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the status of world populations.11 Figure I.1, from that report, describes the 
percentage of women and girls in migrant populations worldwide. Using 
census data that represent a sequence of demographic snapshots across 
ten-year periods, the empirical data presented in the chart document a 
worldwide increase of the proportion female among resident  foreigners, 
from 46.7 to 49.6 percent between 1960 and 2005. Yet the increase itself, 
only 2.9 percentage points in forty-five years, was modest. Some scholars, 
such as Hania Zlotnik at the United Nations, openly acknowledge that 
the increased share of women among migrants was modest.

The main revelation of the new set of global estimates by sex is that 
women and girls have accounted for a very high proportion of all inter-
national migrants for a long time. In 1960, female migrants already 
accounted for nearly forty-seven of every one hundred migrants living 
outside their countries of birth. Since then, the share of female migrants 
among all international migrants has been rising steadily, to 48 percent 
in 1990 and nearly 49 percent in 2000. Although this trend is consistent 
with an increasing feminization of international migration, the increase 
recorded is small compared with the high level in 1960.

One of the most important changes occurring in the fifty years between 
1960 and 2010 was not in the relative numbers of males and females 
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Figure I.1  Trends in Female Migration, 1960–2005
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separately for adults and children, and 484 noted the numbers of males 
and females without reference to age. These 4,699 voyages constitute 
13.4 percent of all voyages in the database (or 9 to 11 percent of the editors’ 
estimate for all slave ship journeys).43

The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database thus provides a valuable, if 
only partial, sketch of the dynamics of the slave trade over 350 years. 
Although data on the sex of migrants are quite limited for the years before 
1650 (when migrations were still small), evidence improves as slave trans-
ports grew after 1650. Figure 3.1 tracks disembarkations and nicely illus-
trates the considerable dynamism and temporal variability characteristic 
of historical flow data. The disembarkations recorded in the Trans-
Atlantic Slave Trade Database were somewhat smaller in number—in  
part because of mortality during what was called the Middle Passage (the 
trans-Atlantic journey)—but otherwise closely followed the dynamics 
of embarkation.44 Before the mid-seventeenth century, the documented 
annual totals of slaves shipped from Africa rarely exceeded twenty thou-
sand. Between 1650 and 1700, the numbers doubled and then—as the 
cultivation of sugar in the Caribbean and Brazil expanded—ballooned 
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Figure 3.1    Annual Disembarkations of Slaves from Africa, 1501–1867
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predominance meant that yearly shipments of slaves included between 
30 and 40 percent females—or very roughly two males for every female, 
just as earlier studies had assumed.50 Variation in gender composition 
increased again as the impact of abolition spread around the Atlantic, 
and especially as enslaved children began to replace enslaved adults 
after 1800.51 As Morgan and others argue, the slave migrants of the 
Atlantic were thus more gender balanced than either the much smaller 
early modern migrations of Americas-bound European indentured 
laborers or the voluntary mass migrations of Europeans and Asians 
during the second half of the nineteenth century (a topic we engage in 
chapter 4).52

Scholars have significantly revised earlier scholarly portraits of slave 
migrant populations as a result of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 
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Figure 3.2    Female Slave Trade Embarkations, 1532–1864
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Within the Atlantic system of slavery, table 3.1 shows that the Bight 
of Biafra stood out among African regions for exporting slave migrants 
with higher than average female representation (41.6 percent female) 
over a long period. In contrast, West Central Africa distinguished itself 
for its low representation of women (32.6 percent female).64 A compari-
son of slaves departing from these two regions shows them to have been 
roughly comparable in numbers; the dynamics of migration from the two 
regions are also quite similar.

Gender composition from both regions varied over time. Before 1600, 
the very small populations of people captured and exported from both 
regions were gender balanced. However, as the volume of the slave 
trade increased after 1600, incidences of gender-balanced and female- 
predominant yearly shipments from West Central Africa (an area some-
times known as Kongo or Angola) diminished but remained common 
from the Bight of Biafra. Even as the slave trade reached its peak and 
became more masculine for the entire Atlantic between 1700 and 1800, 
the Bight of Biafra continued to see occasional years characterized by 
gender-balanced and female-predominant shipments. After 1800, gender 
composition of slaves shipped from the two regions converged toward 
greater male predominance, even though for these last years of the slave 
trade, West Central was more likely to ship heavily male cargos (often of 
younger males) than the Bight of Biafra.

Studies have sought to explain the differing patterns of enslavement 
that developed in the two regions, and the origins of variations in the gen-
der composition of slaves shipped to the Americas from each. The Bight of 
Biafra was a relatively modest arena of slave capture and export until the 
1730s. Most of those enslaved were either individuals marginalized from 
their own kin groups or had been kidnapped as individuals.65 The area 

Table 3.1   Female Slaves Exported and Imported, 1532–1864

Sending (Exporting) Regions in Africa
Receiving (Importing) 

Regions

Senegambia/Offshore 35.6 Europe 40.5
Sierra Leone 33.5 North America 30.7
Windward Coast 36.7 Caribbean 35.3
Gold Coast 33.9 Spanish North 

 America
35.3

Bight of Benin 37.6
Bight of Biafra/Guinea Islands 41.6 Brazil 33.8
West Central Africa/St. Helena 32.6 Africa 32.2
Southeast Africa/Indian Ocean Islands 26.5 Other 40.1

