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Chapter 4

Migration and the labour market 
in the Philippines

Despite steady economic growth, the Philippine economy is marred by un- and 
underemployment, contributing to emigration of many people in search of work. 
This chapter explores what this outflow – and the significant rate of remittance 
inflows  – means for the domestic labour market. It also investigates the role 
played by labour market programmes – particularly employment agencies and 
vocational training – in people’s migration decisions. The recommendations for 
policy are outlined, particularly in terms of how to improve skills matching in the 
labour market.
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People often feel forced to seek jobs in another country when work opportunities 
at home are scarce or unsatisfactory. Consequently, governments in countries of 
origin are constantly challenged to improve work opportunities so as to decrease 
the need for people to seek work abroad. In the case of the Philippines, the constant 
growth in the past 40 years of the annual outflow of overseas workers (from 
300 000 in 1984 to 1.4 million in 2014) indicates that domestic labour policies 
are not sufficient to generate alternative solutions for all those seeking better 
employment, although labour policies cannot be isolated from demographic, 
economic and social factors.

For many years the failure of Philippine policies to generate full employment 
was attributed to the uneven growth of the economy, which has been subject 
to cyclical downturns. From the 1970s to the end of the 20th century, the GDP 
growth rate went through a sequence of boom and bust cycles. Apart from 
a decline in 2009, in the last 15 years the growth rate has been more stable, 
averaging 6.2% between 2010 and 2015. However, this growth has not translated 
into an adequate decline of unemployment and underemployment, leading 
observers to speak of economic growth without job creation. This is a major 
explanatory factor for the continuous outflow of workers seeking employment 
in foreign labour markets.

This chapter explores these interrelationships between migration and the 
labour market in the Philippines. It begins with an overview of the country’s 
labour market characteristics, before analysing how various migration channels 
affect key labour market outcomes, such as the influence of remittances on 
the work choices of migrant households and individuals. It then analyses the 
influence of labour market policies and programmes on households’ migration 
decisions. The chapter concludes with policy recommendations based on the 
findings of the project.

A brief overview of the Philippine labour market

According to the Philippines’ quarterly Labour Force Survey (LFS), in January 
2016, the country had 67 million people aged 15 years old and above, 63.3% of 
whom were in the labour force (PSA, 2016). Of those in the labour force, 94.2% 
were employed and 5.8% unemployed. The employment rate of the population 
15 years old and above was 59.6%. Underemployment was estimated at 19.7% 
and it is a significant aspect of the Philippine labour market as it involves 
around 7 million people.
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Underemployment cannot be ignored when considering the real dimensions 
of employment. Although youth unemployment is an important issue, 
accounting for almost half of total unemployment (ILO, 2015), the real issue 
is the large number of underemployed and low productivity workers, who 
constitute perhaps one third of the labour force (Paqueo et al., 2014). Therefore, 
poverty in the Philippines is not primarily a matter of joblessness, but of lack 
of opportunities for gainful employment. In this respect, economic growth 
was indeed accompanied by job creation, but not sufficiently to decrease 
underemployment in a significant way. Vulnerable employment (people 
employed as own-account or contributing family workers) decreased by five 
percentage points between 2008 and 2013, but still remained as high as 38% 
(ILO, 2015). Real wages declined between 2001 and 2011, explained by the fact 
that the Philippines can be considered a country with unlimited labour supply 
and therefore does not force employers to increase wages (Paqueo et al., 2014).

As expected, the labour force participation rate was higher for men (76%) 
than for women (50%), (PSA, 2016). The distribution of employment by industry 
showed that 27% were employed in agriculture, 16% in industry and 56% in 
services (PSA, 2016). This distribution reflects the well-known anomaly of the 
Philippine labour market, whereby the decrease of population working in 
agriculture has never been matched by an increase in the industrial sector. 
This is because manufacturing has never developed to the point of being able 
to employ a large portion of the population, not even in the years of import 
substitution. Industry counted for 13.8% of employment in 1974, when the 
overseas employment programme started (Chapter 2), and increased only 
slightly 40 years later, while services has increased from 29% to 53%.

Labourers and unskilled workers were the largest major occupation (31.7%), 
followed by government officials and managers (16.8%), sales workers (13%) and 
farmers and fishers (11.5%). Data on employment by class of workers are also 
helpful to understand the labour profile in the Philippines – they indicate that 
63.2% were wage workers, of whom 8.6% were employed by the government 
and 5.7% worked for a private household. Of the non-wage workers, 25.8% 
were self-employed in their own businesses (but without paid employees), 
3.3% were employers in their own family-operated farm or business, and 7.7% 
were employed without pay in family-operated farms or businesses (PSA, 2016).

