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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T
he traditional pattern of cross-border migration in the
Southern African region has been one of impermanent (if
long-term) labour migration of black males to South Africa
from other Southern African countries. It is likely that par-
allel female migration to South Africa has been underesti-

mated, being of tenuous legality and therefore deliberately covert. In
addition, female migration from outside the country appears to have
undergone a significant increase since 1994. This study examines
women’s experiences of cross-border migration and compares these expe-
riences to those of men. Among the questions it seeks to answer are: 

• Who migrates? 
• Why do women migrate to South Africa? 
• What are the spatial and temporal patterns of female compared

to male migration? 
• Does the economic behaviour of female and male migrants dif-

fer?
• What are the social experiences of women migrants? 
• How do men and women perceive the impacts of male and

female migration at the individual, household, community and
national scale? 

The analysis is based on data from surveys conducted by SAMP in
Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Mozambique in mid-1997. Findings reveal that
Southern African women’s experience of migration differs from that of
men in a number of ways:

• Migration to South Africa is still heavily male-biased, with a far
lower incidence of migration experience among female respon-
dents. Those women with migration experience tend to be mar-
ried, older women rather than younger single women, whereas
male migrants come from a wider range of age groups and mari-
tal status categories. Female migrants tend to be better educated
than their male counterparts, with lack of education seeming to
discourage female mobility while encouraging male mobility. 

• Men and women migrate to South Africa for different reasons.
Men go primarily in search of employment, whereas women’s
migration is driven by a wide range of social and reproductive
factors in addition to economic incentives. Even the economic
motives for migration are gender specific, with women going to
South Africa largely to trade and men to work, mostly in formal
employment.

• Concerning the purpose of migration, men and women go to
different destinations in South Africa. Male migration is closely
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tied to places of employment, notably the mines, whereas female
migration is to towns and cities offering opportunities for infor-
mal sector trade and the procurement of a range of goods and
services. 

• The decision process and physical logistics of female migration
differ from those of men. Women are less likely to migrate inde-
pendently, and are more likely to be subject to the will of a
(male) parent or partner in determining whether they migrate.
In addition, although women’s migration cannot be seen merely
as an adjunct to male migration, women’s migration is still com-
monly tied to that of men, with many women travelling to
South Africa for the express purpose of visiting male family
members. Women visit South Africa for shorter time periods,
and are more likely than men to migrate legally. 

• The social and economic behaviour of people migrating to
South Africa is gender-specific, reflecting the different motiva-
tions and patterns of male and female migration. Men are more
likely to have established social networks in South Africa, aris-
ing from their longer periods of stay in single locations and their
ties to workplace-based social structures. Men participate more
formally in the South African economy, while women’s migra-
tion experience is shaped by the temporary and contingent
social and economic interactions involved in trading and retail
activity. Both genders, migrants and non-migrants alike, hold
generally favourable impressions of life in South Africa,
although they would still prefer to remain in their home coun-
try. 

• The men and women affected clearly understand the positive
and negative impacts of migration. However, women with per-
sonal migration experience were more likely to rate the impact
of migration as negative. The economic benefits of migration
are achieved at considerable social cost, with disruptions to fam-
ily and community life. Both male and female respondents were
well aware of the national cost of migration through the loss of
skills to the local economy. Nevertheless, they continue to sup-
port and participate in migration as a rational household repro-
duction strategy in a situation of limited alternative options. 

There are a number of parallels with the findings of those in other
developing countries. As elsewhere, men in Southern Africa are more
mobile, and it is women who are more often “left behind”. The women
left behind are disadvantaged in various ways by male out-migration,
which may bring in earnings but adds to women’s productive and repro-
ductive responsibilities at home. Certainly men’s migration in the
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region is undertaken more independently than that by women, although
both are better understood as part of a “household strategies” approach.
As in the international experience, male migration here is more closely
tied to employment, and women have fewer legal and irregular employ-
ment opportunities than men in the South African labour market.
Related to these gender-specific motivations for migration, men move
further and to a wider range of destinations. 

Two fundamental points emerge from this analysis: 
• The migration experience in Southern Africa is deeply and pro-

foundly gendered. To a long-established tradition of male labour
migration we can now add a growing stream of female migrants
who come to South Africa for a number of different reasons,
both social and economic.

• The different motives and patterns of male and female migration
arise from structural determinants in the social and economic
fabric of source and recipient countries. Any sound migration
policy therefore has to go hand-in-hand with regional develop-
ment initiatives.

In addition, a number of specific guidelines for policy on gender and
migration are suggested:  

• Female migrants are law-abiding, responsible, entrepreneurial
and resourceful. They use cross-border movement for their own
and their families’ betterment. Current migration policy, togeth-
er with a host of entrenched social norms and practices, discrim-
inates against women in all sorts of ways, limiting their life
choices and restricting their physical and socioeconomic mobili-
ty. Migration policy should aim to facilitate female migration,
thus aiding women’s empowerment and allowing them to
become agents of development in their home countries and in
South Africa. 

• Policy should be formulated not in terms of atomistic, genderless
“persons” but in terms of men and women with specific biologi-
cal, legal and social relationships. Even cross-border migration
undertaken by individuals occurs within a social framework,
with implications for families, households and communities.
Policy should not merely accommodate but actively encourage
links between migrants and their families and communities
“back home”. For example, policy could make it easy for
migrants to make return visits and for family and friends to visit
foreign migrants in South Africa. 

• One category of female migrant that should be actively encour-
aged is women who come to South Africa for the purposes of
trading and shopping. This activity certainly injects cash into
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the South African economy. While there are complaints that
foreign informal-sector traders undercut their South African
counterparts, this competition must surely be part of the move-
ment towards freer trade in the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) region. 

• The perpetuation of male foreign migrant labour on mines and
farms to the virtual exclusion of female migrant labour is clearly
discriminatory. Equitable opportunity for legal participation in
the South African labour market by citizens of other Southern
African countries is difficult to achieve. Nevertheless, it should
be one of the objectives of migration policy, with particular
attention being paid to the expansion of opportunities for
women. 

• In the formulation and drafting of policy and legislation, the
adoption of gender-neutral language should not serve uninten-
tionally to discriminate against women. Further, the drafting of
non-sexist migration policy must be carried into its actual imple-
mentation by officials. 

Each of the above recommendations has development implications.
While it is a common view that migration undermines development,
with a loss of skills from source countries and an over-supply of labour
in the recipient country, the pattern of “to-and-fro” migration practised
by Southern African women can serve to facilitate positive socioeco-
nomic change. Allowing women freer access to South Africa would
encourage the exchange of goods, services and ideas that constitutes the
very engine of development, and there is little to suggest that a more
open migration policy would result in an unmanageable influx of
women (or men) into the country. Indeed, female migration to South
Africa could be a mechanism for reducing both spatial and gender-based
inequalities in the region, empowering women as agents of development
in their home countries and in South Africa itself. 

WOMEN ON THE MOVE: GENDER AND CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA
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INTRODUCTION

I
mmigration policy is one of the last bastions of sovereign state
power in an increasingly globalised world. Capital and informa-
tion flow more or less freely across state borders. It is only when
actual human bodies become involved that national drawbridges
are raised. Relations of power and access to resources determine

who moves where, when, how and why.1 Men and women have differ-
ent access to power and resources across a range of scales, from the local
to the global, and thus face different opportunities and constraints in
determining their patterns of mobility. Nowhere, perhaps, is this truer
than in migration to South Africa from other Southern African coun-
tries. Yet the links between gender and international migration in the
region remain poorly understood.2

In an attempt to redress the balance, this paper examines the con-
temporary experiences of women in relation to such cross-border migra-
tion and compares these experiences to those of men. Among the ques-
tions it seeks to answer are: 

• Who migrates? How do the characteristics of female migrants
differ from those of male migrants? Are they from similar back-
grounds in terms of age, position in the household and educa-
tional status?

• Why do women migrate to South Africa? Do men and women
cite the same factors influencing their decision to migrate? What
are the relative importance of economic and social motives? 

• What are the spatial and temporal patterns of female compared
to male migration? Do men and women go to the same places in
South Africa? Do women cross borders more or less often? Is
their migration more likely to be short-term rather than long-
term or permanent? 