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Voyages 2012.
Note: All numbers in percentages.
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The 1929 compilation of international flow data used in this chapter 
was a product of the National Bureau of Economic Research’s collabo-
ration with the ILO of the League of Nations in Geneva. Quite differ-
ent from the flow data of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, the 
nineteenth-century flow data allow—indeed require because they were 
enumerated separately—comparative analysis of the gender composi-
tion among emigrants and immigrants. International Migrations provides 
sex-specific data for approximately 45 to 50 percent of McKeown’s con-
servative estimate for the total volume of nineteenth-century migra-
tion.24 It offers data by sex for emigrants from forty-two sending areas 
and data by sex for immigrants to thirty-nine receiving areas, totaling 
75,885,635  emigrants and 77,022,665 immigrants. Thus, in this chapter, 
we analyze an unknowable but sizeable fraction of nineteenth-century 
international migrants.

Although enumerated in different locations, figure 4.1 shows that the 
dynamics and volume of emigration and immigration documented in 
International Migrations closely overlap. But the gender composition of 
emigrants and immigrants varied a bit more than that. The percentage 
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Figure 4.1  Emigrants and Immigrants, 1820–1924
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servants of Asia to the European laborers able to pay their own passages—
were both responses to the abolition of slavery. These more voluntary 
migrations marked the global integration of the nineteenth century as 
quite different from that of the early modern era. As Harriet Friedmann 
demonstrates, even the most independent European settlers colonizing 
imperial and national frontiers grew grains destined for international sale 
and export.28 Rather than being subsistence producers isolated from global 
markets, these migrant yeomen farmers quickly became dependent on 
either hiring waged workers (during harvests, for example) or their sons 
and daughters as wage workers. In addition, even nineteenth-century 
contract laborers, recruited under varying degrees of coercion such as 
indenture or debt peonage, ostensibly worked for wages and were deeply 
enmeshed in cash economies.

Figure 4.2 suggests that settler colonizer migrations entwined in com-
plex ways with the abolition of slavery during the end of European inden-
ture and the rise of wage-earning on a global scale in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. Migrations to North America became more female 
after 1830 as laws forbidding indentured servitude for Europeans were 

Figure 4.2  Percentage Female African Slaves and Immigrants, 1800–1860
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Ferenczi’s (1929) data, migrants to European countries (many of them possible 
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century. For some sending societies, European destinations were very important, 
almost half of all migrants leaving Italy went across the Alps to European 
destinations and not to the Americas (Gabaccia 2000). France, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom all attracted significant numbers of immi-
grants from other European countries.

Figure 4.3  Percentage Female Immigrants, 1860–1924

from Japan and from southeastern Europe before 1890 usually fluctuated 
between only 15 and 25 percent female. The actual percentage female was 
undoubtedly much lower; recall that International Migrations included no 
emigration records for the many millions of mainly male emigrants leav-
ing India for Africa and Southeast Asia.

Both figures 4.3 and 4.4 offer fascinating, if limited, evidence of 
global synchronicity in gender composition across the nineteenth cen-
tury. Before 1890, the dynamics of gender composition of immigrants to 
European countries inverted the dynamics of gender composition among 
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immigrants arriving in the United States. After 1890, immigration to 
the United States quickly and sharply masculinized (with the percent-
age female dropping to less than one-third), and the proportions female 
among Australia’s immigrants (which had fallen sharply after 1850s) rose. 
Dynamics in gender composition like these suggest that north western 
Europeans viewed other European countries, the United States, and the 
Antipodes as alternative and competing destinations, their choices likely 
influenced by an inverse cycle of employment and investment docu-
mented by several Atlantic economic historians.60 By contrast, femini-
zation characterized all emigrations and immigrations documented in 
figures 4.3 and 4.4 after 1910.

Scholars have sought to explain the more gender-balanced composi-
tion of immigrants to the Americas and to northern European countries 
and the heavily male emigrations from southern and southeast Europe 
and from China and Japan. The latter especially emphasize that male emi-
grants from southeastern Europe and Asia lacked the resources to become 
settler colonizers; as laborers they frequently encountered discrimination 
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Figure 4.4  Percentage Female Emigrants, 1860–1924
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For example, increasing state restrictions imposed on migration after 
1870 may have influenced U.S. immigrant gender composition. Figure 4.5, 
calculated from U.S. flow data, contrasts the gender composition of immi-
grants from China, Italy, and Russia—all groups that faced increasing 
restrictions after 1870—to the Irish, whose migrations were never as heav-
ily restricted. As we observe, these restrictions had complex effects on all 
four national-origin groups.

Figure 4.5 describes sharp and temporary shifts in gender composi-
tion among Chinese and Irish migrants around 1882. That the proportion 
female among the Irish dropped precipitously just as it increased sharply 
among the Chinese suggests that both groups of men responded almost 
immediately to the Chinese Restriction Act of 1882. The volume of male 
Chinese migrant laborers sharply declined while Irish migration increased 
and temporarily masculinized. Progressive feminization of Chinese 
migration did not develop until twenty years later and therefore does 
not seem to have been an immediate response to restrictive laws imposed 
between 1882 and 1924. Note also that figure 4.5 does not include data on 
Japanese immigrants, but many studies have pointed to an increase in 

Figure 4.5   Percentage Female Irish, Hebrew, Italian, and Chinese 
Immigrants, 1856–1924

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

1856 1866 1876 1886 1896 1906 1916 1926

Pe
rc

en
t

Year

Irish

Hebrew

Italian

Chinese

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Willcox and Ferenczi 1929.