The IPPMD survey was conducted in 1 999 households, distributed equally 
across the Philippines’ four provinces (Chapter 3). It collected information on all 
members of households, for a total sample size of 6 554 individuals aged 15 and 
above. Amongst the working age group (15-64), the labour force participation 
rate was 56%, significantly lower than the national rate (Table 4.1). This gap is 
explained by the different formulation of the question on employment in the 
two surveys. While the LFS asks whether X worked for at least one hour during 
the past week, the IPPMD survey simply asked what the current employment 
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status of X was. The unemployment rate amongst survey respondents was 9%, 
higher than the national average, while underemployment cannot be measured 
through the survey dataset. Consistent with data at the national level, women 
in the survey had a lower labour force participation rate (41%) than men (66%).

Table 4.1. The labour market picture in the Philippine IPPMD sample

All Men Women Urban Rural

Labour market characteristics (aged 15-64)          

Number of employed individuals 3 038 1 827 1 211 1 587 1 451

Number of unemployed individuals 1 145 635 510 501 644

Number of individuals 6 027 2 929 3 098 3 065 2 962

Labour force participation rate 56% 69% 43% 57% 55%

Employment rate 50% 62% 39% 52% 49%

Employment status (aged 15-64) 5 987* 2 910 3 077 3 045 2 942

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Self-employed 1 080 639 441 566 514

18% 22% 14% 19% 17%

Paid employee in public sector 293 154 139 141 152

5% 5% 5% 5% 5%

Paid employee in private sector 1 665 1 034 631 880 785

28% 36% 21% 29% 27%

Unemployed 318 185 133 149 169

5% 6% 4% 5% 6%

Not in paid work and not looking for work 2 620 888 1 732 1 308 1 312

44% 31% 56% 43% 45%

Other 11 10 1 1 10

0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Note: * The number of people for this category may not match the number of individuals in the 15-64 age group due to 
missing observations

Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data. 

The household survey revealed some small rural-urban differences in 
individuals’ labour market characteristics. The labour force participation rate 
is slightly higher in urban areas; unemployment is higher in rural areas; those 
employed in urban settings are more likely to be in the private sector; and rural 
areas have a higher percentage of individuals who are not in paid work and 
not looking for work. Employment in agriculture and fishing is obviously higher 
in rural settings, while a higher percentage of urban workers are employed as 
plant and machine operators.

How does migration affect the labour market in the Philippines?

Migration affects the labour market in various ways. The most immediate 
impact is the loss of people in the labour market. If these people were 
unemployed before leaving, a significant drop in the labour supply can in theory 
reduce competition in the labour market, which in turn increases wage levels 
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and decreases unemployment. The consequences, however, can vary according 
to many factors. If the workers come from a skilled sector for which there is little 
supply in the labour market, their skills can be lost. If the labour market can 
easily substitute for workers who emigrate there may be little impact (although 
there is a general loss of work experience). If an emigrant leaves a household 
comprised of a married couple with young children, this can reduce the time 
available for formal employment or increase the workload of the remaining 
adults (if not compensated for by hiring household workers) (Hagen-Zanker et 
al., 2014). Emigration can also trigger an investment in skills, both to respond 
to the international labour market as well as to the vacancies left by migrants 
in the national labour market (however, this can also result in an oversupply 
of certain skills).

Migrants in general send remittances home to their families; if these are 
spent on setting up a business, this can generate employment. On the other 
hand, receiving remittances can increase the household reservation wage,1 
altering the need for household members to be in work. A moral hazard effect 
of remittances is that household members become remittance-dependent, leave 
their jobs or do not look for one (Chami, Fullenkamp and Jahjah, 2005). On the 
other hand, they might use remittances to secure better jobs.

Finally, migrants may return home after a number of years. They might 
re-enter the labour market as paid employees, either in the same or a different 
sector; they may or may not use skills acquired abroad; they may decide to be 
self-employed, either by setting up a business or in a business set up by their 
household while they were abroad, or by farming land possibly bought on their 
return; or they might decide to retire if they are nearing retirement age.

The sections which follow attempt to shed light on some of these effects 
by drawing on the analysis of the IPPMD data.

