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Migrant Domestic Workers

• ILO (2015) estimates that there are close to 12 million
migrant domestic workers in the world. They represent:

• 17% of all domestic workers (vs 2-3% of the population)

• 7.7% of all migrant workers and 17.2% of all female migrant
workers

• Large variation across countries

• In HK, 2 out of 3 households with a college educated mother
have a Foreign Domestic Worker
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Why is this Type of Migration Different?

• Migrants work in the household sector, and thus:
• Substitute mostly for female labor
• Potential fiscal benefits, reduction in wage inequality (Kremer

and Watts 2006)

• Additionally, if live-in workers:
• Cannot work in other occupations
• Leave family behind
• More vulnerable to abuse
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More Numbers
Table 1. Geographic Distribution of Migrants and Foreign Domestic Workers (2013)

Share of the 
world's migrant 

workers
Share of the 

world's FDW
FDW share of 

domestic workers
FDW share of 

migrants
East Asia 5.26 35.7 12.5 35.5
West Europe 26.6 22.1 65.8 10.6
Arab States 4 19 73.1 60.8
Latin America 2.9 8.1 4.4 35.3
North America 26.3 6.9 71 3.3
Sub-Saharan Africa 4.9 3.6 4.9 9.4
Central and West Asia 6 2.1 33.4 4.5
South Asia 5.5 1.2 2.5 2.8
East Europe 11.4 0.7 23.6 0.8
Northen Africa 0.3 0.6 9.8 23
Source: Ilo (2015) and author's calculations.
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Trends in Household Work Occupations in the US
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Motivating Theory

• I present a simple time use model to frame our empirical
analysis

• Main objective is to illustrate the interaction between wage
levels, the decision to purchase household services in the
market, and the decision to participate in the labor market
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Set-up

• An agent allocates her time between leisure (l), household
production (h), and market work (n). She has unearned
income M.
• She consumes two goods:

• A homogeneous consumption aggregate that can only be
bought in the market (y)

• A household “service” of which the agent’s household requires
a certain number of units R to function; this service can be
produced at home or bought in the market at a price p.

• Assume utility is given by

u (y) + ψ (l) ,

• Household production function: f (h)

f ′ > 0, f ′′ < 0, f ′ (h)→∞ as h→ 0.
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Four Cases

CASE 1: low w , low M → Agent works in the market but does not
purchase household services

CASE 2: low w , medium M → Agent does not work in the market
and does not purchase household services

CASE 3: low w , high M → Agent purchases household services
but does not work in the market

• This case is illustrated by Saudi Arabia, where 1 out of 8
households hire a female domestic workers, but only 12% of
women work
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Four Cases (cont)

CASE 4: high w → Agent purchases household services and works
in the market

f ′
(
h
)
<

w

p

and will choose h∗ such that:

f ′ (h∗) =
w

p
.

Household work is thus increasing in p and decreasing in w .
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Effects of Immigration flows

• We model an inflow of LS immigrants as a decrease in p and
assume that the inflow has no effect on wage levels

• If an agent is not purchasing household services before the
price change, there will be no effect on household work or on
hours worked unless she starts consuming market provided
services as a result of the reduction in p

• Women with higher wages –and thus a higher probability of
purchasing household services in the market –will be more
likely to react to the changes in p
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Effect on Household Work

• A decrease in p generated by an inflow of low-skilled
immigrants will reduce the number of hours worked in
household production
• Under a fairly simple household production function (for

example f (h) = ln(h)), within high salaried agents, the ones
with lower salaries will decrease their household work by more
than those with higher salaries
• Therefore, the extensive margin of the price effect is increasing

in the wage; however, conditional on purchasing household
services (intensive margin), the effect is decreasing in the wage
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Effect on Market Work

• Only certain agents’ labor supply decisions will be affected by
a drop in p

• The effect on n will depend on how hours worked in household
production and leisure change after a decrease in p

• When agent is working and purchasing market services, l
responds to changes in total income

• Its direction will depend on whether leisure is a normal or
inferior good. If leisure is an inferior good or if it doesn’t
respond to income changes, then hours worked in the market is
going to unambiguously increase when p goes down
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Household Composition: Children at Home