Global Convergence  91

Figure 4.6  Global Emigration, 1840–1924
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emigration that began (as we argue in this chapter) with a short period 
of feminization that pushed global emigrations toward gender balance 
around 1870. An equally sharp masculinization followed as migration 
increased worldwide: global migrations became most heavily male 
(around 75 percent) just before World War I. A modest feminization 
occurred among emigrants as migration volumes subsequently dropped: 
by 1924, women and girls made up only 30 percent of global migrants.

Figure 4.7 suggests feminization among immigrants in the years before 
1840, followed by rapid masculinization to less than 30 percent female by 
century’s turn. Furthermore, twentieth-century feminization also appears 
as quite modest. The gender composition of both global emigration and 
immigration fluctuated dramatically in the decade between 1914 and 
1924. Although the dynamics of gender composition among emigrants 
and immigrants at the global scale differed, the relation between female 
shares and volumes of migration held in both cases, especially after the 
onset of immigration restrictions in the late nineteenth century. Schrover, 
de Frid Silberstein, and Gabaccia all also find evidence of this inverse 
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relationship of gender composition and migration volume in their studies 
of individual countries.77

Another possibility is that male migrants responded more directly to 
business cycles of investment and employment than female migrants did.78 
Such cycles better capture demand for paid, male labor than demand for 
unpaid reproductive or paid domestic work by women migrants. The pos-
sibility of an inverse relation between gender composition and migration 
volumes at the global level certainly provides an important starting point 
for analysis of twentieth-century feminization because global migrations 
are widely understood to have plummeted in the face of immigration 
restrictions, international warfare, and worldwide economic depression 
after 1930. Chapter 5 explores that possibility.

And the Consequences?

For the nineteenth century as for the early modern era, the consequences 
of variations in migrant gender composition are poorly understood and 
explored almost exclusively for the most heavily male emigrations and 

Figure 4.7  Global Immigration, 1820–1924

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500
T

ot
al

 (T
ho

us
an

d
s)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920

Pe
rc

en
t

Year

Immigrant totals 

Percent female 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Willcox and Ferenczi 1929.



100  Gender and International Migration

migration from 1900 to 1920 as being between 2.0 and 3.5 million annu-
ally. Figure 5.1 shows that high volumes of emigrants and immigrants 
early in the century gave way to declining migrations after 1920, slowly 
rising migrations after 1950 and more rapid migration increases after 
1960. Figure 5.1 also suggests why the United Nations struggled to find 
a way to enumerate refugees. Although enumerated migrations for the 
early 1940s fell under five hundred thousand yearly, scholars have esti-
mated the number of stateless refugees at more than six to eight million 
in Europe alone in 1945.14

Data from Sex and Age of International Migrants enumerated 35,604,644 
departures and 36,936,347,928 arrivals between 1918 and 1947.15 These 
migrants constituted about 1.9 percent of the world’s population in 1920 
and about 1.6 percent in 1950. These estimates are close to the ILO’s 1936 
estimate of foreigners enumerated in stock data; in 1930, it was 2 per-
cent of global population. Because UN stock data (for 150 countries from 
1945 to 1955) described foreigners as making up 5 percent of the world’s 
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Figure 5.1  Global Emigration and Immigration, 1918–1985
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of global departures and arrivals somewhat differently. Data for arriv-
als and immigrants show a decline in the percentage female toward low 
nineteenth-century levels, but only temporarily—to under 30 percent—
in the 1920s and 1930s. In contrast, data on departures and emigrants 
show the percentage female remaining well above nineteenth-century 
levels for the entire century. Moreover, both data series point toward 
significant feminization in the decade between 1937 and 1948 and toward 
a very modest masculinization thereafter. Even with this modest mascu-
linization, migrant populations in both series vacillated between 40 to 45 
percent female for most of the second half of the twentieth century and 
approached—but did not reach—the lower limit of migrant gender bal-
ance, 47 percent.

Stock data instead describe international migrations as gender balanced 
in the decade after World War II. Published in the Demographic Yearbook, 
census data on foreign-born populations in 132 countries described post-
war LOCOB as 48 percent female.21 The UN data later describe women 
as 47 to 49 percent of migrants worldwide after 1960.22 That stock data 
revealed slightly higher percentages female than flow data is a predictable 
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Twentieth-century feminization began and pushed migrant gender 
composition toward gender balance as total volumes of international 
migration fell sharply after 1925. This correlation of rising percentages 
female and plummeting migration levels was visible in the nineteenth-
century data. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 track the percentage female and global 
volumes of emigration-departures and immigration-arrivals as docu-
mented by twentieth-century flow data. Both suggest that before 1970, 
feminization generally accompanied decreases in global volumes of 
migration and masculinization was more common when migrations vol-
umes rose. After 1970, however, the correlation became much weaker. 
Although both emigration and immigration increased after 1970, migrant 
gender composition remained relatively stable, at over 40 percent, after 
that date. Many studies of feminization and the Alcalá report on women’s 
migration worldwide all also pointed toward increasing levels of female 
migration after 1990.27

Considering the flow data variations in gender composition across time 
while incorporating insights from the scholarly literature on the twentieth-
century world and its migrants, we now offer a tentative explanation for  
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the feminization of migration. It both acknowledges the early onset and 
long twentieth-century history of feminization and considers the possi-
bility that somewhat different gender dynamics, including those in global 
labor markets, may have produced migrant gender balance before and 
after 1970.