• How do women move? Do they take their migration decisions
independently or are they subject to decisions by (male) others?
Do they move as individuals, or do they tend to migrate with
male partners or in family or other groups? Do women use the
same modes of transport as men in making their border cross-
ings? Are women more or less likely to migrate illegally? 

• How does the economic behaviour of female migrants differ
from that of men? How do they support themselves in South
Africa? Are women more or less likely than men to remit earn-
ings to family members in their home country? 

• What are the social experiences of women migrants? Are they
more or less likely to describe their experiences in South Africa
in positive terms? 

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 9
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• How do men and women perceive the impacts of male and
female migration at the individual, household, community and
national scale? 

Although the questions seem straightforward, their answers reveal a
complex set of gender relations and gender-specific behaviours. While
there are many interesting similarities, the differences between male
and female respondents are at least as significant.

The gender-neutral language used by officials, researchers and the
media to describe migration and migrants — although intended to be
non-sexist — effectively acts to discriminate against women. Real
migrants, and the people they leave behind, are not sexless “persons”,
“migrants” or even, in official parlance, “aliens”. Rather, they are men
and women, husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, sisters and broth-
ers, sons and daughters, homosexuals and heterosexuals, friends and
lovers. Their very decisions to migrate are often motivated precisely by
their gender identities, roles and relations. So too are the decisions of
the South African state whether to admit people as legal (im)migrants.
Gender must therefore be thoroughly and explicitly addressed in formu-
lating new migration policy. 

GENDER AND MIGRATION IN INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

I
f it is to be meaningfully interpreted, migrancy in Southern Africa
needs to be placed in an international context. One of the lega-
cies of apartheid-era isolation has been a tendency to stress the
uniqueness of the South African experience. However, interna-
tional comparisons and the application of theories developed else-

where can help to shed light on regional patterns and processes.
Particularly helpful is the large and growing literature on gender, migra-
tion and development.3

Sylvia Chant has identified eight characteristics of the gendering of
migration which are found in most developing countries:

• Men are more mobile than women, and it is women who are
more often “left behind”.

• Women left behind are often disadvantaged by male out-migra-
tion.

• Men’s migration is undertaken more independently than that by
women.

• Men migrate “in ways that are linked much more directly with
access to employment”.

• Men move further and to a wider range of destinations.
• Migrant women “have fewer employment opportunities than

migrant men in destination labour markets”.

WOMEN ON THE MOVE: GENDER AND CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA
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• Men migrate across a wide range of ages, whereas female
migrants tend to be young.

• In terms of both social and economic links, women “maintain
more enduring ties between areas of origin and destination”.4

In the Southern African region, the traditional pattern of cross-bor-
der migration has been impermanent (if long-term) labour migration of
black males to South Africa from other Southern African countries.5

These men generally return to their countries of origin on completion
of their contracts on mines or farms, and this system remains essentially
intact. Yet it is likely that parallel female migration to South Africa has
been underestimated, being of tenuous legality and therefore deliberate-
ly covert.6

Robin Cohen has recently noted six global trends in migration pat-
terns that relate to post-apartheid South Africa:

• Refugee migration
• Immigration shopping
• Undocumented workers
• Independent female migration
• Skilled transients
• Unskilled contract workers.7

Each, of course, has gender implications specific to particular histori-
cal and geographical contexts. Noting that the last category — almost
entirely male — is at present the most common form of migrancy in
Southern Africa, Cohen predicts an increase in the other five cate-
gories. With regard to women he writes: 

“Many studies of migration have dealt with women as a
residual category, as those “left behind”. Where they
crossed a border, women have generally been treated as
dependent or family members. They were effectively the
baggage of male workers. However, even historically, we are
beginning to turn up evidence that women were more
independent actors than had previously been thought.”8

Although he does not hazard a guess at the South African numbers,
nor how these might have changed over time, he comments that “inde-
pendent female migration from inside the country and from outside is
now highly visible”, including “traders, maids, prostitutes and waitresses
entering from neighbouring countries”.9 Far from being exceptional, this
type of female migration is common between a number of countries
around the world.10 Indeed, the “feminisation” of international migra-
tion seems to be an international trend, and there is little reason to
believe that Southern Africa should be an exception.11

Female migration from outside South Africa appears to have under-
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gone a significant increase since 1994. The lack of data makes it impos-
sible to quantify this increase, and much of it may represent an increase
in visibility rather than volume, but it certainly warrants attention by
both researchers and policymakers. 

Despite its importance, female migration has been “hidden from his-
tory” and from policy. There is a fundamental reason for recentring gen-
der in the analysis of migration. As Sylvia Chant and Sarah Radcliffe
point out, “gender-differentiated population movement may be signifi-
cant in a whole range of ways to societies undergoing developmental
change.”12 Understanding the gender dimensions of Southern African
migration provides insights into the wider transformation of the region’s
society and economy in the post-apartheid era. In turn, this suggests a
range of possibilities for positive development interventions that could
improve the lives of women and men alike. 

This paper therefore seeks to retrieve women from a dual marginali-
sation: 

• Their insecure legal status as migrants to South Africa, where
many of them are technically “illegal” or “undocumented.”13

• Their marginalisation in research and policy-making, where
they are either relegated to footnotes or erased altogether
through the use of gender-neutral language to describe what are
in reality markedly gendered patterns and processes.

GENDER AND MIGRATION IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA

S
AMP was established, in part, to research the “demographic,
spatial and gender characteristics of migrant populations in
the region” (emphasis added).14 This publication uses survey
data recently collected by SAMP in mid-1997 as part of a
public opinion survey on migration and immigration in

Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Mozambique.15 Following an empirical analysis
of the survey results, the paper moves on to suggest a number of mea-
sures that might be adopted in the construction of more gender-aware
and non-sexist migration policies.  

THE ROLE OF GENDER IN MIGRATION PATTERNS AND PROCESSES

There are three dominant prevailing stereotypes of Southern African
migration to South Africa. The first is an image of a highly formalised
system of male migrant labour to the mines. The second stereotype is
one of an uncontrolled post-apartheid invasion of “illegal immigrants”
seeking a better life in the new South Africa. A third stereotype, largely
arising from the first two, is that all migrants are male. 

WOMEN ON THE MOVE: GENDER AND CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA
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The first stereotype is an accurate representation of reality, although
there are a number of myths and misconceptions about how the system
operates, as well as about the migrants themselves.16 A previous SAMP
publication, Challenging Xenophobia, debunks the second stereotype. It
concludes that most Southern Africans are content to remain in their
own countries and that those who do migrate are “hardly the stuff of
desperate, uneducated criminals threatening South African society.”17

With regard to the third stereotype, the SAMP survey shows that the
cross-border migrant is frequently, and perhaps increasingly, likely to be
a woman. 

Before analysing the survey results, there are two important caveats.
First, although the SAMP survey was conducted according to rigorous
methodological standards, it was not designed primarily to elicit infor-
mation about gender.18 This makes it difficult to determine fully the gen-
dered nature of migration in the region. Further survey work focused
explicitly on gender and migration is therefore highly recommended.

Second, certain in-built spatial (eg urban/rural) and temporal (eg
agricultural season) factors served to bias the survey sample towards
men. The sampling method was designed to select a nationally repre-
sentative sample of the adult population in each country.19 If women
make up at least 50% of the population, and if men are more likely to
have migrated to South Africa and thus be physically absent from the
locations in which the survey was conducted, the sample should have
been more than 50% female. But the highest proportion of women was
only 49% (in Lesotho).20 In Mozambique and Zimbabwe the figures were
39% and 44% respectively. One possible explanation is that women’s
responsibility for much of the household’s agricultural and domestic
labour may have made them less likely to have been available when the
interviewer called. The sampling bias may thus itself reflect the implica-
tion of gender in household relations and the division of labour, which
gives rise to gendered personal geographies and time allocation.

Nevertheless, despite these caveats, the survey constitutes a suffi-
ciently valid sample to provide a reliable source of information on
women’s experience of migration. However, the data cannot be taken as
numerically accurate, nor used to predict or extrapolate the incidence of
female migration in any quantitative sense.

WHO GOES TO SOUTH AFRICA?