Emigrants are more likely to come from the more skilled occupations 
and the health sector

Migration is intuitively considered as a movement that reduces 
unemployment in the country of origin. However, research has not produced 
evidence to support this. A review of the literature conducted by Hagen-Zanker 
(2015) laments the lack of studies in this area. What is mostly unknown or not 
reported is whether migrants go abroad because they are unemployed or out 
of paid work or whether they go in search of a better or better paid job. The 
IPPMD survey sheds some light on this debate. It finds that 11% of those who 
migrated were unemployed before migration and 22% were not in paid work 
(Table 4.2), and that migration significantly reduced these percentages for the 
migrants (down to 0% and 2% respectively). However, at the aggregate level the 
absorption of about 30% of the annual new hires into paid employment (about 
162 000 in 2014) is a significant, but not dramatic reduction of the overall number 
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of unemployed at the national level (2.9 million at the time of the survey). 
Employment abroad was found mostly in the private sector.

Table 4.2. Emigration boosts employment among Filipino emigrants
Employment status of emigrants before and after emigration (%)

Employment status
Before leaving At the destination country

All Men Women All Men Women

 Self-employed 8 11 6 1 1 2

 Paid employee in public sector 4 3 5 4 4 4

 Paid employee in private sector 54 61 49 88 93 85

 Unemployed 11 9 13 0 1 1

 Not in paid work and not looking for work 22 16 27 2 8 5

Source: Authors’ own work based on the IPPMD data. 

In spite of the large labour supply in the Philippines, emigration may lead 
to a shortage of skills in specific sectors (Mendoza, 2015). The IPPMD research 
explored this for four key sectors – agriculture, construction, education and 
health – comparing the number of emigrants who left each sector with the 
number of workers remaining (Figure 4.1, left-hand chart). The health sector 
seems to be the most affected by emigration. The emigration of highly skilled 
workers can also have a direct impact on the labour market. Exploring the 
patterns of emigration among occupational groups at different skills levels 
reveals that the Philippines is losing a larger share of skilled workers to 
emigration than any other skill groups (Figure 4.1, right-hand chart).

Women in particular seem to respond to migration through their job 
choices. Table 4.3 in Box 4.1 shows the results of a regression analysis exploring 
the link between occupational skills level and the receipt of remittances. The 
results show a significant link between households that receive remittances and 
female members with occupations which require more complex skills levels. 
Remittances may have provided women with the resources needed to obtain 
better employment, such as a better education. On the other hand, higher paid 
jobs may have allowed other members to emigrate.

The occupational skills and educational profile of current migrants do not 
correspond with the occupations they engage in overseas, however. POEA data 
suggests that emigrants predominantly hold less skilled occupations in their 
destination countries. The concern about the de-skilling of overseas Filipino 
workers has been an enduring and recurrent issue (Asis and Battistella, 2013). 
Based on an analysis of youth employment and migration, young Filipinos 
(aged 24 and below) tend to land less-skilled occupations overseas, similar to 
the general pattern of employment of the overseas Filipino worker population 
(Asis and Battistella, 2013; Battistella and Liao, 2013). This is a worrying trend 
because such occupations also tend to be less protected, which is not a 
good start for young migrants. Moreover, given the narrow possibilities for 
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occupational mobility, young Filipino migrants may get stuck in this stable 
but low-skilled employment (Asis and Battistella, 2013).

Figure 4.1. The health sector and highly skilled occupations are losing  
more workers to emigration
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(ISCO) provided by the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2012). Skills level 1: occupations which involve simple and 
routine physical or manual tasks (includes elementary occupations and some armed forces occupations). Skills level 2: 
clerical support workers; services and sales workers; skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers; craft and related 
trade workers; plan and machine operators and assemblers. Skills level 3: technicians and associate professionals and 
hospitality, retail and other services managers. Skills level 4: Other types of managers and professionals.

Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458270 

Emigration and remittances tend to reduce household labour supply

The literature on the impact of migration on the Philippine labour 
market offers some conflicting conclusions. Many studies have concluded 
that migration and remittances generate some level of dependence among the 
members of the households. Rodriguez and Tiongson (2001) found that adults 
simply rely on money from abroad rather than seeking employment, or can 
afford to remain unemployed instead of taking up a job that is not sufficiently 
satisfactory or remunerative. Other studies concluded that remittances do not 
have an impact on the labour force participation of the household (Ducanes 
and Abella, 2008). Cabegin (2006) analysed the impact of migration and 
remittances on the spouse left behind, concluding that there is a decrease 
in labour force participation. For wives the decisive factor was the need to 
spend time with children of school age, while for husbands it was receiving 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458270
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remittances. The issue remains controversial because it is difficult to account 
for unobserved characteristics of the people, particularly men, left behind 
(Hanson, 2007). It is possible that the reasons why they did not migrate may 
also explain why they are not formally employed. Conflicting results depend 
also on methodological problems (Orbeta, 2008).