Explaining the Twentieth-Century Global 
Convergence Toward Gender Balance

In the 1920s and 1930s, countries in the Americas and Europe imposed 
new limits on human mobility, thereby encouraging some kinds of move-
ment and discouraging others.28 This new migration regime departed 
decisively from both the laissez-faire liberalism and imperial contract 
labor recruitment programs of the nineteenth century.29 Legislators and 

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

4,500

5,000

Total immigrants

Percent female

70

50

60

40

30

20

10

0

19
18

19
23

19
28

19
33

19
38

19
43

19
48

19
53

19
58

19
63

19
68

19
73

19
78

19
83

Im
m

ig
ra

nt
 T

ot
al

 (T
ho

us
an

d
s)

Pe
rc

en
t F

em
al

e

Year

Source: Authors’ compilation based on United Nations, Department of Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 1953, and United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, 2014.

Figure 5.4  Gender Composition of Global Immigration, 1918–1985



102  Gender and International Migration

refugee, labor migrants, and other types of migrants over time, they pro-
vide adequate documentation for the gender composition of those who 
were counted as they crossed international boundaries. Feminization 
must therefore be understood as a long-term transition and not as a 
development of the late twentieth century.

Describing Migrant Gender Composition 
in the Twentieth Century

By tracking migrant gender composition with flow data and by comparing 
it when possible with broad stock data patterns for the years after 1945, 
we describe global convergence toward gender balance and offer tentative 
explanations for it. As in earlier chapters, we seek explanations for feminiza-
tion in variations in migrant gender composition across time, macro-region, 
and nations. Our explanation for gender balance as a long-term, twenti-
eth-century trend traces it to the intersection of the international regime of 
migration management and restriction with the restless dynamics of the 
twentieth-century global economy and changing gender ideologies.

Figure 5.2 tracks the percentage female among emigrants-departures  
and immigrants-arrivals between 1917 and 1985. Much like their nine-
teenth-century counterparts, these data describe the gender composition 

Table 5.1   Distribution of Immigrants, 1917–2013

1917–1947
Immigrants-

Arrivals
36.94 million

1945–1985
Immigrants-

Arrivals
88.2 million

1990
LOCOB

154.2 million

2013
LOCOB

231.5 million

Asia 29.50 22.12 32.00 30.60
Oceania  2.20 8.61  3.00  3.00
South 
America

19.80 2.77 (includes  
Caribbean)

 4.60

(includes 
Caribbean)

 3.69
Caribbean  4.60 .057
North  
 America

23.60 21.65 18.00 22.93

Europe 17.30 41.94 32.00 31.29
Africa  3.00 2.34 10.00  8.00

Source: Authors’ compilation based on United Nations, Department of Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 1953, and United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, 2014.
Note: LOCOB: Living outside country of birth. All numbers in percentages.
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of the 13.5 million foreign-born immigrants living in the United States  
in 1910. Marlou Schrover’s recent study of Europe shows approximately 
the same proportion female—between 43 and 44 percent—among for-
eigners living in Germany between 1890, when they numbered four hun-
dred thousand, and 1910, when they numbered more than a million.25 By 
1950, the gender composition of the somewhat diminished foreign-born 
population of the United States (ten million) had risen to 49 percent female, 
an increase of 6 percentage points. Increase in the percentage female was 
even greater in Germany. Immediately after World War II, 54 percent of 
the 3.3 million foreigners living in western Germany and fully 58 percent  
of the 1.3 million in eastern Germany were female.26 The populations 
of the two German states had feminized by ten to fourteen percentage 
points between 1910 and 1950. Yet, even at the national level, feminiza-
tion went almost completely unremarked by social scientists and policy-
makers. No one ever suggested such demographic changes might bring 
consequences, nor were there any scholarly studies of what those conse-
quences might be. Because the changes went unremarked, they also went 
unexplained. Our hunch is that the aging of earlier immigrants (always 
accompanied by a rising female presence in a population), the increasing 
importance of refugee movements (especially in Germany), and a chang-
ing economy that created more service and clerical jobs historically taken 
by women explain some part of these increases.

Table 5.2  Percent Female Immigrants, Arrivals, and Foreign Born, 1917–2013

1917–1947
Immigrants-

Arrivals
36.94 million

1945–1985
Immigrants-

Arrivals
88.2 million

1990
Foreign Born
154.2 million

2013
Foreign Born
231.5 million

Asia 26.90 38.41 45.60 41.20
Oceania 43.10 47.70 49.10 50.24
South 
America 

35.50 43.77 (includes 
Caribbean)

49.82

(includes 
Caribbean)

51.60
Caribbean 31.00 54.75
North  
 America 

43.70 52.26 51.06 51.22

Europe 36.30 55.00 51.45 51.87
Africa 41.20 49.25 46.60 45.86

Source: Authors’ compilation based on United Nations, Department of Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 1953, and United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, 2014.
Note: All numbers in percentages.
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and South America. For the nations in these regions, we measure women’s 
presence among immigrant populations using age-standardized estimates. 
In each figure, we order countries according to the proportion of their total 
population that is foreign born in the most recent census year.

