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Abstract	

With	an	increasing	trend	towards	neoliberal	immigration	policies,	the	migration	

regime	provides	flexibility	with	regard	to	the	workforce	and	the	labour	market	as	a	

whole.	 And	 there	 has	 been	 more	 engagement	 between	 research	 on	 the	 labour	

regime	 for	 migrant	 workers	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 (GPN)	 (Coe	 and	 Hess,	

2013,	 Baglioni	 et	 al.,	 2022,	 Raj-Reichert,	 2013).	 As	 functional	 and	 geographical	

fragmentation	 of	 production	 poses	 challenges	 for	 collective	 labour	 power	 at	 the	

nodes	 of	 GPNs	 (Mosley,	 2010),	 for	 migrant	 workers	 in	 particular,	 new	 needs	 for	

research	 on	 how	 the	 connection	 between	 flexibilisation	 and	migration	 shapes	 the	

local	labour	market	arise	conceptually	and	empirically	(Baglioni	et	al.,	2022).	

This	dissertation	aims	at	developing	a	conceptual	framework	of	migrant	labour	

regime	 (MLR)	with	 a	particular	 focus	on	 the	 interplay	of	 the	 role	of	 the	 state,	 the	

firm	 and	 labour	market	 intermediaries	 (LMI)	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 (GPN)	

and	 illustrates	 this	 by	 the	 example	 of	 Filipino	 migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 Taiwanese	

semiconductor	 industry.	 Furthermore,	 the	 study	 examines	 working	 conditions	 of	

migrant	workers	to	expand	the	conceptualization	of	social	upgrading.	

The	 primary	 data	 for	 this	 dissertation	 are	 collected	 through	 semi-structured	

interviews	with	key	persons	in	the	semiconductor	industry	and	survey	of	457	Filipino	

migrant	workers	in	two	clusters	of	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry:	Kaohsiung	

and	Hsinchu.	

	 On	the	one	hand,	the	study	demonstrates	the	different	roles	of	actors	and	

connections	within	the	GPN.	For	example,	firstly,	it	emphasises	the	importance	of	

the	state	and	firms	in	shaping	the	MLR.	Secondly,	the	coordination	between	contract	

manufacturers	and	lead	firms	in	the	GPN	leads	to	a	transformation	of	the	workplace,	

e.g.,	intensification	and	increased	flexibility.	Thirdly,	LMIs	play	a	role	in	facilitating	

and	mediating	migrant	labour	in	the	transnational	labour	market.	The	coupling	

between	the	local	labour	market	and	the	GPN	is	essential	to	understand	the	

dynamics	resulting	from	commercial	pressure	and	inter-firm	relationships.	One	the	

other	hand,	the	study	uses	social	upgrading	as	an	analytical	lens	to	examine	the	

working	conditions	and	further	improve	the	understanding	of	the	migration	process	

in	the	cross-border	labor	market.	
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Chapter	1. Introduction	

	

Die	Menschen	machen	ihre	eigene	Geschichte,	aber	sie	machen	sie	nicht	aus	freien	

Stücken,	nicht	unter	selbst	gewählten,	sondern	unter	unmittelbar	vorgefundenen,	

gegebenen	und	überlieferten	Umständen.	 	

	

[People	make	their	own	history,	but	they	do	not	make	it	of	their	own	free	will,	not	

under	circumstances	of	their	own	choosing,	but	under	circumstances	that	are	

directly	found,	given	and	handed	down.]	

Karl	Marx	

	

1.1. Theoretical	overview:	Mapping	of	Geographical	Concepts	of	labor	in	Global	

Production	

Over	 the	decades,	 as	Castree	 (2004)	points	out,	 contemporary	 labor	 research	

seldom	discusses	labor	migration.	However,	migration	is	a	spatial	strategy	employed	

by	millions	of	workers	 to	counteract	 the	unevenness	of	 capitalism	 (Castree,	2004).	

Like	capital,	 labor	is	also	mobile	and	labor	mobility	is	a	phenomenon	that	has	been	

receiving	 more	 attention	 in	 geography	 (Samers,	 1999).	 Moreover,	 it	 has	 an	

important	 cultural	 dimension:	 as	 workers	 migrate,	 they	 construct	 new	 worker	

identities	and	cultures	that	connect	their	old	and	their	new	homes	(Lier,	2007).	More	

recent	 debates	 about	 labor	 migration	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 (GPN),	

emphasize	 the	 importance	 of	 transformation	 of	 employment	 relationship	 of	

migrants	 (Buckley	 et	 al.,	 2017),	 especially	 subcontracting	 employment	 relationship	

(Barrientos,	2013).	Agencies	of	workers	are	constrained	by	different	actors	within	a	
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GPN	including	state,	firms,	labor	market	intermediaries	and	their	communities	(Coe	

and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	Moreover,	empirical	studies	illustrate	how	labor	regimes	are	

shaping	 migration	 patterns	 and	 affecting	 unequal	 outcomes	 of	 the	 employment	

relationship	 (Seo	 and	 Skelton,	 2017,	 Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	 2017,	 Yea,	 2017).	

Therefore,	Gutelius	 (2015)	 reflects	on	 the	dialectics	of	 inclusion	and	exclusion	and	

concludes	 that	 the	 incorporation	 of	migrant	 workers	 into	 GPN	 is	 an	 experimental	

and	uneven	process.	

Mapping	regulatory	 influences	and	 labor	 flows	through	the	 local	 labor	market	

network	 space	extends	our	understanding	of	 dynamic	 labor	 systems.	 In	 particular,	

considering	how	labor	market	institutions	mobilize	these	linkages	to	undertake	local	

regulation	 is	 extremely	 important,	 particularly	 in	 a	 global	 economy	 which	 is	

increasingly	 characterized	 by	 extra-local	 flows	 of	 highly	 and	 lowly	 skilled	migrants	

(Coe	and	Kelly,	2000).	Furthermore,	the	local	labor	market	can	be	conceptualized	as	

a	‘network	space’	of	connections	across	different	spatial	scales	(Coe	and	Kelly,	2000).	

The	basic	process	of	 labor	production	and	reproduction	may	be	actively	shaped	by	

the	migration	of	 certain	 types	of	workers	 from	and	 into	particular	 localities	 (Kelly,	

1999,	Mullings,	1999).	

	 Although	 labor	migration	occurs	 globally,	 labor	 is	 far	 less	mobile	 than	 financial	

capital.	 There	 is,	 therefore,	 a	 significant	 need	 to	 link	work	 on	GPN	more	 explicitly	

with	 ‘labor	geographies’	 (Herod,	1997,	Herod,	2017).	 Furthermore,	more	 literature	

emphasizes	on	putting	labor	in	its	place	and	seeing	how	labor	plays	an	active	role	in	

global	production	(Newsome	et	al.,	2015).	Also,	there	is	potential	for	an	analytically	

and	politically	 rich	 line	of	 investigation	 in	certain	contexts	 to	 reveal	 the	active	and	

constituent	 role	 of	 workers	 for	 value	 creation	 in	 GPNs	 (Coe	 et	 al.,	 2008).	 The	

literature	has	shown	a	need	for	the	analysis	of	the	role	that	agencies	of	workers	and	

worker	groups	play	 in	shaping	 the	geographies	of	capitalism	 (Coe	et	al.,	2008,	Coe	

and	Hess,	2013).	

	 Labor	 geography	 literature	 tends	 to	 focus	 on	 those	 employees	 within	 GPNs	

whose	 position	 offers	 them	 the	 potential	 to	 exert	 adequate	 pressure	 on	 their	

employers.	However,	the	critics	argued	that	‘jumping	scales’,	for	example	local	labor	

strikes	 having	 a	 global	 effect,	 is	 difficult	 without	 pre-existing	 local/national	

organizational	structures,	whilst	labor	internationalism	is	not	necessarily	progressive	
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if	 it	 results	 in	 a	 deterioration	 of	 conditions	 for	 workers	 elsewhere	 (Lier,	 2007).	

Moreover,	 migration	 is	 seen	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 spatial	 strategy	 of	 labor	 through	 which	

workers	support	their	families	(Castree,	2004).	Therefore,	since	the	relation	of	labor	

and	 capital	 is	 inevitably	 entangled	 and	 labor	 regimes	 are	 shaped	 through	

globalization	 and	 migration	 in	 the	 contemporary	 economy,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	

theorize	the	migrant	worker	in	global	production	in	a	specific	labor	regime.	In	doing	

so,	 this	 thesis	 theorizes	 the	 migrant	 labor	 regime	 in	 GPNs	 to	 better	 understand	

contemporary	capitalism.	

The	labor	market	for	migrant	workers	in	low-value	segments	is	often	described	

as	 a	 ‘secondary	 labor	 market’	 with	 insecure,	 low-paid	 jobs	 and	 limited	 career	

opportunities	 (Dekker	 et	 al.,	 2002).	 However,	 migration	 can	 also	 be	 a	 long-term	

strategy	 for	 some	 workers.	 For	 example,	 from	 a	 skill-based	 perspective,	 the	

complexity	 of	 work	 and	 a	 variety	 of	 hidden	 skills	 need	 to	 be	 recognized.	 The	

knowledge	 and	 skills	 acquisition	 of	 workers	 is	 analyzed	 by	 using	 the	 concept	 of	

employability	 and	 generic	 skills	 on	 career	 pathways	 and	 opportunities	 for	

strengthening	 employability	 in	 the	 global	 labor	market	 in	 a	 long-term	 perspective	

(Beerepoot	and	Hendriks,	2013).	This	approach	does	not	simply	distinguish	between	

good	and	bad	jobs.	It	also	provides	a	starting	point	for	understanding	how	workers	

perceive	 their	 employment	 and	 what	 long-term	 employment	 perspectives	 they	

foresee	when	carrying	out	these	jobs.	

Migration	processes	reflect	complex	combinations	of	individual	and	household	

decisions	within	increasingly	institutionalized	social	networks	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	

2011).	 In	 the	 global	 labor	 market,	 the	 embeddedness	 of	 labor	 agencies	 can	 be	

framed	 in	 different	 ways.	 Four	 social	 relations	 or	 institutional	 formations	 are	

fundamental	 to	 labor	 and	 its	 political	 organizations:	 global	 production	 networks,	

state	institutions,	social	relations	and	associational	life	of	the	community,	and	labor	

market	agencies	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	

To	 shed	 light	 on	 these	 issues	 empirically,	 this	 thesis	 will	 focus	 on	 Filipino	

migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 Taiwanese	 semiconductor	 industry.	 The	 semiconductor	

industry	 is	 a	 perfect	 example	 for	 GPN	 dynamics	 as	 it	 employs	 a	 high	 number	 of	

migrant	workers.	 Taiwan	 is	one	of	 the	main	global	 centers	of	 this	 industry.	 Today,	

although	 five	 countries	 have	 bilateral	 agreements	 on	 the	 work	 permit	 of	 migrant	
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workers	 in	 Taiwan	 including	 the	 Philippines,	 Malaysia,	 Indonesia,	 Vietnam	 and	

Thailand,	 the	migrant	workers	who	are	working	 in	 semiconductor	 firms	are	mainly	

Filipino	 (See	 Table	 1).	 Therefore,	 Filipino	 migrant	 workers	 become	 especially	

important	 in	the	semiconductor	 industry	 in	Taiwan.	Furthermore,	 it	 is	 important	to	

understand	why	they	are	working	in	this	specific	industry;	how	multi-actors	shaped	

this	 special	 labor	 regime	 in	 response	 to	 GPN	 dynamics;	 how	 incorporating	 these	

workers	in	this	GPN	influence	the	workers’	agency.	

	

Table	1,	Number	of	migrant	workers	in	Nanzih	export	processing	zone	by	nationality	

from	2003	to	2017	

	

Source:	Source:	Export	Processing	zone	administration	

	

1.2. Research	Gap:	Problem	description	and	justification	of	research	project	

In	 the	 field	of	 labor	geography,	many	 studies	 showed	an	 interest	 in	 low-skilled	

migrant	workers	in	global	production	(Kelly,	2013,	McGrath,	2013,	Raj-Reichert,	2013,	

Seo	 and	 Skelton,	 2017,	 Strauss	 and	McGrath,	 2017).	 This	 study	 aims	 to	 open	 the	

debate	about	the	legal	status	of	migrant	workers,	arguing	that	power	is	exercised	on	

them	through	the	migrant	labor	regime.	Furthermore,	this	study	demonstrates	how	

the	dynamics	within	GPNs	are	related	to	the	mobility	of	labor	and	capital.	

The	 labor	market	 for	migrant	workers	 is	 highly	 fragmented.	On	 the	 one	 hand,	

highly	 qualified	 employees	 with	 long-term	 contracts	 among	 the	 core	 staff	 are	

expected	to	fulfill	a	large	and	varying	range	of	functions	with	highly	flexible	working	

hours.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 less	 qualified	 peripheral	 staff	 are	 strongly	 affected	 by	
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numerical	volatility.	In	the	latter	segment,	firms	organize	their	labor	force	based	on	

the	 concept	 of	 the	 "breathing	 factory"	 and	 use	 informal	 channels	 of	 employment	

that	 differ	 from	 strict	 formal	 regulation	 (Schiller,	 2013).	 Furthermore,	 Kilian	 et	 al.	

(2012)	provide	evidence	for	the	electronics	industry	in	the	Chinese	Pearl	River	Delta	

that	qualification	and	functional	upgrading	processes	have	an	 impact	on	functional	

and	numerical	 flexibility	of	the	peripheral	workforce.	Therefore,	an	 investigation	of	

the	effects	of	labor	turnover	and	qualification	on	upgrading	processes	and	company	

success	is	particularly	relevant.	

In	 the	 past,	 economists	 focused	 on	 the	 price	mechanism	when	 studying	 labor	

issues	 and	analyzed	how	minimum	wages	 for	migrant	 and	domestic	workers	were	

set	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 competitiveness.	 Sociologists	 paid	 attention	 to	 the	

improvement	 of	 labor	 conditions	 and	 workplace	 quality.	 However,	 both	 of	 them	

ignore	 the	 complex	 background	 and	 multiple	 spatial	 scales	 of	 international	 labor	

mobility.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 main	 issue	 in	 a	 globalized	 industry	 like	 the	

semiconductor	 industry	 is	 about	 the	 integration	 of	 migrant	 workers	 in	 global	

production	networks.	 	

This	 is	key	 to	a	 firm's	competitiveness	and	 labor	agency	at	 the	same	 time.	The	

research	 focus	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 economic	 geography	 is,	 therefore,	 on	 the	

impact	of	labor	migration	on	flexibility	and	competitiveness	of	firms	and	workplace	

quality	and	career	opportunities	of	the	migrant	workers.	The	research	analyzes	the	

labor	process	between	contract	manufacturers'	 strategic	 coupling	 in	GPNs	and	 the	

migrant	workers'	incorporation	in	the	migrant	labor	regime.	 	