The gender bias in migration is immediately apparent in the basic demo-
graphic breakdown of the SAMP survey’s sample population. Males are
under-represented relative to females in the age categories 15-24 and 25-
44 respectively. These are the economically active age groups from
which migrants are typically drawn. The male bias in migration also

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 9
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shows up in respondents’ answers to the question of whether they had
ever been to South Africa (Table 1). 

The smallest gender difference was found in Lesotho, where 86% of
the male respondents and 76% of the female respondents had visited
South Africa at least once in their lives. 

Lesotho also had the highest overall incidence of visits to South
Africa (81%). Mozambique had the largest gender difference, with 41%
of the men and only 9% of the women reporting previous visits to
South Africa. In Zimbabwe, with the lowest overall incidence of cross-
border visits (23%), 25% of the men and 20% of the women reported
experience of such travel. These gender differences throw into relief the
broader differences between the three countries in the nature, pattern
and motives of migration to South Africa. They also suggest that men
and women go to South Africa for different reasons, and this is borne
out by analysis of several other variables.  

Other socioeconomic indicators show up interesting differences
between men and women. These reflect women’s generally disadvan-
taged position in the Southern African context. Compared to the men,
women had lower levels of literacy and education, were less likely to be
in formal, remunerated employment, and were less likely to own proper-
ty (except indirectly through marriage). Although a similar percentage
of men and women (63% and 61% respectively) gave their marital sta-
tus as “married or living together” (Table 2), women were more likely to
report being separated, divorced, abandoned or widowed. Although the
question was not raised directly, it is likely that many such incidences of
marital breakdown are related to male out-migration. 

When sociodemographic variables are broken down by whether
respondents have ever been to South Africa (for whatever reason or

WOMEN ON THE MOVE: GENDER AND CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA
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TABLE 1: MIGRATION EXPERIENCE BY GENDER

Age breakdown of survey Male Female
sample by gender

15-24 26% 30%

25-44 46% 51%

45-64 22% 15%

65 + 5% 4%

Ever been to South Africa

No 53% 64%

Yes 48% 36%

Ever been to South Africa (by country) Les Moz Zim Les Moz Zim

No 14 59 75 24 92 80

Yes 86 41 25 76 9 20

Note: tables may not add up to 100% due to rounding.



duration of visit), a number of possible causal relationships emerge that
might explain women’s migration behaviour (Tables 2, 3 and 4). In
terms of marital status (Table 2), married women and widows were more
likely than unmarried or divorced/abandoned women to have visited
South Africa. This is similar to the situation for men (although current-
ly absent migrants could by definition not be included in the survey, so
the male figures especially are biased towards returnee or non-migrants).

In the unmarried category, the gender difference is most marked.
Some 23% of those who have been to South Africa are unmarried men,
compared with 13% being unmarried women. Migration is thus related
to marital status with older, married women being more likely to have
made cross-border visits, including visits to husbands living and working
in South Africa. Although they make up only a small proportion of the
sample (10% of women surveyed), widows comprise 13% of the women
reporting personal experience of migration to South Africa. It is likely
that this is related to husbands having lived and perhaps died there. 

In terms of their status in the household (Table 3), women who clas-
sified themselves as “child” or “other family” were far more likely not to
have visited South Africa than those describing their status as “spouse”

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 9
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TABLE 2: MIGRATION EXPERIENCE BY MARITAL STATUS

Marital status of survey sample Male Female

Unmarried 32% 23%

Widowed 2% 10%

Separated/divorced/abandoned 4% 6%

Married 63% 61%

Ever been to South Africa No Yes No Yes

Unmarried 40% 23% 29% 13%

Widowed 1% 3% 8% 13%

Separated/divorced/abandoned 4% 3% 7% 6%

Married 55% 71% 57% 69%

TABLE 3: MIGRATION EXPERIENCE BY HOUSEHOLD STATUS

Household positions of survey sample Male Female

Household head 57% 18%

Spouse 4% 48%

Child 26% 20%

Other family 7% 6%

Other 6% 8%

Ever been to South Africa No Yes No Yes

Household head 46% 69% 14% 25%

Spouse 4% 3% 43% 56%

Child 32% 21% 24% 14%

Other family 9% 4% 9% 2%

Other 9% 4% 10% 4%



or “head of household”. The latter category had the highest level of
migration experience. This lends weight to the argument that female
migration cannot be viewed simply as an adjunct to male migration but
is often undertaken independently of a male spouse. It may even repre-
sent a means of female empowerment (although of course some women
may have reported their status as de facto “head of household” precisely
because of absent migrant husbands). In either case, this finding sup-
ports the idea of the female migrant as “responsible citizen”, engaging in
short-term migration to South Africa for reasons related to household
reproduction.

The breakdown of “level of education” by gender is also revealing of
the types of men and women who migrate. For the men in the sample,
experience of migration to South Africa decreased as level of education
increased (Table 4). Men who were functionally illiterate or educated
only to primary school level were over-represented in the category of
males who reported having made at least one visit to South Africa,
while men with secondary or tertiary education were under-represented
(although again this category would have been missing men who were
currently absent).  

While the same picture emerged for women with tertiary education,
there were significant gender differences in the other categories.
Whereas 15% of men who had visited South Africa at least once in
their lives had no schooling, the same was true of only 3% of women.
Women who had visited South Africa tended to be those with at least
primary or some secondary education, with education seeming to
encourage cross-border travel.

In Zimbabwe and Mozambique, there was also a gender difference in
the geographical origin of migrants. Women who reported visiting
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TABLE 4: MIGRATION EXPERIENCE BY EDUCATIONAL STATUS

Educational status of survey sample Male Female

No schooling 11% 9%

Some primary 26% 27%

Primary completed 16% 19%

Some high school 32% 36%

High school completed 9% 8%

Postgrad and further 6% 2%

Ever been to South Africa No Yes No Yes

No schooling 9% 15% 13% 3%

Some primary 19% 32% 26% 29%

Primary completed 17% 15% 18% 20%

Some high school 39% 24% 35% 36%

High school completed 9% 9% 6% 10%

Postgrad and further 7% 5% 2% 1%



South Africa came mostly from urban areas, while males with migration
experience tended to come from rural areas. In Lesotho, by contrast,
there was a rural bias in both male and female respondents.

The above analysis suggests that in general female migrants are more
sophisticated than their male counterparts. These differences reflect dif-
ferent motives for male and female migration, together with the differ-
ent opportunities and constraints facing men and women, both in
South Africa and in the countries surveyed. The SAMP report,
Challenging Xenophobia, draws attention to various positive attributes of
potential migrants to South Africa.21 A gendered analysis suggests that
these attributes relate especially to women with migration experience
whose marital status, household position and level of education are far
removed from the common negative stereotypes.

WHAT FACTORS ENCOURAGE OR DISCOURAGE WOMEN’S MIGRATION TO

SOUTH AFRICA?

A key element of the SAMP survey was the part that investigated the
potential to migrate through a series of questions on “push” and “pull”
factors in the respondents’ home countries and in South Africa. Here
again, although there are broad similarities between men and women,
there are also a number of revealing differences (Table 5).

Men and women cited the same reasons for staying in their home
country rather than migrating to South Africa: access to land, water
and housing; better levels of safety, peace, freedom and democracy; and
the ties of family and friends. Even when pressed to identify the single
most important attraction of home, there was remarkable concurrence
between male and female respondents. 

A slight gender difference emerged when respondents were asked to
rate, on a four-point scale, their level of concern about a range of fac-
tors that might discourage them from migrating to South Africa.
Although they agreed on the broad categories of concern, men tended
to express lower levels of concern than women in response to almost
every suggested deterrent. These included leaving behind assets and
family members, not having family or friends in South Africa and not
being assured of accommodation or employment. It would therefore
seem that the migration potential of women is currently lower than that
for men. 