Figure 6.2 describes upward shifts in the gender composition of 
 foreign-born populations in thirteen African nations. For example, wom-
en’s share of Guinea’s foreign born (which was 5 percent of its 1996 popu-
lation) grew from 44 to 52 percent, or from male predominant to gender 
balanced, between 1983 and 1996. Similarly, women’s share among immi-
grants grew in five other African nations. It also rose in Senegal, from 42 
to 44 percent between 1998 and 2002; in Uganda, from 45 to 50 percent 
between 1991 and 2002; in Tanzania, from 47 to 51 percent between 1988 
and 2002; and in Morocco, from 48 to 53 percent between 1982 and 1994. 
In Cameroon and South Africa, nations where immigrants were predom-
inantly male, women’s share also rose modestly, from 39 to 40 percent 
between 1976 and 1987, and from 33 to 35 percent between 1996 and 2007, 
respectively. Women’s rising presence among immigrants is likely related 
to growth in Africa’s refugees, a population that includes many women 
as spouses and children, since the late 1970s. As Veronica Fynn docu-
ments, twenty-one nations in Africa experienced internal conflict, war, 
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or political crisis in the 1990s, and Guinea, Senegal, Uganda, Tanzania, 
Morocco, Cameroon, and South Africa were host nations for refugees dur-
ing this period.17 In addition, women’s rising presence in some nations, 
like Senegal, may derive from family reunification.18

Although these African nations saw upward shifts in women’s rep-
resentation, others witnessed declines during the same period. For 
example, Rwanda underwent significant political upheaval in the 
1990s when eight hundred thousand men, women, and children were 
killed in the country’s genocide, resulting in civil war and a down-
ward shift in the presence of women among immigrants, from approxi-
mately 47 to 45 percent between 1991 and 2002.19 Similar yet smaller 
declines occurred in Mali between 1987 and 1998 and in Egypt between 
1996 and 2006. Malawi and Kenya, however, were special cases. In 
Malawi, women’s presence among immigrants began as gender bal-
anced in 1987, dropped in 1998, but then recovered in 2008—shift-
ing from 52 to 45 to 51 percent female. In Kenya, shifts in immigrant 
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gender composition were smaller, from 47 to 50 percent between 1969 
and 2009, maintaining gender balance throughout the period. In many 
African countries, these shifts were related to political instability, lim-
ited economic opportunities, and very high rates of HIV/AIDs infec-
tion, especially among women.20

We also see substantial variation in the gender composition of migrant 
populations in Asian and Middle Eastern nations. Figure 6.3 shows that the 
Philippines witnessed the most dramatic shift. In just one decade, the 1990s, 
the country’s immigrant gender composition went from male predomi-
nant (approximately 36 percent) to gender balanced (50 percent).21 This is 
likely related both to growth in the size of the country’s immigrant popula-
tion as well as diversity in the types of immigrants who settle there. Since 
the 1990s, the Philippines has attracted many Chinese, Koreans, Indians, 
and Americans, and most were students, professionals, or missionaries— 
populations that are more gender balanced than traditional labor migrants, 
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many American immigrants in Costa Rica are families. Women’s presence 
among immigrants in Panama and Jamaica also grew and achieved gender 
balance. However, Nicaragua’s immigrants remained roughly on the line 
between male majority and gender balance, at 46 percent female in 2005. 
El Salvador also transitioned toward fewer women among immigrants, 
but by 2007 women’s share remained at the low-end of a gender-balanced 
population, or 48 percent, versus 53 percent in 1992. Therefore, although 
most of the variation is within the gender-balanced range, the variation 
from country to country remains impressive.

Among nations in Europe (see figure 6.5), the story is solidly one of 
gender balance and very modest shifts in women’s share among immi-
grants.29 For example, in Switzerland, where 21 percent of the population 
in 2000 was foreign born, women made up between 50 and 52 percent 
of immigrants in each of the four census years from 1970 to 2000. In the 
United Kingdom, where approximately 7 percent of the population is 
foreign born, immigrants have been gender balanced since 1991. Spain’s 
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immigrant population also remained gender balanced, with approxi-
mately 48 percent female between 1981 and 2001. In the Netherlands, 
where approximately 10 percent of its 2001 population was foreign born, 
women’s share ranged from 47 to 48 percent from 1971 to 2001. In addi-
tion, France and Portugal saw upward shifts in the share of women among 
immigrants. In France, the share grew from 43 to 48 percent between 1962 
and 2006. This shift toward balance reflects the entry of refugees, but also 
the impact of restrictive laws passed in 1986 and 1993 permitting entry to 
immigrants only for reunification purposes, and mostly for women and 
children.30

In Portugal, women’s share also grew, but immigrants remained male 
predominant in the latest census year, an increase from 37 to 42 percent 
between 1981 and 2001. In part, this upward shift reflects the increas-
ing attractiveness of Portugal to those from Africa, Brazil, and western 
Europe. These immigrants were low-skilled construction workers who 
were male, domestic and commercial cleaning workers who were female, 
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population in 2010, with 43 percent women among immigrants. Among 
those in Venezuela, Peru, and Colombia, the gender composition shifted 
little across census years. In Venezuela and Peru, immigrant populations 
were gender balanced; in Colombia, they ranged from 45 to 46 percent 
female between 1964 and 2005.

