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Why did the ILO commission this research?

Limited research on the experiences of low-wage migrant workers in Southeast Asia who 
are also LGBTIQ+ people. 

ILO’s Safe and Fair program was keen to learn more and bring an LGBTIQ+ inclusion 
perspective to policy and programs for migrant workers in Southeast Asia.



Of course, I was anxious, even though I 
didn’t come out. It’s like putting on a 
very beautiful but heavy jacket every 
time I go to work. I had to hide myself 
all the time, I would get scared every 
time somebody mentioned LGBT stuff. 
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Research Team and Process

• Edge Effect with partners ASEAN SOGIE Caucus and Migrant Forum in Asia.

• Four research teams of 3 people in Thailand, Cambodia, Philippines and Vietnam, 
comprised of people with diverse SOGIE.

• Research teams received training on labour migration issues, research methods and 
safety/ethics. 

• Literature review, data collection with migrant workers and service providers (FGDs and 
KIIs with additional survey), analysis (narrative and some quantitative analysis of 
qualitative data).
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Limitations and Constraints

• Difficulties in accessing respondents and in collecting reliable information. 

• Correcting for challenges of convenience and snowball sampling.

• Collecting data during the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Language and terminology.

• Analysis of the sample as a whole, but not at country level. 

• Challenges distinguishing experiences based on SOGIE diversity vs being migrant workers.
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Research Participants

• 147 migrant workers.

• 70 key informant interviews 
with government departments 
and government-managed 
Migrant Worker Resource 
Centres (MRCs), migrant rights 
organizations, workers’ 
organizations and other labour 
rights organizations, diverse-
SOGIE CSOs, human rights 
advocates, and academics.

.
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1. Labour migration can have economic benefits for people with diverse SOGIE.

2. The economic benefits of labour migration can improve personal well-being and family 
acceptance of people with diverse SOGIE.

3. The economic and social precarity of people with diverse SOGIE risks establishing labour 
migration as a necessity for this group, rather than a right.

4. Self-expression is a common and legitimate motivation for people with diverse SOGIE to 
enter migrant work, and should also be supported by labour migration stakeholders.

5. Migrant workers with diverse SOGIE are poorly served by legislation, policy and practice 
of labour immigration stakeholders in countries of origin.

6. Migrant workers with diverse SOGIE experience significant levels of discrimination, 
violence and harassment in countries of destination, but often have few options for 
seeking assistance and for accessing justice.
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7. Ostracization by fellow migrant workers impacts migrant workers with diverse SOGIE deeply.

8. Concealment and withdrawal tactics used by migrant workers with diverse SOGIE can have a 
negative impact on their access to services, their access to justice and their wellbeing.

9. Most research on labour migration addresses diversity of SOGIE in passing or not at all.

10. Strengthened partnerships with women, gender and HIV/AIDS-focused organizations may 
leverage existing development programmes for diverse SOGIE inclusion outcomes.

11. Partnerships between labour migration stakeholders and diverse-SOGIE CSOs are lacking.

12. The absence of dedicated training on diversity of SOGIE limits the potential for labour 
migration stakeholders to develop safe and relevant policy and programmes.

13. The absence of specific funding for diverse SOGIE-inclusive service delivery is holding back 
change, and sending the message that including diverse SOGIE is optional.
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COO - Motivations

• 72% reported economic advancement as 
their motivation.

• 41% reported escaping from discrimination or 
restrictions on personal freedom. Of these 
people the main sources of discrimination or 
restrictions were family (46%), society (45%) 
and workplaces (17%).

• To what extent is migrant work a ‘choice’ 
when precarity (see Hennebury 2021) - and 
systemic discrimination - is part of your life?