1.3. Research	Questions	

The	 central	 goal	 of	 the	 dissertation	 is	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 theoretical	

understanding	of	how	different	actors	shape	migrant	 labor	regimes	and	 local	 labor	

markets,	such	as	firms,	the	government	and	Labor	Market	Intermediaries	(LMIs)	and	

to	explain	the	constrained	agency	of	migrant	workers.	Therefore,	 it	focuses	on	two	

dimensions:	 Firstly,	 the	 research	 demonstrates	 the	 interdependencies	 of	 global	

production	and	local	labor	markets	through	an	examination	of	the	ways	in	which	the	

labor	regime	for	international	migrant	workers	in	Taiwan	is	constituted	as	a	result	of	
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institutional	 intervention.	 Secondly,	 the	 study	 examines	 how	 LMIs	 shape	 the	

matching	process	in	the	local	labor	market.	

This	 thesis	 aims	 to	 provide	 a	 theoretical,	 empirical,	 and	 policy-relevant	

contribution	to	the	role	of	migrant	labor	in	a	highly	globalized	industry	and	a	country	

with	 a	 rather	 recent	 history	 of	 labor	 migration.	 Therefore,	 the	 semiconductor	

industry	 in	Taiwan	is	the	chosen	empirical	example.	Three	main	research	questions	

are	answered	by	the	project.	

1) Understanding	of	the	migrant	labor	regime	in	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	

industry	

● Labor	 flow:	 What	 is	 the	 predominant	 kind	 of	 migrant	 labor?	 What	 is	 the	

proportion	 of	 migrant	 labor?	 What	 is	 their	 occupation?	 How	 did	 changes	 in	

government	regulations	influence	the	labor	flow?	

● What	are	the	restrictions	posed	on	the	workers	by	the	migrant	labor	regime?	

● What	is	the	migration	process	of	migrant	workers	in	semiconductor	industry	

● What	 are	 the	 contractual	 arrangements	 between	 firms,	 migrant	 workers	 and	

agencies?	

2) Socio-economic	aspects	of	migrant	workers’	working	conditions	

● How	 do	 individual,	 firm-related	 and	 institutional	 factors	 affect	 working	

conditions	of	migrant	workers?	

● Which	 career	 development	 opportunities	 do	migrant	workers	 possess	 (upward	

mobility,	skills,	and	salaries)?	

3) Impact	 of	 labor	 market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs)	 on	 the	 employment	

relationship	 	

● What	is	the	impact	of	labor	market	intermediaries	on	the	working	conditions	of	

migrant	workers?	

● How	do	LMIs	contribute	to	unequal	relationships	in	GPNs?	
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1.4. Empirical	study	on	the	history	of	migrant	workers	in	Taiwan	

According	to	estimations	by	the	United	Nations	(UN)1,	the	share	of	international	

migrants	in	the	world	population	was	2.8	per	cent	in	2000	and	reached	3.5	per	cent	

by	 2019.	 Due	 to	 its	 rise	 in	 importance,	 the	 employment	 relationship	 of	 migrant	

workers	has	received	much	scientific	and	public	attention	in	recent	years	(Buckley	et	

al.,	 2017).	 Since	2014,	 the	 International	 Labor	Organization	 (ILO)	has	 launched	 the	

Fair	 Recruitment	 Initiative	 to	 develop	 international	 labor	 standards.	 However,	 the	

initiative	 is	 not	 yet	 having	 a	 large	 impact	 on	 recruiters	 in	 counteracting	 the	

downward	shift	 in	working	conditions	globally	 (Jones,	2022).	Furthermore,	scholars	

point	 out	 that	 it	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 the	 channeling	 process	 of	 migration	

(Xiang	and	Lindquist,	2014,	Jones	and	Sha,	2020).	

In	 the	context	of	Taiwan,	 the	employment	relationship	and	 labor	segmentation	

in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	has	become	more	pronounced	 since	 the	electronics	

industry	arrived	in	the	country	in	the	1960s.	Companies	are	committed	to	economic	

upgrading	and	increasing	the	value	of	production.	Other	studies	have	shown	that	the	

development	 of	 the	 Information	 and	 Communication	 Technology	 (Jones)	 industry,	

especially	 the	 semiconductor	 manufacturing	 industry	 in	 Nanzih	 Export	 Processing	

Zone,	Kaohsiung,	 is	still	the	core	area	for	electronic	assembly	 in	Taiwan	(Hsu	et	al.,	

2018).Recently,	 since	 the	 2010s,	 outsourced	 semiconductor	 and	 assembly	 firms	

(OSATs)	 specialized	 in	 packaging	 and	 testing	 of	 microchips	 by	 focusing	 on	 core	

competencies	in	new	application-specific	chip	markets	for	logic	chips	in	smartphones,	

notebook	 PCs	 and	 servers	 (Yeung,	 2022).	 The	 competencies	 have	 been	 achieved	

through	 increased	 flexibility	 in	 production	 arrangements,	 zero-inventory	 strategies	

by	 customers	 in	 the	 supply	 chain,	 and	 interconnected	 relationships	 of	 firms	 in	

different	countries.	Most	of	the	newly	established	local	firms	in	the	chip	industry	are	

Small	and	medium-sized	enterprises	(SMEs)	(Hsu	et	al.,	2018)	which	focus	exclusively	

																																																								
1 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Population Division (2019). International Migrant Stock 2019 

(United Nations database, POP/ DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2019), available at: 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp. 
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on	producing	intermediate	components.	

However,	 despite	 a	 transformation	 of	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan	

towards	higher	value-added	products,	labor	shortages,	especially	among	blue-collar	

workers,	have	become	a	major	problem	as	a	result	of	demographic	change	and	the	

limited	attractiveness	of	these	 low-paying	 jobs	 in	Taiwan.	With	the	rapid	economic	

growth,	 semiconductor	 firms	 face	 the	problem	of	 labor	shortages	 in	Taiwan.	Some	

jobs	are	seen	as	unattractive	by	Taiwanese	workers	because	they	require	low-skills,	

long	 working	 hours,	 and	 night	 shifts	 in	 relation	 to	 high	 labor	 turnover	 and	 low	

salaries.	 Therefore,	 the	 government	 established	 a	 temporary	migration	 system	 for	

the	first	time	in	1992	and	allowed	migrant	workers	from	Southeast	Asian	countries	

to	 come	 to	 Taiwan	 based	 on	 a	 decree	 on	 the	 introduction	 and	 management	 of	

migrant	workers	(Lan,	2003,	Tseng	and	Wang,	2013).	 	

Since	 then,	 labor	market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs)	have	played	an	essential	 role	 in	

shaping	the	regional	labor	market.	In	Taiwan,	most	of	the	firms	rely	on	private	labor	

market	 intermediaries	 (LMI)	 rather	 than	 government-to-government	 hiring	

programs	when	hiring	migrant	workers.	According	 to	 the	Central	 government	 final	

accounts	 audit	 report	 in	 2017,	 only	 7,082	 (1%)	migrant	workers	 get	work	 permits	

through	the	government’s	direct	hiring	program.	 	

In	many	other	countries,	LMIs	have	become	widespread,	significantly	impacting	a	

wide	variety	of	labor	market	dynamics	and	playing	a	critical	role	in	shaping	regional	

development	 (Benner,	 2003).	 Furthermore,	 Benner’s	 research	 in	 the	 US	 indicates	

that	with	more	unsteady	employment	 and	high-level	 job-hopping,	 both	employers	

and	employees	have	increasingly	turned	to	third-party	 intermediaries	to	help	them	

navigate	the	labor	market	(Benner,	2003).	

From	 the	 perspective	 of	 migrant	 workers,	 steps	 to	 improve	 workplace	 quality	

and	career	perspective,	i.e.	by	acquiring	additional	skills,	are	of	importance.	Migrant	

workers	also	face	many	restrictions	when	entering	the	Taiwanese	labor	market,	e.g.	

by	quotas	 for	migrant	workers	 for	 specific	 industries2,	 restrictions	on	changing	 the	

																																																								
2	 Taiwanese industry is issuing according to the quota ratio, which is divided into five levels of 10~35%, and electronic related 

industries are within C-level 15% or D-level 10%. 
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employer3,	 and	 the	 focus	 on	 low-skilled	 jobs.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 semiconductor	

industry	 is	 still	 an	 attractive	 workplace	 for	 many	 migrant	 workers	 compared	 to	

opportunities	in	their	home	countries.	 	

Even	 though	 nowadays	 working	 abroad	 is	 much	 easier,	 migration	 does	 not	

necessarily	 lead	to	a	better	 individual	 life.	Therefore,	 labor	market	research	should	

not	 focus	 narrowly	 on	 economic	 upgrading	 in	 global	 production	 networks,	 e.g.	

income	 growth,	 but	 have	 a	 broader	 perspective	 on	 social	 upgrading,	 working	

conditions,	 and	 labor	 agencies.	 Existing	migration	 studies	 also	 focus	mainly	on	 the	

migration	 regime	 and	 emphasize	 state	 regulations	 and	 workplace	 regimes	 at	 the	

factory	level.	However,	there	is	a	need	to	put	the	circumstances	of	migrant	workers	

in	a	broader	context	of	different	actors	in	global	production	to	better	understand	the	

constrained	agency	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011)	of	migrant	workers	 in	multi-scalar	

global	production	systems.	As	the	regulatory	framework	of	the	migrant	labor	regime	

in	 Taiwan,	 which	 is	 called	 quota	 system	 (Tseng	 and	 Wang,	 2013),	 allocates	 and	

restricts	 migrant	 workers	 in	 a	 specific	 migrant	 labor	 market,	 these	 migrants	 are	

effectively	repositioned	as	 low-	or	medium-skilled	and	night-shift	workers	from	the	

moment	of	entry	into	Taiwan.	

Today,	 the	 Taiwanese	 semiconductor	 industry	 relies	 on	 a	 large	 number	 of	

migrant	 workers,	 particularly	 in	 low-tech	 production.	 There	 are	 5,609	 migrant	

workers	 (5.7%	 of	 the	 total	 workforce)	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 design	 and	

manufacturing	 industry	 cluster	 of	 Hsinchu	 Science	 Park	 and	 8,779	 (13.2%)	 in	 the	

semiconductor	 packaging	 and	 testing	 industry	 cluster	 of	 Nanzih	 export	 processing	

zone	(NEPZ)4	 (See	fig	1).	

																																																								
3 Many of them are hired by intermediaries. On the one hand, labor has the right to ask intermediaries to change where they 

work. On the other hand, hire the indirect employment more than the direct employment of Indirect employment is more than 

direct employment 

4	 Source: Science Park administration & Export Processing zone administration [2018.06]�
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Figure	1,	Research	area-	Kaohsiung	Nanzih	EPZ	and	Hsinchu	Science	Park	

Source:	own	figure	

	

The	study	focuses	on	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry,	which	is	known	for	

manufacturing,	packaging	and	testing	IC	chips	globally.	Labor	market	intermediaries	

(LMIs),	 i.e.	 intermediaries	 in	 the	 labor	 market	 that	 mediate	 the	 employment	

relationship	between	employers	and	employees,	 including	employment	agents	and	

brokers.	 Moreover,	 LMIs	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 shaping	 the	 labor	 market	

dynamics,	 affecting	 the	 client	 firms’	 position	 in	 global	 production.	 In	 the	 past	 few	

decades,	 the	 emergence	 of	 LMIs	 for	 hiring	 migrant	 workers	 has	 represented	 an	

integral	component	of	 the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	 industry.	Private	LMIs	existed	

in	the	1990s,	while	migrant	labor	suppliers	have	long	cooperated	with	client	firms	in	

the	 semiconductor	 industry.	 Thus,	 understanding	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	 the	

semiconductor	 industry	 context	 provides	 important	 insights	 into	 fundamental	

processes	that	affect	labor	market	dynamics	in	Taiwan.	
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1.5.	Method	to	be	applied	

The	empirical	material	for	this	thesis	has	been	collected	via	qualitative	interviews	

and	 a	 quantitative	 survey.	 The	 data	 will	 be	 analyzed	 separately	 as	 well	 as	 in	 a	

mixed-method	combination.	

Regarding	the	qualitative	data,	the	semi-structured	interviews	are	used	to	exhibit	

different	 actors,	 including	 firms,	 brokers	 in	 a	 GPN.	 This	 approach	 is	 important	 to	

capture	 a	 detailed	 and	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 the	 role	 and	 the	 interaction	

between	lead	firm,	local	firm	and	LMIs	and	the	state	(See	Chapter	3).	

As	 to	 the	 quantitative	 data,	 the	 data	 was	 collected	 in	 the	 two	 clusters	 of	

semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Kaohsiung	 and	 Hsinchu,	 Taiwan,	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 the	

target	 group,	 such	 as	 operator	 and	 technician	 from	 different	 segments	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry.	The	survey	has	been	designed	to	understand	the	migration	

experience	in	Taiwan	by	collecting	information	including	migration	experience	in	the	

corss-border	labor	market,	including	demographic	characteristics,	motivation,	career	

path,	 skill	 development,	 aspiration	 of	 the	 future	 and	 employment	 status	 (See	

Chapter	4).	Furthermore,	the	survey	gives	the	study	a	comprehensive	understanding	

of	 the	 pattern	 of	 migrants’	 career	 path	 and	 thus	 catering	 to	 firms	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry	in	Taiwan	(See	Chapter	4).	

In	 chapter	 5,	 a	mixed	method	 approach,	 including	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	

data,	are	used	as	analysis	strategies	in	order	to	complement	the	qualitative	findings,	

which	 provide	 a	 better	 understanding	 on	multi-scalar	 actors	 and	 the	 trajectory	 of	

economic	and	social	upgrading	in	the	GPNs	of	semiconductor	industries,	and	better	

articulate	 the	 relation	 between	 firms,	 labor	 market	 intermediaries	 and	 workers.	

Furthermore,	 logistic	 regression	 is	 used	 to	 analyze	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	migrant	

workers'	career	paths.	

1.6.	Structure	of	the	book	

Chapter	 1,	 the	 introduction,	 provides	 the	 theoretical	 overview	 on	 the	migrant	

worker	within	a	global	production	network	by	addressing	labor	regime,	intermediary	
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and	trajectory	of	social	upgrading	in	GPNs/GVCs.	Furthermore,	this	chapter	provides	

detailed	 facts	 and	 descriptions	 about	 the	 research	 area	 of	 Taiwan,	 and	 more	

specifically	 two	 important	 clusters	 of	 semiconductor	 industries	 which	 are	 located	

there.	

Chapter	 2,	 the	 synopsis	 part	 provides	 the	 basic	 architecture	 within	 which	 the	

research	theme	of	this	book	is	positioned.	The	three	main	building	blocks	are:	firstly,	

the	 agency	 of	 the	 workers,	 which	 represent	 labor	 power;	 secondly,	 the	 regime,	

which	represents	the	relation	of	domination	and	subordination;	thirdly,	GPNs,	which	

represent	the	logic	of	capital	accumulation.	

Chapter	 3	 with	 the	 title	 “Regime”,	 illustrates	 the	 theorization	 of	 the	 MLR	 by	

identifying	 the	 role	 of	 different	 actors	 including	 the	 state,	 firm	 and	 labor	 market	

intermediary	within	a	multi-scalar	context.	

