
Gender, Migration, and Social Change: Lao Women in the 

Global Diaspora 

Chin-Ming Lin 

June 2025 

I. Introduction 

1.1. Contextualizing Lao Migration: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives 

Migration has been a defining feature of Laos’s history and socio-economic landscape, 

shaped by both internal dynamics and regional influences. Traditionally, mobility in 

Laos was predominantly a male practice, with social codes limiting women’s long-term 

movement away from their families (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). However, the 

patterns and drivers of migration have evolved significantly over time. 

Historically, Laos has experienced multiple waves of migration influenced by regional 

conflicts, colonial interventions, and shifting political regimes. The end of the Laotian 

Civil War in 1975 triggered significant emigration, particularly among educated profes-

sionals and those associated with the former government, many of whom resettled in 

Western countries such as the United States, France, and Australia (MexicoHistorico, 

n.d.; Lafont and Osborne, n.d.). This period marked the beginning of large Lao diaspora 

communities abroad. 

In the post-war era, internal migration became increasingly pronounced, driven by ru-

ral-to-urban movement as individuals sought employment and educational opportu-

nities in growing urban centers like Vientiane and Luang Prabang. Economic reforms in 

the 1980s and 1990s, alongside regional integration efforts, accelerated these trends, 

contributing to urbanization and the emergence of new social challenges, such as over-

crowding and the need for improved infrastructure (MexicoHistorico, n.d.; Petitet and 

Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

International migration from Laos has also intensified in recent decades, with Thailand 

emerging as the primary destination due to its geographical proximity and economic 

opportunities. Approximately 10% of Laotians now reside abroad, with over 80% of 

Lao migrants in Thailand employed in low-skilled jobs, particularly in agriculture, 



construction, and manufacturing (MexicoHistorico, n.d.). This labor migration is often 

characterized by reliance on informal networks and, at times, irregular channels, ex-

posing migrants—especially women—to heightened risks of exploitation and abuse 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Overall, migration in Laos today is shaped by a complex interplay of economic necessity, 

social transformation, and policy environments, with significant implications for devel-

opment, culture, and community cohesion both within the country and across the Lao 

diaspora. 

Rationale for a Gendered Analysis of Migration 

A gendered analysis of migration is essential for understanding the distinct experiences, 

challenges, and opportunities faced by Lao women throughout the migration process. 

While migration has historically been male-dominated in Laos, recent decades have 

seen increasing numbers of women migrating independently, often as primary income 

earners for their families (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022; Phetsiriseng, 2007). This 

shift reflects broader changes in gender roles and labor markets, both domestically 

and internationally. 

Gender shapes every aspect of the migration experience—from motivations and deci-

sion-making to the risks encountered during transit and integration in destination 

countries (UN Women, 2020a; 2024). Lao women migrants often face compounded 

vulnerabilities due to gender-based discrimination, limited legal protections, and con-

centration in sectors such as domestic work, where labor rights are poorly enforced 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). These factors increase their 

exposure to exploitation, trafficking, and violence, particularly when migration occurs 

through irregular channels (Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Moreover, migration can both reinforce and challenge traditional gender norms. For 

some women, migration offers opportunities for greater autonomy, economic inde-

pendence, and social mobility. For others, it can result in social isolation, family sepa-

ration, and new forms of marginalization (UN Women, 2024; IOM, 2009a). A gendered 

perspective is therefore vital for capturing the diversity of Lao women’s migration ex-

periences and for informing policies and interventions that promote gender equity and 

protect the rights of migrant women (IOM, 2005; 2009a; Szekely, 2024). 



1.2. Research Questions and Objectives 

This paper seeks to address the following research questions: 

• How have historical and contemporary migration patterns among Lao women 

evolved, and what are the primary drivers behind their mobility? 

• In what ways do gender roles and social norms influence the migration experi-

ences of Lao women, both within Laos and in the global diaspora? 

• What are the specific challenges and risks faced by Lao women migrants, par-

ticularly in terms of labor rights, legal status, and vulnerability to exploitation? 

• How does migration impact gender relations, family structures, and social 

change within Lao communities at home and abroad? 

• What policy interventions and support mechanisms can enhance the well-be-

ing, rights, and empowerment of Lao women migrants? 

The objectives of this study are to: 

• Provide a comprehensive historical and contemporary overview of Lao 

women’s migration. 

• Analyze the gendered dimensions of migration experiences, including both 

constraints and opportunities. 

• Identify the socio-economic and cultural impacts of migration on Lao women, 

their families, and communities. 

• Offer evidence-based recommendations for gender-responsive migration poli-

cies and programs that address the unique needs and rights of Lao women mi-

grants. 

1.3. Overview of Methodology and Sources 

This study employs a qualitative, multi-method approach to analyze the gendered di-

mensions of Lao women’s migration. The methodology is informed by established 

practices in migration and gender studies, prioritizing in-depth, context-sensitive un-

derstanding over broad quantification (Clark-Kazak, 2024; Lutz and Amelina, 2021). 

1. Literature Review 



The research begins with a comprehensive review of existing academic literature, pol-

icy reports, and NGO publications related to Lao migration, gender, and labor. Key 

sources include migration mapping studies, government documents, and international 

organization reports, which provide historical context, policy analysis, and statistical 

background (Phetsiriseng, 2007; IOM, n.d.). 

2. Case Studies 

Representative case studies of Lao women in different migration contexts (e.g., Thai-

land, the U.S., France, Australia) are developed to illustrate the diversity of experiences 

and the intersection of gender, class, and ethnicity (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Phouxay, 2010). 

3. Data Analysis: 

Qualitative data are drawn on intersectional and feminist analytical frameworks to 

identify patterns and divergences in women’s migration experiences (Clark-Kazak, 

2024; Lutz and Amelina, 2021; Anastasiadou et al., 2023). 

By integrating these methods, the study provides a nuanced, empirically grounded ac-

count of Lao women’s migration, capturing both individual agency and structural con-

straints. 

1.4. Structure of the Paper 

The paper is organized into ten main chapters, each building on the preceding sections 

to provide a comprehensive analysis: 

1. Introduction 

• Presents research background, significance, research questions, and 

objectives. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

• Reviews key theories in gender and migration studies, synthesizes ex-

isting research, and identifies gaps. 

3. Historical Context of Lao Migration and Gender Roles 

• Traces migration patterns from pre-colonial times to the present, focus-

ing on the evolution of gender roles and the impact of policy and eco-

nomic transitions. 



4. Contemporary Lao Female Migration: Motives and Pathways 

• Analyzes drivers of migration, including economic, educational, and fa-

milial factors, and maps major migration routes and destinations. 

5. Gendered Experiences in Migration and Settlement 

• Examines labor market participation, legal status, vulnerabilities, and 

the impact of migration on family structures, using both qualitative data 

and case studies. 

6. Social Change and Transformation of Gender Roles 

• Investigates how migration reshapes gender relations, household dy-

namics, and women’s empowerment, highlighting both opportunities 

and tensions. 

7. Transnationalism, Diaspora Networks, and Community Life 

• Explores how Lao women maintain transnational ties, participate in di-

aspora organizations, and negotiate cultural identity in new contexts. 

8. Comparative and Intersectional Perspectives 

• Compares Lao women’s migration experiences with those of other 

Southeast Asian groups, analyzing the intersections of gender, ethnicity, 

and class. 

9. Policy Implications and Recommendations 

• Assesses current policy frameworks, identifies gaps, and proposes evi-

dence-based, gender-sensitive recommendations for governments and 

NGOs. 

10. Conclusion 

• Summarizes key findings, reflects on contributions to migration and 

gender studies, and suggests directions for future research. 

This structure ensures a logical progression from context and theory to empirical find-

ings and policy relevance, offering a holistic view of Lao women’s migration across time 

and space. 



II. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

2.1. Gender as a Constitutive Element in Migration Studies 

Gender has evolved from a peripheral variable to a central analytical lens in migration 

scholarship, fundamentally reshaping understandings of mobility patterns, labor mar-

kets, and transnational practices. Early migration theories—such as neoclassical eco-

nomics and world systems theory—overlooked gender, framing migration as a male-

dominated phenomenon where women were passive dependents (Aydiner, 2020; 

Fresnoza-Flot, 2022). This male bias obscured women’s agency and the structural 

forces shaping their mobility, such as gendered labor demands in care, domestic work, 

and entertainment industries (Aydiner, 2020; Salaza Parreñas, 2009). 

The feminization of migration in the late 20th century catalyzed a paradigm shift. 

Scholars like Donato and Gabaccia (2006) demonstrated that gender is not merely a 

demographic category but a constitutive element of migration, influencing decision-

making, integration, and transnational practices (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2011; Fresnoza-

Flot, 2022). For instance, Mahler and Pessar (2001) illustrated how gender hierarchies 

across transnational spaces shape migrants’ access to resources and mobility (Aydiner, 

2020). Similarly, Lutz and Balenga-Möllbeck’s (2011) multi-level framework revealed 

how gender structures labor markets (macro), community networks (meso), and indi-

vidual identities (micro), creating distinct migratory pathways for women (Aydiner, 

2020). 

Key contributions include: 

• Labor market segmentation: Women’s concentration in informal, precarious 

sectors (e.g., domestic work) reflects both global economic inequalities and 

patriarchal norms (Salaza Parreñas, 2009; Curran et al., 2006). 

• Household dynamics: Migration decisions often hinge on gendered expecta-

tions of women as caregivers and income providers, complicating narratives of 

“autonomous” choice (Salaza Parreñas, 2009; Sharma et al., 2024). 

• Transnational care chains: Salaza Parreñas (2009) highlighted how migrant 

women from the Global South fill care deficits in wealthier nations, perpetuat-

ing inequalities among women globally. 



Despite progress, gaps persist in addressing how gender intersects with other axes of 

power—a lacuna addressed by intersectional frameworks. 

2.2. Diaspora, Transnationalism, and Intersectionality 

The study of diasporas and transnationalism has expanded to incorporate gendered 

and intersectional analyses, challenging earlier homogenizing narratives. 