In contrast to the situation for what might be termed migration
retardants, the “pull” factors encouraging migration displayed consider-
able gender variation. Although jobs, trading opportunities, shopping,
education and health care were consistently seen by both men and
women as being better in South Africa than in their home country,
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when asked what would actually motivate them to go to South Africa
the overwhelming majority of men cited employment, while women
were almost as likely to cite shopping (25%) as jobs (28%). A range of
goods available in South Africa, including many foodstuffs, is either
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TABLE 5: FACTORS ENCOURAGING AND 
DISCOURAGING MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA

Most important reason given for Male Female
staying in home country

Land 22% 25%

Water 2% 1%

Food 1% 2%

Houses 4% 4%

Jobs 2% 2%

Living conditions 5% 6%

Safety of self and family 10% 8%

Crime 5% 5%

Peace 17% 18%

Education/schools 2% 1%

Health care - 1%

Place to raise a family 4% 3%

Freedom 7% 6%

Democracy 1% 1%

Most important reason given for wanting to go to South Africa

Jobs 53% 28%

Trade 3% 7%

Living conditions 7% 7%

Education/schools 5% 6%

Health care 6% 12%

Shopping 13% 25%

Concerns about “someone close” going to South Africa

Have an affair in RSA 3% 3%

Get injured 28% 30%

Be victim of a crime 21% 18%

Be involved in crime 6% 5%

Get a disease 8% 10%

Have second family 3% 6%

Never come back 18% 17%

Perceptions of South Africans’ views of foreign migrants

Very negative 15% 18%

Negative 27% 25%

Neither positive or negative 13% 12%

Positive 35% 35%

Very positive 11% 11%

Note: answers with a response rate of <1% are not included.



unavailable or more expensive in the countries surveyed, so there is
sound economic justification for crossing the border to make purchases.

Other migration motives cited more frequently by women than by
men included trade, health care and education. It would thus seem that
while there are strong motives for both men and women to travel to
South Africa, gender-specific social and economic roles are reflected in
existing and potential migration behaviour. In economic terms, and
supported by restrictions on the employment of foreign women, most
men would go to South Africa to work; most women go to buy and/or
sell goods. Women were also more likely to express multiple motives for
migration. This, of course, relates to their responsibility for a wide range
of household productive and reproductive functions, rendered even
more complex by the “stretching” of households across international
borders by male migrant absenteeism.

Somewhat surprisingly, given their differences in migration behav-
iour, there was remarkable agreement between men and women when it
came to specific concerns about “someone close to you” going to South
Africa. The main concerns expressed by people of both sexes were that
the migrant might get injured, be a victim of crime, never come back,
catch a disease, have an affair or start a second family. This indicates a
broadly realistic view of the migration experience, with both men and
women alert to the potential risks and costs as well as the benefits.

There was also remarkable concurrence between men and women in
their rating of South Africans’ perceptions of people who go there from
other Southern African countries, with an interesting bimodal distribu-
tion of positive and negative responses. Again, this suggests a realism
about migration that would seem to negate the stereotype of millions of
would-be migrants threatening to swamp South Africa’s society and
economy.

WHAT ARE THE SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL PATTERNS OF WOMEN’S
MIGRATION?

The term “migration” covers a wide range of spatial and temporal pat-
terns of movement, from short-distance shopping trips lasting a few days
to long-distance, long-term contract labour over several years. As the sur-
vey demonstrates, the dominant forms of migration to South Africa differ
markedly between men and women. Already evident from the discussion
above, these differences are borne out by respondents’ answers to ques-
tions about their actual and anticipated migration behaviour (Table 6).

Respondents were asked whether they had any desire to live in
South Africa, with separate questions for permanent (immigration) or
short-term (migration) residence. The majority of men and women
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replied strongly in the negative for permanent residence, with women
being more negative than men. There was also a gender difference for
short-term residence, with some 60% of men, but only 46% of women,
saying that they would like to go and live in South Africa for a period
of up to two years. A similar pattern emerged in response to a question
about their likelihood of ever living in South Africa, again asked sepa-
rately for permanent and short-term residence. Here too, men and
women responded largely in the negative for permanent residence, but
slightly more men than women regarded it as likely that they might end
up spending some time living in South Africa. Once again, this demon-
strated that migration potential is lower among women than men.

Neither men nor women expressed a great desire to attain South
African citizenship or permanent residence status, with a roughly 80/20
split of “no” to “yes” answers for both genders in both categories. Even
more tellingly, neither male nor female respondents had much wish to
retire to South Africa, still less to be buried there. Clearly, ties to
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TABLE 6: DESIRE AND LIKELIHOOD OF MIGRATING TO SOUTH AFRICA

Desire to live in South Africa permanently Male Female

Not at all 59% 67%

Not much 13% 11%

Some extent 15% 10%

To a great extent 14% 12%

Desire to go to South Africa for a short period

Not at all 26% 39%

Not much 15% 14%

Some extent 38% 31%

To a great extent 21% 15%

Likelihood of living in South Africa permanently

Very unlikely 52% 59%

Unlikely 21% 20%

Neither likely nor unlikely 8% 7%

Likely 12% 10%

Very likely 7% 5%

Likelihood of leaving home country for a short period

Very unlikely 24% 31%

Unlikely 14% 14%

Neither likely nor unlikely 9% 9%

Likely 35% 31%

Very likely 14% 10%

Don’t know 5% 5%

Desire to retire or be buried in South Africa

Do you want to retire in South Africa (% who said yes) 11% 14%

Do you want to be buried in South Africa (% who said yes) 7% 8%



“home” are strong. This was further evident in respondents’ expressed
desire for return visits should they ever reside in South Africa, with
most men and women saying that they would return “frequently”. Even
(perhaps especially) those with strong migration experience or potential
thus seek to retain a transnational lifestyle and identity rather than
become fully or permanently South African.

The different pattern and purpose of male and female migration
shows up clearly in the timing of both anticipated and actual visits to
South Africa (Table 7). For hypothetical future migration, the question
on duration of visit was phrased as follows: “Imagine that you decided to
go and stay in South Africa. How long would you want to stay?”. In cat-
egories ranging from “a few days” up to “a few months”, the frequency
for women exceeded that for men. There was an almost equal response
rate between men and women in the categories “six months” and “six
months to a year”, but a heavy male bias for the longer time periods. 

This gender difference was also evident in frequency and duration of
actual visits to South Africa in the previous five years. Women had
made more frequent visits but of shorter duration, with most visits last-
ing one month or less. Most men had stayed a month or more. Those
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TABLE 7: FREQUENCY OF VISITS AND LENGTHS OF STAY IN SOUTH AFRICA

Length of stay for hypothetical Male Female
future visits to South Africa

A few days 3% 6%

A few months 4% 9%

One month 1% 4%

A few months 8% 11%

Six months 7% 7%

Six months to a year 17% 17%

A few years 40% 29%

Indefinitely 21% 17%

Frequency of actual visits in the past 5 years

More than once a month 13% 17%

Once a month 10% 15%

Once every few months 18% 17%

Once or twice a year 21% 21%

Less than once or twice a year 20% 15%

I have been just once 19% 16%

Duration of actual visits in the past 5 years

1 week or less 23% 35%

2-4 weeks 26% 42%

1-6 months 15% 15%

6 months to a year 17% 4%

Longer than a year 19% 4%



men who had stayed longer than a month commonly reported periods
of residence in South Africa lasting 48 to 52 weeks — the typical year-
long migrant labour contract. Thus gender difference in migration tim-
ing arises from the different motives for male and female migration:
men for employment purposes, requiring stays of months or years;
women for buying and selling goods, visiting family members and
accessing services such as health care, requiring only short visits of a few
days or weeks.

There is a corresponding geography to these temporal differences.
When asked, for the same hypothetical migration, where they would
like to go, men and women gave strikingly similar responses: Gauteng
came up most frequently, followed by Cape Town, Durban, Welkom and
Bloemfontein, and then by a number of smaller towns in the Free State,
Mpumalanga, Kwazulu-Natal, Northern and North-West Provinces (the
five South African provinces most proximate to the three countries sur-
veyed).

But when asked where they actually went on their last visit to South
Africa, gender differences in migration geography did show up (also,
interestingly, displaying marked difference from the desired destina-
tions). Respondents reported visits to a wide range of places, some as
specific as a particular mine and others a general reference to a city or
province, so the detail of the geography is difficult to extract.
Nevertheless certain patterns emerge. 