• Can be modeled as higher R

• Effects on levels are clear: mothers are more likely to consume
market provided household services, and conditional on
purchasing, consume a larger amount. They are less likely to
participate in the labor market.
• Effects on the sensitivity of labor supply to prices is ambiguous

and depends on whether leisure is a normal or inferior good:
• Because mothers consume more market provided household

services, a ↓ in p has a larger income effect

• Empirical implementation complicates things, as it combines
intensive and extensive margins, and the changing the
composition of the population
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Returns to Long Hours

• So far, we have assumed that the wage is constant

• In some occupations there are positive returns to long hours
• Assume that a woman does not face a single market wage w ,

but rather she faced two options:
• if n >= n→ wh per hour
• if n <= n→ w l per hour
• with wh > w l

• A reduction in p might lead women to switch to working long
hours, and reap a higher wage

• LS immigration not only lowers p, immigrants also provide a
much more flexible service

• In this case, LS immigration might affect the gender pay gap
in occupations with high returns to working long hours.
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Empirical Strategy

• Exploit cross city variation in immigrant concentration

• Two main concerns:

• Endogenous location of immigrants - Instrument with historical
distribution of immigrants

• Natives move to other cities as a consequence of international
migrants
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Instrument

• We address the endogenous location of immigrants using the
initial (1970) city distribution of immigrants from a given
country to allocate the new waves of immigrants from that
country

• We instrument the explanatory variables with∑
c
Immigc,i,1970
Immigc,1970

∗ LS Immigc,t

LFi ,1970
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Instrument

• Identification Assumption :The unobserved factors that
determined that more immigrants decided to locate in city i
vs city i ′ in 1970, both cities in region j , are not correlated
with relative changes in the determinants of time use in the
following decades
• Exclusion Restriction

• Problematic for the interpretation of estimates for relatively
low-skilled women

• Highly skilled women less likely to be affected by wage channel
• Complementarities in production would have to be specially

strong for women with professional degrees and PhDs to
generate our results
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LS Immigration Effect on Prices in the US - Cortes (2008)

• Uses confidential data from the CPI on prices
• Simple Heckscher-Ohlin framework, a small open economy

with a traded and a non-traded sector
• Non-traded good produced by nested production function of

HS and Aggregate of LS labor (native and immigrant)

• Main prediction: LS immigrant labor effect on relative price of
non-traded good depends on:
• LS labor intensity of the nontraded good
• LS Immigration effect on the relative supply for Agg LS vs HS

labor (depend on substituitability of LS natives vs. immigrants
and displacement)

• Non-traded Low-Skilled Labor Intensive Goods: babysitting,
housekeeping, gardening, among others

19 / 43



Main Results

• 1980-2000 flow of LS immigrants reduced prices by 15 percent
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Magnitudes

• 1980-2010 flow of LS immigrants reduced prices by 15 percent

• Wage equations suggest that lower wages are a likely channel
through which these effects take place.

• However, wage effects are significantly larger for low-skilled
immigrants than for low-skilled natives, implying that the two
are imperfect substitutes.

21 / 43



LS Immigration Effect on Labor Supply in the US- Cortes
and Tessada (2011)

• Determinant of prices

Lit ≡ ln

(
LSWorkers

LaborForce

)
it

where i is city and t is decade.

• Estimate

LSe
nit = δe ∗ Lit + X ′nitΛ

e + φei + ψe
jt + εenit (1)

where e is education group, n is a native worker, and j is
region.

• Vector Xnit are individual level characteristics, namely age,
age squared, race, marital status and the presence of children
in several age brackets

• φi and ψjt are city and region*decade fixed effects
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Main Results

Wage per 
Hour 

Percentiles

OLS IV IV OLS IV IV OLS IV IV

90-100 0.089 2.622 3.534 -0.004 0.124 0.085 0.001 0.045 0.024
(0.358) (1.337) (1.508) (0.011) (0.035) (0.032) (0.004) (0.014) (0.012)

75-100 0.095 2.375 2.068 -0.003 0.093 0.061 -0.001 0.036 0.020
(0.216) (0.735) (0.754) (0.008) (0.026) (0.023) (0.003) (0.011) (0.008)

50-75 -0.160 1.150 0.657 -0.004 0.057 0.034 -0.002 0.021 0.010
(0.089) (0.421) (0.360) (0.004) (0.018) (0.015) (0.002) (0.007) (0.005)