Diaspora theory, traditionally focused on male-centric notions of displacement and re-

turn, now acknowledges gendered experiences of belonging and exclusion. Sheffer’s 

(1986) definition of diasporas as ethnic groups maintaining ties to homelands has been 

critiqued for neglecting how women negotiate dual identities through cultural preser-

vation, remittance practices, and leadership in diaspora organizations (Shuval, 2000; 

Diaspora for Development, 2023). For example, Campt and Thomas (2008) revealed 

that African diaspora formations in Europe and the U.S. are deeply gendered, with 

women often spearheading cultural transmission while facing marginalization in public 

narratives (Diaspora for Development, 2023). 

Transnationalism frameworks emphasize the fluid, multi-sited nature of migrant lives. 

Dahinden (2010) distinguishes between diasporic transnationalism (sustained cross-

border ties) and transnationalism through mobility (circular migration), both of which 

are gendered (Bauböck and Faist, 2010). Lao women’s transnational practices—such 

as remitting earnings to support families or participating in diaspora-led development 

projects—reflect their dual roles as economic actors and cultural brokers (Diaspora for 

Development, 2023; Bauböck and Faist, 2010). 

Intersectionality bridges these theories by exposing how overlapping identities (gen-

der, race, class, etc.) shape migration outcomes. For instance: 

• Legal status: Undocumented Lao women in Thailand face compounded vulner-

abilities due to gender-based violence and xenophobic policies (Curran et al., 

2006; Cyment, 2023). 

• Ethnicity: Hmong and Khmu women in Western diasporas navigate distinct 

challenges tied to racialization and cultural stigma (Cyment, 2023; University 

of Sussex, 2024). 

• Generational divides: Second-generation Lao-American women renegotiate 



traditional gender roles while confronting assimilation pressures (Diaspora for 

Development, 2023; Bauböck and Faist, 2010). 

Feminist scholars advocate for transnational intersectionality, which locates these dy-

namics within global power structures. Castles (2004) argues that migration control 

perpetuates Global North/South inequalities, with gendered consequences: restrictive 

policies force women into irregular channels, heightening risks of exploitation (Aydiner, 

2020; Cyment, 2023). Meanwhile, intersectional praxis demands policies that recog-

nize migrants’ “situated intersectionality” across legal, economic, and cultural contexts 

(Cyment, 2023; University of Sussex, 2023). 

2.3. Synthesis and Gaps 

This literature underscores gender’s centrality in migration systems, diaspora for-

mations, and transnational networks. However, few studies focus specifically on Lao 

women, whose experiences remain underrepresented in broader Southeast Asian mi-

gration scholarship. Future research must integrate decolonial and participatory meth-

ods to amplify their voices while addressing structural inequities in policy and practice 

(University of Sussex, 2024; Cyment, 2023; Salaza Parreñas, 2009). 

2.4. Review of Key Scholarship on Gendered Migration in Southeast Asia and the Lao 

Context 

Scholarship on gendered migration in Southeast Asia has expanded significantly since 

the 1990s, driven by the region’s rapid economic integration and feminized labor de-

mands. Key themes include: 

1. Feminization of Labor Migration 

Studies highlight how neoliberal policies and uneven development have institutional-

ized women’s migration into low-wage, precarious sectors like domestic work and en-

tertainment. Yamanaka and Piper (2005) trace this trend to the 1980s, when women 

from Laos, the Philippines, and Indonesia began migrating intra-regionally to fill care 

deficits in wealthier economies like Thailand and Singapore. In Laos, this is exacer-

bated by rural poverty, limited education, and Thailand’s demand for informal labor, 

with women comprising nearly 50% of Lao migrants (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xaya-

moungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 



2. Structural Vulnerabilities 

Research emphasizes the intersection of gender, class, and legal status in shaping mi-

gration risks. Lao women in Thailand often work in unregulated sectors (e.g., domestic 

work), where they face wage theft, trafficking, and limited access to 

healthcare (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). The 2023 ILO 

report notes that 34% of Lao women migrants experience underpayment, with domes-

tic workers earning 30–50% less than men in comparable roles (Xayamoungkhoun and 

Harkins, 2023). 

3. Transnationalism and Agency 

Scholars like Salaza Parreñas (2009) and Dahinden (2010) analyze how migrants navi-

gate dual identities, remit earnings, and sustain kinship ties. In Laos, remittances from 

women migrants in Thailand have become critical to rural household survival, yet this 

economic agency coexists with social stigma and familial tensions (Phouxay, 2010; Pe-

titet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). Case studies from Savannakhet and Champasak prov-

inces reveal that returned migrants often reinvest savings into small businesses, chal-

lenging traditional gender roles (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022). 

4. Policy Fragmentation 

Regional frameworks, such as the Lao-Thai Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on 

labor migration, are critiqued for being costly and inefficient, pushing migrants toward 

irregular channels (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). Thai-

land’s exclusion of domestic workers from labor protections further entrenches gen-

dered exploitation (Yamanaka and Piper, 2005; IOM, 2009a). 

5. Ethnic Dimensions 

While Hmong and Khmu women’s migration patterns are noted in diaspora studies, 

their distinct experiences—such as racialization in Western countries or cross-border 

trade networks—remain underexplored compared to majority Lao-Tai groups 

(Phouxay, 2010; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

2.5. Gaps in Existing Literature: Focus on Lao Women and Underexplored Themes 

Despite growing interest, critical gaps persist in Lao-focused scholarship: 



1. Limited Intersectional Analysis 

Most studies homogenize “Lao women migrants,” neglecting how ethnicity (e.g., 

Hmong vs. Khmu), class, and marital status shape vulnerabilities. For example, upland 

ethnic minorities often face compounded barriers due to geographic isolation and lin-

guistic differences, yet their migration trajectories are rarely differentiated in policy 

reports (Phouxay, 2010; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

2. Diaspora and Long-Term Impacts 

Research prioritizes short-term economic outcomes over longitudinal social effects. 

The role of Lao women in diaspora communities—such as their leadership in cultural 

preservation or transnational activism—is poorly documented (Petitet and Phetch-

anpheng, 2022). Similarly, the intergenerational impacts of maternal migration on chil-

dren left behind are understudied (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Petitet and 

Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

3. Non-Economic Migration Drivers 

Existing literature overemphasizes poverty as a push factor, overlooking aspirations for 

education, autonomy, or escape from gendered violence. For instance, young Lao 

women migrating to urban centers like Vientiane often seek independence from patri-

archal households, a theme absent in most econometric analyses (Phouxay, 2010; Pe-

titet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

4. Policy Implementation Gaps 

While critiques of the Lao-Thai MOU abound, few studies propose actionable reforms. 

The disconnect between national policies and grassroots realities—such as the inac-

cessibility of legal migration channels for rural women—requires deeper engagement 

with local governance structures (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

5. Positive Empowerment Narratives 

Scholarship disproportionately focuses on exploitation, sidelining narratives of resili-

ence and empowerment. Examples include Lao women leveraging migration to gain 

land ownership or leadership roles in hometown associations, which remain anecdotal 

rather than systematically analyzed (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 



6. Regional Comparisons 

Lao women’s experiences are seldom contrasted with those of Cambodian or Myan-

mar migrants in Thailand, limiting insights into how nationality and ethnicity intersect 

in host-country labor markets (IOM, 2009a; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 

Addressing these gaps requires mixed-methods research that centers Lao women’s 

voices, integrates intersectional frameworks, and bridges academic-policy divides to 

inform gender-responsive migration governance. 

III. Historical Patterns of Lao Migration and Gender Roles 

3.1. Pre-colonial, Colonial, and Post-colonial Migration Flows 

Pre-colonial Era 

The earliest migrations into what is now Laos were shaped by the movements of Aus-

troasiatic and Tai-Kadai speaking peoples. By the first millennium CE, Tai-speaking 

groups migrated southwest from southern China, gradually settling in the river valleys 

of mainland Southeast Asia. These migrations were often prompted by political up-

heaval, warfare, and Chinese expansion, leading to the establishment of Tai principal-

ities such as Muang Swa (now Luang Prabang) by the 12th and 13th centuries (Wikipe-

dia, 2025a; Zasloff and Dommen, 2025). The Lao, as a branch of the Tai, supplanted or 

assimilated indigenous groups like the Kha (Mon-Khmer) and established the Kingdom 

of Lan Xang in 1354, which became a major regional power (Wikipedia, 2025a; Zasloff 

and Dommen, 2025). 

Migration during this period was not only a matter of ethnic movement but also in-

cluded population transfers through warfare, slavery, and the expansion of political 

control. Legends such as the Nithan Khun Borom and Thao Hung Thao Cheuang reflect 

both the mythic and historical memory of these migrations and the struggles between 

incoming Tai and indigenous peoples (Wikipedia, 2025a). 

Colonial Era 

French colonization in the late 19th century redefined migration patterns in Laos. The 

French, seeking to consolidate their Indochinese territories, encouraged the migration 

of Vietnamese to staff administrative posts and develop the economy. By the 1940s, 

Vietnamese migrants formed the majority in key Lao cities such as Vientiane, Thakhek, 

and Pakse (Wikipedia, 2025b). This influx altered the demographic landscape and 



sometimes led to tensions between local Lao and Vietnamese communities. The 

French also introduced new systems of education and administration, which, while 

limited in reach, began to reshape social hierarchies and mobility (Zasloff and Dommen, 

2025; Wikipedia, 2025b). 

Post-colonial and Contemporary Era 

The end of the Laotian Civil War in 1975 marked a dramatic shift, as the new com-

munist government prompted significant emigration. Those fleeing included former 

government officials, educated professionals, and ethnic minorities, many of whom 

resettled in the United States, France, and Australia, forming the nucleus of the Lao 

diaspora (MexicoHistorico, n.d.). 

In the decades that followed, internal migration accelerated, driven by economic re-

forms in the 1980s and 1990s that spurred rural-to-urban movement and the growth 

of cities like Vientiane and Luang Prabang. Laos also became a transit country for mi-

grants from Vietnam, Myanmar, and Cambodia, reflecting its regional interconnected-

ness (MexicoHistorico, n.d.). 

3.2. Traditional Gender Roles in Lao Society 

Family and Social Structure 

Lao society is traditionally organized around the family, which serves as the core unit 

of social life. Extended families are common, especially in rural areas, with several gen-

erations often living together and sharing resources (Scroop, 2018; Wikipedia, 

2024). Kinship is reckoned bilaterally among the Lao Loum (lowland Lao), and house-

hold structures are flexible, accommodating both nuclear and extended forms (Wik-

ipedia, 2024). 