Rather than the major cities, which is where people say they would
like to go, most migration seems to be to mining and other small towns.
Men tended to migrate to places of employment, notably the mines of
the Witwatersrand and the Free State. Women, by contrast, travelled to
places offering opportunities to buy and sell: either the major cities
(mostly in Gauteng) or towns near the border with Lesotho, Zimbabwe
or Mozambique. This gendered geography was explicit in respondents’
stated reasons for selecting a destination. Men overwhelmingly cited job
availability. Women, in addition to employment, gave the presence of
friends and family and the availability of cheap goods and better shop-
ping as their reasons for choosing a particular place.

All of this suggests that the status quo, with heavily male-biased
labour migration, is deeply entrenched. People in neighbouring coun-
tries are realistic rather than optimistic about life “on the other side of
the fence” and most, especially women, would prefer to remain in their
home countries. 

Male migration, even when it is long-term, is not permanent, nor do
most male migrants wish it to become so. Female migration is a
response to difficult circumstances in their home countries, but is per-
ceived and practised as a temporary and expedient tactic to alleviate
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some of those difficulties rather than as long-term relocation. Improved
job opportunities in their home countries, along with general social and
economic upliftment and the improved availability of goods and ser-
vices, would remove much of the motivation for male and female migra-
tion, serving to reunite divided households and allow people from
Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Mozambique to remain at home where they
wish to be.

LOGISTICS OF FEMALE MIGRATION

Not only do men and women display different patterns of migration, but
the actual logistics of male and female migration differ too. Some of the
key differences are summarised in Tables 8 and 9.

For a start, the decision to migrate is much less likely to be taken
independently by women. Some 65% of women said that if they were to
migrate, the decision would be taken for them by someone other than
themselves. 

The equivalent figure for men was only 38%. Perhaps reflecting their
relative lack of independence, or alternatively an indication of stronger
family commitment, women were slightly more likely than men to say
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TABLE 8: DECISION MAKING AND MIGRATION

Who would make the final decision if you were to go Male Female
to South Africa permanently?

Myself 62% 35%

Another person 38% 65%

Would you be able to go to South Africa if you wanted to?

No 22% 37%

Yes 78% 63%

Would your family encourage or discourage you from going? 

Strongly discourage 19% 26%

Discourage 19% 23%

Neither discourage nor encourage 12% 10%

Encourage 27% 24%

Strongly encourage 24% 18%

Sources of information about South Africa 

I don’t know anything about South Africa 4% 7%

From my own experiences in South Africa 28% 18%

From meeting South Africans in respondent’s home country 2% 2%

Hear from others who have been to South Africa 35% 39%

Hear from others about South Africa 5% 7%

Television 3% 5%

Newspapers 5% 2%

Magazines 2% 1%

Radio 15% 19%



they would migrate with other family members, or send for family mem-
bers once they got to South Africa. 

A higher number of men (78%) than women (63%) were of the
opinion that they would be able to go to South Africa if they wanted
to. This was a further indication of the greater social constraints on
women’s mobility. Family members were said to be likely to discourage
women from migrating while encouraging men to do so, meaning that
even those women with the inclination to go to South Africa face
added obstacles relative to their male peers.

A further constraint on women’s migration is their relative lack of
knowledge and information about South Africa and how to get there.
Women were less likely to know how to obtain travel documents, how
to get to South Africa safely and cheaply, how to get a job or how to
find a place to go on arrival. For the most part, women’s information was
at best second-hand, gleaned from people who had been to South Africa.
Twenty-eight percent of the men surveyed could report personal experi-
ence as their main source of information about the country, compared
with only 18% of women. Combined with family discouragement, fear of
the unknown must serve as a powerful deterrent to female migration.

Even more revealing than answers to the questions about hypotheti-
cal migration were the gender differences in reported migration behav-
iour for the person’s most recent cross-border visit (Table 9).
Interestingly, and significantly for policy purposes, women appear to
have a higher incidence of legal migration than male migrants. Ninety-
five percent of women who had been to South Africa, compared with
86% of men who had been to South Africa, had a valid passport before
leaving their home country. 

Both of these figures are quite high, and certainly challenge the
stereotype that most Africans from the region enter South Africa “ille-
gally”, but the figures also demonstrate once more the degree to which
women’s migration in particular contradicts the stereotype. The real
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TABLE 9: LOGISTICS OF MIGRATION

Ability to obtain passport before departure Male Female
from home country

Yes 86% 95%

No 14% 5%

Mode of transport on most recent visit to South Africa

Foot 11% 5%

Bus 23% 19%

Plane 2% 1%

Car 11% 4%

Train 16% 11%

Combi or taxi 33% 55%



incidence of undocumented migration may have been under-reported in
the survey due to the respondents’ concerns with confidentiality, but
there is little reason to believe that the relative gender picture would be
any different. If anything, the truth might have revealed an even higher
incidence of undocumented migration among men.

Also interesting, although without straightforward explanation, are
the different modes of transport used by men and women. More than
half the women on their most recent trip to South Africa had travelled
by minibus taxi, whereas men’s mode of transport was more evenly
divided between minibus taxi, bus and train. What this difference could
indicate is the greater spontaneity and shorter duration of women’s vis-
its, with the more formalised, longer-term labour migration of men
being more compatible with less flexible modes of transport. Men were
also more likely than women to have travelled by car, by plane or on
foot although in all cases the percentages were relatively small. Again,
the survey findings seems to contradict the perception of migrants fording
rivers and sneaking through fences to gain “illegal” access to the country.

What this section shows is that women come to South Africa not as
undocumented, would-be immigrants but as legal migrants. While this
is true of men, it would appear to be more the case with women. They
make short visits to South Africa by legal means and for legitimate pur-
poses. Given that women wishing to migrate face added deterrents and
obstacles at home, there would appear to be little justification for any
further discrimination against them in South African migration policy.

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ASPECTS OF WOMEN’S MIGRATION

A number of factors have already indicated gender-specific motives for
migration, with men migrating for more narrowly economic reasons,
while women tend to combine economic and social motivations for vis-
iting South Africa. What do men and women actually do when they get
to South Africa? Here the gender differences are striking and unambigu-
ous (Table 10).

Sixty-three percent of men have worked in South Africa, compared
with only 16% of women. The most common reason cited by men for
going to South Africa recently was to work or look for work (50%),
with mining being the most common occupation stated. For women the
order was first visiting family or friends, second shopping, third buying
and selling goods, fourth for medical care and only then to work or look
for work (10%). Reasons given for returning home from South Africa
are related to these gendered migration motives. Men were more likely
than women to state that they had lost their job, their contract had
ended or they had become ill or injured, while women were more likely
to say simply that their holiday or visit had ended.
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A less clear picture emerged when respondents were asked about
hypothetical future migration as opposed to actual recent migration
(Table 11). When asked what job they might want to do in South
Africa, men’s first choice of occupation was mining, followed by industry
and trading. This closely matches their actual patterns of employment in
existing migration. Women, when asked the same question, mostly
expressed a preference for vending and hawking, followed by industry,
trading, starting their own business and being a domestic worker. 

Although the question was a leading one, women can evidently at
least imagine the possibility of working in South Africa, even those who
have not done so in the past. This suggests that there may be consider-
able latent migration potential amongst women, but in the absence of
legislative reform and the expansion of legal employment opportunities
in South Africa for female SADC citizens, this latent potential will
remain just that. Furthermore, while some of the occupations stated
might “take jobs away from South Africans”, women’s commonly-
expressed wish to trade or start their own business suggests a strong
entrepreneurial urge that might well create jobs and generate income
for South African citizens.22
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TABLE 10: REASONS FOR VISITING SOUTH AFRICA AND RETURNING HOME

Purpose of most recent visit to South Africa Male Female

Look for work 17% 3%

Work 33% 7%

Buy and sell goods 4% 10%

Shopping 13% 23%

Business 3% 3%

Visit family or friends 17% 38%

Holiday or tourism 3% 3%

Medical care 2% 8%

Other 8% 5%

Incidence of working in South Africa at some point in the past 63% 16%

Reason for returning home

Returned after holiday or visit ended 21% 43%

Wanted to come back home 17% 20%

Family reasons 8% 8%

Sick/injured 5% 1%

Contract ended 10% 1%

Retired from job 3% 1%

Lost job or retrenched 14% -

Travel documents expired 3% 6%

Expelled or deported from South Africa 5% -

Goods sold out 2% 3%

Other 12% 17%



When asked about remittances, and contrary to what might have
been expected, women seem no more or less likely than men to send
money back to their home country. International experience suggests
women are more frequent remitters although amounts are lower because
of lower earning potential. Rather tellingly, 90% of respondents stated
hypothetically that they would send money home should they migrate
to South Africa in future, whereas only a third of respondents who had
actually worked in South Africa claim to have remitted any of their
earnings while working. 