To sum up, two important findings about recent shifts in the gender 
composition of immigrant populations have emerged. First, places that 
have attracted many immigrants, such as the United States, Canada, 
Israel, and countries in Europe, have not witnessed a substantial upward 
trend toward higher shares of women since 1970. On the contrary, 
observed shifts since 1970 reflect gender balance in immigrant popu-
lations, reflecting a complex set of processes related to shifts in labor 
demand, civil strife, age composition, and a gendered normalization 
of international moves, perhaps related to increased state investment 
in regulating migration. Second, among destination nations with small 
immigrant populations, such as South Africa, the Philippines, Costa 
Rica, Argentina, Uruguay, or Chile, women’s presence among immi-
grants has grown substantially. Therefore, global shifts in nations that 
have only recently attracted immigrants suggest more complex gender 
dynamics since 1970. As chain migrations mature, for example, family 
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reunification in host societies may occur if the earliest migrants were 
largely male. This may be especially true when long-term male immi-
grant workers identify local demand for female labor that members of 
their own families can meet.

Variation and Convergence of Gender 
Composition by National Origin

Donna Gabaccia and Elizabeth Zanoni suggest that historically gender 
composition varied across spatial scales, with variation generally great-
est at local, then regional, and then national levels.38 As recent immigra-
tion has become more selectively female, we must also ask how much 
immigrant gender selectivity varies at the national level. Once again, 
we use data from the IPUMS-International for all nations that have 
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
Note: Russia refers to Russia and the USSR.
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
Note: Guyana refers to Guyana and British Guiana; Russia refers to Russia and the USSR.
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
Note: Bosnia refers to Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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dramatically distinguish the gender composition of immigrant popula-
tions in France. Although the largest national-origin groups in France 
were all female predominant, considerably more variation existed in the 
other nations in figure 6.11. Take Austria, where in 2001, Yugoslavian and 
Bosnian immigrants were approximately 50 percent female, but German 
immigrants were female predominant (with 58 percent female). Consider 
Italy, where immigrants from EU countries were 60 percent female, those 
from central and eastern Europe were gender balanced, and those from 
North African nations were 39 percent female.

Figure 6.12 clearly shows the national-origin variation in immigrant 
gender composition in the large immigrant populations in Canada, United 
States, and Mexico. For example, although shares of women among 
immigrants in Canada from the United Kingdom and China were gender 
balanced, immigrants from Italy were only slightly less so. In the United 
States, immigrant women from the Philippines substantially outnum-
bered those from Mexico or India. U.S. immigration policy facilitated the 
entry of large numbers of Filipina nurses by providing them with visas as 
professional workers. As the biggest labor-exporting country in Asia, the 
Philippines sends large numbers of women to undertake care-related jobs 
in developed and newly industrialized countries, including the United 
States.51 In addition, the United States and the Philippines have cultural 
and historical links as well as bilateral military agreements—of which all 
have promoted strong ties between the two nations. Katharine Donato 
shows how U.S. military presence links to marriage-related migration 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
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Table 6.1  Foreign-Born Populations and Gender Composition, Most Recent Census Year

Foreign Born in Population

Country Population Percent Female Male
Percent 
Female

Recent  
Census Year

Other Census Years 
with Nativity Variables

Argentina 39,662,450 4.4 945,900 808,800 54.4 2010 2001, 1991, 1980, 1970
Armenia 3,265,600 9.3 178,760 124,790 59.8 2001
Austria 8,034,710 12.5 520,660 482,530 49.7 2001
Belarus 9,907,060 11.5 617,830 522,060 54.8 1999
Bolivia 8,276,920 1.1 45,430 47,950 47.9 2001 1992, 1976
Brazil 193,861,160 0.2 197,660 235,680 45.7 2010 2000, 1991, 1980, 1970, 

1960
Burkina Faso 14,178,240 4.8 359,610 327,320 54.6 2006 1996
Cambodia 13,401,210 0.6 38,750 43,800 46.9 2008 1998
Cameroon 8,972,110 2.8 112,390 141,870 42.9 1987 1976
Canada 29,668,704 19.3 2,959,815 2,754,259 52.1 2001 1991, 1981, 1971
Chile 15,139,140 1.3 100,960 97,110 51.6 2002 1992, 1982, 1970
Colombia 40,061,680 0.2 36,650 39,300 48.8 2005 1993, 1985, 1973
Costa Rica 3,815,000 7.8 148,310 149,860 49.9 2000 1984, 1973
Cuba 11,187,670 0.1 8,640 7,000 56.8 2002
Ecuador 14,482,330 1.3 95,620 99,580 49.2 2010 2001, 1990, 1982, 1974
Egypt 72,824,340 0.2 75,940 83,700 47.5 2006 1996
El Salvador 5,743,640 0.7 19,960 17,750 53.5 2007 1992
Fiji 843,230 1.6 6,340 6,850 50.0 2007 1996, 1986, 1976, 1966
France 60,000,000 12.7 3,910,455 3,709,527 51.3 2006 1999, 1990, 1982, 1975
Ghana 18,941,330 0.9 91,020 88,880 49.3 2000
Greece 10,288,840 10 514,660 510,000 50.8 2001
Guinea 7,290,710 5 190,950 174,630 55.0 1996 1983

(Table continues on p. 126.)