Division of Labor 

Gender roles in traditional Lao society are distinct but not rigid. Men have historically 

been responsible for political leadership, heavy agricultural labor, and external affairs, 

while women have managed the household, raised children, and handled domestic 

finances (Khouangvichit, 2010; Facts and Details, 2014). In farming communities, both 

men and women contribute to agricultural production, but women also engage in 

small-scale trade, handicrafts, and, increasingly, public health and education roles 

(Scroop, 2018; Wikipedia, 2025c). 



Marriage and Inheritance 

Marriage customs often involve a bride-price and initial uxorilocal residence, where 

the couple lives with or near the bride’s family. Women typically inherit the family 

house and a larger share of property, especially if they are the youngest daughter and 

responsible for caring for elderly parents (Wikipedia, 2024). Divorce is permitted and 

can be initiated by either spouse, with property divided in favor of the woman in many 

cases (Wikipedia, 2024; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

Status and Agency 

While Lao women have traditionally held significant authority within the household—

managing finances and making key decisions—they have also faced social expectations 

of modesty, obedience, and deference to men, especially in public and religious life 

(Khouangvichit, 2010; Facts and Details, 2014). Cultural practices such as Nang Phap 

Phep (the proper way for women to sit) reinforce gender hierarchies and notions of 

respectability (Khouangvichit, 2010). 

Women’s access to education has historically lagged behind men’s, with lower literacy 

rates and fewer girls enrolled in schools (Wikipedia, 2025c). Nevertheless, women’s 

economic contributions, especially in agriculture and trade, have been essential to 

household survival. 

Transformation in the Socialist Era 

After 1975, the Pathet Lao government promoted gender equality and encouraged 

women’s participation in economic and public life. Policies such as child-care collectiv-

ization and paid maternity leave were introduced to facilitate women’s dual roles as 

workers and caregivers (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). The Lao Women’s Union, 

established in 1955 and expanded after the revolution, became a key institution for 

advancing women’s rights and mobilizing women for national development (GRID, 

2006). 

Despite legal guarantees of equality, persistent gender stereotypes and rural poverty 

continue to shape women’s opportunities and constraints (Facts and Details, 2014; 

Wikipedia, 2025c). Programs in microfinance, vocational training, and education have 

sought to empower women, but disparities remain, particularly among ethnic minori-

ties and in remote areas (Wikipedia, 2025c; GRID, 2006). 



3.3. Shifts in Migration Patterns Due to Conflict, Economic Change, and Globalization 

Post-Conflict Exodus and Resettlement 

The end of the Laotian Civil War in 1975 triggered a significant wave of emigration, 

particularly among educated elites, former government officials, and ethnic minorities 

like the Hmong, who resettled in the U.S., France, and Australia (IOM, 2021; Phouxay, 

2010). This displacement laid the foundation for the Lao diaspora, with refugees es-

tablishing transnational networks that later facilitated chain migration. Post-war do-

mestic policies initially restricted internal mobility to stabilize the population, but eco-

nomic liberalization in the 1980s reversed this trend (UNESCO, 2018; Phouxay, 2010). 

Economic Transition and Rural-Urban Shifts 

The 1986 New Economic Mechanism (NEM) marked a pivotal shift from a planned to 

a market-oriented economy, accelerating rural-to-urban migration. Industrial growth 

in cities like Vientiane created demand for low-skilled labor, particularly in garment 

factories, which became a major employer for young rural women (Phouxay, 

2010). Regional income disparities widened, with urban poverty rates declining faster 

than rural ones, further incentivizing migration (UNESCO, 2018). By the 2000s, nearly 

50% of Lao migrants in Thailand were women, concentrated in agriculture, domestic 

work, and manufacturing (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Globalization and Cross-Border Dynamics 

Laos’ integration into regional economies, particularly through ASEAN and the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (GMS), intensified cross-border labor flows. Thailand emerged as 

the primary destination, absorbing over 277,000 Lao migrants by 2018 due to proxim-

ity, cultural affinity, and demand for cheap labor (IOM, 2021; Xayamoungkhoun and 

Harkins, 2023). Special Economic Zones (SEZs) along borders with China, Thailand, and 

Vietnam attracted foreign investment but also spurred internal displacement and re-

settlement, complicating migration governance (Phouxay, 2010). Globalization also re-

inforced gendered labor markets, with Lao women increasingly channeled into infor-

mal, precarious sectors abroad (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

3.4. Early Female Migration: Motivations and Constraints 

Motivations for Mobility 

Early female migration was driven by economic necessity, with rural poverty, land 

scarcity, and limited education pushing women to seek income in urban centers or 



abroad (UNESCO, 2018; Phetsiriseng, 2007). By the 1990s, remittances from migrant 

daughters became critical for household survival, enabling families to invest in educa-

tion, healthcare, and small businesses (Phouxay, 2010). Aspirations for autonomy and 

escape from patriarchal norms also motivated young women, particularly those facing 

familial instability or domestic conflict (Phouxay, 2010; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022). 

Structural Constraints and Risks 

Despite economic incentives, female migrants faced systemic barriers: 

• Gendered Labor Markets: Women were funneled into low-wage, high-risk sec-

tors like domestic work, entertainment, and garment factories, often excluded 

from labor protections (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 

2007). In Thailand, 34% of Lao women migrants reported underpayment, earn-

ing 30–50% less than male counterparts (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 

• Legal Vulnerabilities: Restrictive policies, such as Thailand’s exclusion of do-

mestic workers from labor laws, forced many into irregular migration channels, 

heightening exposure to trafficking and exploitation (IOM, 2021; Phetsiriseng, 

2007). 

• Social Stigma: Returning migrants often faced marginalization, perceived as 

morally compromised due to work in bars or the sex industry (UNESCO, 2018; 

Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Negotiating Agency 

Early migrants leveraged kinship and community networks to navigate these chal-

lenges. For example, women in Vientiane’s garment sector relied on relatives for hous-

ing and job referrals, while cross-border migrants used informal brokers despite risks 

of debt bondage (Phouxay, 2010). While migration offered pathways to economic in-

dependence, it also reinforced traditional caregiving roles, as women remained re-

sponsible for remittances and familial obligations (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Petitet and 

Phetchanpheng, 2022). 



IV. Contemporary Lao Female Migration: Motives and Pathways 

4.1. Economic Drivers: Labor Migration, Remittances, and Poverty Alleviation 

Contemporary Lao female migration is predominantly driven by economic necessity, 

shaped by structural inequalities and limited livelihood opportunities in rural areas. 

Over 56% of Lao migrants abroad are women, with Thailand absorbing the majority 

due to geographic proximity and demand for low-skilled labor. Key factors include: 

• Labor Market Segmentation: Women are concentrated in informal, precarious 

sectors such as domestic work (34% of Lao women migrants in Thailand), agri-

culture, and garment manufacturing. These sectors often exclude labor protec-

tions, leaving women vulnerable to underpayment (30–50% lower wages than 

men) and exploitation (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; UNESCO, 2018; 

Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

• Remittance Economies: Remittances sent by female migrants are critical for 

household survival, constituting over 1.2% of Laos’ GDP (US$200 million annu-

ally). Informal channels likely double this figure, funding education, healthcare, 

and small businesses in rural communities (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023; Laotian Times, 2023). Rural households receiving remittances exhibit 

poverty rates 8% lower than non-recipient households (Laotian Times, 2023). 

• Poverty Alleviation Strategies: Migration serves as a coping mechanism for 

land scarcity and agricultural instability. In Savannakhet and Champasak prov-

inces, 78% of female migrants cited insufficient farm income as their primary 

motivator, with many viewing urban or cross-border work as temporary path-

ways to savings and debt repayment (Phetsiriseng, 2007; UNESCO, 2018). 

However, economic empowerment is uneven. While remittances enhance household 

resilience, they reinforce women’s caregiving roles, as 70% of female migrants priori-

tize familial obligations over personal savings. Additionally, reliance on informal bro-

kers—used by 82% of irregular migrants—exposes women to trafficking and debt 

bondage (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Phouxay, 2010). 

4.2. Education, Marriage, and Family Reunification 

Migration motivations extend beyond economics, reflecting aspirations 



for education, autonomy, and familial ties: 

• Educational Aspirations: 

• Delayed Marriage: Education disrupts traditional norms, with 77% of 

secondary school girls in Xieng Khuang Province aspiring to marry after 

25 to pursue higher education or careers (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022). Migration for education accounts for 15% of internal movement, 

surpassing employment-driven migration (13%) (Petitet and Phetch-

anpheng, 2022). 

• Urban Opportunities: Young women migrating to Vientiane for educa-

tion often transition into industrial jobs, leveraging kinship networks for 

housing and employment. However, only 20% of Hmong girls in Luang 

Prabang complete secondary education due to early marriage pres-

sures (Phetsiriseng, 2007; UNESCO, 2018). 

• Marriage and Family Dynamics: 

• Early Marriage Pressures: Cultural norms and poverty perpetuate early 

marriage among ethnic minorities, particularly the Hmong. In Luang 

Prabang, 50% of Hmong girls marry by 18, often abandoning education 

to fulfill caregiving roles (Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

• Transnational Families: Family reunification drives migration to West-

ern diasporas (e.g., U.S., France), where women navigate dual roles as 

breadwinners and cultural brokers. In Thailand, 34% of married Lao mi-

grants bring children, while 58% leave them with grandparents, reshap-

ing intergenerational caregiving (Phouxay, 2010; Petitet and Phetch-

anpheng, 2022). 

• Agency and Conflict: 

Migration offers women avenues to escape patriarchal constraints, yet conflicts 

arise. Returnees face stigma for working in stigmatized sectors (e.g., entertain-

ment), while educated women challenge traditional authority by delaying mar-

riage or pursuing non-agricultural livelihoods (Phouxay, 2010; Phetsiriseng, 

2007; Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 



Structural Barriers 

Despite progress, gendered expectations persist. Only 20% of Lao women migrants ac-

cess vocational training, and legal migration channels remain costly and inefficient, 

pushing 63% into irregular routes (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 

2007). Policy reforms targeting affordable migration, labor rights enforcement, and ed-

ucational access are critical to aligning migration outcomes with women’s aspirations. 