25-50 -0.221 0.363 0.092 -0.001 0.059 0.038 0.000 0.041 0.028
(0.120) (0.517) (0.492) (0.004) (0.017) (0.012) (0.002) (0.010) (0.007)

0-25 -0.295 -0.181 -0.470 -0.006 0.041 0.021 -0.004 0.033 0.015
(0.103) (0.432) (0.453) (0.003) (0.015) (0.011) (0.002) (0.012) (0.008)

Controls Basic Basic Additional Basic Basic Additional Basic Basic Additional

Usual Hours | H>0 P(Hours>=50) P(Hours>=60)

Low-skilled Immigration and the Labor Supply of Women by Hourly Wage Quartile                               
(Census Data 1980-2000)
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Heterogeneity by Family Structure

Ln(LS Skilled) Ln(LS Skilled) 
*child 0-5 Ln(LS Skilled) Ln(LS Skilled) 

*child 0-5 Ln(LS Skilled) Ln(LS Skilled) 
*child 0-5

90-100 3.558 -0.163 0.086 -0.006 0.024 -0.002
(1.510) (0.131) (0.032) (0.003) (0.012) (0.001)

75-100 2.082 -0.080 0.062 -0.004 0.020 -0.001
(0.758) (0.110) (0.023) (0.003) (0.008) (0.001)

50-75 0.678 -0.121 0.034 -0.003 0.010 -0.002
(0.362) (0.096) (0.015) (0.002) (0.005) (0.001)

25-50 0.093 -0.008 0.039 -0.004 0.028 -0.002
(0.491) (0.130) (0.012) (0.002) (0.007) (0.001)

0-25 -0.467 -0.023 0.021 -0.003 0.015 -0.001
(0.452) (0.119) (0.011) (0.001) (0.008) (0.001)

Dependent Variable
Usual Hours | H>0Wage per 

Hour 
Percentiles

P(Hours>=50) P(Hours>=60)

Low-skilled Immigration and the Labor Supply of Women: Interactions with Dummy for Mother of 
Young Child (Census Data 1980-2000 ; IV estimations)

24 / 43



Magnitudes/Other Results

• Magnitudes:
• The low-skilled immigration flow of 1980-2000 increased

between 46 and 48 minutes a week the time devoted to market
work by working women with a professional degree or a PhD.

• The probability that a woman of this educational group
reported working more than 50 and 60 hours increased by 1.8
and 0.8 percentage points, respectively.

• We also find that LS immigration decreased time spent in
household production and increased expenditures in market
substitutes
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LS Immigration Effect on Labor Supply in other Countries
- Similar Empirical Strategy

• Spain (Farre, Gonzalez, and Ortega, B.E. JEAP 2011):
• Main effects through extensive margin
• Concentrated on women with small children or elderly parents

• Italy (Barone and Mocetti, LE 2011)
• LS Immigration increases labor supply of HS native women at

the intensive margin
• Larger effects for those with care responsibilities

• Cross-country (Forlani, Lodigiani and Mendolicchio, SJE
2015)
• Uses Cross-National Equivalent File (Australia, Germany,

Switzerland, UK, US for 2001, 03, 05)
• Similar results to the literature in terms of labor supply of high

skilled native women
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Foreign Domestic Worker Program in Hong Kong - Cortes
and Pan (JOLE, 2013)

• First introduced in the 1970s

• No quota and employers are free to hire these workers so long
as they fulfill the requisite conditions set out in the standard
contract

• Main restriction: Hhld income > median

• FDHs have to live with their employers, cannot work with any
other family or job

• Contract is for 2 years with possibility of renewal

• Workers are entitled to a minimum wage (575 US dollars a
month in 2018)
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Foreign Domestic Workers in HK
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Effects on Labor Supply

• Program resulted in a large increase in female LFP
• Compared to counterfactual of no program:

• Mothers of young kids LFP is 15-20 percentage points higher
• Mothers of older kids LFP is 5 percentage points higher
• Consumer surplus for average mother: 70-100 dollars per

month
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LS Immigration Effect on the Gender Wage Gap

• Goldin (2014) argues that the demand for temporal flexibility
is an important cause of the gender gap in certain occupations

• Some jobs disproportionately reward individuals who work long
(and particular) hours.

• Women tend to place a higher value on temporal flexibility,
given dual roles in home and labor market

• Occupations with larger elasticity of annual income with
respect to hours worked tend to have the largest gender gaps
in earnings.