Chapter	 4	 under	 the	 title	 “Social	Upgrading”	 investigates	 the	migrant	workers’	

motivation	 and	 skill	 development	 by	 descriptive	 analysis	 of	 the	 survey	 data.	

Moreover,	the	study	identifies	the	indicators	of	structural	factors	(e.g.	demographic	

characteristics,	 job-related	 factors	 and	 institutional	 factors)	 on	 migrant	 workers’	

satisfaction	with	the	working	conditions	(e.g.	 job	quality	and	job	security).	By	using	

empirical	 data,	 the	 study	 further	 elaborates	 migrant	 workers’	 social	 upgrading	 in	

global	production.	

Chapter	5,	titled	“Labor	Market	Intermediary”	focuses	on	illustrating	the	role	of	

LMIs	 in	mediating	 the	migration	 process	 in	 response	 to	 the	GPN	mechanisms	 and	

shaping	 the	 local	 labor	market.	 The	 study	 provides	 the	 insights	 of	 the	 interlinked	

relationship	 between	 LMIs,	 firms	 and	 national	 regulatory	 institutions	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry,	especially	the	difference	between	lead	firms	and	small	firms.	

Empirically,	the	study	uses	a	logistic	regression	model	to	examine	the	impact	of	LMIs	

on	workers'	career	paths.	

	 Chapter	 6	 provides	 the	 conclusion	 of	 the	 study	 by	 relating	 theoretical	

contributions	and	empirical	findings.	And	thus	the	study	maps	the	frame	of	further	

steps	for	future	studies.	

	 	



	 13	

Chapter	2. Synopsis	

	

2.1	The	Concept	of	Labor	Agency	from	a	Global	Production	Perspective	

In	economic	and	labor	geography,	the	notion	of	labor	agency	has	been	developed	for	

the	past	two	decades.	However,	 it	 is	difficult	to	apply	 labor	agency	as	an	academic	

concept.	 In	 many	 cases,	 it	 has	 become	 elusive	 and	 has	 been	 used	 in	 too	 many	

specific	 human	 situations.	 This	 chapter	 introduces	 three	 building	 blocks	

underpinning	 the	 labor-capital	 relation	 to	 address	 the	 migrant	 labor	 in	 GPNs.	

Furthermore,	 the	thesis	applies	these	theoretical	 tools	 in	practice	on	three	specific	

themes:	migrant	 labor	regimes	(MLR,	see	chapter	3),	social	upgrading	(See	chapter	

4),	and	labor	market	 intermediaries	(LMIs,	see	chapter	5).	Figure	2	summarizes	the	

general	concepts	which	the	thesis	is	built	upon	and	the	specific	fields	of	application.	

	

	
Figure	2,	General	concepts	and	specific	focus	of	the	thesis	

	

	

2.1.1.	Constrained	Agency:	labor	as	active	actor	

The	notion	of	"structure-agency"	was	introduced	by	the	sociologist	Anthony	

Giddens.	 Agency	 refers	 not	 to	 people's	 intentions	 but	 to	 their	 capability	 of	 doing	

those	 things	 in	 the	 first	place	 (Giddens,	1984).	And	he	argues	 that	 recognizing	 the	

circumstances	of	social	constraint	in	which	individuals	"have	no	choice"	are	not	to	be	

equated	 with	 the	 dissolution	 of	 action.	 Thus,	 structure	 refers	 to	 the	 structuring	
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properties	allowing	the	"binding"	of	time-space	in	a	social	system,	making	it	possible	

for	discernibly	similar	social	practices	to	exist	across	varying	periods	and	spaces	and	

to	lend	them	a	'systemic'	form	(Giddens,	1984).	Generally,	he	argues	that	social	life	is	

continually	produced	and	 reproduced	 through	a	process	of	 structuration	 (Giddens,	

1984,	Giddens,	 1985).	On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 perspective	 of	Gidden's	 structuration	

theory	provides	Meso-level	concepts	 to	connect	 the	macro	and	micro	perspectives	

of	 social	 life,	 which	 means	 both	 structure	 and	 agency	 were	 implicated	 in	 every	

moment	 of	 social	 interaction.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 he	 provides	 the	 view	 of	 a	

time-space	 process	 of	 social	 life.	 Thus	 to	 understand	 international	 migration,	

Meso-level	structurationist	concepts	are	applied	(Goss	and	Lindquist,	1995).	

Therefore,	the	concept	of	agency	needs	to	be	grounded	or	re-embedded	in	the	

context	of	time-space,	which	provides	a	constituent	process	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	

2011).	 Furthermore,	 Katz	 (2004)	 offers	 three	 categories	 of	 labor	 strategy,	 which	

shows	 the	 potential	 agency	 of	 labor	 in	 their	 daily	 life:	 Resilience,	 reworking	 and	

resistance	 (Katz,	 2004).	 Concerning	 migrant	 workers,	 labor	 strategies	 offer	 a	

different	 level	of	 agency	and	 labor's	 ability	 to	 the	 spatial	 fix.	 In	other	words,	 even	

though	capital	seeks	to	fix	workers	in	place	to	control	them,	the	ability	of	workers	to	

move	from	one	workplace	to	another	encompasses	the	politics	of	labor	to	transcend	

local	power	geometries.	

Social	actors	and	relations	in	which	workers	are	embedded	in	the	structures	are	

important,	 so	 four	 domains	 are	 provided	 to	 understand	 it	 (Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier,	

2011).	

Firstly,	 the	 re-embedding	 agency	 in	 capital/GPN.	 GPN	 perspective	 provides	

analytical	insights	revealing	that	the	fragmented	coordinated	organization	of	capital	

at	 the	 global	 scale	 can	 simultaneously	 show	 the	 variegated	 landscape	 for	 agency	

potential	across	different	sectors	(Jessop,	2001).	For	instance,	while	some	positions	

are	associated	with	a	high	level	of	value-adding	activity	and	a	low-level	of	potential	

substitutability,	 others	 are	 associated	with	marginal,	 transitory	working	 conditions	

(Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier,	 2011).	 By	 re-embedding	 the	 workers’	 agency	 within	 the	

structure	of	capital,	the	position	of	workers	within	GPNs	offers	the	potential	to	exert	

effective	 pressure	 on	 their	 employers.	 However,	 the	 fundamental	 unequal	

development	 (e.g.	 global	 north	 and	 south)	 (Newsome	 et	 al.,	 2015)	 between	 labor	

and	capital	remains	a	power	limiting	condition	on	effective	mobilization	(Lier,	2007).	
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	 Second,	the	re-embedding	agency	within	the	structure	of	the	state.	States	are	

regarded	as	a	regulatory	actor	and	play	the	role	in	shaping	who	is	a	worker	and	what	

it	means	 to	be	a	worker,	 such	as	characteristics	and	 the	position	of	a	worker	 (Coe	

and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	As	Coe	(2013)	points	out,	labor	is	produced,	reproduced	and	

regulated	 in	 different	 local	 and	 national	 contexts.	 Labor	 agency	 needs	 to	 be	

re-embedded	 within	 the	 state	 formation.	 Scholars	 emphasize	 the	 governance	 of	

labor	 is	mediated	by	 the	specific	 social	 relations	and	 local	 labor	 regimes	as	well	as	

the	 historical	 legacies	 (Riisgaard	 and	 Hammer,	 2011).	 For	 example,	 the	 study	

demonstrated	 that	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 in	 shaping	 the	 potential	 for	 labor	 agency	

within	the	mining	compounds	of	South	Africa	(Bezuidenhout	and	Buhlungu,	2011).	

Third,	 the	 re-embedding	 agency	 within	 community	 politics.	 Communities	 are	

seen	as	a	 set	of	 social	 relations,	which	 include	 the	 sphere	of	 reproduction	help	us	

understand	 the	 politics	 of	 workers	 (Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier,	 2011).	 Not	 only	 is	 the	

positionality	 of	 workers	 recognized	 as	 the	 identification	 of	 community,	 such	 as	

gender,	family	identities,	or	loyalties	based	on	ethnicity,	age	and	place,	but	also	the	

workplace	(Rutherford,	2010).	The	workplace	is	regarded	as	an	important	arena	for	

politics	when	analyzing	precarious	work	 (Rutherford,	 2010).	Moreover,	 precarity	 is	

used	as	an	academic	concept	to	capture	the	insecure	situation	of	workers.	

	 Fourthly,	 the	 re-embedding	 agency	within	 labor	market	 intermediaries.	 Labor	

market	 intermediaries,	 play	 an	 important	 role	 as	 social	 actors,	 in	 mediating	 the	

supply	and	demand	of	the	workforce	 in	the	 labor	market	(Benner,	2003).	Research	

has	 demonstrated	 that,	 even	 with	 the	 continuing	 process	 of	 globalization,	 the	

persistence	of	a	unique	national	labor	market	for	temporary	staffing	is	the	hallmark	

of	 the	 global	 industry	 (Coe	 et	 al.,	 2010,	 Coe	 et	 al.,	 2011b,	 Coe	 et	 al.,	 2011a).	 As	

scholars	 point	 out,	 temporary	 localized	 staffing	 activity	 has	 shown	 that	 highly	

spatially	variable	and	territorially	embedded	corporate	strategies	are	being	applied	

(Coe	et	al.,	2007,	Coe	et	al.,	2011b,	Coe	et	al.,	2011a).	

2.1.2.	Labor	Agency	and	social	upgrading	

With	a	growing	body	of	discussion	on	labor	agencies	within	GPN,	the	problem	

of	upgrading	in	terms	of	labor	was	brought	into	the	GPN/GVC	debate.	Scholars	from	

the	 field	 of	 development	 studies	 challenged	 GPN/GVC	 studies	 for	 neglecting	 the	

position	of	labor	and	depicting	them	merely	as	an	endogenous	factor	of	production	
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at	the	bottom	of	value	chains	(Taylor	et	al.,	2013).	More	specifically,	scholars	called	

for	attention	to	dyadic	relations	between	buyers	and	suppliers	and	to	the	degree	to	

which	 employment	 relationships	 facilitate	 firm-level	 upgrading	 within	 the	

consideration	of	the	position	of	suppliers	to	better	understand	the	governance	and	

wealth	distribution	in	global	commodity	chains	(Palpacuer,	2008).	

The	 concept	 of	 social	 upgrading	 raises	 the	 issue	 of	 how	 to	 achieve	 improved	

working	 conditions	 (Newsome	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 As	 Barrientos	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 argue,	 it	 is	

important	 to	 capture	 the	 working	 condition	 of	 labor	 within	 value	 chain	 analysis.	

Labor	should	be	seen,	on	the	one	hand,	as	a	productive	factor	where	the	commercial	

driver	 is	 quality	 standards	 and	not	 only	 cost	 pressures	 and,	 on	 the	other	 hand,	 as	

socially	 embedded	 with	 a	 view	 on	 the	 role	 played	 by	 labor	 standards,	 rights,	 ILO	

conventions	 and	 human	 rights.	 Previous	 empirical	 studies	 explore	 the	 extent	 to	

which	 social	 upgrading	 is	 related	 to	 a	 specific	 form	 of	 economic	 upgrading	

(Barrientos	et	al.,	 2011),	 in	 terms	of	 the	measurable	 standard,	 including	wage	and	

working	 conditions	 and	 enabling	 rights,	 including	 collective	 bargaining	 power	

(Barrientos	 et	 al.,	 2011).	 The	 notion	 of	 social	 upgrading	 has	 been	 the	 central	

research	topic	in	the	studies	of	the	impacts	of	GPN	(Coe	and	Yeung,	2019).	

In	 Chapter	 4,	 based	 on	 the	 insights	 from	 previous	 studies,	 this	 dissertation	

provides	 a	 theoretical	 frame	 associated	 with	 different	 factors,	 including	

demographic	characteristics,	 job-related	factors	resulting	from	the	GPN	mechanism	

and	institutional	factors	resulting	from	the	national	regulatory	regime.	And	thus,	the	

study	 demonstrates	 the	 likelihood	of	 job	 satisfaction	 and	 illustrates	 trajectories	 of	

social	upgrading	of	a	specific	migrant	 labor	regime	 in	GPNs	by	comparing	different	

stages	of	migration.	

2.2.	Labor	regime	

The	 concept	 of	 the	 labor	 regime	 brings	 together	 the	 structural	 power	 of	 the	

firm	and	of	the	state	in	order	to	understand	the	constrained	agency	of	the	workers.	

Jonas	(1996)	brought	the	concept	 into	economic	geography.	Coe	and	Yeung	(2019)	

point	 out	 that	 recent	 studies	 show	 that	 “whether	 labor	 regimes	 can	help	 theorize	

the	 intersections	 of	 commercial	 pressures	 and	 private	 governance	 schemes	

transmitted	 via	 global	 production	 networks	with	 the	 territorialized	 social,	 political	

and	economic	formations	that	heavily	shape	working	conditions	in	particular	places”	
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(Coe	 and	 Yeung,	 2019).	 Furthermore,	 labor	 regimes	 can	 be	 conceptualized	 as	

historically	 formed,	 multi-scalar	 phenomena	 resulting	 from	 the	 articulation	 of	

struggles	 over	 social	 relations	 intersecting	 with	 lead-firm	 contracting	 practices	 in	

global	production	networks	at	the	workplace	scale	(Smith	et	al.,	2018).	For	instance,	

Pattenden	 (2016)	 uses	 the	 complex	 concept	 of	 labor	 regime	 to	 integrate	 global	

production	structures,	 local	 labor	control	 regimes	and	the	 labor	process	to	explore	

the	 potential	 agency	 of	 labor	 exercised	 in	 structural	 and	 associational	 power	

constellations	 (Pattenden,	 2016).	 López	 (2021)	 conceptualized	 local	 control	 regime	

at	specific	nodes	of	global	production	networks	to	demonstrate	the	potential	agency	

from	 day-to-day	 action	 in	 the	 garment	 industry	 of	 Bangalore,	 India	 (López,	 2021).	

The	 fragmentation	 of	 production	 leads	 to	 new	 forms	 of	workplace	 and	work-time	

organization	 (Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier,	 2011).	 As	 new	 forms	 of	 workplace	 and	

work-time	 arrangements	 lead	 to	 a	 fragmentation	 of	 the	 workforce,	 employment	

relationships	 which	 are	 mediated	 by	 temporary	 staffing	 agencies,	 become	 more	

common	(Coe	et	al.,	2010).	

In	chapter	3,	the	study	aims	to	develop	a	conceptual	framework	of	the	migrant	

labor	 regime	 (MLR),	 addressing	 three	 central	 actors	 in	 multi-scalar	 networks,	 i.e.,	

state,	firms,	and	LMI	in	the	global	production	network	(GPN).	It	uses	the	example	of	

Filipino	migrant	workers	 in	 the	 Taiwanese	 semiconductor	 industry	 to	 illustrate	 the	

different	roles	of	actors	and	connections	within	the	GPN.	