Box 4.1. The links between migration and skills

To further analyse how migration is associated with the occupational choices of the 
remaining household members, an ordered logit model was used in the following form:

	 Prob skill level remit controls controlsi hh i hh( _ ) = + + + +β β γ γ δ0 1 1 2 rr i+ ε � (1)

where skill leveli_  represents the occupational skills level of an individual i. Following 
Figure 4.1, occupations are categorised by their ordered skill levels into four levels. 
remithh signifies that a household receives remittances. controlsi  stands for a set of 
control variables at the individual level and controlshh for household level controls.a 

r  implies regional fixed effects and i  is the randomly distributed error term. Table 4.3 
shows the coefficients and standard errors for the main variable of interest.

Table 4.3. Women in households receiving remittances are more likely  
to have a highly skilled job

Dependent variable: Share of the employed among household members aged 15-64 
Main variables of interest: Household receives remittances 
Type of model: Ordered logit 
Sample: All households with at least one member working

Dependant variable
Sample: Share of the employed household members among:

All Men Women

All 0.089 
(0.083)

0.003 
(0.111)

0.265** 
(0.128)

Level 1 -0.013 
(0.012)

-0.000 
(0.017)

-0.031** 
(0.015)

Level 2 0.002 
(0.002)

0.000 
(0.007)

-0.008 
(0.005)

Level 3 0.005 
(0.004)

0.000 
(0.005)

0.016** 
(0.008)

Level 4 0.006 
(0.006)

0.000 
(0.005)

0.023** 
(0.011)

Note: Results that are statistically significant are indicated as follows: ***: 99%, **: 95%, *: 90%. Standard errors 
in parentheses. 

a. Control variables include age, sex and education level of individuals and their households’ wealth 
estimated by an indicator (Chapter 3) and whether it is in a rural or urban municipalities or cities.
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Although it is challenging to isolate individual effects of having a family 
member who has emigrated and the receipt of remittances, the IPPMD data give 
some clues on this matter. Figure 4.2 compares the average share of working 
household members from non-migrant households, emigrant households not 
receiving remittances and those that are receiving remittances. The graph shows 
that remittance-receiving households have the lowest share of working adults. 
Gender patterns differ, however. While there is not much difference between 
the employment rate for women in remittance versus non-remittance receiving 
households, men in emigrant households with remittances are less likely to 
work than men in the other types of households.

Figure 4.2. Households receiving remittances have fewer working members
Share of household members aged 15-64 who are working (%)
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Note: The sample excludes households with return migrants only.

Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458280 

Regression analysis was carried out to explore how migration is associated 
with the remaining household members’ labour decisions (Box 4.2). The results 
suggest that individuals are less likely to be working when their households 
have at least one emigrant and receive remittances (Table 4.4). The propensity 
for men not to be working is higher when they belong to a urban household with 
at least one emigrant. Women are less likely to be working when they receive 
remittances and live in an urban area, which is consistent with previous studies 
conducted in Salvador (Acosta, 2006) and Mexico (Hanson, 2007). Remittances 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458280
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more easily substitute wages for women than for men in urban settings as 
women’s salaries tend to be lower than men’s and there is no longer an incentive 
to seek paid employment. Individuals living in non-agricultural households 
appear to be less likely to have a job when the household receives remittances, 
while emigration of a household member does not seem to have an influence.

Box 4.2. The links between migration and employment

To investigate the link between migration and households’ labour decisions, the 
following regression models were used:

	 share working emig remit controlshh hh hh hh r hh_ = + + + + +β β β γ δ ε0 1 2 1 � (2)

	 m share working emig remit controlshh hh hh hh r h_ _ = + + + + +β β β γ δ ε0 1 2 1 hh � (3)

	 f share working emig remit controlshh hh hh hh r h_ _ = + + + + +β β β γ δ ε0 1 2 1 hh � (4)

where share workinghh_  signifies households’ labour supply, measured as the share of 
household members aged 15-64 who are working. m share workinghh_ _  is the share of 
male household members that are working among men and f share workinghh_ _  for 
female household members. emighh  represents a variable with the value of 1 where a 
household has at least one emigrant, and remithh  denotes a household that receives 
remittances. controlshh  stands for a set of control variables at the household level.a 

r  implies regional fixed effects and i is the randomly distributed error term. The 
models were run for two different groups of households depending on their location 
(rural or urban). The coefficients of variables of interest are shown in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4. Remittances and migration seem to reduce labour market participation