4.3. Internal vs. International Migration: Thailand, the West, and Beyond 

Contemporary Lao female migration is characterized by both internal and international 

mobility, each shaped by distinct drivers, risks, and outcomes. 

Internal Migration 

Within Laos, internal migration primarily involves rural-to-urban movement, with 

young women leaving villages for cities like Vientiane and Savannakhet. The main mo-

tivations include seeking employment in factories, domestic work, or service industries, 

and pursuing educational opportunities not available in rural areas. Internal migration 

is often seen as a first step, with some women later transitioning to international mi-

gration, especially to Thailand (World Vision, 2024). 

International Migration: Thailand as the Primary Destination 

Thailand remains the overwhelming destination for Lao women migrants. This is due 

to its proximity, shared linguistic and cultural traits, and strong labor demand for low-

skilled workers in sectors such as agriculture, construction, domestic work, and man-

ufacturing. Most Lao women migrate to Thailand through irregular channels, as official 

processes under the Lao-Thai Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) are costly, time-

consuming, and bureaucratic. The average cost for regular migration under the MOU 

is about 15,000 Thai baht (US$425), which is higher than the cost of migrating irregu-

larly. As a result, the vast majority rely on informal brokers or assistance from family 

and friends already in Thailand (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 

2007). 

Women working in Thailand often lack written contracts, are excluded from labor pro-

tections, and experience pronounced gender pay gaps, especially in domestic and care 

work. Many also face wage theft and deductions for various expenses, making them 

especially vulnerable to exploitation and abuse (World Vision, 2024; Xayamoungkhoun 



and Harkins, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Migration to the West and Beyond 

While Thailand is the primary destination, a smaller but significant number of Lao 

women migrate to countries such as South Korea, Japan, the United States, France, 

and Australia. Migration to East Asian countries is often through regular, government-

facilitated programs, but only a small proportion of Lao migrants access these channels 

due to strict requirements and limited quotas (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023). Migration to Western countries is typically linked to family reunification, edu-

cation, or refugee resettlement, and these pathways are more common among ethnic 

minorities and those with established diaspora networks. 

4.4. The Role of Social Networks and Kinship in Facilitating Migration 

Social networks and kinship ties are central to the migration experiences of Lao women, 

influencing every stage from pre-departure decisions to settlement and return. 

Networks as Enablers of Migration 

Family members, neighbors, and friends who have previously migrated play a crucial 

role in providing information about migration routes, job opportunities, and living ar-

rangements. These networks help reduce the costs and risks associated with migration, 

especially for women who may face greater social and logistical barriers to mobility 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007; Thongyou and Ayuwat, 2005). 

For irregular migration to Thailand, social networks are often the primary facilitators, 

organizing border crossings, arranging employment, and providing accommodation 

upon arrival. Women are especially likely to rely on relatives and close community 

members, while men may have broader networks that include friends and co-workers 

(Thongyou and Ayuwat, 2005). 

Support in Destination Countries 

Once in Thailand or other destination countries, social networks continue to provide 

vital support. They help new arrivals navigate local labor markets, access informal fi-

nancial services for remittances, and offer social and emotional support. These net-

works also assist in crisis situations, such as illness, job loss, or encounters with au-

thorities (Thongyou and Ayuwat, 2005). 

For women, the presence of trusted family or community members is often a 



precondition for migration, as it reduces fears of exploitation and isolation. Positive 

experiences of earlier migrants can strongly influence the decision of other women in 

the community to migrate, creating a cycle of chain migration (Thongyou and Ayuwat, 

2005). 

Remittances and Return 

Social networks play a key role in the remittance process, as irregular migrants often 

lack access to formal banking services. Family and community members help transfer 

money home and manage resources. When migrants return, these networks support 

reintegration, although returnees—especially women—may face stigma or challenges 

readjusting to traditional roles (Thongyou and Ayuwat, 2005). 

Gendered Dimensions of Networks 

The structure and function of social networks are distinctly gendered. Women are 

more likely to depend on kin-based networks, while men utilize a wider array of con-

tacts. This reliance shapes not only migration pathways but also the types of support 

and protection available, with women’s networks often providing emotional and prac-

tical assistance, but sometimes lacking the broader resources accessible to men 

(Thongyou and Ayuwat, 2005). 

V. Gendered Experiences in Migration and Settlement 

5.1. Labor Market Participation: Sectors, Conditions, and Vulnerabilities 

Lao women migrants are concentrated in informal, low-wage sectors shaped by gen-

dered labor demands and economic precarity. In Thailand, the primary destination, 

34% of Lao women work in domestic care, 28% in agriculture, and 22% in manufactur-

ing (garments, food processing) (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). These sectors 

are characterized by: 

• Exploitative Conditions: 

• Domestic Work: Excluded from Thailand’s labor protections under the 

Lao-Thai Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), women face 16-hour 

workdays, restricted mobility, and emotional abuse. Only 6.3% of em-

ployer demand for domestic workers is met through legal channels, 

pushing most into irregular status (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023). 



• Agriculture: Seasonal work in cassava and sugarcane fields exposes 

women to hazardous pesticides, heatstroke, and wage theft. A 2022 

study found 78% of Lao women in Thai agriculture earned less than the 

minimum wage (US$9–9.70/day) (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023). 

• Garment Factories: Women comprise 80% of workers in Thai factories 

but are relegated to lower-skilled roles (e.g., sewing, packaging) with 

30–50% lower wages than men (Sinsomboonthong et al., 2021). 

• Structural Barriers: 

• Skills Mismatch: Limited access to vocational training in Laos confines 

women to "unskilled" roles. Only 20% of migrants receive pre-depar-

ture skills development, perpetuating cycle of informality (Sinsom-

boonthong et al., 2021). 

• COVID-19 Impacts: 63% of returnee women migrants lost jobs in Thai-

land’s service sector, with many re-entering unpaid care work in Laos, 

exacerbating economic vulnerability (Cámbara, 2022). 

5.2. Legal Status, Documentation, and Access to Rights 

Irregular migration remains pervasive due to systemic inefficiencies in legal pathways: 

• MOU Limitations: The Lao-Thai MOU requires fees of US$425, lengthy approv-

als, and excludes domestic work from eligible sectors. Only 3,105 Lao migrants 

(36% women) used this route in 2022, compared to 277,000 irregular mi-

grants (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Wikigender, 2015). 

• Documentation Gaps: 

• 82% of Lao women in Thailand lack work permits, leaving them vulner-

able to raids, detention, and deportation (Jun, 2017). 

• Undocumented status bars access to healthcare: 58% of pregnant mi-

grants forgo prenatal care due to fear of arrest (Koh, 2019). 

• Policy Exclusion: 

• Thailand’s Labor Protection Act excludes domestic and agricultural 



workers, denying Lao women overtime pay, sick leave, and maternity 

benefits (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 

• Lao returnees face bureaucratic hurdles reclaiming land or accessing 

social services, with 70% unable to verify overseas employment for 

state support (IOM, 2021). 

5.3. Experiences of Discrimination, Exploitation, and Resilience 

Lao women navigate intersecting gender, ethnic, and class-based marginalization: 

• Discrimination: 

• Hostility in Thailand: 21% of Lao women migrants reported COVID-19-

related xenophobia, blamed for "spreading the virus" (Chuemchit et al., 

2024). Hmong and Khmu women face additional racial slurs in urban 

areas (Koh, 2019). 

• Intimate Partner Violence (IPV): 63% of women experiencing discrimi-

nation also endured IPV, often tied to financial control by 

spouses (Chuemchit et al., 2024). 

• Exploitation: 

• Debt Bondage: 74% of irregular migrants borrow US$500–1,000 from 

brokers, repaying through wage deductions for 6–12 months (Jun, 

2017). 

• Trafficking: 22% of Lao trafficking victims are women coerced into Thai-

land’s entertainment industry, with officials complicit in cross-border 

smuggling (Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 

• Resilience Strategies: 

• Transnational Networks: Women rely on kinship ties for job referrals, 

housing, and remittance transfers. Returnees in Savannakhet invest sav-

ings in village shops, challenging traditional gender roles (Jun, 2017; 

IOM, 2021). 

• Collective Advocacy: Lao diaspora groups in France and the U.S. lobby 

for bilateral protections, while grassroots NGOs like Village Focus 



International distribute rights booklets to migrants (Xayamoungkhoun 

and Harkins, 2023 (Jun, 2017; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023). 

Policy Implications: Addressing these challenges requires decriminalizing domestic 

work in the MOU, expanding legal migration quotas, and enforcing host-country labor 

laws. Investing in gender-responsive skills training (e.g., hospitality, childcare) could 

disrupt cycles of informality and empower women as economic agents (Xaya-

moungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Sinsomboonthong et al., 2021). 

5.4. Case Studies: Gendered Experiences in Migration and Settlement 

Lao Women in Thailand: Domestic Work and the Entertainment Industry 

Domestic Work 

Lao women constitute a significant portion of migrant domestic workers in Thailand, 

often recruited through informal networks or brokers. The majority work long hours—

frequently over 14 hours per day—and are typically denied regular days off. Their legal 

status is precarious, as many lack proper documentation and are excluded from Thai-

land’s labor protections, especially under the Lao-Thai Memorandum of Understand-

ing (MOU), which does not cover domestic work. This leaves them vulnerable to ex-

ploitation, wage theft, and abuse, with limited recourse to legal remedies (Foundation 

for Labour and Employment Promotion, 2012; ILO, 2024a; Phetsiriseng, 2007). Inter-

views with returned Lao women migrants reveal that while some manage to save 

money and improve their families’ livelihoods, others return with little or nothing, hav-

ing faced physical and emotional abuse or having had their earnings withheld by em-

ployers or brokers (Phetsiriseng, 2007; ILO, 2024a; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 

2023). 

Entertainment Industry 

Along the Thai-Lao border, particularly in provinces like Ubon Ratchathani, Lao women 

are increasingly present in the entertainment sector, especially in karaoke bars. Many 

young rural women migrate to these border towns, where they work as waitresses and, 

in many cases, engage in commercial sex work. While some enter this work voluntarily, 

others are indirectly pressured by low wages and limited economic alternatives. These 

women often refer to themselves as “karaoke bar girls” rather than sex workers to 

avoid stigma (Senawong, 2019). 