2.3.	Labor	in	GPNs	

With	regard	to	labor	in	GPNs,	Herod	(2017)	argues	that	small	firms	sometimes	

can	have	a	significant	 impact	on	 the	whole	production	network,	although	 they	are	

only	contract	manufacturers	that	produce	components	and	not	a	full	product.	This	is	

particularly	 relevant	 for	 those	 firms	 involved	 in	 just-in-time	 production	 and	 zero	

inventory	 control.	 When	 a	 disruption	 occurs,	 small	 firms	 cannot	 produce	

components.	 The	 disorder	 can	 cause	 a	 ripple	 effect	 throughout	 the	 GPN	 (Herod,	

2017).	For	example,	in	2011,	the	"311	tsunami"	impacted	GPNs	because	the	Toyota	

US	 assembly	 plant	 could	 not	 get	 components	 from	 Japan	 (Rainnie	 et	 al.,	 2011).To	

give	another	example,	in	2021,	automakers	worldwide	shut	down	assembly	lines	due	

to	 problems	 in	 the	 delivery	 of	 semiconductors	 products,	 mainly	 produced	 in	 East	
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Asian	countries5	 (e.g.	Taiwan	and	South	Korea).	

Viewing	 labor	 as	 an	object	within	GPNs,	 the	workers	 embroiled	 in	 a	GPN	 can	

also	significantly	impact	its	functionality	(Herod,	2017).	Ngai	and	Smith	(2007)	show	

that	 a	 specific	 dormitory	 labor	 regime,	 which	 blurs	 the	 boundaries	 between	

production	and	 social	 spheres,	 can	be	 seen	as	 a	way	of	 labor	 control	on	domestic	

migration	 in	export-oriented	production.	Therefore,	there	 is	a	need	for	approaches	

that	 explore	 the	 causal	 effects	 of	 how	 these	 global	 production	 systems	 were	

structured	in	relation	to	labor	(Yeung	and	Coe,	2015).	

With	 regard	 to	 seeing	 labor	 as	 a	 subject	 within	 GPNs,	 Herod	 (2017)	 argues	 that	

although	workers	are	positioned	at	 the	bottom	of	global	production,	 they	can	play	

an	active	role	in	dramatically	shaping	the	organizational	configuration	and	functions	

through	their	strikes.	

In	 chapter	 5,	 the	 study	 demonstrates	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	 the	 mediation	

process	through	semi-structured	interviews	and	empirical	survey	data,	emphasizing	

its	often	neglected	 role	as	an	actor	 in	 cross-border	 labor	markets.	 It	 examines	 the	

following	 two	questions.	Firstly,	what	 is	 the	 role	of	LMIs	 in	 responding	 to	 the	GPN	

mechanisms,	such	as	the	mediating	process	and	functional	and	numerical	flexibility?	

Secondly,	what	is	the	impact	of	LMIs	on	migrant	workers,	especially	as	a	factor	in	the	

divergence	of	migrants’	career	paths?	

	 	

																																																								
5	 Source:	https://www.ft.com/content/f76534bf-b501-4cbf-9a46-80be9feb670c	
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Chapter	3. The	Migrant	Labour	Regime	and	Labour	Market	Intermediaries	in	

the	Taiwanese	Semiconductor	Industry	

	

Abstract	

The	 paper	 aims	 at	 developing	 a	 conceptual	 framework	 of	 migrant	 labour	 regime	

(MLR)	with	a	particular	focus	on	the	interplay	of	the	role	of	the	state,	the	firm	and	

labour	 market	 intermediaries	 (LMI)	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 (GPN)	 and	

illustrates	 this	 by	 the	 example	 of	 Filipino	 migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 Taiwanese	

semiconductor	industry.	GPN	dynamics	are	expected	to	be	intertwined	with	the	MLR,	

the	local	labour	market	and	transnational	migration	patterns	in	East	Asia.	Based	on	

semi-structured	 interviews	 with	 key	 persons	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry,	 the	

study	 demonstrates	 the	 different	 roles	 of	 actors	 and	 connections	within	 the	GPN.	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 theoretical	 contribution,	 this	 paper	 develops	 a	 conceptual	

framework	of	the	MLR	and	addresses	three	central	actors	 in	multi-scalar	networks,	

i.e.,	 state,	 firms,	 and	 LMI.	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 empirical	 contribution,	 the	 paper	

identifies	 three	 key	 factors	 of	 dynamics	 in	 GPNs.	 Firstly,	 it	 emphasises	 the	

importance	of	the	state	and	firms	in	shaping	the	MLR.	The	regulatory	institutions	at	

the	 national	 level	 hinder	 upward	 mobility	 of	 migrant	 workers	 and	 long-term	

employment	 relationships	 because	 working	 contracts	 do	 not	 allow	 employees	 to	

change	job	tasks	or	employers	freely.	Secondly,	the	coordination	between	contract	

manufacturers	and	lead	firms	in	the	GPN	leads	to	a	transformation	of	the	workplace,	

e.g.,	 intensification	 and	 increased	 flexibility.	 Thirdly,	 LMIs	 play	 a	 role	 in	 facilitating	

and	 mediating	 migrant	 labour	 in	 the	 transnational	 labour	 market.	 The	 coupling	

between	 the	 local	 labour	 market	 and	 the	 GPN	 is	 essential	 to	 understand	 the	

dynamics	resulting	from	commercial	pressure	and	inter-firm	relationships.	

	

Keywords:	Global	Production	Networks,	local	labour	market,	labour	market	

intermediaries,	migrant	labour	regime	
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3.1.	Introduction	

Recent	 years	 have	 seen	 more	 engagement	 between	 research	 on	 the	 labour	

regime	 for	 migrant	 workers	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 (GPN)	 (Coe	 and	 Hess,	

2013,	Baglioni	et	al.,	2022,	Raj-Reichert,	2013)	and	the	precarious	work	of	migrants	

(Kelly,	2013,	Seo	and	Skelton,	2017).	Furthermore,	outsourcing	has	led	to	continuous	

spatial	 and	 functional	 reconfigurations	of	 value-added	activities,	 contingent	on	 the	

labour	process	and	the	contractual	arrangements	of	work	(Lier,	2008).	As	functional	

and	geographical	fragmentation	of	production	poses	challenges	for	collective	labour	

power	at	the	nodes	of	GPNs	(Mosley,	2010),	for	migrant	workers	in	particular,	new	

needs	 for	 research	 on	 how	 the	 connection	 between	 flexibilisation	 and	 migration	

shapes	 the	 local	 labour	market	 arise	 conceptually	 and	 empirically	 (Baglioni	 et	 al.,	

2022).	

With	an	increasing	trend	towards	neoliberal	immigration	policies,	the	migration	

regime	provides	flexibility	with	regard	to	the	workforce	and	the	labour	market	as	a	

whole.	 Temporary	 employment	 is	 used	 to	manage	 fluctuations	 in	 the	 demand	 for	

migrant	workers,	for	example	by	a	 legal	status	that	does	not	allow	them	to	stay	as	

permanent	residents	(Seo,	2019).	As	temporary	worker	policies	have	been	expanded	

globally,	 temporary	 migration	 programmes	 allow	 for	 a	 maximum	 of	 flexibility	 to	

accommodate	 immediate	 labour	 needs	 (Leach,	 2013,	 Seo,	 2019,	 Seo	 and	 Skelton,	

2017).	 Leach	 (2013)	 has	 further	 explained	 that	 ‘temporariness’	 is	 essential	 to	

understand	the	‘neoliberal	restructuring’	of	migration	policy.	In	other	words,	time	is	

to	be	seen	as	an	instrument	of	discipline	and	control	 in	the	regulation	of	migration	

(Axelsson	et	al.,	2017,	Bailey,	2001,	Robertson,	2014).	

In	the	fabless	foundry	model	of	the	semiconductor	industry,	most	firms	remain	

competitive	 through	 focusing	 on	 core	 competencies,	 increasing	 flexibility	 and	new	

sources	of	profit	via	financialisation	(Coe	and	Hess,	2013).	However,	an	improvement	

of	 working	 conditions	 is	 often	 neglected	 (e.g.	 working	 hours	 and	 income).	 In	 the	

context	 of	 Taiwan,	Hsu	 et	 al.	 (2018)	 have	 shown	 that	 the	 development	 of	 the	 ICT	

industry,	especially	semiconductor	manufacturing	in	Nanzih	Export	Processing	Zone,	

Kaohsiung,	is	still	the	core	area	for	electronic	assembly	in	Taiwan.	Furthermore,	since	

the	 2010s,	 outsourced	 semiconductor	 and	 assembly	 firms	 (OSAT)	 specialised	 in	
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packaging	and	testing	of	microchips	through	focusing	on	core	competencies	in	new	

application-specific	 chip	markets	 for	 logic	chips	 in	 smartphones,	notebook	PCs	and	

servers	(Yeung,	2022).	The	competencies	have	been	achieved	through	an	increased	

flexibility	in	production	arrangements,	zero-inventory	strategies	by	customers	in	the	

supply	chain,	and	interconnected	relationships	of	firms	 in	different	countries.	Most	

newly	 established	 local	 firms	 in	 the	 chip	 industry	 are	 SMEs	 (Hsu	 et	 al.,	 2018)	 and	

focus	exclusively	on	producing	 intermediate	components.	Despite	a	transformation	

of	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan	 towards	 higher	 value-added	 products,	

labour	 shortages,	 especially	 among	 blue-collar	 workers,	 has	 become	 a	 major	

problem	in	Taiwan	as	a	result	of	demographic	change	and	the	limited	attractiveness	

of	these	low-paying	jobs.	

The	 Taiwanese	 government	 established	 a	 temporary	 migration	 system	 to	

counteract	labour	shortages	for	the	first	time	in	1992.	Workers	were	brought	in	from	

Southeast	Asian	countries	based	on	a	decree	on	the	introduction	and	management	

of	 migrant	 workers.	 However,	 the	 highly	 bureaucratic	 guestworker	 programme	

resulted	 in	 the	 emergence	 of	 private	 brokers	who	 facilitate	 the	migration	 process	

and	mediate	the	interests	of	state	and	firms.	These	brokers	gained	a	critical	position	

and	 intervene	 actively	 in	 the	migrants’	 status	 in	 Taiwan	 (Tseng	 and	Wang,	 2013).	

Since	then,	 labour	market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs)	started	to	play	an	essential	 role	 in	

shaping	 the	 Taiwanese	 migrant	 labour	 market.	 For	 example,	 most	 firms	 rely	 on	

private	 LMIs	 rather	 than	 the	 government-to-government	 hiring	 programme	 when	

hiring	migrant	workers.	According	 to	 the	central	government’s	 final	accounts	audit	

report6 	 in	 2018,	 only	 1%	 of	 migrant	 workers	 got	 work	 permits	 through	 the	

government’s	direct	hiring	programme.	

Drawing	upon	 the	 recent	 literature	on	 labour	 regimes,	economic	geographers	

argue	that	a	more	comprehensive	understanding	of	labour	regimes	through	the	lens	

of	GPNs	 can	help	not	 only	 to	 demonstrate	 connections	between	GPNs	 and	 labour	

regimes	 in	 a	multi-scalar	 framework,	 but	 also	 ascribe	 labour	 power	 to	 key	 actors,	

including	the	state,	LMIs	and	institutions,	which	actively	shape	the	agency	of	labour.	

Kelly	(2013)	shows	that	the	local	labour	control	regime	(LLCR)	of	migrant	workers	in	

the	enclave	of	Cavite	in	the	Philippines	is	constituted	at	the	national	and	workplace	

																																																								
6	 6 https://www.cy.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=125&s=14182 [29th July 2022]	
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levels.	Smith	et	al.	(2018)	show	how	the	labour	regime	is	shaped	by	three	dynamics:	

commercial	 pressure,	 historical-political	 legacies	of	 the	workplace	 and	 local	 labour	

regimes,	and	the	impact	of	national-level	regulation.	Raj-Reichert	(2013)	shows	the	

effects	 of	 surveillance	 of	 contract	 manufacturers	 and	 the	 working	 conditions	 of	

migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 electronics	 industry	 in	Malaysia	 by	 lead	 firms	 in	 the	 GPN.	

Strauss	 and	 McGrath	 (2017)	 demonstrate	 how	 migration	 regimes	 affect	 mobility	

bargaining	power	through	the	legal	status	of	migrant	workers.	 	

This	 paper	 uses	 the	 term	 ‘migrant	 labour	 regime’	 (MLR)	 to	 refer	 to	 the	

combination	 of	 LLCR	 (Jonas,1996)	 and	 migration	 regime	 (Azmeh,	 2014,	 McGrath,	

2013,	 Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	 2017)	 in	 order	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 role	 of	 different	

actors	 and	 the	 changing	 status	 of	 the	 agency	 of	 migrant	 workers.	 LLCR	 mainly	

focusses	on	how	 labour	 is	 controlled	 in	 the	 local	 labour	market	 and	 the	migration	

regime	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 impact	 of	 (mainly)	 national	 regulations	 on	 migrant	

workers.	 Therefore,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 advance	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 specific	 labour	

regimes	migrant	workers	are	facing	at	the	intersection	of	LLCR	and	migration	regime	

and	to	provide	a	new	understanding	of	the	centrality	of	migrant	labour	in	GPNs.	

According	 to	 Coe	 (2013),	 who	 looked	 at	 ‘the	 constellation	 of	 research	 on	

precarious	 forms	 of	 work,	 shifting	 workers	 identities	 and	 migration’,	 LMIs	 are	

starting	to	emerge	as	an	important	element	shaping	these	dynamics.	 In	the	debate	

about	 structure	 and	 agency,	 the	 embeddedness	 of	 labour	 agency	 is	 important	

because,	 to	 rephrase	Marx,	 workers	might	 be	 shaping	 economic	 geographies,	 but	

not	necessarily	with	maps	of	their	own	making	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	At	the	

same	time,	 the	embeddedness	of	 labour	agency	can	be	 framed	and	understood	 in	

four	social	arenas:	capital,	the	state,	the	community,	and	LMIs	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	

2011).	 	

As	 Benner’s	 research	 in	 the	 US	 indicates	 both	 employers	 and	 workers	 are	

increasingly	 using	 third-party	 intermediaries	 to	 help	 them	 navigate	 the	 labour	

market	because	of	the	rise	in	unsteady	employment	and	a	high	level	of	job-hopping,	

(Benner,	 2003).	 In	 this	 context,	 LMIs	 are	 matching	 demand	 and	 supply	 between	

employees	and	employers	and	cover	the	role	of	staffing	agencies,	client	 firms,	and	

contractors	 (Barley	 and	 Kunda,	 2011).	 In	 many	 regions,	 LMIs	 have	 become	

widespread	with	a	 significant	 impact	on	a	wide	variety	of	 labour	market	dynamics	

and	play	a	critical	role	in	shaping	regional	development	(Benner,	2003).	 	
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This	 study	 focuses	 on	 conceptualising	 the	 distinct	MLR	 by	 applying	 the	 three	

sources	of	external	influence	on	work	organisation	proposed	by	Smith	and	Meiksins	

(1995)	 consisting	 of	 the	 specific	 economic	 mode	 of	 production	 and	 inter-firm	

relationships	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 (e.g.	 subcontracting,	 modular	 and	

just-in-time	production	systems),	national	 legacies	and	 institutional	patterns	of	 the	

labour	 regime	 introduced	 by	 the	 Taiwanese	 government,	 and	 universal	 strategies	

generated	and	diffused	by	the	`society-in-dominance'	within	GPNs	and	by	lead	firms.	 	

