
Are temporary worker programs 
the future of migration?

Policy recommendations for improved 
migration governance 

Lara White, Senior Labour Migration Specialist

24 October 2024



Introduction

Overview of labour mobility

Global policy instruments

Temporary worker programs – positives and negatives

Policy recommendations



Established in 1951, IOM is committed to the principle 
that humane and orderly migration benefits 
migrants and society.

IOM acts with its partners to:

✓ assist in meeting the growing operational challenges 
of migration management;

✓ advance understanding of migration issues;

✓ encourage social and economic development 
through migration;

✓ uphold the human dignity and well-being of 
migrants.

IOM – UN MIGRATION



Overview of labour mobility

169 million 
international 

migrant 
workers

4.9 % of the 
global 

labour force

All 
countries, all 

skill levels, 
all sectors

42 % are 
women



Global policy instruments – Sustainable 
Development Goals (2015)



Sustainable Development Goal 8 



Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration (2018)

THE GLOBAL COMPACT FOR MIGRATION (GCM)

First comprehensive UN framework adopted
through inter-governmental negotiations to
enhance international cooperation in global
migration governance

23 objectives and associated commitments. It is
rooted in SDGs - Target 10.7



GCM and labour migration

Objective 6. 
Facilitate fair 

and ethical 
recruitment & 

safeguard 
conditions that 
ensure decent 

work

• Implementation of international instruments 
related to labour and human rights, including 
through national law

• Improve regulation of private recruitment 
agencies and strengthening labour inspection

• Equal labour rights and protections

•Ability to change employers

• Prohibit retention of documents (work permits, 
passports, identity documents, etc.)



Temporary worker schemes… positives

Promote safe, orderly and 
regular migration, reducing 
irregular migration

Contribute to development by 
expanding livelihood options 
and through human and 
financial capital transfer

Respond to temporary labour 
market and skills gaps in 
countries of work

Climate adaptation strategy



Temporary worker schemes… negatives

Exploitative 
recruitment and decent 
work deficits

Workers become 
permanently 
temporary

Impact on families left 
behind

Downward pressure on 
labour market



Exploitative recruitment and decent work 
deficits – key issues

Exploitative recruitment 
practices

• Opaque human resources 
chains

• Debt bondage

• Contract deception and 
substitution

• Passport and document 
retention

Imbalance of power

• Employer-tied work 
permits 

• Coercion/ threat of 
detention and 
deportation

• Non-payment of wages

• Lack of freedom of 
movement

Structural flaws

• Lack of interjurisdictional 
regulation and oversight

• Legal discrimination –
wages & working 
conditions

• Lack of freedom of 
association

• Fragmented or lack of 
access to remedy



Policy recommendations
Permanent 
migration 
pathways

Permanent 
residency

Pathways to 
citizenship

Family migration

Freedom of 
movement

Open or 
occupational work 

permits

Ability to change 
employers

Equal labour 
rights and 

protections

Application of 
national labour law

Wages and working 
conditions

Freedom of 
association

Interjurisdictional 
regulation and 
enforcement

Improved 
regulation of 

private recruitment 
agencies

Bilateral labour 
mobility 

agreements

Multilateral and 
regional 

agreements



Questions?

Thank you
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