Haiti 8,380,450 0.2 8,670 8,090 52.9 2003 1973
Indonesia 236,000,000 0.1 108,890 127,260 44.4 2010 2000, 1990, 1980, 1971
Iran 64,991,250 1 286,050 381,600 44.4 2006
Iraq 19,442,780 0.5 42,360 58,330 39.8 1997
Ireland 4,403,140 14.9 315,900 340,500 47.9 2006 1991, 1981, 1971
Israel 5,563,650 32.3 964,520 831,280 54.3 1995 1983, 1972
Italy 59,814,780 3.9 1,266,880 1,090,920 54.7 2001
Jamaica 2,051,790 0.9 9,770 9,420 52.2 2001 1991, 1982
Kenya 38,419,350 0.9 176,210 175,470 51.2 2009 1999, 1989
Kyrgyz Republic 5,649,860 4.5 149,460 102,600 60.3 2009 1999
Malawi 13,419,770 1.6 113,580 104,360 52.4 2008 1998, 1987
Malaysia 21,765,000 6.9 694,950 809,200 45.2 2000 1991, 1980, 1970
Mali 9,913,300 1.7 80,510 86,350 48.7 1998 1987
Mexico 119,000,000 0.7 425,240 431,720 49.4 2010 2000, 1990, 1970
Mongolia 2,437,250 0.3 3,660 4,490 42.1 2000 1989
Morocco 25,731,280 0.4 51,980 45,960 54.1 1994 1982
Nepal 22,759,868 2.6 392,502 189,656 70.3 2001
Netherlands 15,810,417 8.4 720,083 613,083 55.2 2001 1971
Nicaragua 5,154,850 0.7 16,170 17,740 61.6 2005 1995, 1971
Pakistan 60,442,875 9 2,503,582 2,961,583 49.4 1973
Palestine 2,270,670 5.5 71,050 54,480 59.5 2007 1997
Panama 3,411,180 4.2 71,130 72,370 60.2 2010 2000, 1990, 1980, 1970

Table 6.1   (Continued)

Foreign Born in Population

Country Population Percent Female Male
Percent 
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Census Year
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Peru 27,458,950 0.3 38,650 39,700 50.1 2007 1993
Philippines 74,178,100 1.7 608,680 637,870 65.8 2000 1990
Portugal 10,340,520 6.2 326,560 316,160 58.6 2001 1991, 1981
Puerto Rico 3,541,600 8.9 169,200 144,500 50.1 2005 2000, 1990, 1980, 1970
Romania 21,379,670 0.6 66,070 58,810 54.5 2002 1992, 1977
Rwanda 8,433,920 4.4 182,920 188,670 48.4 2002 1991
Saint Lucia 133,820 4.3 3,000 2,820 27.7 1991 1980
Senegal 9,945,620 2.2 100,700 115,670 45.0 2002 1988
Sierra Leone 4,942,980 1.8 40,940 48,980 40.3 2004
Slovenia 1,796,320 8.2 71,020 75,770 72.1 2002
South Africa 52,382,850 2.1 440,250 642,850 39.9 2007 2001, 1996
South Sudan 7,753,786 0.3 11,129 15,000 39.9 2008
Spain 40,785,480 5.3 1,066,480 1,081,400 49.9 2001 1991, 1981
Sudan 29,803,118 0.2 32,006 32,006 47.8 2008
Switzerland 7,281,720 21.4 808,920 752,080 51.2 2000 1990, 1980, 1970
Tanzania 37,327,350 0.6 119,950 106,800 50.5 2002 1998
Thailand 60,451,900 0.4 112,100 146,600 41.5 2000 1990, 1980, 1970
Turkey 68,889,120 1.8 657,480 613,520 67.6 2000 1990, 1985
Uganda 24,974,490 1.6 200,540 199,030 50.5 2002 1991
United Kingdom 61,450,833 7.3 2,355,767 2,140,633 49.9 2001 1991
United States 306,169,200 12.6 20,136,100 18,516,600 51.1 2010 2000, 1990, 1980, 1970
Uruguay 2,568,660 0.6 6,690 5,210 58.2 2006 1996, 1985, 1975
Venezuela 23,064,890 4.3 493,910 497,610 57.6 2001 1990, 1981, 1971

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2014.
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the 1970s.18 Therefore, by excluding the Mexican born, we observe how 
gender variation varies independent from the male-predominant, unau-
thorized Mexico-U.S. migration, which rose for several decades before 
declining after 2007.