Some gender distinction is apparent in the different people to whom
money would be sent, with men most frequently listing their parents
and spouse while women gave parents and children as the likely recipi-
ents. Clearly men are expected to be the primary breadwinners, and it
would be unusual for a woman to remit money to a male partner. Here
again, migration behaviour is shown to be grounded in socially-con-
structed gender roles and relations.

Men’s and women’s social experiences with regard to migration must
differ widely, but this was not explored in the survey beyond trying to

MIGRATION POLICY SERIES NO. 9

23

TABLE 11: JOB PREFERENCES AND REMITTANCES

Type of job preferred (first mention) Male Female

Vendor/hawker 5% 18%

Trader 8% 10%

Miner 23% 1%

Mechanic 7% 1%

Industrial worker 9% 12%

Farm worker 2% 3%

Start own business 4% 6%

Teacher 3% 4%

Doctor 1% 1%

Nurse 1% 3%

Domestic worker - 5%

REMITTANCES

If you were working in South Africa would you send money home?

Yes 91% 89%

No 9% 11%

To whom would you send money?

Parents 43% 49%

Grandparents 2% 2%

Spouse 36% 12%

Children 11% 27%

Sister/brother 4% 5%

Other — family members 2% 2%

Other — non-family 2% 3%



ascertain people’s general impressions of South Africa. Here there was
broad consensus between men and women, although women were
slightly more likely than men to describe their impressions of South
Africa as unfavourable or very unfavourable. There was closer gender
concurrence in the perceptions held by those men and women who had
direct personal experience of South Africa. Seventy-nine percent of
men and 80% of women who had visited the country rated their experi-
ence as either positive or very positive. Women who had not been to
South Africa had more negative impressions, again indicating a fear of
the unknown that is surely a deterrent to female migration.

One revealing gender difference was in the reported incidence of
friends resident in South Africa, with 59% of all the women surveyed
but only 36% of the men replying that they had no friends living there.
Given that the existence of social networks in the destination country
lends powerful encouragement to migration, this is an additional deter-
rent facing potential female migrants. It is also indicative of the longer-
established tradition of male migration, with men living more transna-
tional lives.

It is important, in identifying such gender similarities and differ-
ences, not to lose sight of the fact that men’s and women’s migration
streams are linked. The men who migrate to work in South Africa are
the husbands, brothers, fathers and sons of the women surveyed. Their
remitted earnings make an important contribution to household
economies in their home countries. Much of the women’s cross-border
movement is for the purpose of “visiting family and friends”, including
male partners and other relatives living in South Africa. The informa-
tion on which women make their migration decisions and choices
comes largely from friends and family members who have themselves
been to South Africa, most of whom are likely to be men. 

Migration should thus be seen in terms of household production and
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TABLE 12: EXPERIENCES WITH MIGRATION AND IMPRESSIONS OF SOUTH AFRICA

Rating of personal experience in South Africa Male Female

Very negative 8% 6%

Negative 10% 9%

Neither positive or negative 4% 5%

Positive 47% 50%

Very positive 32% 30%

General impressions of South Africa

Very unfavourable 4% 8%

Unfavourable 11% 12%

Neither 12% 12%

Favourable 45% 45%

Very favourable 29% 23%



reproduction strategies; as a collective endeavour rather than as a set of
isolated individual choices and practices. If men’s migration is largely
economically based while that of women relates to a wider range of
social and economic factors, this is because the societies in the coun-
tries surveyed attach particular social and economic roles and responsi-
bilities on the basis of gender. That said, migration can be a means of
challenging and undermining social norms, and this may be particularly
true for women, who can employ migration as a means of social and
economic empowerment. Democratic migration policy should therefore
be based on relations between men and women, on families, households
and communities and not simply on genderless, atomistic “persons”. 

THE IMPACT OF MIGRATION

The impact of migration is difficult to assess in any absolute or objective
sense, especially by those actually involved. Not only does it touch on
virtually every aspect of life, but it represents a combination of costs
and benefits that are not easy to disentangle, still less to weigh up. How,
for example, does one calculate the benefit of economic gains obtained
at the social cost of disrupted family lives? Respondents were asked to
try to evaluate the impact of people from their country going to South
Africa in four categories: impact on the respondent personally; on their
family; on their community; and on their country. In each category
respondents were asked to rate the impact on a five-point scale from
“very negative” to “very positive.”

Given that migration behaviour itself is so strongly gendered, one
would expect a difference between men’s and women’s perceptions of
the impact of migration. Yet overall, the ratings of the impact of migra-
tion, at every scale from the personal to the national, were strikingly
similar across the genders — and surprisingly positive (Table 13). More
than 50% of both men and women rated the impact of migration as
“positive” or “very positive.” Women were slightly more likely to rate
the impact as negative, and men slightly more likely to rate it as very
positive, but the differences were small.

In terms of personal and family impact, some 30% of both genders
felt it had “no impact”, and fewer than 20% rated it “negative” or “very
negative.” Going up the geographical scale to community and national
level, negative ratings increased for both men and women, but this was
matched by a decrease in the “no impact” rather than the “positive” cate-
gories. Indeed, it was at the community level that the incidence of “posi-
tive” and “very positive” ratings was highest, at just over 60% of both
men and women. The highest incidence of “negative” and “very nega-
tive” responses occurred at the national scale, so clearly people are con-
scious of the effect of countries “losing” labour and skills to South Africa.
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Breaking down the answers according to whether respondents had
themselves been to South Africa reveals a much more complicated pic-
ture. The most highly positive ratings of migration seem to come from
men who have been to South Africa and women who have not. This
seeming paradox is simply resolved: many of the women without migra-
tion experience are married to men with migration experience, so it is
likely that their opinions are coming via their husband. 

The impact of female migration is much more ambiguous, and the
personal experience is clearly difficult for many women. At every scale,
from the personal to the national, the highest incidence of “negative”
and “very  negative” responses came from women who had been to
South Africa. Yet even for this group of women, there were more posi-
tive than negative responses, especially at family and community level.
This suggests that overall the impact of migration is still considered to
be beneficial, and that women are prepared to endure personal difficul-
ties in order to secure benefits for their families and wider communities. 

Certainly people seem to be generally aware of the tensions between
the costs and benefits of migration: how costs to individuals can bring
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TABLE 13: PERCEIVED IMPACTS OF MIGRATION

Impact of migration on you personally Male Female

Very negative 2% 4%

Negative 11% 14%

No impact 29% 28%

Positive 41% 41%

Very positive 16% 14%

Impact of migration on your family

Very negative 2% 3%

Negative 12% 16%

No impact 30% 27%

Positive 42% 42%

Very positive 14% 13%

Impact of migration on your community

Very negative 4% 4%

Negative 16% 16%

No impact 19% 19%

Positive 51% 50%

Very positive 11% 11%

Impact of migration on your country

Very negative 6% 8%

Negative 22% 24%

No impact 11% 10%

Positive 48% 48%

Very positive 14% 11%



benefits to families; and how benefits to families and communities
might translate into costs to broader national development. Of course,
households are unlikely to forfeit personal gain for national develop-
ment, and this is precisely the “Catch 22” situation that South African
migration policy should be trying to address. The objective of policy
should be to facilitate migration that can be beneficial to both source
and recipient countries, harnessing human mobility as an agent for the
exchange of goods, services, ideas and skills that drive the development
process.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

UNDERSTANDING WOMEN’S MIGRATION EXPERIENCE

T
he analysis in this paper suggests a number of ways in
which Southern African women’s experience of migration
differs from that of men. These are summarised here, first
by answering the questions set out in the introduction, and
second by comparing the survey findings with the interna-

tional observations made by Chant.23

• Migration to South Africa is still heavily male-biased, with a far
lower incidence of migration experience among female respon-
dents. Those women who do have migration experience tend to
be married, older women rather than younger single women,
whereas male migrants come from a wider range of age groups
and marital status categories. Female migrants tend to be better-
educated than their male counterparts, with lack of education
seeming to discourage female mobility while encouraging male
mobility. 