The	paper	aims	at	understanding	the	multi-scalar	dynamics	that	shape	working	

conditions	 of	 migrant	 workers,	 particularly	 within	 GPNs.	 The	 study	 has	 three	

research	questions:	 (i)	 In	which	way	 is	 the	 labour	 regime	 for	 international	migrant	

workers	in	Taiwan	constituted	by	the	institutional	intervention	of	the	state?	(ii)	How	

do	contract	manufacturers	integrate	migrant	labour	into	the	migrant	labour	regime	

and	respond	to	the	mechanism	of	GPN,	especially	commercial	pressure,	just-in-time	

production,	and	zero-inventory?	(iii)	How	are	LMIs	facilitating	the	migration	process	

in	 the	 cross-border	 labour	 market	 and	mediating	 the	 employment	 relationship	 in	

response	to	GPN	pressures?	

A	central	argument	of	the	paper	is	that	LMIs	are	essential	for	the	positioning	of	

migrant	workers	in	the	semiconductor	industry	in	Taiwan	because	they	play	a	major	

role	 in	coupling	 the	 local	 labour	market	and	 the	client	 firm’s	global	production.	By	

fundamentally	shaping	the	employment	relationship	between	the	employer	and	the	

workers,	 they	 have	 an	 important	 impact	 on	 the	 production	 flexibility	 of	 the	 local	

labour	market	and	its	ability	to	respond	to	economic	change.	

The	 rest	 of	 the	 paper	 is	 organised	 as	 follows.	 In	 section	 2,	 a	 framework	 for	

analysing	 MLR	 is	 outlined	 based	 on	 a	 review	 of	 labour	 geography	 and	 sociology	

literature	on	LLCR	and	migration	regime.	In	section	3,	the	data	collection	approach	is	

explained.	 Section	 4	 presents	 the	 findings	 from	 empirical	 research	 and	 discusses	

them	 in	 three	 dimensions:	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 (migrant’s	 legal	 status,	 mobility	

bargaining	power,	regulatory	institutions	at	the	national	level	for	the	migrant	labour	

regime),	 the	 role	 of	 firms	 (inter-firm	 relationship	 between	 contract	manufacturers	

and	the	GPN	in	response	to	commercial	pressure,	e.g.,	intensification,	flexibility	and	

just-in-time	production	and	the	implementation	of	the	Responsible	Business	Alliance	

(RBA)	through	auditing)	and	the	role	of	LMIs	in	mediating	the	migration	process	and	

constructing	social	bias	by	facilitating	the	matching	of	labour	supply	and	demand.	In	
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section	5,	a	conclusion	 is	provided	on	the	broader	 implications	of	 this	 research	 for	

understanding	the	migrant	labour	regime	from	a	GPN	perspective.	

	

3.2.	Towards	a	framework	for	analysing	migrant	labour	regimes	within	the	context	

of	GPN	

Previous	 studies	 have	 regarded	 labour	 as	 a	 location	 factor	 in	 the	 electronics	

industry	 and	 demonstrated	 different	 spatial	 structures	 (Massey,	 1995).	 However,	

with	the	impact	of	global	capital,	the	spatial	division	of	production	has	become	more	

complicated.	Based	on	Massey’s	power	geometries	(Massey,	1995),	the	local	labour	

control	 regime	 (LLCR)	 was	 introduced	 to	 understand	 the	 labour	 power	 and	 local	

labour	market	by	emphasising	the	different	scales	of	labour	control	(Jonas,	1996).	In	

addition,	research	in	the	field	of	labour	geography	has	started	to	pay	more	attention	

to	 immigrants	 and	migrant	workers	 in	 shaping	 the	 labour	market	 in	 the	 past	 two	

decades	 (Buckley,	 2012,	 Coe	 and	 Kelly,	 2000,	 Kelly,	 1999,	 Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	

2017).	 With	 the	 growing	 interest	 in	 the	 intersection	 of	 global	 production	 and	

migration,	 this	 section	 aims	 at	 expanding	 the	 theoretical	 understanding	 of	 the	

migrant	labour	regime	(MLR)	at	the	intersection	of	LLCR	and	migration	regime	with	a	

particular	 focus	 on	 its	 interrelation	 with	 GPN	 dynamics	 and	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	

addition	to	firms	and	the	state.	

	

	

3.2.1.	The	dynamics	of	the	migrant	labour	regime	in	GPN	

As	Jonas	(1996)	pointed	out,	the	local	 labour	control	regime	(LLCR)	refers	to	a	

place-based	mechanism	which	is	underpinned	by	social	relationships	that	coordinate	

the	 links	between	production,	work,	consumption,	and	reproduction.	Furthermore,	

LLCR	 helps	 to	 identify	 substantive	 elements	 of	 labour	 control	 and	 its	 attendant	
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mechanism	 in	 local	 labour	 market	 governance.	 LLCR	 is	 not	 only	 a	 regulatory	 and	

disciplined	 system	 like	 national	 institutions	 of	 labour	 regulation,	 but	 also	 a	 labour	

integration	 system.	 Thus,	 labour	 is	 integrated	 into	 the	 production	 within	 specific	

social	relations.	Along	with	the	spatial	division	of	labour	(Massey	et	al.,	1993,	Massey,	

1995),	LLCR	demonstrate	a	dynamic	set	of	social	 relations	and	power	structures	at	

various	 scales	 (Jonas,	 1996).	 For	 instance,	 ,	 the	 employment	 relationship	 can	 be	

negotiated	and	spatial	structures	can	be	contested.	However,	with	the	rising	number	

of	international	migrant	worker	in	the	cross-border	labour	market,	there	is	a	need	to	

also	conceptualise	mobility	and	agency	of	migrant	workers	in	addition	to	the	existing	

LLCR	mechanisms.	

With	 regard	 to	 migration	 in	 labour	 geography,	 scholars	 emphasised	 the	

importance	of	integrating	migrant	labour	into	the	literature	and	argue	for	a	broader	

understanding	 of	 the	 construction	 of	 legal	 status	 and	 specific	 labour	 regimes	 for	

migrants.	It	is	suggested	in	the	literature	to	put	the	focus	on	people	who	do	not	have	

a	 permanent	 right	 to	 reside	 and	work	 in	 their	 recent	 country	 of	 residence	 and	 to	

analyse	 employment	 and	working	 conditions	 under	 different	 territorial	 regulations	

governing	 residency	 and	 with	 a	 range	 of	 visa	 terms	 and	 associated	 legal	 statuses	

(Buckley	et	al.,	2017,	Seo	and	Skelton,	2017,	Strauss	and	McGrath,	2017,	Yea,	2017).	

Furthermore,	a	study	on	citizenship	exposed	the	deliberate	exclusion	of	migrants	by	

the	 labour	 regime	 of	 the	 destination	 countries	 in	 the	 global	 north	 and	 identified	

hyper-precarity	 of	 employment	 situations	 (Lewis	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 The	 precarious	

situation	 of	 migrants	 arose	 from	 the	 interplay	 of	 increasingly	 deregulated	 labour	

markets,	 characterised	 by	 employers’	 demand	 for	 flexibility	 of	 production	 and	 a	

low-cost	workforce,	 and	highly	 restrictive	 immigration	policies	 (Lewis	 et	 al.,	 2015).	

Moreover,	 scholars	 have	 shown	 that	 migrants	 are	 integral	 to	 cost-cutting	 models	

within	particular	value	chains	 (Azmeh,	2014,	McGrath,	2013,	Strauss	and	McGrath,	

2017).	Thus,	different	case	studies	have	already	shown	that	migration	 regimes	can	

be	 seen	 as	 selective	 filters	 by	 nationalities	 and	occupations	 through	 the	brokering	

process	 in	 cross-border	 labour	markets	with	a	 significant	effect	on	 labour	mobility	

and	 employment	 situations	 (Axelsson	 et	 al.,	 2017,	 Mezzadra	 and	 Neilson,	 2012,	

Robertson,	2014).	Therefore,	migration	regimes	with	specific	regulatory	institutions	

that	 only	 provide	 a	 temporary	 legal	 status	 have	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 migrant	
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workers’	position	in	the	labour	market,	including	low	wages,	precarious	employment	

and	lack	of	freedom	(Castles,	2003,	Fudge	and	Strauss,	2013,	Piper,	2010)	

The	 rise	 of	migration	 in	 East	 Asia	 relies	 on	migration	 infrastructure,	 which	 is	

facilitated	and	mediated	by	intermediaries	in	cross-border	labour	markets	(Xiang	and	

Lindquist,	 2014)	 or	 a	 specific	 migration	 regime	 which	 opens	 migration	 channels	

across	 different	 national	 labour	 markets	 (Ngai	 and	 Smith,	 2007).	 Therefore,	 this	

article	uses	 the	 term	 ‘migrant	 labour	 regime’	 (MLR)	 to	 refer	 to	 the	combination	of	

the	 LLCR,	which	 represent	 the	 disciplined	 power	 of	 production,	 and	 the	migration	

regime,	which	represent	the	disciplined	power	of	 immigration	control,	to	cover	the	

different	 actors	 in	 this	 research.	 MLR	 integrates	 the	 disciplined	 power	 related	 to	

production	 and	 migration.	 Moreover,	 MLR	 combines	 general	 regulations	 that	 are	

valid	 for	 all	 workers	 in	 a	 given	 locality	 (LLCR)	 and	 regulations	 that	 are	 specifically	

designed	for	migrant	workers	(migration	regime).	For	example,	the	minimum	wage	is	

a	national	labour	market	regulation	that	could	be	seen	as	generally	applicable,	while	

the	migrants’	 legal	 status,	work	permit	quotas	 and	 the	 related	mobility	bargaining	

power	 are	 migrant-specific	 regulations.	 From	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 MLR,	 the	

specific	 agency	 and	 bargaining	 power	 of	 migrant	 workers	 within	 employment	

relationships	can	be	analysed	more	comprehensively.	 	

In	addition,	the	analysis	of	the	distribution	of	power	within	an	MLR	framework	

has	 to	 take	 into	 account	 global-local	 dynamics	 which	 arise	 from	 the	 specific	

organisation	of	production.	According	to	Yeung	(2019),	this	refers	to	the	causal	links	

between	GPN	dynamics	and	territorial	outcomes,	including	industrial	upgrading	and	

labour	 conditions.	 Figure	 3	 provides	 an	 analytical	 framework	 which	 shows	 how	

different	 actors	 shape	 the	 configuration	 of	 labour	 organisation	 and	 labour	 power	

across	migrant	 labour	 regimes	within	 the	GPN.	This	 framework	will	be	applied	and	

tested	in	the	empirical	part	of	this	paper.	Firstly,	the	state	is	regarded	as	an	actor	in	

the	GPN,	which	 emphasise	 national	 regulations	within	 the	migrant	 labour	 regime.	

Secondly,	 firms	are	regarded	as	an	actor	because	the	 interaction	between	contract	

manufacturers	and	lead	firms	constitutes	the	competitive	configuration	in	response	

to	 commercial	 pressures	 from	 global	 production.	 Thirdly,	 LMIs	 (e.g.	 brokers	 and	

auditing	 organisations)	 construct	 the	 value	 of	 labour	 in	 the	 cross-border	 labour	

market.	 Moreover,	 non-governmental	 organisations	 (NGOs)	 (Massey	 et	 al.,	 1993)	

and	 industrial	 organisations	 monitor	 firms	 with	 regard	 to	 working	 conditions	 of	
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migrant	workers.	In	order	to	understand	the	multi-scalar	and	multi-faceted	dynamics,	

which	 shape	 working	 conditions	 and	 opportunities	 of	 migrant	 workers,	 especially	

those	embedded	in	GPNs	(Baglioni	et	al.,	2022),	this	article	analyses	the	dynamics	of	

the	migrant	labour	regime	in	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry	and	connects	it	

to	broader	political-economic	dynamics.	

	

	
Figure	3,	A	multi-power	framework	for	analysing	migrant	labour	regimes	

Source:	own	figure	

3.2.2.	Labour	market	intermediaries	

As	discussed	 in	 the	 introduction,	 LMIs	are	 critical	mediators	 for	 labour	 supply	

and	demand;	they	strongly	and	proactively	affect	employment	relationships.	As	such,	

they	 are	 regarded	 as	 important	 actors	 shaping	 the	 basic	 structure	 of	 local	 labour	

markets	and	migrant	labour	regimes.	Existing	theories	of	labour	geography,	however,	

do	not	adequately	account	for	the	unique	role	of	LMIs.	Benner	(2003)	points	out	that	

LMIs	have	thus	far	largely	been	neglected.	Instead,	it	is	primarily	labour	markets	that	
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have	been	analysed	with	their	complex	dynamics	between	employers	and	workers.	

Especially	 in	 the	 ICT	 industry,	 the	 rapid	 change	 and	 unpredictability	 of	

lean-production	 lead	 to	 higher	 displacement	 and	 job-hopping	 levels	 as	 well	 as	 a	

weakening	of	ties	between	employers	and	workers	(Benner,	2008).	As	a	result,	both	

employers	 and	workers	 rely	 greatly	 on	 a	wide	 range	 of	 different	 types	 of	 LMIs	 to	

help	them	navigate	through	the	 increasingly	 flexible	 labour	market	 (Benner,	2003).	

Therefore,	 LMIs	 have	 an	 independent	 effect	 on	 the	 coupling	 of	 global	 production	

and	the	local	labour	market	dynamics.	In	a	new	transformation	of	the	composition	of	

the	workforce,	core	workers	are	recruited	from	within	the	firm	as	much	as	possible,	

while	 peripheral	 workers	 are	 drawn	 flexibly	 from	 outside	 the	 firm.	 To	 reach	 the	

necessary	 level	of	 flexibility	 for	 just-in-time	production,	profit-seeking	LMIs,	mainly	

temporary	 staffing	 agencies,	 mediate	 between	 client	 firms	 and	 workers	 and	

contribute	to	facilitating	efficient	labour	markets	(Coe	et	al.,	2010,	2011a).	

However,	LMIs	are	not	neutral	with	regard	to	the	shaping	of	 the	employment	

relationship.	There	is	a	need	to	examine	the	corporate	strategies	of	LMIs	in	pursuing	

their	joint	strategies	of	internationalisation	and	diversification	(Coe	et	al.,	2010,	Coe	

et	al.,	2007,	Peck	et	al.,	2005).	For	example,	 ‘traditional’	employment	relationships	

of	 clerical,	 technical	 and	 blue-collar	 occupations	 are	 challenged	 by	 flexibility	

packages	 through	 outsourcing	 and	 contracting	 agents	 (Theodore	 and	 Peck,	 2013).	