Dependent variable: Share of the employed among household members aged 15-64

Main variables of interest: Having an emigrant /receiving remittances

Type of model: OLS

Sample: All households with at least one member working

Variables of interest

Share of the employed household members among:

All Men Women

rural urban rural urban rural urban

Household has at least one emigrant -0.036

(0.036)

-0.093***

(0.036)

-0.063

(0.053)

-0.178***

(0.045)

-0.051

(0.048)

0.018

(0.051)

Household receives remittances -0.088***

(0.035)

-0.066**

(0.034)

-0.110**

(0.050)

-0.029

(0.041)

-0.023

(0.048)

-0.105**

(0.050)

	 Number of observations 942 948 832 835 901 907

Note: Results that are statistically significant are indicated as follows: ***: 99%, **: 95%, *: 90%. Standard errors 
in parentheses. 

a. Control variables include the household’s size and its squared value, the dependency ratio (number of 
children 0-15 and elderly 65+ divided by the total of other members), the male-to-female adult ratio, family 
members’ mean education level, its wealth estimated by an indicator (Chapter 3) and its squared value.
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Many return migrants turn to self-employment

The literature on return migration to the Philippines is rather scarce, largely 
because the topic poses conceptual and empirical difficulties. At the conceptual 
level, it is difficult to determine when a migrant, in a highly circulatory system 
such as that which characterises Philippines, has definitely returned. The 
empirical difficulty rises from the lack of administrative data to measure 
return. The IPPMD study constitutes one of the first attempts to measure return 
migration in the Philippines.

Return migrants tend to come home with greater financial and human 
capital than when they left. Savings accumulated abroad can be used as a 
resource for working on their own account. Growing evidence from the literature 
suggests that return migrants tend to be self-employed or establish their own 
businesses (De Vreyer, Gubert and Robilliard., 2010; Ammassari, 2004). Figure 4.3 
compares the employment status of non-migrants and return migrants for the 
Philippines. While the share of non-active individuals is considerably lower 
among return migrants than non-migrants, return migrants are more likely 
to be unemployed. Looking at the employed population, return migrants are 
significantly more likely to be self-employed than non-migrants.

Figure 4.3. Return migrants are more likely to be self-employed than non-migrants
Employment status among adult non-migrants and return migrants (%)
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12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458291 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458291
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It may be that return migrants were already self-employed prior to 
emigrating or that they chose migration as a strategy to set up a business or to 
become self-employed. Figure 4.4 compares the employment status of return 
migrants before emigration and after their return. This shows a significant 
increase in self-employment and this is the case for both men and women. 
Overall, only 13% of the returnees were self-employed before leaving, while 
27% were after they returned. The change in employment status for women is 
noticeable, in particular the increased share of non-active women after return. 
The data indicate that many women return to a domestic occupation after 
achieving the objective of the migration project.

Figure 4.4. Return migrants are more likely to be self-employed than when they left
Employment status among return migrants before leaving and after return (%)

15

32

11
23

5

8

6

4

60
27

40 16

7

10

13

7

10
22

29

50

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Before leaving After return Before leaving After return
Men Women

Self-employed Employed in public sector Employed in private sector

Unemployed Non-active Other

Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458305 

How do labour market policies affect migration 
in the Philippines?

The previous section has investigated how migration affects the labour 
market. On the other hand, Philippines’ labour market policies also affect 
migration, directly or indirectly. Policies to improve the domestic labour market 
may reduce the incentive to migrate. Such policies can seek to enhance labour 
market efficiency through government employment agencies, improve the skills 
set of the labour supply through vocational training, and expand labour demand 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458305
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by increasing public employment programmes. To date, the impact of these 
labour market policies on migration in the Philippines remains unexplored in 
the research. The IPPMD survey attempted to disentangle the link between these 
policies and the decision to emigrate and the reintegration of return migrants 
into the labour market (Box 4.3).