• Men and women migrate to South Africa for different reasons.
Men go primarily in search of employment, whereas women’s
migration is driven by a wide range of social and reproductive
factors in addition to economic incentives. Even the economic
motives for migration are gender-specific, with women going to
South Africa largely to trade and men to work, most in formal
employment. Thus migration is closely tied to socioeconomic
roles and responsibilities allocated on the basis of gender. 

• Related to the differences in the purpose of migration, men and
women tend to go to different destinations in South Africa.
Male migration is closely tied to places of employment, notably
the mines, whereas female migration is to towns and cities offer-
ing opportunities for informal-sector trade and the procurement
of a range of goods and services. 
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• The decision processes and logistics of female and male migra-
tion differ. Women are less likely to migrate independently, and
are more likely to be subject to the will of a (male) parent or
partner in determining whether they migrate. In addition,
although women’s migration cannot be seen merely as an
adjunct to male migration, women’s migration is still commonly
tied to that of men, with many women travelling to South
Africa for the express purpose of visiting male family members.
Women visit South Africa for shorter time periods, and are
more likely than men to migrate legally. 

• The social and economic behaviour of people migrating to
South Africa is gender-specific, reflecting the different motiva-
tions and patterns of male and female migration. Men are more
likely to have established social networks in South Africa, reflect-
ing their longer periods of stay in single locations and their ties to
workplace-based social structures.

• Men participate more formally in the South African economy,
while women’s migration experience is shaped by the temporary
and contingent social and economic interactions involved in
trading and retail activity. 

• Both genders, migrants and non-migrants alike, hold generally
favourable impressions of life in South Africa, although they
would still generally prefer to remain in their home country. 

The impacts of migration, both positive and negative, are well
understood by the men and women affected. Rather than the women
“left behind”, however, it was women with personal migration experi-
ence who were more likely to rate the impact of migration as negative.
The economic benefits of migration are achieved at considerable social
cost, with disruptions to family and community life. Both male and
female respondents were also well aware of the national cost of migra-
tion through the loss of skills to the local economy, but nevertheless
continue to support and participate in migration as a rational household
reproduction strategy in a situation of limited alternative options. 

The SAMP survey findings show that the Southern African experi-
ence closely parallels that of other developing countries. As elsewhere,
men in Southern Africa are more mobile than women, and it is women
who are more often left behind. The women left behind are disadvan-
taged in various ways by male out-migration, which may bring in earnings
but adds to women’s productive and reproductive responsibilities at home. 

Certainly men’s migration in the region is undertaken more indepen-
dently than women’s, although both are better understood as part of a
“household strategy” approach.24 As in the international experience
more generally, male migration to South Africa is closely tied to

WOMEN ON THE MOVE: GENDER AND CROSS-BORDER MIGRATION TO SOUTH AFRICA

28



employment, and women have fewer legal employment opportunities
than men in the South African labour market. 

Related to these gender-specific motivations for migration, men
move further and to a wider range of destinations, with women’s migra-
tion often being no more than a quick cross-border shopping trip. The
different age profiles of male and female migrants are rather difficult to
determine from the SAMP survey data, although it is certainly clear
that men migrate across a wider range of ages than women. Also diffi-
cult to determine from this particular survey is whether the Southern
African experience conforms to the international norm that women
“maintain more enduring ties between areas of origin and destination.”25

Both genders clearly retain strong ties to home, including ties between
husbands and wives separated by  the “stretching” of households across
international borders. If the legal and social restrictions on women’s
mobility are relaxed, and women come to engage more directly and fully
in cross-border migration, the “feminisation” of migration may well lead
to changes in the social linkages between places of origin and destina-
tion, although whether this is a weakening or a strengthening remains
to be seen. 

Two fundamental points emerge from the SAMP survey:
• The migration experience in Southern Africa is deeply and pro-

foundly gendered. To a long-established tradition of male labour
migration is being added a growing stream of female migrants,
coming to South Africa for a number of different reasons, both
social and economic. Gender inequalities and discrimination
have hitherto constrained women’s migration, which can be an
important mechanism of female empowerment.

• The different motives and patterns of male and female migration
arise from structural determinants in the social and economic
fabric of source and recipient countries. Any sound migration
policy therefore has to go hand-in-hand with regional develop-
ment initiatives. Just as development can alter migration pat-
terns, so migration can itself be an agent of development. It is in
this broader context that democratic, non-sexist migration policy
must be formulated.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The policy implications of the SAMP survey findings for gender and
migration are numerous, and are outlined here only in the most general
terms. In this section, a number of broad guidelines for policy on gender
and migration are presented. This is followed by a section in which the
South African government’s Draft Green Paper on International
Migration is subjected to a gender-aware, critical reading, with further
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suggestions being put forward as to how the policy proposals in the
Green Paper might be made more gender-sensitive. 

• The most important lesson is that if there are indeed “good” and
“bad” migrants in terms of their impact on South African soci-
ety and economy, then female migrants are generally “good”.
They are law-abiding, responsible, entrepreneurial and resource-
ful women, who employ cross-border movement as a mechanism
for their own and their families’ betterment. 

• Current migration policy, together with a host of entrenched
social norms and practices, discriminates against women in all
sorts of ways, limiting their life choices and restricting their
physical and socioeconomic mobility. Migration policy should
instead aim to facilitate female migration, thus aiding women’s
empowerment and allowing them to become agents of develop-
ment both in their home countries and in South Africa. This is
not to suggest that female migration should be unrestricted, but
that controlled female migration, particularly that of a short-
term nature, can be harnessed as a powerful force for regional
development, as well as for the reduction of socioeconomic
inequalities between the South African core and its neighbouring
periphery. Migration policy should aim to increase rather than
decrease the range of options available to women in the range of
productive and reproductive responsibilities that they bear. 

• Policy must not be formulated in terms of atomistic, genderless
“persons” or “migrants” but in terms of men and women with
specific biological, legal and social relationships. Cross-border
migration, even when it is undertaken by individuals, takes
place within a social framework, with implications for families,
households and communities. Policy must not merely accommo-
date but actively encourage the links between migrants and
their families and communities “back home”, for example by
making it easy for migrants to make return visits and for family
and friends to visit foreign migrants in South Africa. There
should certainly be a special class of multiple-entry visa for
women (or men) to visit spouses working in South Africa. 

• Another category of female migrant that could be actively
encouraged is those women who come to South Africa for the
purposes of trading and shopping. The latter activity certainly
injects cash into the South African economy, and while there
are complaints that foreign informal-sector traders undercut
their South African counterparts, this competition must surely
be seen as part of the movement towards freer trade in the
SADC region.26 Although hard evidence is lacking, it is likely
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that women from neighbouring countries who bring goods into
South Africa to sell then spend a large proportion of their earn-
ings in the South African retail sector, thus making a positive
economic contribution overall. 

• Repatriated profits and remittances can make a positive impact
on the economies of the women’s country of origin, thereby
facilitating local development and ultimately reducing the
incentives for more permanent out-migration. Again, while the
flow of imports into the country should not proceed completely
uncontrolled, restrictions on the cross-border movement of peo-
ple and goods should certainly be eased, particularly for small-
and medium-scale traders.27

• Rather more vexed is the question of foreign women being
allowed to work in South Africa. Survey results show potentially
increased flows of women into the South African labour market
should restrictions on their employment be lifted, with many
female respondents expressing a desire to be employed as domes-
tic workers, for example. With unemployment in South Africa
at high levels, especially for black women, allowing more foreign
labour into the country could have deleterious social and eco-
nomic consequences for South African citizens. 

• That said, the perpetuation of male foreign migrant labour on
mines and farms to the virtual exclusion of female migrant
labour is clearly discriminatory.28 Equitable opportunity for legal
participation in the South African labour market by citizens of
other Southern African countries, while difficult to achieve,
should nevertheless be one of the objectives of migration policy,
with particular attention being paid to the expansion of oppor-
tunities for women in occupations where they could make a pos-
itive contribution to the South African economy. 