Evidence	collected	from	the	IT	industry	shows	that	contract	agency	workers	are	less	

likely	able	to	decide	about	working	hours	and	work	at	home	by	themselves	(Briscoe	

et	 al.,	 2011).	 In	 comparison	 to	 independent	 contracting	 or	 regular	 employment,	

several	 studies	 have	 shown	 a	 negative	 impact	 of	 profit-seeking	 LMIs	 on	 the	

employment	 relationship,	 for	 example,	 contract	 agency	 workers	 have	 less	 job	

security	 and	 are	 provided	 with	 fewer	 legal	 protections	 and,	 thus,	 firms	 can	 exert	

more	direct	control	over	their	work	schedule	and	location	of	work	(Barley	and	Kunda,	

2011,	Bergvall-Kåreborn	and	Howcroft,	2013,	Bidwell	and	Briscoe,	2009,	Cappelli	and	

Keller,	2013,	Lyons,	2016,	Meiksins	and	Whalley,	2018,	Van	Jaarsveld,	2004).	

By	integrating	the	three	interdependent	dimensions,	state,	firms,	and	LMIs,	this	

study	aims	to	develop	a	better	understanding	of	the	migrant	labour	regime	and	the	

role	of	LMIs	 (mainly	private	employment	agents)	 in	 the	GPN	of	 the	semiconductor	

industry.	In	particular,	GPN	dynamics	are	expected	to	be	a	result	of	the	interrelations	

between	the	migrant	labour	regime,	local	labour	markets,	and	regional	migration	in	
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East	Asia.	Based	on	the	 theoretical	conceptualisation	of	 the	migrant	 labour	 regime	

and	 private	 employment	 agents	 in	 this	 section,	 empirical	 data	 has	 been	 collected	

from	 interviews	 from	 key	 experts	 on	 labour	 migration	 in	 the	 Taiwanese	

semiconductor	 industry	 to	 further	elaborate	 the	coupling	of	 the	GPN	and	the	 local	

labour	market.	

	

3.3.	Data	collection	approach	

The	 primary	 data	 for	 this	 article	 was	 collected	 mainly	 in	 2018/19	 with	 an	

additional	 follow-up	 interview	 in	2020.	The	central	method	 for	data	collection	was	

semi-structured	 interviews	 with	 nine	 interviewees,	 including	 human	 resource	

managers	 of	 contract	 manufacturing	 firms,	 brokers	 in	 employment	 agencies,	

government	officials,	and	one	informal	interpreter	for	migrant	workers	in	Kaohsiung.	

The	 reason	 for	 interviewing	 the	Filipino	 interpreter	 is	 that	migrant	workers	 looked	

for	 them	 when	 they	 met	 difficulties,	 so	 they	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 expert	 on	 the	

situation	 of	 migrants.	 Detailed	 information	 on	 all	 nine	 participants	 is	 provided	 in	

Table	2.	

The	three	firms	represent	three	characteristic	 types	of	semiconductor	 firms	 in	

Taiwan	 that	 are	 expected	 to	 possess	 different	modes	 of	 corporate	 governance	 to	

respond	to	labour	shortages.	1.	a	small	and	medium-sized	enterprise	(SMEs),	which	

is	 the	 most	 common	 kind	 of	 new	 firms	 formed	 in	 the	 Kaohsiung	

export-processing-zone	and	whose	owners	acquire	 their	 skills	and	knowledge	 from	

foreign	factories	(Hsu	et	al.,	2018);	2.	a	large	firm	which	is	a	spin-off	from	a	foreign	

firm;	3.	a	subsidiary	of	a	foreign	firm.	

	 The	 interview	 questions	 looking	 at	 the	 firms’	 perspective	 focussed	 on	 the	

following	topics:	1.	Motivation	of	the	firms	for	hiring	migrant	workers;	2.	The	firm's	

demand	 for	 production	 flexibility;	 3.	 The	 impact	 of	 migrant	 workers	 on	

competitiveness;	4.	Firms’	strategies	to	attract	migrant	workers	to	work	in	Taiwan;	5.	

Interactions	 with	 the	 government;	 6.	 Cooperation	 process	 with	 multinational	

employment	agencies;	7.	Long-term	plans	for	migrant	workers.	

	 The	 interviews	 looking	 at	 the	 state’s	 perspective	 focused	 on	 four	 aspects:	 1.	

Rules	 and	 regulations	 for	 Filipinos	 working	 in	 Taiwan;	 2.	 Plans	 for	 the	 future;	 3.	
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Mechanisms	 for	 skill	 development;	 4.	 Interaction	with	 firms	 to	 assess	 their	 labour	

needs,	as	well	as	figures	and	assessments	about	the	relevance	of	migrant	labour.	

In	 terms	 of	 the	 perspective	 of	 LMIs,	 the	 interviews	 covered	 five	 aspects:	 1.	

Incentives	 for	 migrant	 workers	 to	 work	 in	 Taiwan;	 2.	 Rules	 and	 regulations	 for	

Filipinos	working	in	Taiwan;	3.	Interaction	with	firms	to	assess	their	labour	needs	as	

well	 as	 figures	 and	 assessments	 about	 the	 relevance	 of	 migrant	 labour;	 4.	

Mechanisms	for	skill	development;	5.	Plans	for	the	future.	

	

Table	2,	Participants’	information	

Respondent	 Title	 Location	 Date	

1.Shu-fen	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

07.Jan.2019	

2.Mei-ling	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

11.Jan.2019	

3.Chia-hao	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

15.Jan.2019	

4.Joshua	 Philippine	government	

official	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

10.Jan.2019	

5.Angel	 Philippine	government	

official	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

10.Jan.2019	

6.Chih-ming	 Employment	agent/	

Labour	provider	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

17.Jan.2019	

7.Chun-chieh	 Employment	agent/	

Labour	provider	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

21.Dec.2018	

8.Ya-ting	 Employment	agent/	 Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	 21.Dec.2018	
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Labour	provider	 (on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

9.Jenny	 Migrant	worker	and	

informal	interpreter	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

21.	

Aug.2020	

Note:	names	of	interviewees	has	been	changed	to	ensure	anonymity.	

Source:	own	table	

	

3.4.	Empirical	findings	and	discussion	on	the	constrained	agency	of	Filipino	migrant	

workers	in	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry	

3.4.1.	Role	of	the	state	in	shaping	the	migrant	labour	regime	

Previous	studies	provide	insight	into	the	role	of	national	and	local	authorities	in	

producing	unfree	conditions	for	migrant	workers	across	the	Global	North	and	South.	

However,	less	has	been	written	about	the	impact	of	institutional	factors	to	regulate	

migrant	workers	in	the	semiconductor	industry	(Strauss	and	McGrath,	2017,	Seo	and	

Skelton,	2017,	Yea,	2017).	

In	 this	 section,	 the	 context	 of	 the	 employment	 permit	 system	 is	 introduced.	

There	 is	 an	 analysis	 of	 how	 the	 migrant	 labour	 regime	 creates	 differences	 with	

regard	 to	 the	 inclusiveness	 of	 employment	 relations	 and	 why	 employment	

relationships	cause	a	deterioration	of	the	labour	market.	

	

3.4.1.1.	Legal	status	of	migrants	

The	migrant	work	permit	system	 is	based	on	bilateral	agreements	entered	 into	
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with	 five	 neighbouring	 countries,	 including	 Indonesia,	 the	 Philippines,	 Thailand,	

Vietnam	and	Malaysia	in	1992	(Lin,	2016).	The	Employment	Service	Law	establishes	

the	fundamental	legalisation	of	immigrants.	This	law	grants	work	permits	to	migrant	

workers	 and	 offers	 a	 legal	 status	 for	 recruitment	 and	 regulation	 (Lan,	 2003).	 The	

work	permit	system	greatly	increased	the	number	of	migrant	workers	from	1994	to	

2020.	In	2018,	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry	has	relied	on	a	large	number	

of	 migrant	 workers,	 particularly	 in	 low-tech	 production.	 There	 are	 5,609	 migrant	

workers	 (5.7%	of	 total	workforce)	 in	 the	 semiconductor	design	 and	manufacturing	

industry	 cluster	 of	 Hsinchu	 Science	 Park	 and	 8,779	 (13.2%)	 in	 the	 semiconductor	

packaging	 and	 testing	 industry	 cluster	 of	 Nanzih	 export	 processing	 zone	 (EPZ)	

according	 to	 data	 provided	 by	 the	 science	 park	 and	 export	 processing	 zone	

administration.	

However,	workers	depend	on	the	employer,	because	the	recruitment	system	is	

employer-driven.	 In	 order	 to	obtain	work	permits,	 employers	 need	 to	offer	 3-year	

work	 contracts	 that	 provide	minimum	wage	 and	 a	 dormitory.	 Under	 this	 migrant	

recruitment	 system,	 the	 visa	 has	 a	 time	 limit,	 which	 ranges	 from	 3	 years	 to	 a	

maximum	 of	 12	 years.	 Both	 the	 employer	 dependence	 and	 the	 time-restricted	

nature	of	 the	 visa	 effectively	 curtail	 the	marketplace	mobility	 bargaining	power	of	

workers	and	increase	the	employers’	control	over	the	workforce.	 	

In	this	study,	it	has	been	found	that	the	Taiwanese	government	regulates	the	

labour	market	and	defines	migration	infrastructures,	for	example	the	minimum	wage	

and	the	setting-up	of	an	overseas	office.	

In	 terms	of	minimum	salary,	 the	government	set	 the	minimum	wage	 to	avoid	

the	 value	 of	 labour	 deteriorating.	 Institutional	 interventions	 (labour	 standards	 act	

and	 employment	 service	 act	 )	 guarantee	 essential	 workplace	 quality	 for	 migrant	

workers	 similar	 to	 that	 for	 Taiwanese	workers	 and	monthly	 salaries	 based	 on	 the	

minimum	 wage.	 However,	 relying	 only	 on	 the	 salary	 threshold,	 with	 a	 lack	 of	

occupational	standards,	which	should	be	established	by	regulatory	bodies,	results	in	

the	lower	bargaining	power	of	labour.	 	

Furthermore,	the	human	resource	manager	Mei-ling	mentioned	that	the	salary	
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threshold	 for	 blue-collar	 visas	 to	 become	white-collar	 visas	 is	 relatively	 high7.	 The	

white-collar	visa	policy	does	not	reflect	the	actual	wage	level	in	Taiwan,	resulting	in	

obstacles	for	white-collar	foreign	workers	to	apply	for	this	visa	and,	thus,	sets	a	glass	

ceiling	for	migrant	workers:	

We	 have	 several	 senior	 executives	 who	 worked	 as	 line	 technicians	 when	

they	 first	 came	 in.	 They	may	 have	 been	working	 here	 for	 20	 or	 30	 years.	

Now	they	are	climbing	to	the	first-level	supervisor.	We	strongly	encourage	

our	 colleagues	 to	 start	 from	 the	 grassroots	 and	 then	 go	 up.	 It	 won't	 be	

restricted	because	he	is	a	production	line	technician.	But	if	this	colleague	is	

a	foreigner,	I	want	to	apply	for	a	white-collar	visa	for	a	blue-collar	technician.	

The	 salary	of	 the	grade	 is	not	 so	high.	Generally,	white-collar	workers	are	

engineers.	With	the	wages	of	our	junior	engineers	it	is	not	possible	to	reach	

the	 threshold	 of	 47,000	New	Taiwan	Dollars.	 (2.Mei-ling,	 human	 resource	

manager)	

The	 legal	 status	 of	migrant	workers	 is	 based	 on	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	

host	 and	 receiving	 countries.	 For	 instance,	 governments	 build	 migration	

infrastructure	 to	 reduce	 the	 risk	 of	 fake	 information	 in	 different	 countries.	 For	

example,	 the	 Manila	 Economic	 and	 Cultural	 Office	 (MECO)	 in	 Taiwan,	 and	 Taipei	

Economic	and	Cultural	Office	(TECO)	 in	the	Philippines	are	responsible	for	checking	

whether	the	individual	information	is	correct,	for	example,	the	birth	certificate,	and	

that	the	employment	relationship	 is	 fair.	The	official	 interaction	reduces	the	risk	of	

cross-border	 labour	 market	 information	 asymmetry,	 and	 this	 employment	

relationship	 can	 operate	 smoothly.	 Employment	 agent	 Chih-ming	 noted	 the	

following	about	the	role	of	TECO:	

There	 were	 not	 so	 many	 verification	 files	 from	 TECO.	 The	 special	 case,	

including	the	birth	certificate,	has	become	stricter	because	the	Philippines	is	

a	country	which	consists	of	many	islands,	so	some	people	in	the	country	will	

have	the	problem	of	a	delay	in	receiving	their	birth	certificate	like	in	Taiwan.	

We	now	see	that	the	document	 is	usually	 in	an	A4	print	 format.	However,	

																																																								
7	 For	migrant	workers	in	special	programmes,	the	minimum	income	to	apply	for	a	work	permit	
is	25,250	New	Taiwan	Dollars.	For	foreign	workers,	the	minimum	income	to	apply	for	a	work	
permit	is	47,971	New	Taiwan	Dollars.	Source:	https://ezworktaiwan.wda.gov.tw/	
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some	 of	 their	 birth	 certificates	 are	 still	 handwritten	 because	 the	 local	

information	 may	 be	 too	 backward,	 so	 we	 are	 afraid	 that	 there	 will	 be	 a	

problem	of	fraud.	Therefore,	the	birth	certificate	needs	to	be	notarised	by	

the	 court.	We	have	encountered	a	worker	who	had	passed	 the	 interview,	

but	 his	 birth	 certificate	 was	 handwritten,	 he	 had	 to	 get	 the	 court	

notarisation,	he	waited	 for	a	whole	year	before	he	could	come	to	Taiwan.	

(6.Chih-ming,	employment	agent)	

	

3.4.1.2.	Mobility	bargaining	power	

The	concept	of	‘mobility	power’	has	been	provided	by	Smith	(2006).	It	explores	

the	inherent	conflict	potential	of	workers’	job	quitting	and	switching	strategies	from	

the	 perspective	 of	 labour	 process	 theory	 and	 demonstrates	 factors	 underpinning	

worker’s	 mobility	 and	 the	 effects	 on	 managerial	 control	 in	 the	 workplace.	 The	

mobility	 power	 concept	 calls	 for	more	 consideration	 of	 how	 the	migration	 regime	

controls	the	transnational	labour	market	and	the	workplace	by	establishing	different	

entry	categories	 for	migrants.	The	study	of	Strauss	 and	McGrath	 (2017)	 in	 Canada	

shows	that	a	“tied	to	employer	policy”,	which	means	each	employee	 is	tied	to	one	

specific	employer,	constitutes	the	institutionalisation	of	unfree	labour	and	facilitates	

the	labour	control	regime.	It	results	in	a	lack	of	power	of	migrant	workers	to	bargain	

and	a	lack	of	mobility	options	in	the	labour	market.	Migrant	workers	in	South	Korea	

hired	 through	 the	 government-to-government	 employment	 system	 even	 lack	 the	

right	 to	negotiate	more	 than	 illegal	migrant	workers	because	 the	 system	does	not	

provide	the	right	to	change	employers	(Seo	and	Skelton,	2017).	The	need	for	migrant	

workers	is	not	only	driven	by	the	cheap	price	of	their	wage,	but	also	driven	by	their	

unfree	 employment	 relationship	 (Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	 2017).	 And	 this	 power	 is	

related	to	the	labour	control	in	the	migrant	labour	regime.	Moreover,	the	enhanced	

ability	 of	 employers	 expands	 the	 unequal	 and	 highly	 restricted	 employment	

relationship.	