The primary institution responsible for employment in the Philippines 
is the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE). The Bureau of Local 
Employment (BLE), formerly Bureau of Employment Services (BES), was created 
by the 1974 Labor Code and operates as part of DOLE. The Philippine Labor and 
Employment Plan (PLEP) 2011-2016 emphasised decent and productive work 
and set the goal of creating 1 million jobs every year (DOLE, 2011). The target 
has been reached, but the quality of new jobs is not always satisfactory, as the 

Box 4.3. Labour market policies and programmes covered in the 
IPPMD project

The IPPMD household survey asked household members whether they 
had benefited from any of the labour market policies and programmes 
listed in Figure 4.5 in the five years prior to the survey. It asked people 
employed in the public and private sectors how they found their jobs, with 
government employment agencies being one of the options. The survey 
also asked the labour force if they had participated in any vocational 
training programmes, and if so what type of training they received. They 
were also asked about participation in public employment programmes.

The community survey collected information on the existence of 
vocational training centres and job centres. It also asked if certain types 
of training programmes had been held in the communities and whether 
they had offered public employment programmes.

Figure 4.5. Labour market policies explored in the Filipino surveys
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Note: The IPPMD survey in other countries also asked if individuals received unemployment 
benefits but this question was not included in the Filipino survey as the Philippines had no 
unemployment benefits at the time of the survey.
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target includes temporary workers (9% in 2014) and self-employed and unpaid 
family workers. To facilitate the matching of jobs and skills, DOLE has created 
the Philippine Job Network (PHIL-JobNet), an online portal containing labour 
market information.

While the government has the main responsibility for policies, it is the 
private sector that has the greatest potential for job creation. Unfortunately, 
however, private investment in the Philippines is below expectations (Bocchi, 
2008). This was also acknowledged by the Philippine Development Plan 2011-2016 
(NEDA, 2011), which observed that the investment-to-GDP ratio had fallen to 15% 
in 2010. Labour unions also play an important role;2 however, their main focus on 
minimum wages has been criticised as protecting their constituents who already 
hold a job rather than promoting job creation. In fact the legal minimum wage 
in the Philippines is among the highest in Asia and is ultimately considered not 
beneficial for workers, particularly for those with low human capital, such as “the 
young, the inexperienced, the less educated and the women” (Paqueo et al., 2014).

Keeping these observations in mind, the rest of the chapter will limit itself 
to examining the most relevant labour employment and vocational training 
programmes enacted by the Philippine government and their utilisation by the 
migrant and non-migrant households in the IPPMD.

Government employment agencies can curb emigration

If people can find jobs in the local labour market through government 
employment agencies, they may choose to stay rather than move abroad to seek 
work. A comparative study of the ten IPPMD partner countries suggests that the 
share of people who have no plans to emigrate is higher for those who found jobs 
through government employment agencies than those who did not (OECD, 2017).

Government employment agencies aim to improve the functioning of 
the labour market by providing information on the economy and local labour 
market, including employment opportunities. The Public Employment Service 
Office (PESO) was established in 1999. It helped some 5.6 million Filipinos to 
find a job between 2010 and 2015, according to the Department of Labor and 
Employment. PESO offices organise job fairs and livelihood and self-employment 
bazaars among others. As of December 2014, PESO had 1 925 offices, although 
only 390 were provided with the necessary personnel and funds to operate on 
a regular basis. To remedy this, an amendment signed by President Aquino in 
2015 mandated that the office be institutionalised in all provinces, cities and 
municipalities. Establishments are required to submit to local government units 
the number and type of jobs in demand; this information will be submitted 
to PESO for job matching and to educational institutions for career guidance. 
The law has expanded the functions of PESO to provide not only employment 
facilitation services, but also labour market trends and information, training 
and other capacity-building initiatives.
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To what extent did people in the IPPMD Philippine survey benefit from 
government employment agencies? The survey asked how people found their 
jobs. The results indicate that very few (2.6%) used the services of government 
agencies. The vast majority (87%) obtained employment through friends and 
relatives and by approaching the employer directly. Interestingly, there is a clear 
difference between men and women in job-seeking strategies. Men prefer to go 
through family and friends (64% versus 48%) while women prefer to approach 
the employer directly (36% versus 24%) (Figure  4.6). Private employment 
agencies were used by 5% of all individuals. This percentage increases to 7% 
for individuals in households with a return migrant, and to 9% for males in 
return migrant households.