Ethnographic research highlights how Lao women in the entertainment industry ac-

tively use emotional labor, erotic capital, and cultural capital to build relationships with 

clients and accumulate economic resources. They strategically manage their bodies 

and emotions to attract and retain clients, aiming to save money for their families or 

to start small businesses upon return. However, this work exposes them to risks such 

as unplanned pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases, and social marginalization 

(Senawong, 2019). 

Despite these challenges, the work provides some women with greater economic in-

dependence and social mobility compared to other available options in Laos. The pres-

ence of family or community networks in Thailand is crucial, as it provides support, 

reduces isolation, and helps navigate the risks associated with irregular migration 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007; Xayamoungkhoun and Harkins, 2023; Senawong, 2019). 

5.5. Lao Women in Western Diasporas: U.S., France, Australia 

United States 

Lao women in the U.S. diaspora, particularly those from ethnic minority backgrounds 

such as Hmong and Mien, often arrived as refugees following the Laotian Civil War. 

Their experiences are shaped by the challenges of resettlement, including language 

barriers, limited access to education and employment, and the need to balance tradi-

tional cultural expectations with the demands of integration into American society 

(Molesky-Poz, 2010). 

Women in the diaspora frequently take on new roles as primary income earners and 

community leaders, while also striving to preserve cultural traditions and support their 

families. However, they may also face isolation, discrimination, and difficulties access-

ing social services. Community organizations and support networks play a vital role in 

helping Lao women navigate these challenges and advocate for their rights (Molesky-

Poz, 2010). 

France 

In France, Lao women are part of a smaller but established diaspora, often arriving as 

refugees or through family reunification. French NGOs, such as AFESIP, provide support 

to women who have been victims of trafficking or exploitation, offering shelter, voca-

tional training, and psychological care (Ambassade de France au Laos, 2012). Lao 



women in France face similar integration challenges as in the U.S., including language 

barriers and the need to balance work and family responsibilities. The diaspora com-

munity provides a crucial support network, helping women access resources and 

maintain cultural connections (Ambassade de France au Laos, 2012). 

Australia 

Australia’s Lao diaspora includes women who have migrated for education, employ-

ment, or family reunification. Programs like the “Passing the Torch” initiative, sup-

ported by the Australian government, aim to empower Lao women by building lead-

ership skills, professional networks, and confidence. These programs highlight the im-

portance of intergenerational mentoring and community support in helping Lao 

women achieve their goals and advocate for their rights (Laos Australia Institute, 2019). 

Lao women in Australia often take on leadership roles within their communities, pro-

moting education and gender equality. Their experiences reflect both the challenges 

of integration and the opportunities for personal and professional growth that migra-

tion can provide (Laos Australia Indtitute, 2019). 

5.6. The Impact of Migration on Family Structure and Gender Relations 

Migration has profound effects on Lao family structures and gender relations, both in 

the country of origin and in destination countries. 

Family Structure 

The migration of one or both parents, especially mothers, leads to a reconfiguration 

of family roles and caregiving arrangements. In many cases, children are left behind 

with grandparents or other relatives, creating transnational families where caregiving 

responsibilities are shared or transferred (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022; Hoang et 

al., 2014). 

Ethnographic studies in Laos show that the decision to leave children behind is com-

mon among married couples who migrate together, with more than half of such cou-

ples leaving their children in Laos while they work abroad (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022). This arrangement can strengthen intergenerational bonds but may also lead to 

emotional strain and challenges in maintaining parental relationships over distance 

(Hoang et al., 2014). 



Gender Relations 

Migration often shifts traditional gender roles, as women become primary income 

earners and decision-makers within their households. Remittances sent by women mi-

grants are critical for household survival and can empower women economically, in-

creasing their status within the family and community (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022; UNESCO, 2018). 

However, these changes can also create tensions, as women may face pressure to fulfill 

both their new economic roles and traditional caregiving responsibilities. Returnee 

women may experience stigma or marginalization, particularly if they worked in stig-

matized sectors such as the entertainment industry (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Senawong, 

2019). 

Overall, migration contributes to the feminization of labor and the reconfiguration of 

family and gender roles in Laos, with both positive and negative consequences for 

women and their families (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022; UNESCO, 2018). 

VI. Social Change and Transformation of Gender Roles 

6.1. Empowerment and Agency: Economic, Social, and Personal Dimensions 

Lao women’s migration has catalyzed multifaceted empowerment, reshaping their 

roles within households and communities. 

• Economic Empowerment: Remittances sent by female migrants constitute 

over 1.2% of Laos’ GDP (US$200 million annually) and are critical for rural 

household survival. Women who migrate often gain control over financial re-

sources, enabling investments in education, healthcare, and small businesses. 

For example, returnee women in Savannakhet reinvest savings into village 

shops, challenging traditional subsistence roles (Bayangos and Lubangco, 2024; 

Jampaklay et al., 2022). Programs like Australia’s Passing the Torch initiative 

further bolster entrepreneurship, with 64% of Lao women in diaspora-led busi-

nesses reporting increased decision-making autonomy (Department of For-

eign Affairs and Trade, n.d.). 

• Social Empowerment: Migration disrupts patriarchal norms, as women en-

gage in transnational networks and assume leadership in diaspora 



organizations. In the U.S., Hmong and Lao women lead cultural preservation 

efforts, countering historical marginalization in public narratives (Molesky-Poz, 

2010). However, social stigma persists for returnees from stigmatized sectors 

(e.g., entertainment), limiting full reintegration (Tsomo, 2010). 

• Personal Agency: Migration fosters self-determination, particularly for young 

women escaping early marriage pressures. In Xieng Khuang Province, 77% of 

girls delay marriage to pursue education or careers, redefining life trajectories 

beyond traditional caregiving roles (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). 

6.2. Shifts in Household Dynamics: Remittances, Decision-Making, and Authority 

Remittances and migration reconfigure power structures within Lao households, 

though tensions persist between old and new norms. 

• Remittance Control: Women are the primary recipients of remittances in 60% 

of migrant households, granting them unprecedented influence over resource 

allocation. Matrilineal traditions in lowland Laos amplify this shift, as daugh-

ters managing remittances often inherit land and homes, consolidating eco-

nomic authority (Jampaklay et al., 2022; Somphongbouthakanh and Schenk-

Sandbergen, 2020). 

• Decision-Making: Migrant women frequently dictate spending on education, 

healthcare, and agricultural investments. In Thailand, 58% of Lao women mi-

grants autonomously decide how to allocate earnings, bypassing male rela-

tives (Jampaklay et al., 2022). This contrasts with pre-migration dynamics, 

where men dominated financial decisions. 

• Intergenerational Tensions: While remittances reduce rural poverty rates by 

8%, they also strain familial bonds. Children left with grandparents report emo-

tional distance, and returning mothers face scrutiny for “abandoning” caregiv-

ing duties (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022; Phouxay, 2010). 

6.3. Negotiating Tradition and Modernity in the Diaspora 

Diasporic Lao women navigate hybrid identities, balancing cultural preservation with 

adaptation to host societies. 

• Cultural Hybridity: Events like the Miss Songkhan pageant in U.S. diasporas 



blend pre-revolutionary Lao symbols (e.g., traditional sinh dresses) with mod-

ern gender ideologies, celebrating both heritage and individual agency (Gor-

don, 2019). Similarly, Lao Buddhist nuns in France mediate between monastic 

traditions and secular feminism, advocating for women’s spiritual leader-

ship (Tsomo, 2010). 

• Generational Divides: Second-generation Lao-Americans often reject ar-

ranged marriages and patriarchal norms, embracing egalitarian relationships. 

Yet they face pressure to uphold rituals like baci ceremonies, reflecting ongo-

ing negotiations between autonomy and cultural loyalty (Molesky-Poz, 2010; 

Gordon, 2019). 

• Policy Advocacy: Diaspora women lobby for gender-responsive reforms, such 

as Thailand’s inclusion of domestic workers in labor protections. Their efforts 

highlight the interplay between transnational activism and local change (De-

partment of Foreign Affairs and Trade, n.d.; ILO, 2021). 

6.4. Tensions and Conflicts: Marriage, Divorce, and Intergenerational Change 

Migration has introduced new tensions and conflicts within Lao families, particularly 

regarding marriage, divorce, and intergenerational relationships. 

Marriage and Its Reconfiguration 

Traditionally, Lao women married young and within their local communities, often be-

fore the age of 18, especially among ethnic minorities and in rural areas (Hyun, 

2019). However, migration has contributed to the gradual rise in the age of marriage, 

as young women increasingly seek education and employment before settling down. 

In urban centers and among those with access to education, women now marry at 

around age 22, reflecting a shift towards greater autonomy and delayed family for-

mation (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). This change is not uniform: rural and eth-

nic minority women, such as the Hmong, continue to experience high rates of early 

marriage due to entrenched social norms, poverty, and limited educational opportu-

nities (Hyun, 2019). 

Divorce and Marital Tensions 

While divorce rates in Laos remain relatively low (1.4% of the population aged 15 and 



older were divorced or separated according to the 2005 census), migration can both 

exacerbate and alleviate marital tensions (Lao Atlas, 2005). Separation due to migra-

tion—where one or both spouses work abroad—can strain relationships, leading to 

emotional distance and, in some cases, extramarital affairs or permanent separation. 

However, migration also offers women an escape from unhappy or abusive marriages, 

as it provides economic independence and access to broader social networks (Tyidum, 

2015). The ability to leave difficult relationships is not always straightforward, as legal 

and social barriers to divorce remain, and women may face stigma or loss of support 

if they return home after a failed marriage. 

Intergenerational Change 

Migration has reconfigured traditional family structures, particularly through the rise 

of transnational families. Many married couples migrate together or separately, often 

leaving their children in the care of grandparents or other relatives (Petitet and 

Phetchanpheng, 2022). This arrangement, while practical for economic survival, can 

create emotional distance between parents and children and place additional caregiv-

ing burdens on older generations. 

At the same time, migration fosters new intergenerational dynamics. Young women 

who migrate and return with savings or new skills often challenge traditional authority 

within the household, negotiating greater say in family decisions and sometimes in-

vesting in local businesses or community initiatives (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 

2022). This shift can lead to both empowerment and conflict, as older generations may 

resist changes to established gender roles and family hierarchies. 