• Non-linearities arise whenever an employee does not have a
perfect substitute. Driven by production function of
occupation/industry.
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Cortes and Pan (JOLE, 2019)

• Does an (exogenous) change in the cost of working long hours
for women brought about by LS skilled immigration reduce the
gender wage gap, particularly in jobs that disproportionately
reward individuals willing to supply longer hours of work?

• Provide evidence on the nature of the obstacles that prevent
women from providing more market work
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IV Strategy

• Essentially a triple-difference strategy:
• Examine how the gender wage gap (1) changes over time (2)

in cities with high vs. low immigration inflows for (3)
occupations with high vs. low returns to weekly hours worked

• As Goldin (2014) we define returns to working long hours as
the elasticity of annual earnings with respect to hours worked
per week:
• If greater than 1 → high returns to working long hours -

earnings increase more than proportionally
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Returns by Broad Occupation Group

Broad Occupational Category 1980 1990 2000 2010
Business and Financial Operations Occupations 0.66 0.88 1.11 1.19
Lawyers 0.39 0.85 0.93 1.11
Economists and other Social Science Occupations 0.64 0.87 0.95 0.96
Skilled Sales Occupations 0.37 0.59 0.87 0.94
Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media 0.53 0.64 0.78 0.76
Executive, Administrative, and Managerial Occs 0.36 0.61 0.83 0.75
Computer and Mathematical Occupations 0.36 0.47 0.68 0.70
Health Assessment and Treating Occupations 0.39 0.53 0.58 0.60
Police and Detectives 0.43 0.43 0.47 0.42
Architects and Engineers 0.35 0.43 0.47 0.42
College Instructors 0.22 0.25 0.43 0.42
Technicians, Paralegals and Pilots 0.51 0.39 0.51 0.38
Teaching (except college) and Library Occupations 0.04 0.11 0.20 0.23
Health Diagnosing Occupations -0.08 0.14 0.27 0.22
Life and Physical Science Occupations 0.24 0.23 0.34 0.22
Social and Religious Workers -0.13 0.05 0.07 0.10

Table 1. Broad Occupation Characteristics for Full-time College-Educated Workers in Skilled 
Occupations

Elasticity of Annual Income to 
Weekly Hours - Males

Continuous
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Econometric Specification

The regression specification for the reduced form is as follows:

Gender gap paycjt = α + Φ ∗ Return overworkj,1980 ∗ ln(Pred LS Imm)ct

+ κ ∗ Xcjt + πc + θj + µt + ϕcj + τct + γjt + εcjt

• Φ > 0: increase in predicted low-skilled immigration raises
women’s relative wages in occupations where the returns to
working hours are the highest.
• Controls:

• Female share of full-time workers in the occ, LFP of women
who report being in that occupation

• Log average wage of males working 40 hrs/week, share of
males working 50+ hrs/week

• Two-way clustering at the occ and city level (Cameron,
Gelbach, and Miller, 2011)
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LS Immigration and Relative Wage Gaps

(1) (2) (3) (4)

0.044*** 0.041***

[0.006] [0.010]

0.030*** 0.029***

[0.002] [0.004]

0.010 0.009

[0.007] [0.007]

 Ln(Predicted LS Immigrant Flow)ct -0.000 0.003

[0.005] [0.003]

Low-skilled Immigration, Returns to Working Long Hours on the Gender Pay Gap
Outcome: Gender Gap in Earnings | Weekly 

Hours  (Female - Male)

Returns Long Hoursj, 1980 x 
Ln(Predicted LS Immigrant Flow)ct

Top tercilej, 1980 x Ln(Predicted LS 
Immigrant Flow)ct

Middle tercilej, 1980 x Ln(Predicted LS 
Immigrant Flow)ct
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LS Immigration and the Glass Ceiling

0-10th 10th-25th 25th-50th 50th-75th 75-90th 90-100th
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
RF RF RF RF RF RF

Returns Long Hoursj, 1980 x 
Ln(Predicted LS Immigrant Flow)ct 0.002 -0.060*** 0.020* 0.022* 0.016** 0.000

[0.011] [0.015] [0.011] [0.010] [0.007] [0.008]

Mean and Standard Deviation of 
Dep. Var

0.175 
(0.085)

0.233 
(0.067)

0.289 
(0.063)

0.192 
(0.064)

0.076 
(0.044)