Figure 4.6. Government agencies play a minor role in job seeking  
among Filipino IPPMD respondents
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Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458310 

While the share of people who benefited from government employment 
agencies is low, there are certain patterns related to migration: 86% of the 
beneficiaries of government employment agencies have no plans to emigrate, 
which is lower than the share among non-beneficiaries (79%).3 Individual 
characteristics matter, of course. Beneficiaries are more likely than non-
beneficiaries to have higher education levels and to hold jobs in the public 
sector, which are seen as secure occupations.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933458310
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Vocational training programmes spur emigration in the Philippines

DOLE 2020 Vision, Jobs Fit is a government programme to identify the skills 
needed by the emerging industries in the regions and to reduce the job-skills 
mismatch. The project identified 12 key employment generators. The 2013 
revision ascertained that in the Philippine labour market there were 273 hard-
to-fill positions. The DOLE report was used by the Technical Education and Skills 
Development Authority (TESDA) to refine its Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) programmes. In addition to TVET provided within the 
school system, vocational education is also offered at regional and provincial 
TESDA centres, through community-based training programmes organised in 
co-operation with local government units, and by the private sector through 
enterprise-based training.

According to data from TESDA, 4  609  institutions together offered 
20 329 programmes as of July 2015. The top three sectors are tourism, ICT and 
health, social and other community development, which are also the fastest 
growing sectors of the Philippine economy (Orbeta and Esguerra 2016). In 2012, 
TVET courses were taken mostly by high school graduates (50%), as well as 
also by college students; 7% were high school undergraduates. The two main 
reasons for taking TVET courses were to gain employment (45%) and to improve 
skills (38%).

The Philippine Qualification Framework was developed in 2012 and certifies 
eight different skill levels. It includes a qualification and certification system 
which ensures that students have acquired the necessary competencies. Some 
challenges still remain for the vocational programmes, such as the scarcity of 
centres for community-based programmes, the uneven quality of education in the 
different regions, the low absorption of vocational students by the labour market 
and the low prestige attached to vocational studies (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2014).

The IPPMD survey found that about 5% of the labour force had participated 
in a vocational training programme in the past five years. The rate of participation 
is similar for men and women; and in rural and urban areas. The most common 
training programmes among the IPPMD respondents were mechanic-related 
programmes (29%), followed by computer and IT (13%) and electricity and 
plumbing (12%).

Vocational training programmes affect migration in several ways. While 
they might help people secure better jobs in the domestic labour market, they 
can also be a means to make would-be migrants more employable overseas. The 
latter seems to be the case for the Philippines. Regression analysis explored how 
participating in vocational training programmes is related to plans to emigrate 
(Box 4.4). It suggests that people in the Philippines are more likely to have plans 
to emigrate when they receive vocational training. The relevance of the training 
programmes to the domestic labour market may play a role here. If training 
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does not lead to the right job or a higher income, it may increase the incentive 
to withdraw from the domestic labour market and search for jobs abroad. It is 
also possible that people are participating in vocational training programmes 
in order to find jobs abroad.

Box 4.4. The links between vocational training programmes  
and plans to emigrate

To investigate the link between participation in vocational training programmes and 
having plans to emigrate, the following probit model was used:

Prob(plan mig voc training controls controlsi i i hh r_ ) _= + + + + +β β γ γ δ0 1 1 2 εε i  	 (5)

where plan migi_  represents whether individual i has a plan to emigrate in the future. 
It is a binary variable and takes a value of 1 if the person is planning to leave the country. 
voc trainingi_  is the variable of interest and represents a binary variable indicating 
if the household has at least one member who participated in a vocational training 
programme in the five years prior to the survey. controlsi  stands for a set of control 
variables at the individual level and controlshh for household level controls.a r  implies 
regional fixed effects and i  is the randomly distributed error term. The model has 
been tested for two different groups of households depending on their location (urban 
or rural). The coefficients of variables of interest are shown in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5. People who attended vocational training programmes  
are likely to plan to emigrate

Dependent variable: Individual has a plan to emigrate 
Main variables of interest: Individual participated in a vocational training programme 
Type of model: Probit 
Sample: Labour force in working age (15-64)

Variables of interest
Sample

All Men Women Rural Urban

Individual participated in a vocational 
training programme

0.112*** 
(0.028)

0.013*** 
(0.036)

0.080* 
(0.044)

0.084* 
(0.044)

0.129*** 
(0.036)

Household has at least one emigrant 0.035** 
(0.016)

0.028 
(0.021)

0.033 
(0.025)

-0.011 
(0.024)

0.072***

(0.021)

Individual is unemployed 0.155*** 
(0.022)

0.113*** 
(0.028)

0.200*** 
(0.034)

0.175*** 
(0.030)

0.131*** 
(0.031)