“Buddhism teaching mentioned that 
being a poo mae [a local negative 
term in Myanmar for trans women 
and masculine-presenting women in 
Myanmar] was a curse. So, I cannot 
express who I am. My parents did 
not except. They said ‘being a man 
is good but why don’t you like it? 
Why do you choose to be poo mae? 
However, it was not the reason why 
I migrated. It is because I needed 
money and want to be rich.”
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Precarity

Labour migration is a complex and fluid process that intersects with governance
structures, transnational identities and communities, and socio-cultural norms and 
practices – all of which are highly gendered and influenced by gendered power 
relations. Such processes interact with other social, cultural and economic forces at all 
levels, from the local to the global. Women must navigate not only physical borders and 
spaces, but also discursive, legal and social bordering practices, which constrain and 
structure their mobility and work relationships. [Women migrant workers] must cope
with gaps in laws based on their gender and occupation; gender-based violence; 
multiple roles and expectations affected by gender norms; and potential vulnerabilities 
and rights violations that are heightened by precarious workplaces and non-
permanent immigration statuses.

(Hennebry et al. 2016. Women Working Worldwide: A Situational Analysis of Women Migrant Workers. Page 11).
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COO - Motivations

I was a tomboy at a very young age.
My parents did not like it. Teachers and
friends at school often shamed me for
my dressing up. I did not wear a bra. I
got caned and looked down upon. I then
dropped out from school. So, I migrated
to Thailand using a border [crossing]
because I got shamed and bullied. I was
not able to stand it anymore. I did not
want to see the face of people who were
bad to me.

My parents are dead. My uncle forced
me to get married with a straight man. I
do not love him. I left home quickly after
wedding ceremony.

[In the Philippines], if you apply as
a service crew or manager – those
types of jobs – right at the start they
would say, “Oh ,you’re short-haired,
you’re transgender” or “You’re a trans
man, sorry we don’t hire those types
of preferences here.”
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COO - Preparations

• No clear difference in use of official or 
unofficial brokers.

• Very few made use of Migrant Worker 
Service Centres or other official support 
mechanisms. Those support mechanisms did 
not provide tailored or targeted advice.

• Heavy reliance on word-of-mouth.

• Desire for more information.

I want more information to be made
available to LGBT people. It would be
great if it can be included in the general
information for migrants, because a lot 
of LGBT people don’t come out publicly.

.
[My friend] was told by a Pre-Departure
Orientation Seminar that in case you’re 
LGBT, you should hide your sexuality

There was no mention about LGBTI
people in Malaysia by the teachers. I
had to look it up on the internet to find
out that [people in Malaysia] are very
discriminatory towards LGBT people.
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Transit

• Most people who reported violence or 
discrimination were more visibly LGBTIQ+ 
people.

• Isolated incidents of more severe 
experiences.

• Perpetrators were primarily border officials 
and police.

• Levels of documentation varied.

He asked me to meet their officer, who
asked me: Are you a transgender? I said
yes, I am! Then he asked me to provide
sexual pleasure for him before taking me
back to the border [crossing]. He wanted
to have sex with no condom; he made
me take all my clothes off, he sucked my
breast and then, luckily, I could leave
there because another person knocked
on the door for an urgent task.

Once the civil servant staff taking care
of the work permit process asked me to
retake my picture because the picture
first sent didn’t [appear to] match with
my gender marker.
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COD - What Work Do They Do?

• Work in all kinds of sectors, often moving 
between jobs rather than working on one 
specific contract. 

• While more trans and gender diverse people 
spoke of working in the entertainment sector, 
many others did not.

• More women with diverse SOGIE reported 
working in domestic roles. 

• Some examples of deliberate challenges to 
social norms regarding gender and work.
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COD - Expectations Met?

• 63% of those who nominated economic 
motivations could meet their basic needs and 
save or remit money to families while working 
in their country of destination.

• Among those who remitted funds, 43% 
reported that it improved relationships with 
their families, helping to dispel negative 
stereotypes of people with diverse SOGIE.

• 59% reported a higher quality of life in their 
country of destination than in their country of 
origin.

Ever since I came here, I expressed 
myself more, I talked to my mom more, 
and she could understand me better. 
She didn’t complain about me anymore, 
before she was sad... Now it’s better 
than when I was at home.