6.5. The Emergence of New Gender Identities and Subjectivities 

Migration has catalyzed the emergence of new gender identities and subjectivities 

among Lao women, both within Laos and in the diaspora. 

Reimagining Traditional Roles 

As women migrate and gain economic independence, they often renegotiate their 

roles within the family and community. Many become primary income earners, deci-

sion-makers, and even community leaders, challenging the traditional expectation 

that women should be primarily responsible for caregiving and household manage-

ment (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). This transformation is particularly visible 



among returnee migrants who invest their earnings in local businesses or education, 

demonstrating new models of female agency and entrepreneurship. 

Negotiating Modernity and Tradition 

In the diaspora, Lao women navigate complex identities, balancing traditional cultural 

expectations with the demands of integration into host societies. Second-generation 

Lao women in Western countries, for example, often reject arranged marriages and 

patriarchal norms, embracing more egalitarian relationships and pursuing education 

and careers (Petitet and Phetchanpheng, 2022). At the same time, they may feel pres-

sure to maintain cultural traditions, such as participation in rituals and community 

events, reflecting ongoing negotiations between autonomy and cultural loyalty. 

Diverse Gender Identities 

While much of the literature focuses on heterosexual women, there is growing recog-

nition of the experiences of Lao women and migrants with diverse sexual orientations 

and gender identities. Migration can provide opportunities for individuals to explore 

and express non-traditional gender identities, although they may also face discrimina-

tion and exclusion both in their communities of origin and in destination countries 

(Dwyer, 2022). The emergence of new subjectivities is thus shaped by intersecting fac-

tors of gender, sexuality, class, and migration status. 

Migration has not only transformed the material conditions of Lao women’s lives but 

also their sense of self and place within their families and communities. The resulting 

tensions, conflicts, and new subjectivities reflect broader processes of social change, 

as women negotiate tradition and modernity, autonomy and belonging, in increasingly 

interconnected and globalized contexts. 

VII. Transnationalism, Diaspora Networks, and Community Life 

7.1. Maintaining Ties to Homeland: Remittances, Rituals, and Communication 

Lao transnationalism is sustained by a dynamic interplay of economic, cultural, and 

social practices that connect migrants with their homeland. Remittances are a corner-

stone of these ties. Lao women migrants, particularly those in Thailand, the U.S., 

France, and Australia, send significant financial support to families in Laos. These re-

mittances fund essential needs such as food, education, healthcare, and small business 

investments, and they are recognized as a vital poverty alleviation tool for rural 



households. In many cases, remittances also support community projects and religious 

activities, reinforcing collective identity and shared responsibility (Indavong, 2009; 

Ngotsyoudom, 2024). 

Beyond the economic realm, rituals and religious practices serve as powerful mecha-

nisms for sustaining cultural connections. Lao diaspora communities regularly organize 

and participate in Buddhist festivals, baci ceremonies, and New Year celebrations, of-

ten centered around local temples. These events provide opportunities for the dias-

pora to express devotion, maintain language and traditions, and foster a sense of be-

longing. The Thatlouang stupa and the Lao flag, as highlighted in recent diaspora en-

gagement events, are potent symbols of unity and cultural continuity (Indavong, 2009; 

Ngotsyoudom, 2024). 

Communication technologies—from social media to messaging apps—have revolu-

tionized how Lao migrants maintain everyday contact with relatives and friends in Laos. 

Video calls, group chats, and online remittance platforms enable real-time exchanges 

of news, advice, and emotional support, narrowing the distance between the diaspora 

and their homeland. These digital connections also facilitate the organization of trans-

national family life, including caregiving arrangements and the coordination of remit-

tance flows (Indavong, 2009). 

The Lao government has recognized the importance of these connections, actively en-

couraging the diaspora to visit, invest, and participate in national development. Initia-

tives like the “Love Your Home Country” campaign and proposals to ease residency 

and land ownership rights for overseas Lao reflect a growing effort to harness diaspora 

resources and strengthen cultural bonds (Ngotsyoudom, 2024). 

7.2. Diaspora Organizations and Women’s Leadership 

Diaspora organizations play a pivotal role in structuring community life, fostering inte-

gration, and amplifying the voices of Lao women. These organizations range from reli-

gious associations and cultural clubs to advocacy groups and professional networks. 

Community and Cultural Organizations 

Lao Buddhist temples abroad often serve as the nucleus of diaspora life, hosting reli-

gious events, language classes, and cultural festivals. These institutions help preserve 

Lao heritage and provide a platform for women to assume leadership roles as 



organizers, teachers, and cultural ambassadors (Indavong, 2009). Women frequently 

coordinate festivals, lead fundraising efforts, and manage community outreach, ensur-

ing the transmission of cultural values to younger generations. 

Professional and Advocacy Networks 

In Western countries, Lao women have established or led organizations focused on 

education, social services, and humanitarian aid. Notable examples include the Phon-

tong Handicraft Cooperative, founded by Kommaly Chanthavong, which empowers 

women through artisan training and fair-trade textile production. In the U.S., women 

like Channapha Khamvongsa and Elizabeth Tolzmann have led initiatives addressing 

issues from unexploded ordnance in Laos to immigration and legal advocacy (Lit-

tlelaosontheprairie, 2012). 

Women’s Leadership and Empowerment: 

Lao women’s leadership is increasingly visible both in the diaspora and in Laos itself. 

Programs such as Australia’s “Investing in Women’s Leadership in Laos” and the Laos 

Australia Institute’s “Passing the Torch” initiative provide training, mentorship, and 

networking opportunities for emerging women leaders (Australian Embassy, Lao PDR, 

n.d.). These efforts are complemented by the Lao Women’s Union (LWU), which mo-

bilizes women across all ethnic groups for rights advocacy, skill development, and par-

ticipation in socio-economic development (GRID, 2006). Diaspora women often act as 

cultural brokers and advocates for gender equality, drawing on their transnational ex-

periences to challenge stereotypes and promote inclusive leadership. 

Despite these advances, women remain underrepresented in formal leadership roles, 

both in Laos and abroad. Only about 2% of village leaders in Laos are women, though 

this is slowly changing as perceptions shift and more women step into public life (Ku-

mar, 2021; Straker-Cook, 2020). Diaspora organizations are crucial spaces for building 

confidence, sharing experiences, and supporting women’s ambitions—whether 

through business, politics, or community service. 

Transnational ties, sustained through remittances, rituals, and digital communication, 

are vital for the Lao diaspora’s sense of identity and belonging. Diaspora organizations 

and women’s leadership not only preserve cultural heritage but also drive social 

change, empowerment, and community resilience across borders. 



7.3. Religion, Culture, and the Negotiation of Identity 

Religion and culture are foundational to Lao identity, both in Laos and across the global 

diaspora. Theravada Buddhism remains central, shaping social norms, daily practices, 

and community organization for the majority of Lao people (Wikipedia, 2025d; 

2025e). In the diaspora, Buddhist temples serve as vital community hubs, providing 

not only spiritual guidance but also a space for cultural preservation, language educa-

tion, and social support (Choron-Baix, 2024). Festivals and rituals—such as baci cere-

monies, Buddhist New Year, and ancestor veneration—are adapted to new environ-

ments, blending traditional beliefs with the realities of migration and urban life (Wik-

ipedia, 2025d; Choron-Baix, 2024). 

Syncretism is a hallmark of Lao religious practice, with Buddhism intertwined with an-

imist and ancestral traditions (Wikipedia , 2025d; 2025e). This blending enables Lao 

migrants to maintain a sense of continuity and resilience, even as they adapt to new 

cultural landscapes. In France, for example, Lao communities have reawakened and 

adapted older spiritual practices to cope with migration’s challenges, using rituals as a 

means of emotional support and community cohesion (Choron-Baix, 2024). These 

practices help individuals and families navigate the uncertainties of exile, while rein-

forcing a shared heritage. 

Cultural identity in the diaspora is dynamic and fluid, shaped by both the yearning for 

homeland and the need to adapt (Kaewtapee, 2021). Music, language, and food tradi-

tions are actively maintained, with diaspora communities selectively emphasizing cer-

tain cultural features to express their Lao-ness. This process of negotiation is evident 

in how Lao people in different countries adapt rituals, music, and even leadership 

structures to fit their new contexts while preserving core elements of their heritage 

(Kaewtapee, 2021). The result is a living, evolving identity that both honors tradition 

and embraces change. 

7.4. Gendered Participation in Community and Public Life 

Gender roles in Lao society have historically been shaped by patriarchal norms, with 

men as primary breadwinners and women responsible for domestic work, childcare, 

and supporting family businesses (ILO, 2024b; OECD, 2024). In rural and ethnic minor-

ity communities, these roles have been particularly entrenched, often limiting 

women’s access to education, public services, and participation in community 



decision-making (ILO, 2024b; Khounnouvong, 2025). However, significant changes are 

underway. 

Empowerment Initiatives and Shifting Norms 

Recent years have seen targeted efforts to promote gender equality and women’s 

leadership at both grassroots and national levels. Projects like the ILO’s SOLAR initia-

tive and Oxfam-supported programs have introduced gender action learning systems 

in rural villages, encouraging men and women to jointly reflect on and challenge tra-

ditional gender norms (ILO, 2024b; Khounnouvong, 2025). These initiatives have led 

to more equitable division of labor, increased women’s participation in community 

meetings, and greater confidence among women to voice their opinions. 

Women’s Leadership and Representation 

The Lao Women’s Union (LWU) has played a pivotal role in advancing women’s rights, 

mobilizing women across all ethnic groups, and ensuring their representation in policy-

making, legal reform, and community mediation (Lao Women’s Union, 2010; GRID, 

2006). Women now hold 59% of managerial positions in Laos—more than twice the 

global average—reflecting significant progress in public and civil spheres (OECD, 2024; 

UNFPA, 2024). At the village level, women are increasingly involved in decision-making, 

managing savings groups, and leading community development projects 

(Khounnouvong, 2025). Inspirational leadership programs and public forums have fur-

ther motivated young Lao women to pursue careers and take on visible roles in busi-

ness, government, and advocacy (GIZ, 2019). 