0.035 
(0.026)

Effects on Women's Job Position within the Male Occupational Wage Distribution

Share of Females in city c  and occupation i group whose hourly wage 
belongs to percentiles X of the male distribution
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LS immigration and Occupational Choice

(1) (2)
RF RF

0.011**
[0.004]

0.006**
[0.002]

0.005*
[0.003]

Low-skilled Immigration and Occupational Choice 

Women aged 25-30

Share of college educated women  
living in city c working in 

occupation j

Returns Long Hoursj, 1980 x Ln(Predicted LS 
Immigrant Flow)ct

Top tercile j x Ln(Predicted LS Immigrant 
Flow)ct

Mid tercilej x Ln(Predicted LS Immigrant 
Flow)ct
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Results

• We find evidence that that LS immigration lead a small share
of women to increase their hours by a large amount by
offering a flexible service

• Reduced form suggests that an increase in the predicted LS
immigration flow from 1980-2010 led to a decline in the
gender pay gap in occupations at the top tercile of the returns
to working long hours of between 2 and 3 percentage points.

• IT also led to young women to be more likely to choose
occupations with high returns to long hours

• LS Immigration didn’t help women get to the very top of the
wages distribution in their occupations, suggesting that
flexibility is not the main explanation for the glass ceiling.
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LS Immigration Effect on other Outcomes

• Fertility (Furtado, Demography 2016)
• Theoretically, the direction of the effect is not clear
• Married women with a graduate degree increase their

probability of having a baby

• Time investments on Children (Muedo-Dorantes and Sevilla,
JHR 2014)
• LS Immigration:

• Decreased the time skilled mothers of young children devote
to basic childcare, but increased the time devoted to
educational/recreational childcare

• Increased the time low-skilled mothers of young children
devote to basic childcare, with no change to time devoted to
educational/recreational childcare

• High skilled defined as having at least a high school degree
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Policy Implications

At least two important questions arise when thinking about the
policy implications of this phenomenon:
• Wider impacts on the host country:

• LS immigration might crowd out other policies/institutions
designed to support the LFP of mothers

• Potential negative effects of LS immigration on the labor
market outcomes of LS natives

• Prevent gender norms from changing - household work still
women’s work

• Potential negative effect on the domestic worker and her
family, particularly, if live-in
• Potential for abuse and exploitation - some countries have

imposed age requirements
• Effects on children left behind
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Policy Implications - Host Countries

• Barone and Mocetti (2011) find that the effect of LS
immigrants on women’s labor outcomes is smaller (though
still positive) in places with stronger welfare services,
suggesting some substitution between the two alternatives.
• Cortes and Tessada (2011) find that LS immigration

negatively impacted the extensive margin of labor supply of
women with at most a high school degree, but had no effect
on the intensive margin.
• US immigration flow of 1980-2000 reduced the labor supply of

LS female natives by close to 1.5 pp

• Amuero-Dorantes and Sevilla (2014) find that LS immigration
increased the time LS mothers devote to child and hhld care.

• Positive effects for HS and negative for LS suggests that LS
immigration increases inequality.
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Policy Implication - Domestic Workers and their Families

Effects on Children Left Behind (see survey by Antman (2003))
• Education

• Positive effects from remittances on education (Cox-Edwards
and Ureta, 2003; Alcaraz et al 2012, Yang 2008)

• Parental absence can have negative effects (Giannelli and
Mangiavacci, 2010 for Albania; Lahaie. et. al (2009), Antman
(2011) and McKenzie and Rapoport (2011) for Mexico, Rubio
(2020) for El Salvador)

• Similar conflicting results for health
• Previous results study parental migration, not mother in

particular
• Some evidence that mother migration more detrimental

(Cortes, 2015; Jampaklay, 2006)
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Conclusion

• The migration of female migrants as domestic workers has
contributed to the reduction of persistent gender inequalities
in the labor market, particularly for the highly skilled.

• This important mechanism should be included in cost/benefit
analysis of immigration policies

• Evidence of large effects on labor supply of mothers in
response to ↓ cost of outsourcing hhld production suggests
that at least part of the gender gap in labor market outcomes
can be attributed to constraints that women face in juggling
their dual roles in the should and the labor market.

• Although migrant domestic workers help alleviate the
challenges native women face, they might help perpetuate
traditional gender norms where household work is the
woman’s responsibility.
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