Before, they wanted me to marry and
have a family. Now, I could earn. It was
very different. They won’t say. Before
they always talked about marriage. I am
an adult and can send remittances, so
they are quiet now.
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COD - But Met At What Cost?

• 40% experienced workplace 
discrimination, violence or harassment in 
their country of destination.

• The most frequent perpetrators were 
fellow workers (35%), closely followed by 
employers (31%) and then clients or 
customers (27%). The male employer was approaching

me saying that he wanted to “try” with
butch lesbian. He came to my bedroom
and harassed me. I tried to report this
to his wife but she did not believe and
was angry at me …

One of my worst experiences as a 
migrant worker was when I was raped in 
Malaysia by a supposed client. I did not 
seek assistance after the incident for 
fear of being imprisoned or deported …  
especially with the nature of my work 
and status as an undocumented migrant 
worker.
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COO - But Met At What Cost?

I told them on the phone that I am a
transgender woman, they said okay,
there will not be any discrimination, but
they will talk with their boss about my
situation. [P]eople started to mention
discussions about whether to let me be
a woman at work ... I felt horrible and
cried a lot after getting my haircut. I still
remember crying all evening, because
my hair means a lot to me. The next
day, the HR manager told me that the
hair was not short enough, and told me
to go cut it again ...

My identity was first kept secret, then
made known to everyone who worked
with me.

My employers have no problem. They 
like me because I work like a man. My 
friends can accept but sometimes they 
tease or scold. I am not hurt or angry 
because I can take it. I respond to 
them directly that I am a tom, so what’s 
the problem.
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COD - Other Migrant Workers Some Vietnamese still made gossip about 
me. Back at home I could hide in my own 
house, it felt safe there. But here I felt like 
I had no one to rely on, nowhere to hide..

I used to work in the construction site 
being dressed like a man … I lived in the 
same accommodation with men … Men 
there made fun of my identity. One day, a 
male colleague threatened that he would 
abduct and rape me … He came to my 
room, but I kicked his penis, and he got 
pain. After that incident, no one dared to 
bother me again and left me alone.

• Discrimination and violence followed 
people from their COOs. 

• Cut-off from solidarity amongst fellow 
migrant workers.

• Exacerbated fears of accidental 
disclosure, especially in group living.

• Did not reveal their SOGIESC diversity 
within the context of CSO support or 
migrant workers support services 
used by other migrant workers.
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COD – Concealment & Consequences

• Concealment was a common topic of 
discussion, raised in more than 
three-quarters of narratives. 

• 46% of participants concealed their 
SOGIE diversity at all times.

• Those who concealed their SOGIE 
diversity often spoke of isolation and 
fear or reporting – especially those 
who were undocumented.  

There is a person who used shoes to hit me, 
and I was bloody on my head. However, I just 
keep silent because I can’t report to police 
when I am an illegal migrant. To stay safe, just 
stay calm.

I didn’t even think about coming out during 
my time there. My work environment was very 
rigid, people didn’t tend to talk to each other 
outside of conversation about work. I was 
afraid that people would hate me or treat me
differently, and it would affect my job there.

I both don’t want to know and am afraid to 
learn about those organization. I don’t want 
people to know about me and my type of work.
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COO - Upon Return?

• Some migrant workers reported having 
again lost freedoms that they enjoyed in 
countries of destination, some returning to 
“closeted” lives. 

• For others increased family acceptance 
evaporated since they were no longer 
sending remittances.

• Others were confident their new economic 
independence or ability to pay their own 
way could change their lives and society.

I want to go home. After the time
working here, I want to save money 
then come back home and open a 
business of my own. I want to prove to 
people that gay is normal like everyone.

I went out to get some things the first 
day back and suddenly felt everybody 
looking at me. I knew that feeling before, 
people just look at me weirdly without 
making direct eye contact. I got a panic 
attack, and after that realized I was not 
as ready to go back to Viet Nam as I 
thought.
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Workers Organizations

• Migrant workers with diverse SOGIE who took part in this study did not mention workers’ 
organizations as a source of support, and were often even unaware of their existence 
or role.

