions of family
care and child care to the husband or other family members.
In addition to social change, economic and cultural changes
also occured (Sukesi et al., 2017). These social changes
potentially change people's views about the role and role of
a father in the care and development of children.

4. FATHER’S ROLE

Many scholars (eg. Cortes, 2015; Zhou, Murphy, & Tao,
2014) argue that the absence of mothers leads to low
achievement, social disruption, emotional, and mental
health of children. However, Wulan, et al., (2018) found
that in the Indonesian context, the development of children
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left behind by migrant worker mothers will not be
negatively affected as long as the fathers are able to provide
the appropriate care needed by the children. Thus Wulan et
al., (2018) recommends the involvement of fathers in
childcare. In addition to that the extended family can also
collaborate in child-care. Riasih (2018) also suggests the
utilization of children’s services institutions.

Many studies show that fathers have an important role in
parenting. Traditionally the role of fathers in child
development has a different realm than the involvement of
mothers (Paquette, Coyl-Shepherd & Newland, 2013; Dyer,
Day, & Harper, 2014; Wilson & Prior, 2011). The fathers’
parenting involvement influence the development and well-
being of children, especially in the transition to adolescence
(Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hoffert, & Lamb,
2000). What we mean by father’s involvement is the active
participation of a father related to child care which is
delivered repeatedly and continuously from time to time
and from a stage of development to the next stage of
development. Father involvement is as important as mother
involvement (Ahmeduzzaman & Roopnarine, 1992). This
dismissed the dominant discourse that it is the mother who
plays an important role in a child's growth and development.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Changes in the structure of the family's role in the family of
migrant workers in fact potentially challenge the hegemonic
discourse of parenting. Existing studies on migrant
worker’s family are mostly about the impact experienced by
children, the role of fathers in childcare, and interactions
between fathers and children. Hence, it is very important for
future researchers to examine more deeply the societal
views about the changing structures of migrant workers'
families. The focus that can be emphasized is how the
community views the role of fathers and mothers in the care
of young children, as well as how the father views his own
caregiving role when the mother cannot be present in the
caregiving.
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