Despite	the	need	for	migrant	workers	because	of	labour	shortages,	the	number	
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of	migrant	workers	 is	 limited	 by	 an	 industry-specific	 systems	 of	 quotas	 in	 Taiwan.	

However,	the	mechanism	for	limiting	the	number	of	migrant	workers	in	Taiwan	can	

be	negotiated.	 If	the	percentage	of	migrant	workers	exceeds	the	defined	quota	for	

the	 industry,	 firms	 can	get	an	 ‘extra	quota’	 and	need	 to	 increase	 the	employment	

placement	fee.	Human	resource	manager	Chia-hao	pointed	out:	

“Whether	 the	percentage	of	migrants	will	 increase	 to	20-25%	depends	on	

demand.	If	there	is	a	need,	we	are	willing	to	pay	more	because	the	company	

has	 been	 expanding.	 To	 some	 extent,	 it	 is	 still	 necessary.	 (3.Chia-hao,	

human	resource	manager)	

This	is	in	contrast	to	other	countries	which	have	a	rule-based	system	that	refers	

to	regional	unemployment	rates.	In	Canada,	for	example,	this	rate	is	6%	(Strauss	and	

McGrath,	2017).	Potentially,	these	limitations	could	provide	migrant	workers	with	a	

higher	 bargaining	 power.	Without	 limitations	 in	 terms	 of	 quantitative	 regulations,	

migrant	workers	may	be	less	successful	in	negotiating	their	labour	value,	for	example	

working	conditions.	In	other	words,	the	employer	can	decide	to	a	large	degree	about	

the	supply	and	demand	of	labour	in	the	semiconductor	industry.	The	employers	have	

the	 power	 to	 negotiate	 the	 working	 condition	 of	 workers.	 Thereby,	 employers	

greatly	affect	the	value	of	the	workforce,	including	wages	and	working	conditions.	In	

other	words,	when	firms	focus	on	the	flexibility	of	production	and	tend	to	manage	

workers	 as	 a	 flexible	 workforce,	 these	 flexible	 workforces	 have	 no	 power	 to	

negotiate	 their	 working	 conditions,	 for	 example	 night	 shifts,	 a	 dormitory,	 or	

employer	loyalty	contracts.	

According	 to	 the	 Employment	 Service	 Act8	 in	 Taiwan,	 the	 migrant	 labour	

regime	 restricts	migrant	workers	 to	working	 for	 a	 specific	 employer.	When	 a	 firm	

goes	 bankrupt	 or	 the	 workers	 otherwise	 wish	 to	 change	 employers,	 they	 need	 a	

three-party	agreement	between	the	old	and	new	employers	and	the	employee.	But	

this	 condition	 is	 difficult	 to	 achieve.	 It	means	 that	workers	 are	not	 free	 to	 change	

their	employers,	resulting	in	a	weaker	bargaining	power	of	migrant	workers.	This	is	

the	 case	 even	 though	 there	 are	 possibilities	 for	migrant	workers	 to	 keep	working	

																																																								
8According	to	Article	53	of	the	Employment	Service	Act,	migrant	workers	are	not	allowed	to	
change	their	job	or	employer,	only	if	the	employer	was	dead	or	the	firms	laid	off,	close	the	factory	
or	did	not	pay	salary.	Source:	https://law.moj.gov.tw/LawClass/LawAll.aspx?pcode=N0090001	
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between	 old	 and	 new	 electronic	 firms.	 However,	 as	 human	 resource	 manager	

Mei-ling	mentioned,	most	of	the	migrant	workers	went	back	to	their	home	country	

after	they	lost	their	job.	In	other	words,	their	visas	lacked	the	flexibility	required	to	

do	job-seeking	from	within	Taiwan.	The	firms	want	to	receive	employees	who	have	

experience	 working	 in	 Taiwan,	 but	 the	 visa	 status	 makes	 the	 matching	 process	

between	employees	and	new	employers	more	difficult.	 	

She	may	have	come	to	Taiwan	and	returned	to	the	Philippines	to	find	a	new	

job	 in	Taiwan.	Because	Taiwan's	electronics	factories	have	ups	and	downs,	

they	sometimes	encounter	the	termination	of	production	lines	or	dispatch.	

For	 example,	 last	 year,	 we	 employed	 a	 large	 group	 of	 workers	 from	 the	

group	of	OO	factory	 from	Southern	Taiwan	Science	Park	because	they	 laid	

off	workers.	(Mei-ling,	human	resource	manager)	

When	 migrant	 workers	 encounter	 bad	 employers,	 most	 can	 only	 choose	 to	

complete	the	three-year	contract	and	not	extend	it.	For	a	long	time,	the	employees	

cannot	 develop	 mobility	 bargaining	 power	 independently	 and	 the	 labour	 market	

cannot	eliminate	inferior	employers	which	leads	to	a	deteriorating	labour	market.	

	

3.4.2.	Response	of	contract	manufacturing	firms	to	GPN	pressures	

The	 study	 begins	 the	 analysis	 by	 showing	 how	 contract	 manufacturers	 (CMs)	

integrated	migrant	 labour	 into	 the	migrant	 labour	 regime.	 The	 findings	 show	 that	

there	are	three	aspects	to	the	role	of	CMs:	Firstly,	CMs'	institutions	at	the	workplace	

play	 a	 role	 as	 competitive	 organisations	 in	 response	 to	 the	 commercial	 pressure	

from	 GPNs.	 Secondly,	 CM's	 implementation	 of	 Corporation	 Social	 Responsibility	

auditing	 from	 the	 lead	 firm	 is	 important	 for	 labour	 governance	 in	 response	 to	 the	

industrial	 association	 and	NGO	 campaigns.	 Thirdly,	 CMs	 shape	 the	migrant	 labour	

regime	 through	 workforce	 management,	 and	 coordinate	 with	 the	 state	 and	

employment	 agents.	 In	 the	 empirical	 part,	 the	 study	 interviewed	 key	 persons	 in	

these	CMs	to	elaborate	on	the	interconnection	of	institutions	in	the	workplace.	

In	 terms	 of	 the	 brief	 history	 of	 organisational	 configuration	 and	 international	
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division	of	 labour,	assembly	and	test	segment	 in	the	semiconductor	 industry	 is	 less	

knowledge-intensive	than	frontier	R&D,	chip	design	and	wafer	fabrication.	However,	

firms	 which	 specialise	 in	 IC	 assembly	 and	 testing	 have	 become	 capital-intensive,	

requiring	 massive	 investment	 since	 the	 1980s.	 And	 subsidiaries	 of	 Transnational	

Corporations	 (TNCs)	 relocate	 assembly	 and	 testing	 to	 locations	 endowed	 with	

excellent	basic	infrastructure,	security	and	large	reserves	of	literate	low-wage	labour	

(Angel,	1991,	Rasiah	and	Wong,	2021,	Scott	and	Angel,	1987,	Scott	and	Angel,	1988).	

Recently,	 the	 rapid	 rate	 of	 technological	 change	 in	 assembly	 and	 testing	 activities	

due	 to	 a	 rapid	 shift	 to	high	 knowledge-intensives	 and	 the	proliferation	of	 Industry	

4.0	 technologies,	 assembly	 and	 testing	 has	 become	 relatively	 capital-intensive.	

Consequently,	 assembly-and-testing	 firms	 are	 characterised	 by	 operation	 with	

robots	and	centralised	production	control	systems	(Rasiah	and	Wong,	2021).	

	

3.4.2.1.	Intensification,	flexibility,	and	just-in-time	production	in	the	workplace	

As	shown	in	Fig	1,	GPN	dynamics	are	always	changing	and	responding	to	both	

internal	and	external	circumstances	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	The	characteristics	

of	CMs	are	further	described	in	this	subsection.	

On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 CMs	 responded	 to	 commercial	 pressure	 from	 the	 lead	

firm	 in	 GPNs,	 for	 example	 zero	 inventory	 and	 technological	 change,	 through	

intensification	and	 flexibility.	With	 the	 increasingly	 short	production	deadlines	 and	

zero	inventory,	the	contract	manufacturers	translate	the	pressure	to	low	wages,	long	

hours,	 lack	 of	 benefit	 and	 insufficient	 health	 and	 safety	 equipment	 (Raj-Reichert,	

2020).	As	all	three	human	resource	managers	mentioned,	due	to	IC	chips'	shortened	

product	 life	cycle,	most	companies	specialise	 in	producing	an	 intermediate-product	

rather	than	an	end	product,	responding	to	market	changes	by	building	a	just-in-time	

and	 zero	 inventory-control	 model.	 And	 when	 upstream	 customers	 make	 urgent	

orders,	the	downstream	CMs	require	intensification	of	work,	including	overtime	and	

production	24	hours	a	day,	in	order	to	meet	urgent	orders.	

Order	pressure.	The	packaging	and	testing	industry	in	the	latter	stage	is	not	
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the	same	as	the	wafer	manufacturer	in	the	previous	step.	Since	the	profit	is	

low,	of	course,	it	is	necessary	for	production	to	be	24	hours	a	day.	The	other	

is	that	the	product	lifecycle	of	semiconductor-related	wafers	is	very	short.	It	

is	possible	to	change	batches	every	half-year...	The	life	cycle	of	products	like	

mobile	phones	 is	very	short...	You	must	have	all	the	goods	before	the	first	

product	 launch.	 Overtime	 is	 required	 to	 meet	 urgent	 orders.	 (Shu-fen,	

human	resource	manager)	

For	 the	 customer	 demand,	 there	 are	 quite	 a	 lot	 of	 customers	 who	 are	

planning	 production.	 So	maybe	we	 can	 now	 see	 the	 delivery	 demand	 for	

three	 months.	 We	 may	 arrange	 the	 order.	 We	 will	 plan	 the	 workforce	

deployment,	but	many	customers	have	short	visibility,	and	they	may	talk	to	

you	 today	 for	 delivery	 within	 three	 days...	 so	 delivery	 is	 always	

critical…(Mei-ling,	human	resource	manager)	

Because	 that	 kind	 of	 product	 is	 too	 complicated,	 we	 have	 thousands	 of	

products.	Which	one	do	you	want	to	make?	Of	course,	you	only	do	it	after	

the	customer’s	order	comes	in.	(Chia-hao,	human	resource	manager)	

On	the	other	hand,	the	CMs	coordinate	with	the	state	and	employment	agents	

to	outsource	 the	workforce	 in	 the	migrant	 labour	 regime	and	seek	a	more	 flexible	

labour	 market.	 As	 firms	 respond	 to	 the	 challenges	 posed	 by	 the	 restructuring	 of	

labour	 markets	 and	 neoliberalism	 via	 outsourcing	 networks,	 including	 via	 GPNs,	

concerns	about	the	segmentation	of	the	workforce	are	raised	(Coe	and	Hess,	2013,	

Theodore	and	Peck,	2013).	 	

There	are	three	aspects	of	 labour	management	in	the	workplace,	according	to	

the	three	interviewed	human	resource	managers:	Firstly,	CMs	coordinate	with	other	

actors	 through	 the	 employment	 relationship	 in	 the	 migrant	 labour	 regime.	 For	

instance,	 the	 contract	 for	 a	 blue-collar	 migrant	 worker	 has	 to	 have	 a	 minimum	

duration	of	a	three	years	and	guarantee	a	legal	minimum	wage.	 	

Furthermore,	 in	 terms	 of	 wage-setting,	 the	 contract	 includes	minimum	wage	

and	 a	bonus,	which	 is	 based	on	 job	performance.	 The	wage-setting	norms	 involve	

managers	seeking	to	achieve	productivity	enhancements	to	meet	the	requirement	of	

global	 buyers.	 The	 firms	 provide	 personal	 incentives	 via	 bonus	 payments.	 The	
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utilisation	of	a	bonus	payment	system	indicates	how	managers	have	had	to	intensify	

the	 labour	 process	 to	meet	 the	 contracting	 requirements	 of	 buyers	 (Smith	 et	 al.,	

2018).	As	human	resource	manager	Chia-hao	noted:	

In	terms	of	management,	the	more	your	output,	the	more	your	bonuses.	

The	output	of	our	operator	is	linked	to	the	bonus...	but	that	is	know-how.	

Each	type	of	product	has	a	different	base	for	the	bonus	design.	No	matter	

how	you	design	it,	you	want	to	achieve	the	goal	of	each	day.	This	is	very	

important.	If	the	goal	is	not	reached,	you	can't	do	it	tomorrow,	because	you	

have	another	goal.	(Chia-hao,	human	resource	manager)	

Secondly,	 in	 terms	 of	 skills,	 on-the-job	 training	 allows	 workers	 who	 have	

enough	 generic	 skills	 to	 quickly	 get	 familiar	 with	 the	 tasks	 in	 response	 to	 the	

job-hopping	 in	 the	 local	 labour	market.	 Thirdly,	 job	 rotation.	 The	 human	 resource	

managers	 noted	 that	 by	means	 of	 job	 rotation	 and	multi-skilling,	 operators	 could	

work	 at	 least	 two	 kinds	 of	 production	 line,	 allowing	 firms	 to	 achieve	 functional	

flexibility	to	manage	human	resources.	

3.4.2.2.	Firm	perspective	on	the	RBA	governance	system	

In	 this	 subsection,	 the	 study	 shows	 that	 how	 CM's	 implement	 Corporation	 Social	

Responsibility	auditing	from	the	lead	firm	is	crucial	to	labour	governance	in	response	

to	the	industrial	associations	and	NGO	campaigns.	There	are	also	differences	related	

to	the	size	of	firms.	

Concerns	 over	 working	 conditions	 in	 the	 electronics	 industry	 started	 in	 the	

mid-1990s	 (Raj-Reichert,	 2011).	 Since	 the	 1990s,	 firms	 in	 global	 production	 have	

used	 private	 codes	 of	 conduct	 and	 standards	 to	 address	 environmental,	 labour,	

health	and	safety,	and	ethical	issues	(Nadvi	and	Wältring,	2004).	In	2004,	a	group	of	

branded	 electronic	 firms	 and	 large	 first-tier	 contract	 manufacturers	 created	 an	

industry-wide	code	of	conduct	named	the	Electronic	Industry	Code	of	Conduct	(EICC).	

In	 2017,	 the	 code	 changed	 and	 is	 now	 the	 Responsible	 Business	 Alliance	 (RBA).	 It	

aims	 to	 respond	 to	 different	 requirements	 for	 standards	 and	 codes	 that	 contract	

manufacturers	received	from	their	customers.	As	Raj-Reichert	(2011)	points	out,	RBA	

is	 an	 important	 industry	 organisation	 for	 private	 labour	 governance	 in	 the	 global	
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electronics	industry,	especially	as	it	provides	a	code	of	conduct	and	an	audit	process.	 	