• Unions may be restricted in their ability to support migrant workers. 

• Moves by the Council of Global Unions (CGU) and the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) to address SOGIE issues are less apparent in many parts of 
Southeast Asia.

• In a survey of ITUC-AP members conducted as part of this study half of those surveyed 
agreed that the key barriers for people with diverse SOGIE accessing union services 
were knowledge gaps in unions and lack of contact with SOGIE supporting organizations.
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Diverse SOGIE/LGBTIQ+ Organizations

• Most LGBTIQ+ organizations are domestic-focused. 

• While many LGBTIQ+ organizations address livelihoods issues including intra-country 
migration, only one of the interviewed organizations works on international labour 
issues. Migrant workers may not be aware of or be interested in contact with domestic 
LGBTIQ+ organizations.

• Several organizations stated that diverse-SOGIE CSOs could not and should not be 
expected to fill policy, service or advocacy gaps in the protection of the rights of 
migrant workers with diverse SOGIE.

• However they were open to assisting those labour migration and rights organizations to 
develop capacity to work on these issues; to refer people with diverse SOGIE to 
relevant service providers and to be part of a chain of accountability.
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Context: Human Rights

• SOGIE as a ground for protection within the human rights system has been heavily 
contested since the early 2000s. Woven through that contestation, however, is clear 
movement toward increased protection on the basis of SOGIE. 

• The most obvious developments are in resolutions of the Human Rights Council, which, 
beginning in 2011, have recognized sexual orientation and gender identity as protected 
characteristics of rights holders.

• While none of the international human rights Conventions explicitly mention SOGIE as 
specific grounds for protection committee reports, special procedures reports and UPR 
reports are mentioning SOGIE. Instead of introducing new language to Conventions, 
there has been extensive interpretation of existing grounds of “sex” and “other status” 
to include people with diverse SOGIE.
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Context: Labour Rights Standards

• ILO international labour standards apply to all workers, unless they specify otherwise. 
C.111 applies to all workers, including migrant workers, in all sectors of the economy, and 
provides explicit protection against discrimination based on sex under article 1(1)(a).

• By 2012, the CEACR noted a clear trend in national legislation and policies towards the 
inclusion of a broad range of prohibited grounds of discrimination, including sexual 
orientation and gender identity first under Article 1(1)(b) and more recently discrimination 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity was addressed under Article 1(1)(a) in a 
few number of countries.

• While C.190 does not explicitly mention people with diverse SOGIE, it recognizes that 
promoting equality at work and tackling intersecting and multiple discrimination are key 
elements of any approach to preventing and ending violence and harassment.
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Context: Migration and Development

• The 2013 Declaration of the High-level Dialogue on International Migration and 
Development was a key milestone in situating migration within global approaches to 
sustainable development. The Declaration lists some “vulnerable” groups, including 
women and girls, young people and people who experience racism as migrants, but 
does not present an exhaustive list.

• The SDGs make no specific mention of diversity of SOGIE in the wording of any of the 
goals, targets and indicators, but have stressed inclusivity and the principle of leave no 
one behind. SDGs 5.2, 8.8 and 10.7 are directly relevant. 

• The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (OHCHR 2018b) acknowledges 
the obligation “to respect, protect and fulfil the human rights of all migrants”, but does 
not explicitly mention diversity of SOGIESC, nor does the parallel Global Compact on 
Refugees (UNHRC 2018).
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Context: Migration, Development and Sexuality

… discourse on international labour migration [has] tended to reflect a series of 
reductive assumptions about the motivations, experiences and practices of workers who 
cross borders from the global South as asexual accumulators of capital, driven by little 
other than a narrowly defined, “rational” commitment to the material betterment of 
themselves and their kin … only rarely discussed as complex social beings, willing and 
able to experience the full range of human emotions the rest of us take for granted. Love, 
sexual desire and romantic sentiments, in particular, remain largely taboo.” (Ahmad 2009)

Others see “sexuality” as about sex, and see sex as something private, embarrassing, 
outside the scope of development intervention. Other still see “sexuality” as being about 
something that’s positively frivolous, when compared to urgent problems such as hunger 
or climate change. Few recognize the connections that exist between sexuality and all of 
development’s sectors, or the extent to which sexuality, like gender, affects much more of 
our lives than our sex lives.” (Cornwall and Jolly 2009).
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Development organizations need to address indirect discrimination 
as well as direct discrimination.