	 Number of observations 2 905 1 747 1 158 1 386 1 519

Note: Results that are statistically significant are indicated as follows: ***: 99%, **: 95%, *: 90%. Standard errors 
in parentheses. 

a. Control variables include age, sex, education level of individuals and whether the individual is 
unemployed or not. At the household level, the household’s size and its squared value, the dependency 
ratio, its wealth indicator and its squared value are controlled. Whether the household has an emigrant 
or not is also controlled.
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Public employment programmes are too small scale to have an impact

The Community-based Employment Program (CBEP) is the overall umbrella 
of government initiatives to provide short-term employment to disadvantaged 
people. It consists of three components: infrastructure jobs, non-infrastructure 
jobs (such as livelihood programmes) and emergency employment projects. 
Between 2011 and 2014, 8.6 million disadvantaged people benefited from the 
various programmes. Of them, 3.5 million jobs were created by infrastructure 
projects and 5 million by non-infrastructure projects, according to the Secretary 
of Labour. Among the CBEP, it is worth mentioning the Special Program for 
Employment of Students (SPES), mandated under Republic Act No. 9547, which 
aims at helping poor but deserving students through employment during 
summer and other holiday periods. From 2010 to 2013, 493 742 students, 42.5% 
of them women, took advantage of the programme. In spite of these numbers, 
researchers have observed that CBEP only has a transitory impact on the labour 
market, since the programmes are designed more to address social issues than 
providing a net employment impact (Ballesteros and Israel, 2014).

The take-up ratio of public employment programmes (PEPs) among the 
IPPMD surveyed households in the Philippines is low, at 1%. This poses challenges 
for exploring the relationship between PEPs and migration. In theory, PEPs can 
either increase or decrease the incentives to migrate depending on households’ 
response to the additional income received through such programmes. 
Programmes which improve local employment opportunities may reduce the 
incentives to migrate as the opportunity cost of migration increases. In rural 
areas in particular, public works programmes to support agricultural workers 
during the farming off-season can provide an alternative to seasonal migration. 
On the other hand, the increased income received may encourage migration. 
Overall, the impact of PEPs on migration is likely to depend on their duration, 
coverage and income level.

Conclusions and policy recommendations

Despite the Philippines’ robust growth between 2010 and 2015, the 
country has not been able to create sufficient high quality jobs leading many 
people to look for employment abroad. The government has put in place a 
variety of initiatives to foster job creation, but these do not seem to have had 
a strong impact on the culturally embedded propensity of Filipinos to migrate 
(Chapter 2).

The IPPMD research confirms that it is the more highly skilled occupational 
groups that lose the most labour to emigration, especially the health sector. In 
addition, migration can be a de-skilling experience for Filipinos – particularly 
for women, who tend to only find employment abroad in occupations for which 
they are over qualified. Within the Philippines, emigration and remittances 
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tend to curb households’ activity in the labour market although women tend 
to use remittances to upskill, and self-employment is a common phenomenon 
among return migrants.

The investigation into the influence of labour market policies on migration 
decisions finds that government employment agencies are hardly used by job 
seekers. On the other hand, vocational training programmes seem to encourage 
people to emigrate and are possibly used by people to find jobs abroad. It may 
also be the case that the training programmes do not match the needs of the 
domestic labour market.

While policies are needed to address the potential negative effects of 
migration and to amplify its positive effects on the labour market, labour market 
policies should also incorporate migration into their design. Here are some 
policy recommendations deriving from the findings in this chapter:

●● To stem the loss of the highly skilled, better skills matching mechanisms are 
needed as well as ensuring the creation of quality jobs.

●● Vocational training programmes can be better targeted to match demand with 
supply by mapping the shortages in the domestic labour market, especially 
at the local government level, and strengthening co-ordination mechanisms 
with the private sector. They can also aim to foster the reintegration of return 
migrants into the labour market.

●● The government could consider expanding the coverage of the Public 
Employment Service Office’s (PESO) portal to include more domestic jobs. 
Strengthening the PESO’s technological capacity will allow it to reach more 
people in the provinces and local communities, as well as emigrants abroad 
and return migrants at home.

●● Building closer connections between the employment agencies and the private 
sector will be important.

Notes
1.	 The reservation wage means the lowest wage rate people would be willing to accept.

2.	 The trade union density in the Philippines is considered rather low (Danish Trade 
Union Council for International Development Cooperation, 2014).

3.	 The difference is not statistically significant (using a chi-squared test).
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