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igration is an important livelihood strategy in 
the Philippines. Although international migra-
tion has received more attention, internal 

migration is significant. Nonetheless, documentation on 
internal migration and how it relates to long-term changes 
in livelihoods remains relatively scarce. 

Purpose of this Paper 
Using a unique longitudinal data set to follow movements 
across generations, this study explores the nature of the 
migration experience for rural dwellers in the Philippines. 
The paper asks the following questions: 
• Do destinations—more rural and more urban areas 

and places in-between—attract different types of 
people? 

• Do migrants move for different reasons? 
• Do migration-support networks, job search strate-

gies, and occupational profiles differ? 

Methodology 
This paper scrutinizes the migration patterns of the 
offspring of the rural families in landlocked Bukidnon 
province of Northern Mindanao who were first inter-
viewed in the mid-1980s by the International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI) and the Research Institute for 
Mindanao Culture, Xavier University (RIMCU) to assess 
the impact of agricultural commercialization. In 2003 and 
2004, IFPRI and RIMCU returned to the area to interview 
the original study families and their 
offspring to find out how their lives had 
changed in the past two decades. 
Among the life changes that families 
had experienced was the migration of 
their offspring. The first wave of data 
collection in 2003 interviewed all 
original respondents (parents) still 
residing in the area (311 families) about 
the movements of all of their children 
as well as a sample (261 households) of their non-
coresident offspring who remained in the same village. 
The second wave of data collection in 2004 surveyed a 
sample of children (257 households) who no longer lived 
in the survey area but had moved away—either to other 
rural areas or the range of more “urban” areas, from 
poblaciones (primarily administrative seats of rural 
districts) to small cities and larger metropolitan areas. 

Who Migrates? Where Do They Go? 
Rural and urban areas systematically attract different 
types of migrants. Rural migrants, as well as those who 
opt to stay in their home rural area, are generally less 
educated than migrants to poblaciones and cities. 
Poblaciones and cities attract better-schooled individuals, 
in part because young people move there to further their 
education and also because better-educated individuals 
move there to find jobs. An exception to this trend is the 
significant migration of less-educated men to nearby 
urban areas to engage in construction and other low-wage 
manual labor. 

Gender differences in migration patterns are striking. 
More female offspring migrated (56.5 percent) than male 
children (38.2 percent), although those males who 
migrated moved more times. Women tend to leave home 
earlier than males and for different reasons; women are 
slightly better educated than male migrants. Females who 
moved to other rural and peri-urban locations were 
usually married, but approximately half of those that went 
to urban areas and two-thirds of those that left the country 
were still single. 

Rural migration in this region of the Philippines is not 
only to large urban areas. Other rural areas and small 
towns and cities are major destinations. Of those who 
moved in this survey—and just over half of the 
respondents’ children actually remained in their home 
barangay and did not migrate at all—36 percent of male 
migrants, and 30 percent of female migrants (32 percent 

of migrants overall) went to 
other rural areas. Another 29 
percent of migrants went to 
smaller cities and towns rather 
than to major metropolitan 
areas. Thirty-four percent of 
the migrants went to the major 
metropolitan area in the 
region, Cagayan de Oro, or to 

large metropolitan areas outside Mindanao, such as 
Manila or Cebu City. Few of the migrants left the 
Philippines to go abroad: 6 percent of the daughters and 
less than 1 percent of the sons. 

Why Do They Go? 
The reasons for moving differ most markedly by 
destination. More males migrate to rural areas for 
economic reasons  than for  family  or  life-cycle  reasons;  
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the reverse is true for females. Most male migrants to 
rural areas migrated for the first time to start a new job 
(21 percent) or to get married (18 percent). Female 
migrants to rural areas cited the same reasons, but in 
reverse priority: 35 percent to get married, and 23 percent 
to start a new job. Most male and females migrate to 
poblaciones for economic reasons—to go to school or to 
get a job. While males migrate to urban areas for 
economic reasons, both economic and family reasons are 
equally important for females. The majority of female 
migrants to rural areas and a plurality of males cite the 
presence of family and friends as their primary reason for 
not wanting to move again; in poblaciones and urban 
areas, the proximity to friends and family and having a 
good job are important factors for both male and female 
migrants who choose to stay put. 

Who Supports Them? What Do They Do? 
Familial networks are very important for helping a 
migrant get settled into a new community. Although most 
first-time migrants (with the exception of women moving 
to rural areas) move alone, most—75 to 80 percent—live 
with others once they reach their destination. Many live 
with relatives other than parents, siblings, spouse, or in-
laws. A number of women (about 10 to 15 percent) live 
with their employer at first, regardless of destination. 
Most first-time migrants are financed by their parents. 
Over time, migrants increasingly self-finance their moves. 

Location along the urban-rural continuum affects a 
migrant’s choice of livelihood activities. Farming, 
housework, and childcare are more prevalent in rural 
areas, while sales, manual labor and getting an education 
are more common in urban areas. Men tend to work in 
farming, crafts and trades, and manual labor and 
transportation in both their first and subsequent moves. A 
high proportion of first-time migrants to poblaciones and 
urban areas are students—particularly women. To some 
extent, occupations of female migrants become less 

diverse over time, with one in three females on their 
subsequent move reporting that they are occupied in 
housework and childcare. Still, in economic terms, female 
migrants to more urban areas seem to fare better than 
males—perhaps because female migrants to urban areas 
are better-educated than male migrants. Many female 
migrants to towns and smaller cities find work in sales, 
while many of those who go to larger urban areas have 
professional and managerial jobs. A large proportion of 
male migrants to more urbanized areas end up in manual 
labor, transportation, or crafts and trades, which are not 
high-earning occupations. 

Policy and Program Challenges 
Internal migration in the Philippines is a fundamental part 
of rural livelihood strategies and rural transformation—
not simply a way to escape rural areas. In fact, successive 
generations of many rural dwellers do stay in rural areas. 
This preliminary exploration into the migration decisions 
of young Filipino adults hints at the prospect that 
poblaciones can offer comparable “urban-like” services, 
schooling, and employment to migrants from rural areas 
and as such may counter the migration flow to more 
congested metropolitan centers of the country. Finally, 
because the sample size of some destination and gender 
categories of this Bukidnon Panel Study was quite small, 
some of these results should be viewed as merely 
indicative of trends that warrant further scrutiny. 

 
Keywords: migration, rural, urban, the Philippines 
 

Recent FCND Discussion Papers 
Rural and Urban Dynamics and Poverty: Evidence from 

China and India, Shenggen Fan, Connie Chan-Kang, 
and Anit Mukherjee DP196 

Market Institutions: Enhancing the Value of Urban-Rural 
Links, Shyamal Chowdhury, Asfaw Negassa, and 
Maximo Torero DP195 

Copyright © 2005 International Food Policy Research Institute. The full text of this document and other FCND Discussion 
Papers are available on our Website (www.ifpri.org/divs/fcnd/dp.htm) or via ifpri-fcn@cgiar.org 

 

 

FCND BRIEFS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2033 K Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20006 U.S.A. 
 

Internal migration is a fundamental part of rural livelihood 
strategies and rural transformation—not simply a way to escape 
rural areas.—DP197 