Persistent Barriers 

Despite legal frameworks supporting gender equality, customary and informal laws—

especially among ethnic minorities—continue to restrict women’s rights in areas like 

inheritance and land ownership (OECD, 2024; UNDP, 2022). Social norms still discour-

age women from speaking out in public or taking leadership roles, particularly in re-

mote and disadvantaged areas (Khounnouvong, 2025). Illiteracy, language barriers, 

and lack of confidence remain significant challenges for many women. 

Transformative Change 

Nevertheless, there is clear evidence of transformation. Gender roles are becoming 



more flexible, with men participating more in domestic work and women taking on 

public leadership. Community dialogues and gender awareness training have fostered 

shared responsibility and reduced gender-based discrimination (ILO, 2024b; UNDP, 

2022). As women become more visible in public life, they serve as role models for 

younger generations, inspiring further shifts toward equality and inclusive participa-

tion. 

VIII. Comparative Perspectives and Intersectional Challenges 

8.1. Comparison with Other Southeast Asian Female Migrant Experiences 

Lao women's migration experiences share significant parallels with those of neighbor-

ing countries but also reveal critical distinctions shaped by national contexts and inter-

sectional identities. Like Filipino, Indonesian, and Cambodian migrants, Lao women 

predominantly enter gendered labor sectors such as domestic work, agriculture, and 

manufacturing in destination countries like Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore. Across 

the region, women face systemic vulnerabilities: wage theft, exclusion from labor pro-

tections, and heightened risks of trafficking and exploitation, particularly in irregular 

migration channels (ILO, 2023; Pickering and Powell, 2018). 

However, Lao women encounter unique challenges due to structural constraints spe-

cific to Laos: 

• Policy gaps: Unlike the Philippines (which has bilateral agreements protecting 

domestic workers), Laos’ labor MOUs with Thailand exclude domestic work, 

leaving 82% of Lao women migrants without legal safeguards (Phetsiriseng, 

2007). 

• Ethnic dimensions: While Indonesian and Filipino migrants often navigate reli-

gious or linguistic barriers, Lao Hmong and Khmu women face compounded 

discrimination based on ethnicity and irregular status in Thailand, limiting ac-

cess to support networks (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Lee and Piper, 2013). 

• Return challenges: Lao women experience higher post-return unemployment 

(34%) compared to Vietnamese or Cambodian returnees, partly due to weaker 

reintegration programs and rural economic stagnation (ILO, 2023; Phetsiriseng, 

2007). 



Conversely, Lao women demonstrate comparable agency through remittance-driven 

investments and transnational networks, mirroring patterns among Filipino and Indo-

nesian migrants who leverage earnings for entrepreneurship or education (IOM, 

2009a). Yet, their resilience is tested by Laos’ landlocked geography and limited dias-

pora infrastructure, constraining cross-border advocacy compared to Philippine or In-

donesian migrant communities (Pickering and Powell, 2018; IOM, 2009a). 

Intersectional analysis reveals that across Southeast Asia, gender intersects with class, 

ethnicity, and legal status to amplify risks. For example: 

• Lao and Cambodian women in Thailand’s agriculture sector earn 30–50% less 

than male counterparts, while Burmese women face heightened trafficking 

risks due to conflict-induced displacement (Pickering and Powell, 2018; IOM, 

2009a). 

• Unlike Thailand’s established migrant worker unions, Lao women lack collective 

bargaining mechanisms, reflecting weaker civil society support (Phetsiriseng, 

2007; Lee and Piper, 2013). 

This comparative lens underscores that while gendered precarity is regional, effective 

policy responses must address country-specific gaps in protection and empowerment. 

8.2. Intersections of Gender, Class, Ethnicity, and Legal Status 

The lived experiences of Lao women migrants are profoundly shaped by the intersec-

tions of gender, class, ethnicity, and legal status, producing layers of vulnerability and 

discrimination that go beyond any single identity marker. 

Gender and Class 

Lao women migrants are predominantly from rural, low-income backgrounds, which 

limits their access to education and formal employment opportunities. Poverty and 

lack of viable livelihoods are primary push factors, compelling women to seek work 

abroad, often in low-wage, informal sectors such as domestic work and agriculture. 

These sectors are characterized by exploitative conditions, limited labor protections, 

and low social status, reinforcing both gendered and class-based marginalization 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Ethnicity 



Ethnic minority women, particularly Hmong and Khmu, face compounded disad-

vantages. Language barriers, cultural discrimination, and lower educational attain-

ment further restrict their employment options and access to support services in both 

Laos and destination countries. Ethnic identity can also influence migration routes and 

the types of networks available for support, with some groups more reliant on informal 

brokers or community-based migration channels (Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Legal Status 

Legal status is a critical axis of vulnerability. The majority of Lao women migrate to 

Thailand through irregular channels, as official migration pathways are costly and bu-

reaucratic. Without legal documentation, women are excluded from labor protections, 

healthcare, and social services. Irregular status heightens the risk of exploitation by 

employers, smugglers, and traffickers, and discourages reporting of abuse due to fear 

of detention or deportation (Phetsiriseng, 2007; Chuemchit et al., 2024). During crises 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic, these barriers become even more pronounced, as 

undocumented women face additional obstacles in accessing medical care and legal 

recourse (Chuemchit et al., 2024). 

Intersectional Discrimination 

These intersecting identities result in specific forms of discrimination and violence. For 

example, women migrants may be subject to mandatory pregnancy testing, denial of 

reproductive rights, and dismissal from employment due to pregnancy—practices that 

are widespread across Southeast Asia and disproportionately affect those with irregu-

lar status or in low-skilled jobs (ILO, n.d.). Ethnic minority women are also more likely 

to experience workplace harassment, wage theft, and limited access to justice mech-

anisms (Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

Family and Social Networks 

While family and kinship networks can provide critical support, they can also reinforce 

traditional gender roles and expectations, placing additional pressures on women to 

remit earnings or endure exploitative conditions for the sake of family survival 

(Phetsiriseng, 2007). 

The intersection of gender, class, ethnicity, and legal status creates a complex matrix 

of vulnerability for Lao women migrants, shaping every stage of the migration pro-

cess—from decision-making and journey to employment and return. Addressing these 



challenges requires intersectional policy approaches that recognize the multiple, over-

lapping forms of disadvantage faced by migrant women and promote their rights, 

agency, and well-being. 

8.3. The Role of Host Country Policies and Social Attitudes 

Host country policies and prevailing social attitudes play a decisive role in shaping the 

migration experiences and well-being of Lao women abroad. These factors determine 

not only access to decent work and legal protection but also the degree of vulnerability 

to exploitation, discrimination, and abuse. 

Policy Frameworks and Legal Protections 

Many destination countries, notably Thailand, have established bilateral agreements 

and Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) with Laos to regulate labor migration and 

address concerns such as trafficking and labor rights. The 2002 Lao-Thai MoU, for ex-

ample, aims to ensure Lao migrants receive equal wages and benefits as nationals and 

are covered by local labor laws (UN Women, 2013a). However, implementation gaps 

persist: domestic and agricultural work—sectors where Lao women are overrepre-

sented—are often excluded from labor protections, leaving women outside the scope 

of minimum wage laws, social security, and grievance mechanisms (Koh, 2019; 

Phetsiriseng, 2007; ILO, 2023). 

The regular migration process is costly, bureaucratic, and slow, prompting most Lao 

women to migrate through irregular channels (Phetsiriseng, 2007; ILO, 2023). This ir-

regular status severely limits access to legal recourse, healthcare, and social services, 

and increases exposure to exploitation by employers, brokers, and authorities. Undoc-

umented women face heightened risks of wage theft, harassment, and detention, and 

are often unable to report abuse for fear of deportation (ILO, 2023; IOM, 2021). 

Visa and Employment Regulations 

Visa and employment regulations often indirectly discriminate against women. Re-

strictions may exclude women from certain job categories or limit their ability to 

change employers, reinforcing occupational segregation and dependency on interme-

diaries (UN Women, 2013a). The CEDAW Committee has criticized such regulations, 

urging the repeal of outright bans and discriminatory practices that disproportionately 

impact women migrant workers (UN Women, 2013a). 



Social Attitudes and Gender Norms 

Social attitudes in host countries can further compound Lao women’s vulnerability. 

Gendered and xenophobic stereotypes frame migrant women as docile, unskilled, or 

morally suspect—particularly those working in entertainment or domestic sectors 

(Koh, 2019; Phetsiriseng, 2007). These attitudes foster environments where abuse is 

normalized and reporting is discouraged. Lao women may also face isolation and ex-

clusion from local communities, limiting their access to support networks and infor-

mation about their rights. 

Empowerment and Good Practices 

Despite these challenges, there are examples of progress. Some bilateral agreements 

include gender-sensitive provisions, and civil society organizations in Thailand and 

elsewhere have developed support services, legal aid, and advocacy programs for mi-

grant women (Koh, 2019). The ILO and UN Women recommend strengthening regula-

tory systems, lowering migration costs, expanding legal migration channels, and en-

suring that labor protections cover all sectors where women are employed (ILO, 2023; 

UN Women, 2013a). Public awareness campaigns and community engagement can 

also help shift negative social attitudes and promote inclusion. 

In sum, host country policies and social attitudes are pivotal in shaping the migration 

trajectory of Lao women. Where policies are inclusive and rights-based, and where 

social attitudes are supportive, women are better protected and empowered. Con-

versely, restrictive regulations and discriminatory attitudes perpetuate cycles of vul-

nerability and exploitation. Addressing these issues requires coordinated policy reform, 

robust enforcement, and ongoing advocacy to ensure Lao women migrants can access 

decent work, safety, and dignity abroad. 

8.4. Case Study: Hmong and Khmu Women in the Diaspora 

Hmong and Khmu women in Western diasporas navigate complex intersections of tra-

dition, gender roles, and adaptation, with distinct experiences shaped by migration 

contexts: 

Hmong Women: Negotiating Patriarchy and Empowerment 

• Australia: First-generation Hmong women arrived with ingrained patriarchal 

norms from Laos, where their value was tied to reproductive labor and 



subordination (Saulo, 2020). Resettlement exposed them to Western gender 

equality, enabling gradual agency through employment and financial inde-

pendence. They became pivotal "culture bearers," preserving traditions while 

empowering daughters to challenge restrictive norms (Saulo, 2020). 