The first finding of note is the variation in age-standardized esti-
mates of the gender composition of all foreign-born persons. Figure 7.1 
 presents estimates that range from a low of 45 percent in 1910 to a high 
of 50 percent in 1970 and 1980. Between 1850 and 1930, the pattern was 
one of ups and downs. For example, between 1870 and 1900, women 
made up approximately 46 percent of U.S. immigrants, but by 1910, their 
share dropped slightly to 45 percent. For the next twenty years, women’s 
share increased again, to 47 percent.

Since 1930, we see a gradual rise in women’s representation among 
immigrants, also suggested by the flow data that Marion Houstoun and 
her colleagues analyze.19 In 1940, both sets of estimates converged to 
describe an immigrant population that was close to 48 percent female. 
Over the next thirty years, women’s share among total U.S. immigrants 
and among those excluding the Mexican born continued to rise. What 
is striking is how close the two estimates are until 1970. Since then, the 
proportion of women among the total foreign-born population declined 

Figure 7.1   Gender Composition of U.S. Foreign Born, Including and 
Excluding Mexican Born, 1850–2010

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
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Figure 7.2  Labor Force Participation of Women, 1910–1930
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Figure 7.3  Labor Force Participation of Women, 1980–2010
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Figure 7.4   Predicted Probabilities of Being in Labor Force by Nativity 
and Gender, 1960–2010



Consequences  167

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
s

Male-
dominated
migration 

Increasing
female

migration

Gender-
balanced
migration

U.S.-born female

U.S.-born male

Panel A. Descriptive Analysis

U.S.-born female

U.S.-born male

Panel B. Predicted Probabilities

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Pe
rc

en
t I

nt
er

m
ar

rie
d

Male-
dominated
migration 

Increasing
female

migration

Gender-
balanced
migration

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
Note: Analysis restricted to those aged twenty to twenty-nine.

Figure 7.5  U.S.-Born Household Heads Married to Foreign Born
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Figure 7.6  Foreign-Born Household Heads Married to U.S. Born
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Figure 7.7   U.S.-Born Hispanic-Latino Household Heads Married  
to Foreign-Born Hispanics-Latinos
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
Note: Analysis restricted to those aged twenty to twenty-nine.
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Figure 7.8   Foreign-Born Hispanic-Latino Household Heads Married  
to U.S.-Born Hispanics-Latinos
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
Note: Analysis restricted to those aged twenty to twenty-nine.
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Figure 7.9   U.S.-Born Asian Household Heads Married  
to Foreign-Born Asians
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
Note: Analysis restricted to those aged twenty to twenty-nine.
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Figure 7.10   Foreign-Born Asian Household Heads Married  
to U.S.-Born Asians
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
Note: Analysis restricted to those aged twenty to twenty-nine.



Table 7.1   Demographics of U.S. Foreign Born, 1910–2010

 
Male Predominant 

1910–1920

Gender Balance: Increasing 
Female Migration 

1930–1960

 
Gender Balance 

1970–2010

Foreign Born U.S. Born Foreign Born U.S. Born Foreign Born U.S. Born

W M W M W M W M W M W M

Age (total)
  Mean (years) 39.9 40.0 24.8 24.9 48.0 48.8 28.0 27.4 43.0 40.7 35.6 33.4
   Less than 18 8.2 6.7 42.9 43.6 5.6 5.6 35.6 37.5 11.6 13.2 28.4 31.4
   25–54 58.0 62.1 34.3 34.3 47.6 46.6 38.6 38.0 48.9 49.9 38.0 38.3
   65 and older 10.1 8.7 3.8 3.7 21.0 21.1 6.4 5.8 18.1 14.9 12.7 9.8

Marital status
  Married 78.7 69.0 69.4 63.8 81.1 79.5 77.8 76.2 68.8 65.2 61.7 60.9
  Married spouse 76.6 62.4 66.9 61.7 78.6 76.1 75.4 74.0 65.4 59.8 60.1 59.7

Present Educationa

  Mean (years) – – – – 7.1 7.3 7.7 7.4 10.2 10.4 10.3 10.2
   Less than high school – – – – 55.0 54.3 42.8 45.6 31.5 33.0 15.8 17.1
   High school – – – – 15.5 11.3 23.3 17.9 30.7 26.2 39.7 37.5
   More than high school – – – – 29.5 34.4 33.9 36.5 37.8 40.9 44.5 45.4



Labor force participationb

  In labor force 21.0 97.8 25.9 95.9 30.8 95.6 34.5 94.5 58.9 90.3 63.4 91.7
   Employed 22.0 92.7 25.5 91.8 28.8 88.5 32.4 88.4 56.3 82.8 64.4 84.1
   Unemployed 0.8 5.6 1.4 4.6 2.0 7.0 2.1 6.0 5.0 5.5 4.4 5.8

Weighted N (millions) 11.9 14.3 83.1 83.4 12.7 14.6 97.9 97.8 12.2 13.5 110.9 109.6
Unweighted N (thousand) 118.2 142.0 826.3 829.2 125.2 145.0 970.1 969.7 122.5 136.0 1126.6 1115.0

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Minnesota Population Center 2010.
aEducation not included in Census from 1910–1930.
bLabor force excludes members of the armed forces, except for 1920 when persons in the armed forces were included.
All numbers except means are in percentages. W is women; M is men. Marital status, education, and labor force all for ages 
twenty-five through fifty-four.
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