 Indirect discrimination manifests in apparently neutral situations, regulations or 
practices which in fact result in unequal treatment of persons with certain 
characteristics. It occurs when the same condition, treatment or criterion is 
applied to everyone, but has a disproportionately harsh impact on some persons.

 
 For example: ‘we don’t discriminate, everyone can access our services’

 Development and humanitarian actors have a POSITIVE OBLIGATION to 
understand these factors and to take them into account in program design.

1
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Migrant worker support services 
need to understand the life course 
of LGBTIQ+ people.

One person’s story contained:

• 10 negative compounding factors

• 1 positive mitigating factor
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Development and humanitarian organizations need to understand 
and address the different experiences of different LGBTIQ+ people

LGBTIQ+ people whose SOGIESC diversity is more visible are more likely to 
experience discrimination, violence and exclusion in seeking work, within 
workplaces, crossing borders and in interactions with officials.

 LGBTIQ+ people whose diversity is less visible may avoid some challenges by 
 concealing their SOGIESC diversity, but may live in fear of discovery and its 

consequences.

 LGBTIQ+ people who are women may face multiple forms of discrimination, violence 
and exclusion, as may people with other relevant intersecting characteristics/

2
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Work with local LGBTIQ+ organizations and support them to engage, to 
the extent that they want to.

LGBTIQ+ organizations may have limited engagement on international development 
and humanitarian issues as they are busy doing other work and have not been 
resourced or supported to engage on these issues. 

Some may be more interested in taking on a new role than others. 

The conversations, partnership brokering and support required need time and 
effort. 

3
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Diverse SOGIESC inclusion is a development issue

Diverse SOGIESC inclusion requires a systematic approach from all development 
actors.

The findings from the research range across many issues, from research, to 
training, to support services, to partnership development to funding and more.

This requires much more than adding an acronym to a long list of marginalised 
groups.

4
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1. Labour migration can have significant long-term economic benefits for people with diverse SOGIE.

2. The economic benefits of labour migration can improve personal well-being and family acceptance 
of people with diverse SOGIE.

3. The economic and social precarity of people with diverse SOGIE risks establishing labour migration 
as a necessity for this group, rather than a right.

4. Self-expression is a common and legitimate motivation for people with diverse SOGIE to enter 
migrant work, and should also be supported by labour migration stakeholders.

5. Migrant workers with diverse SOGIE are poorly served by legislation, policy and practice of labour 
immigration stakeholders in countries of origin.

6. Migrant workers with diverse SOGIE experience significant levels of discrimination, violence and 
harassment in countries of destination, but often have few options for seeking assistance and for 
accessing justice.
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7. Ostracization by fellow migrant workers has deep impacts on migrant workers with diverse SOGIE.

8. Concealment and withdrawal tactics used by migrant workers with diverse SOGIE can have a 
deeply negative impact on their access to services, their access to justice and their wellbeing.

9. Most research on labour migration addresses diversity of SOGIE in passing or not at all.

10. Strengthened partnerships with women, gender and HIV/AIDS-focused organizations and 
frameworks may leverage existing development programmes for diverse SOGIE inclusion outcomes.

11. Partnerships between labour migration stakeholders and diverse-SOGIE CSOs and opportunities to
12. engage migrant workers with diverse SOGIE in participatory processes are lacking.

13. The absence of dedicated training on diversity of SOGIE limits the potential for labour migration 
stakeholders to develop safe and relevant policy and programmes.

14. The absence of specific funding for diverse SOGIE-inclusive service delivery is holding back 
change, and sending the message that including diverse SOGIE is optional.