• United States: Hmong women transitioned from agrarian roles to becoming 

primary breadwinners, reshaping family dynamics. As counselors and commu-

nity leaders (e.g., Oakland's Mien women), they address youth violence and 

advocate for education, balancing "half and half" cultural identities (Molesky-

Poz, 2010). 

• Thailand: Women face rigid traditions like "blind marriages" and post-divorce 

ostracization. Those who flee to cities or convert to Christianity seek autonomy, 

though stigma persists. Initiatives like "Take Home a Daughter" promote family 

reintegration and rights reform (Kowitwanij, 2015). 

Khmu Women: Underrepresented Struggles 

While less documented, Khmu women in diasporas encounter similar challenges: 

• Economic Shifts: Like Hmong peers, many transition from rural subsistence to 

low-wage sectors abroad, managing remittances for family survival. 

• Cultural Pressures: Ethnic discrimination compounds gender barriers, limiting 

access to education and formal employment. 

• Agency through Networks: Khmu women leverage kinship ties for migration 

pathways, though their narratives remain underrepresented in scholarship (Lo, 

2002). 

Comparative Insights 

Both groups exhibit resilience through: 

• Reconfigured Gender Roles: Migration necessitates shared household respon-

sibilities, with women gaining economic authority. 

• Intergenerational Change: Second-generation daughters reject early marriage 

and embrace education, though they face cultural preservation pressures 

(Saulo, 2020; Molesky-Poz, 2010). 



• Structural Barriers: Legal status, language gaps, and ethnic discrimination in 

host countries (e.g., Thailand’s exclusionary policies) heighten vulnerabilities 

(Kowitwanij, 2015; Lo, 2002). 

Hmong women’s diaspora experiences highlight transformative agency amid patriar-

chal constraints, while Khmu women’s stories underscore intersecting ethnic and gen-

der inequities demanding greater scholarly attention. 

IX. Policy Implications and Recommendations 

9.1. Gaps in Protection and Support for Lao Women Migrants 

Lao women migrants face systemic protection gaps across the migration cycle: 

• Legal Exclusion: Over 82% of Lao women in Thailand work in sectors excluded 

from labor protections (e.g., domestic work), leaving them vulnerable to wage 

theft, exploitation, and abuse. 

• Irregular Migration: High costs (avg. US$425) and bureaucratic delays in the 

Lao-Thai MOU push 63% into irregular channels, denying access to healthcare 

and justice. 

• Post-Return Challenges: 34% experience unemployment upon return due to 

weak reintegration programs and stigma, particularly for survivors of violence. 

• Social Protection Gaps: Undocumented women are excluded from maternity 

benefits, healthcare, and vocational training, exacerbating poverty cycles. 

Ethnic minority women (e.g., Hmong, Khmu) face compounded barriers, including lan-

guage discrimination and limited access to support networks. 

9.2. Best Practices from International and Regional Frameworks 

Evidence-based solutions can address these gaps through gender-responsive policies: 

1. Gender-Responsive Bilateral Agreements 

• Expand the Lao-Thai MOU to cover domestic and agricultural work, aligning 

with ILO C189 on domestic workers (UN Women, 2013b; 2021). 

• Reduce migration costs and processing times to incentivize regular pathways, 

as advocated by the Global Compact for Migration (GCM) (UN Women, 2017a; 



2021). 

2. Strengthened Support Systems 

• Replicate the Bokeo Protection Shelter model nationwide, providing inte-

grated services (legal aid, healthcare, vocational training) for survivors of traf-

ficking and violence (UNFPA, 2023). 

• Establish Migrant Resource Centres offering multilingual rights awareness, as 

piloted in Bokeo by ILO-UN Women (ILO, 2021). 

3. Inclusive Social Protection 

• Extend maternity benefits and healthcare to all migrant women, regardless of 

status, per CEDAW General Recommendation 26 (UN Women, 2013b; 2020b). 

• Implement pre-departure training on self-defense and labor rights, modeled 

on IOM’s "Power to Choose" program (IOM, 2009b). 

4. Empowerment and Accountability 

• Ensure women’s participation in policy design, following GCM Principle 15 on 

inclusive governance (UN Women, 2017a; 2021). 

• Criminalize wage theft and confiscation of identity documents, enforcing pen-

alties via bilateral task forces (UN Women, 2013b; 2022). 

Key Recommendations: 

• Ratify ILO C189 and integrate gender-responsive monitoring into all MOUs. 

• Allocate national budgets for returnee vocational training and entrepreneur-

ship grants. 

• Mandate gender-disaggregated data collection to track progress. 

By adopting these measures, Laos can transform migration into a pathway for empow-

erment, aligning with the 2030 Agenda’s commitment to "leave no one behind". 

9.3. Recommendations for Governments, NGOs, and Diaspora Organizations 

Governments 

• Ratify and enforce ILO Convention 189 to extend labor protections to 



domestic workers, closing critical gaps in bilateral agreements like the Lao-Thai 

MOU. 

• Reduce migration costs and streamline bureaucratic processes to incentivize 

regular migration, cutting fees from ~US$425 to <US$100 and processing times 

by 50%. 

• Establish gender-disaggregated data systems to track migration outcomes and 

inform policy, aligning with UN Women’s gender-sensitive migration frame-

work. 

• Fund nationwide reintegration programs offering vocational training, mental 

health support, and entrepreneurship grants for returnee women. 

NGOs 

• Scale up Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) like Bokeo’s model, provid-

ing pre-departure training on rights, safe migration, and legal aid. 

• Operate protection shelters for survivors of violence and trafficking, replicat-

ing Bokeo’s integrated services (healthcare, legal aid, skills training). 

• Launch awareness campaigns targeting ethnic minorities (Hmong, Khmu) in 

local languages to combat trafficking and exploitation. 

Diaspora Organizations 

• Develop transnational advocacy networks to lobby host countries for labor 

law reforms, leveraging platforms like Safe and Fair’s ASEAN policy roadmap 

(International Partnerships, 2020). 

• Create mentorship programs linking returnee women with diaspora entrepre-

neurs for business development (UN Women, n.d.; 2017b). 

• Document and share migration experiences to inform policy, using tools like 

IOM’s "Power to Choose" for peer education (ILO, 2023). 

9.4. The Need for Gender-Sensitive Migration and Integration Policies 

Gender-sensitive policies are essential to address the intersectional vulnerabili-

ties faced by Lao women migrants—where gender, ethnicity, class, and legal status 



amplify risks of exploitation. Key priorities include: 

Policy Design 

• Mainstream gender in all migration governance, as seen in ASEAN’s Gender-

Responsive Guidelines, ensuring MOUs cover feminized sectors (domestic/ag-

ricultural work) (UN Women, 2017b; International Partnerships, 2020). 

• Mandate gender quotas in bilateral task forces monitoring labor conditions, 

with 30% female representation to elevate women’s concerns (International 

Partnerships, 2020). 

Integration Support 

• Host-country protections: Enforce equal access to healthcare, childcare, and 

legal services, regardless of migration status. Thailand’s exclusion of domestic 

workers from labor laws must end. 

• Anti-discrimination measures: Criminalize xenophobic practices (e.g., manda-

tory pregnancy testing) and ensure complaint mechanisms are accessible. 

Regional Coordination 

• Harmonize social protection across ASEAN via portable benefits (e.g., health 

insurance, pensions), reducing precarity during crises like COVID-19. 

• Fund gender-responsive border management to prevent trafficking, using Safe 

and Fair’s model for cross-border referral systems. 

Implementation: Adopt UN Women’s "3C Framework" (Coordination, Capacity, Cash) 

to allocate budgets for policy enforcement, training officials, and direct cash transfers 

for returnee women (UN Women, n.d.; 2017b). 

X. Conclusion 

10.1. Summary of Key Findings 

This study has illuminated the complex interplay of gender, migration, and social 

change shaping Lao women’s experiences across the global diaspora. Key findings re-

veal that economic necessity, limited rural opportunities, and aspirations for auton-

omy drive female migration, with Thailand serving as the primary destination due to 



proximity and labor demand. Lao women dominate informal sectors like domestic 

work (34%), agriculture (28%), and manufacturing (22%), where they face systemic 

vulnerabilities: 82% lack legal protections, 63% migrate irregularly due to costly bu-

reaucratic processes, and 34% experience post-return unemployment. Ethnic minority 

women (e.g., Hmong, Khmu) endure compounded discrimination, while remittances—

contributing 1.2% to Laos’ GDP—fuel household resilience yet reinforce caregiving 

burdens. Migration reshapes gender relations, enabling economic agency but gener-

ating tensions in traditional family structures. Diaspora women emerge as cultural bro-

kers and leaders, sustaining transnational ties through rituals, remittances, and digital 

networks. 

10.2. Contributions to Scholarship 

This research advances three critical areas: 

1. Gendered Migration Theory: By centering Lao women’s experiences, the study 

challenges homogenized narratives of Southeast Asian migration, revealing 

how socialist legacies, ethnic diversity, and diaspora formation uniquely shape 

mobility. 

2. Intersectional Framework: The analysis demonstrates how gender, class, eth-

nicity, and legal status intersect to produce layered vulnerabilities—particularly 

for Hmong and Khmu women—offering a model for analyzing marginalization 

in migration systems. 

3. Transnational Agency: Documenting women’s roles in remittance economies, 

entrepreneurship, and diaspora advocacy counters victimhood tropes, high-

lighting resilience and adaptive strategies. 

10.3. Directions for Future Research 

1. Longitudinal Studies: Track generational shifts in gender roles among diaspora 

communities, especially second-generation Lao women in Western contexts. 

2. Underrepresented Groups: Investigate LGBTQ+ migrants, women with disabil-

ities, and smaller ethnic minorities (e.g., Tai Lue) to address research gaps. 

3. Technology’s Role: Analyze how digital platforms transform transnational care 

networks and economic opportunities. 



4. Policy Efficacy: Evaluate the impact of gender-responsive MOUs (e.g., extend-

ing protections to domestic work) and grassroots initiatives like Bokeo Protec-

tion Shelters. 

5. Regional Comparisons: Systematically contrast Lao women’s trajectories with 

Cambodian, Myanmar, and Vietnamese migrants to identify structural parallels 

and divergences. 

This study underscores that migration is a catalyst for both empowerment and precar-

ity. By centering Lao women’s voices, it lays groundwork for policies that transform 

mobility into a force for gender justice. 
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