• As part of wider regional development assistance, the South
African government could also be fostering the education and
training of women in neighbouring countries, from basic literacy
to vocational and professional training. Not only would this
facilitate local development in those countries, but it would also
mean that women are less discriminated against by the strict
application of education and skills criteria for entry into South
Africa — although of course care would have to be taken to
avoid exacerbating the regional “brain drain”. 

• In formulating and drafting policy and legislation, the adoption
of gender-neutral language to describe and control what are in
reality gender-specific processes and behaviours can serve effec-
tively to discriminate against women. Nowhere, for example,
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should the term “spouse” be used where “husband” or “wife” (or
even “same-sex partner”) is intended to be either included or
excluded. Further, the drafting of non-sexist migration policy
must be carried into the actual day-to-day implementation of
that policy by the officials who ultimately decide who is or is
not permitted access into the country, for it is at this level that
the most insidious forms of gender discrimination often operate. 

Each of the above recommendations has specific development impli-
cations, both for South Africa and for neighbouring countries. While it
is a common view that migration undermines development, with a loss
of skills from source countries and an over-supply of labour in the recip-
ient country, the pattern of “to-and-fro” migration practised by
Southern African women can serve to facilitate positive socioeconomic
change, providing an effective mechanism for the exchange of money,
goods and ideas across borders. Carefully-formulated, gender-sensitive
migration policy can thus make a direct contribution not just to
women’s upliftment but towards wider regional integration and develop-
ment. 

THE GREEN PAPER: GENDER-NEUTRAL OR GENDER-BLIND?

The 1997 Draft Green Paper on International Migration provides a
blueprint for a democratic, non-discriminatory immigration policy for
post-apartheid South Africa.29 Yet a gender-aware reading reveals a
number of implicit anti-female biases.

The broad philosophy of the proposed migration policy is that eco-
nomic criteria of labour demand and democratic criteria of human
rights should determine who should and who should not be allowed to
enter South Africa. However, the following discussion will show that
neither labour demand nor human rights are gender-neutral, particularly
in the Southern African context. In this region, discrimination against
women is deeply culturally ingrained and women are systematically
denied rights and opportunities granted to men.

The Green Paper begins by identifying three streams of cross-border
migration: immigrants, migrants and refugees. The very title of the doc-
ument is significant, deliberately referring to “international migration”
rather than immigration per se so as to move away from the implication
of permanence in the latter phrase. The reasons for this distinction lie
in part in the history of male contract labour migration to South Africa,
discussed above. It was also designed as a corrective to the pervasive
stereotype that every foreign African in South Africa is an immigrant
who wishes to stay. However, aside from an acknowledgment that the
historical male bias persists into the present, the Green Paper is curious-
ly gender-blind in its recommendations for the “migrant” category,
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essentially arguing for the perpetuation of labour migration in a new
and more humane guise.30

While the temporary work schemes proposed could, in theory, be
more gender-inclusive than the current system, there is no explicit
recognition of this fact.

Further on, the Green Paper argues that for both temporary migra-
tion and permanent immigration there should be “rules of entry driven
by labour-market need”, admitting “individuals who have desirable
skills, expertise, resources and entrepreneurial will.”31 As Southern
African women are routinely denied the opportunity to acquire such
skills and resources, they are automatically disadvantaged by the appli-
cation of such criteria for (im)migration eligibility. Nor is it anywhere
made clear whether Southern African labour migrants would be allowed
to bring their partners and families with them to South Africa, beyond
an endorsement of “border passes to eligible persons to ease the flow of
legally-sanctioned temporary visitation of bona fide family members
across our borders.”32

The proposed policy of “flexible labour quotas” for the employment
of foreign migrants, extending beyond mining and agriculture to include
other spheres of economic activity, might in theory open up opportuni-
ties for women.33 But such opportunities are likely to be limited in scale
and scope. Many women have skills or work in sectors where work is
individualised and not amenable to large-scale recruitment.

One area in which female migration might be positively favoured is
in the recommendation that cross-border trading, including small-scale
and informal sector trading, be facilitated by more relaxed SADC trade
policies. As the SAMP survey shows, such trading is one of the key
motives for visits to South Africa by women from neighbouring countries.

The final category of SADC-origin temporary migrant considered is
that of students, where again there is likely to be a heavy bias in favour
of males. As in the other categories, immigration eligibility criteria do
not have to be explicitly sexist to discriminate against women.

The category of general immigration to South Africa is dealt with in
similarly gender-blind terms. Here too there is likely to be discrimina-
tion in favour of men in both the specification and the application of
the proposed skill- and wealth-based admission criteria. Everywhere in
the world, but particularly in Africa, women’s access to the resources
and opportunities required to achieve their full economic potential is
restricted through a variety of mechanisms. On average, relative to
men, women own less property, have less access to capital, and are less
educated, not through any fault of their own but through socially insti-
tutionalised gender discrimination. Immigration criteria based on
wealth, property ownership and skills thus automatically have an anti-
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female bias. The very word entrepreneur, which recurs throughout the
document, still to most people conjures up an image of a male.

This economic discourse is in contrast to the human rights-based
language contained in the section on refugees, the “third stream” of
international migrants and the only category in which gender is given
explicit, if still partial, treatment. In the section summarising the cur-
rent situation, one reads: 

The majority of people who are asylum-seekers are young
men in their twenties who have fled African countries such
as Angola, Somalia, Zaire, Liberia, Rwanda and Ethiopia.
Significant numbers of asylum-seekers have also arrived in
recent months from Pakistan, India and Bangladesh.34

In many countries, both in Africa and elsewhere, women are a cate-
gory particularly at risk and especially vulnerable to the effects of the
famines, wars and natural disasters that commonly precipitate major
flows of refugees. Why, then, are most of the refugees who find their
way to South Africa male rather than female? Do these men leave
behind female partners, parents and children who remain victims of
“serious human rights violations” in their country of origin? Of course,
in emphasising women’s vulnerability, there is a danger that they might
become ghettoised into the “refugee” category, regarded as temporary
sojourners in South Africa awaiting ultimate repatriation, while men
can more readily be admitted as mainstream immigrants.

If refugee policy is couched in the language of risk and vulnerability,
with women being identified as a group especially in need of protection,
an unintended consequence may be the further marginalisation of
women rather than protection of their human rights. The male bias of
current refugee flows nevertheless demands that the gender implications
of refugee policy be carefully considered. 

These gender-based reservations notwithstanding, the Green Paper
represents a considerable advance on the present situation regarding
migration policy. Nevertheless, great care will have to be taken in the
drafting of legislation and the formulation and execution of policy if
gender discrimination is to be avoided, not just in language but in prac-
tice. In fact, the use of gender-neutral language can serve to conceal or
even perpetuate existing discrimination, thus being quite counter-pro-
ductive if the aim is to achieve gender equity. Gender differences are
entrenched in past and present patterns of migration to South Africa,
and any policy that is blind to this reality is fundamentally flawed.
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CONCLUSION

T
his monograph has attempted to elucidate the perceptions
and experiences of Southern African women with regard to
cross-border migration to South Africa. Contrary to the
common stereotypes, women coming to South Africa from
neighbouring countries do so for the most part legally and

for legitimate purposes. They visit their husbands, friends and relations;
buy and sell goods; access services that are either less readily available
or of lower standard in their countries of origin. Far from being a threat,
many of their activities benefit the South African economy. 

Women’s migration also benefits their families and communities at
home, as well as mitigating the social costs of male labour migration.
Present migration policy discriminates against women, and even the
Draft Green Paper contains a number of recommendations that implic-
itly favour men. There can be no justification for further discrimination
against women: indeed policy should instead be seeking to facilitate
female migration as an agent of positive social and economic change in
the region.

Allowing women freer access to South Africa would encourage the
exchange of goods, services and ideas that constitutes the very engine of
development, and there is little to suggest that a more open migration
policy would result in an unmanageable influx of women (or men) into
the country. Properly managed, female migration to South Africa could
be a mechanism for reducing both spatial and gender-based inequalities
in the region, empowering women as agents of development both in
their home countries and in South Africa itself. 
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