Moreover,	the	interviews	also	discussed	the	relational	power	between	contract	

manufacturers	(CMs),	labour	suppliers,	and	migrant	workers	through	the	power	

exercised	by	RBA	in	the	semiconductor	industry.	For	instance,	it	has	been	examined	

why	and	how	contract	manufacturers	and	labour	suppliers	in	this	competitive	

industry	require	EICC	or	RBA	in	the	governance	mechanism.	Furthermore,	the	

experience	of	implementing	RBA	in	the	semiconductor	industry	and	the	role	played	

by	lead	firms	in	GPNs	is	discussed.	

The	 RBA	 code	 of	 conduct	 is	 crucial	 in	 the	 electronics	 industry	 for	 building	 a	

business-to-business	 relationship,	 to	 mediate	 the	 relationship	 between	 firms	 and	

NGOs,	and	to	put	pressure	on	 lead	firms	and	their	suppliers	 in	the	production	site.	

Moreover,	 since	 lead	 firms	 ask	 CMs	 to	 audit	 with	 a	 third-party	 organisation,	 CMs	

could	potentially	come	under	pressure	to	improve	the	working	conditions	of	migrant	

workers.	

Lead	firms	can	see	the	performance	of	the	audited	suppliers,	which	helps	them	

decide	 whether	 to	 continue	 placing	 orders.	 A	 good	 performance	 will	 help	 the	

suppliers	receive	orders	from	member	lead	firms.	Conversely,	if	there	is	a	deficiency,	

CMs	may	face	the	direct	cancellation	of	the	order	by	the	lead	firms.	The	definition	of	

supplier	 includes	 manufacturers,	 service	 providers	 and	 employment	 agents.	 The	

scope	of	RBA's	regulation	has	expanded	from	the	working	and	living	environment	of	

labour,	 which	 was	 the	 case	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 its	 establishment,	 to	 the	

zero-placement-fee	policy	in	2019.	The	policy	dictates	that	no	workers	should	have	

to	 pay	 to	 be	 employed.	 If	 extra	 fees	 are	 charged,	 they	 can	 be	 reported	 to	 the	

organisation	 and	 are	 then	 refunded	 retrospectively.	 In	 other	 words,	 migrant	

workers'	 overseas	 employment	 fees,	 medical	 examination	 fees,	 visa	 fees,	 flight	

tickets,	and	all	expenses	after	arriving	in	Taiwan	are	all	absorbed	by	the	employer.	

In	 this	 study,	 human	 resource	 manager	 Shu-fen	 ,mentioned	 that	 the	 main	

reason	for	improving	working	conditions	is	because	of	corporate	social	responsibility	

(CSR).	 In	 addition,	 human	 resource	 manager	 Chia-hao	 mentioned	 that	 they	 are	

responsible	for	assuring	that	the	RBA	code	is	complied	with	in	their	factories	and	by	

their	 labour	supplier.	Therefore,	RBA	can	be	seen	as	an	 important	driver	for	better	

working	 conditions.	 Furthermore,	 to	prevent	migrant	workers	 from	 the	Philippines	
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being	 exploited	 in	 Taiwan,	 there	 are	 regulations	 implemented	 by	 semiconductor	

firms.	On	the	one	hand,	the	firms'	competitiveness	relies	on	just-in-time	production	

and	meeting	the	requirements	of	the	lead	firm	for	the	labour	conditions	of	migrant	

workers,	for	example	zero	fees.	On	the	other	hand,	migrant	workers	also	have	RBA	

guidelines	to	identify	good	firms,	avoiding	unreasonable	mediation	fees	for	overseas	

employment.	For	example,	 the	 interviewee	 Jenny,	who	has	worked	 in	 the	 industry	

for	 12	 years	 and	 used	 to	 be	 group	 leader,	 expressed	 the	 desire	 to	 work	 at	 an	

RBA-audited	supplier	with	zero-fee	policy.	

However,	it	is	not	compulsory	for	all	firms	to	be	audited.	This	poses	a	challenge	

for	improving	labour	standards	solely	based	on	RBA	compliance.	For	example,	there	

is	a	vital	difference	in	the	quality	of	labour	governance	between	small	and	large	CMs.	

Especially	in	the	recruitment	period,	most	migrant	workers	prefer	to	work	in	large	

CMs	due	to	the	reputation	of	RBA	certificates.	For	instance,	after	the	large	CMs	

applied	a	zero-fee	policy,	the	job	offers	from	these	CMs	became	very	popular	in	the	

Philippines.	For	example,	they	may	only	need	500	people,	but	those	who	wish	to	

come	will	be	four	to	five	times	that	number	(Chia-hao,	human	resource	manager).	

On	the	other	hand,	the	human	resource	manager	Mei-ling	of	the	small	CM	said,	 	

we	are	on	 the	 road	 to	RBA	certification.	This	 is	a	 strategy.	But	because	of	

the	high	cost	behind	this	strategy,	we	can't	do	it	all	at	once.	You	want	your	

employees	 (which	 means	 migrant	 workers)	 to	 have	 a	 low	 burden,	 which	

means	 that	 the	 company	 has	 to	 bear	 the	 responsibility	 (to	 pay	 for	 the	

recruitment	fee).	(Mei-ling,	human	resource	manager).	

Based	on	these	findings,	 it	 is	shown	that	small	CMs	still	 face	difficulties	or	are	

even	 reluctant	 to	meet	 the	 global	 RBA	 standard	 and	 only	 comply	 with	 the	 lower	

national	 regulatory	 standard	 (e.g.	 3-years	 employment	 contract	 and	 minimum	

wage).	

	

3.4.3.	The	role	of	labour	market	intermediaries	in	facilitating	migration	

Previous	 studies	have	shown	 that	a	diverse	 range	of	 LMIs	 intervene	 in	 the	current	

economy	 to	 broker	 relationships	 in	 the	 marketplace	 (e.g.	 between	 buyers	 and	



	 42	

suppliers)	 and,	 more	 broadly,	 to	 shape	 economic	 and	 policy	 conditions	 and	

outcomes	(Benner,	2008,	Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011,	Vinodrai,	2015).	RBA	auditing,	

which	 regulates	 firms	 and	 labour	 supplier	 (Raj-Reichert,	 2020),	 is	 one	 such	

intermediary	and	is	already	covered	above.	The	other	one	is	brokers	or	employment	

agents,	 which	 mediate	 the	 migration	 process	 and	 build	 migration	 infrastructures,	

enabling	 migrant	 labour	 to	 work	 in	 the	 cross-border	 labour	 market	 (Goss	 and	

Lindquist,	1995,	Xiang	and	Lindquist,	2014).	 	

This	 section	 focuses	 on	 the	 role	 of	 labour	 providers	 and	 employment	 agents	

matching	demand	and	supply	between	employers	and	workers.	 It	provides	 insights	

on	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	 positioning	migrant	workers	 in	 the	 local	 labour	market	 and	

their	responses	to	the	labour	demand	in	the	GPNs.	

As	 Bair	 and	Werner	 (2015)	mentioned,	 the	 value	 of	 labour	 is	 defined	 by	 the	

construction	 of	 social	 difference,	 including	 gender,	 race,	 nation	 and	 class.	

Furthermore,	 as	 Gutelius	 (2015)	 concluded,	 temporary	 agencies,	 negotiate	 the	

boundaries	 and	 terms	 of	 the	 inclusion	 in	 and	 exclusion	 from	 GPNs	 and	 create	

competition	based	on	ethnic	differences.	 In	this	study,	all	 interviewed	employment	

agents,	 confirmed	 that	 brokers	mediate	 the	migration	 process	 between	 employer	

and	employee	and	actively	shape	the	notion	of	migrant	workers	 in	the	local	 labour	

market.	 Therefore,	 the	 notion	 of	 migrant	 labour	 has	 been	 seen	 as	 particularly	

suitable	for	the	low-skilled	work	in	the	electronics	industry	and	peripheral	workforce,	

which	exemplifies	the	social	construction	of	migrant	workers	as	‘others’.	

Chih-ming,	 an	 employment	 agent,	 made	 a	 very	 illustrative	 comment	 with	

regard	to	the	construction	of	social	bias	in	the	matchmaking	process:	 	

How	do	we	 reduce	 the	 failure	 rate?	Usually,	when	we	 see	 the	employer's	

conditions,	we	will	 communicate	with	 the	 employer	 in	 advance.	We	 have	

recently	met	 someone	who	said:	 "I	want	 to	 find	a	Filipino	migrant	worker	

with	a	background	in	the	Department	of	Chemical	Engineering."	We	replied:	

"Sorry.	 Philippine	 society	 is	 not	 famous	 in	 the	 Department	 of	 Chemical	

Engineering.	 If	 you	are	 looking	 for	workers	with	a	background	 in	Electrical	

and	 Electronic	 Engineering,	 it	 is	 possible.	 But	 if	 you	 want	 workers	 with	 a	

background	in	chemical	engineering,	we	can't	find	them.	We	will	reject	him.	

(Chih-ming,	employment	agent)	
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Most	 firms	 operate	machines	 in	 English.	Now	 there	 are	 blue-collar	 labour	

agreements	between	the	four	countries9	 and	Taiwan.	English	is	the	official	

language	only	 in	 the	Philippines.	So,	 for	some	technology	companies,	 they	

are	 more	 suited	 to	 the	 training	 than	 the	 other	 three	 nationalities.	

(Chih-ming,	employment	agent)	

This	 shows,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 that	 private	 employment	 agencies	 have	 good	

knowledge	 about	 matching	 employers	 and	 employees	 in	 the	 transnational	 labour	

market	 in	 Taiwan	 and	 the	 Philippines,	 for	 example	 by	 marketing	 workers'	

employability,	 especially	 English	 language	 competence	 and	 a	 two-year	 college	

degree.	 However,	 the	 notion	 of	migrant	workers	 is	 largely	 socially	 constructed	 by	

LMIs.	 These	 workers	 are	 seen	 as	 apt	 for	 the	 job	 in	 the	 electronics	 industry.	 LMIs	

manage	 the	 demand	with	 firms,	 and	 the	 supply	 of	migrant	 labour	with	 Philippine	

employment	 agencies.	 Furthermore,	 they	manage	 the	position	of	migrant	workers	

and	 play	 an	 active	 role	 in	 constructing	 the	 stereotypes	 of	 migrant	 workers	 from	

different	countries,	for	example	their	language	ability	and	education.	

3.5.	Concluding	remarks	on	the	coupling	of	the	migrant	labour	regime	and	global	

production	networks	

Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier	(2011)	have	pointed	out	that	the	embeddedness	of	labour	

agency	can	be	 framed	and	understood	 in	 four	 social	arenas:	 capital,	 the	 state,	 the	

community	and	LMIs.	To	reflect	on	the	agency	of	migrant	workers,	 this	study	used	

the	 concept	 of	 migrant	 labour	 regime	 as	 a	 structural	 framework.	 Moreover,	 the	

study	has	provided	insight	into	conceptualising	the	distinct	MLR,	shaped	by	the	state,	

firms,	and	LMIs,	as	a	lens	to	understand	the	coupling	between	GPNs	and	local	labour	

markets.	

The	 contribution	 of	 this	 study	 lies	 in	 the	 following	 three	 domains	 that	 have	

been	addressed	by	the	research	questions:	Firstly,	the	state	regulates	the	basic	legal	

																																																								
9	 Indonesia,	Vietnam,	Thailand,	the	Philippines	



	 44	

status	of	migrant	workers	and	their	employment	relationships	(e.g.	3-year	contracts,	

employers-tied,	 minimum	 wage).	 The	 regulatory	 institutions	 at	 the	 national	 level	

impedes	 a	 larger	mobility	 bargaining	 power	 of	migrant	workers.	 Compared	 to	 the	

legal	 status	 of	 temporary	migrants	 in	 Canada,	which	 is	 associated	with	 precarious	

employment	 in	 the	 destination	 countries	 (Strauss	 and	McGrath,	 2017),	 this	 study	

showed	that	migrant	legal	status	relates	to	lower	mobility	bargaining	power.	

Secondly,	 in	 order	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 commercial	 pressure	 of	 GPNs	 (e.g.	

intensification,	 flexibility	 and	 just-in-time	 production,	 zero-inventory),	 CMs	 shape	

the	MLR	by	contracting	peripheral	workforce	from	employment	agents.	Rather	than	

improving	working	conditions	in	the	workplace,	CMs	took	different	modes	of	labour	

governance	 to	 meet	 global	 standards	 (e.g.	 RBA,	 CSR	 or	 national	 regulation).	

Furthermore,	some	CMs	applied	the	RBA	or	CSR	codes	of	conduct,	which	is	provided	

by	global	regulatory	bodies,	as	a	priority	and	ignored	other	possible	ways	to	improve	

working	conditions.	The	findings	suggest	that	firms	are	reproducing	the	existing	MLR	

logics	with	 their	 employment	 strategies	 and	 accept	 the	 rationalisation	 logic	 of	 the	

GPN	by	complying	with	codes	of	conduct	to	access	the	global	market.	This	is	also	in	

line	with	 earlier	 findings	by	Ngai	 and	 Smith	 (2007)	 in	 their	 study	of	 the	dormitory	

labour	regime	in	China’s	internal	migration.	This	system	of	management	control	also	

complies	 with	 industry-wide	 codes	 of	 conduct	 and	 ensures	 a	 just-in-time	 labour	

system	for	flexible	production	and	quick	delivery	at	the	global	level.	 	 	

Thirdly,	private	employment	agents,	which	play	a	role	in	mediating	labour	supply	

and	 demand,	 position	migrant	workers	 in	 the	 local	 labour	market.	 However,	 they	

play	an	ambiguous	role	because	they	also	construct	a	social	bias	 towards	migrants	

which	 leads	 to	a	devaluation	of	migrant	 labour	as	a	strategy	 to	create	 the	migrant	

labour	market	niche.	This	result	 is	also	consistent	with	research	which	showed	that	

migration	 intermediaries	 construct	 an	 ‘immigration	 ideology’	 that	 encourages	

people	to	move	overseas	for	a	better	life	by	removing	immigration	stereotypes	or	by	

creating	 legitimacy	 for	 migration	 (Tseng,	 1997).	 Although,	 brokers	 raise	 the	

awareness	of	migrant	for	overseas	employment	opportunities	while	alerting	aspiring	

migrant	 to	 the	 resource	 and	migration	 infrastructure	 (Xiang	 and	 Lindquist,	 2014).	

Moreover,	 the	 findings	 are	 consistent	 with	 previous	 research	 by	 (Findlay	 and	 Li,	

1998),	 who	 showed	 that	 employment	 agents	 are	 channelling	 labour	 migration	 by	

offering	information	and	resources.	
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In	 terms	 of	 the	 theoretical	 contribution,	 Figure	 4	 provides	 an	 overview	 of	

polymorphic	 mechanisms	 for	 coupling	 labour	 markets	 and	 GPN.	 Different	 actors,	

including	the	state,	firms	and	LMIs,	shape	the	dynamics	in	GPNs	through	the	migrant	

labour	regime	and	the	mediation	process	of	LMIs.	These	mechanisms	are	connecting	

global,	 national	 and	 local	 levels.	 There	 are	 three	 key	 factors	 to	 understanding	 the	

dynamics	of	migrant	labour	markets	in	GPNs:	

1. It	is	essential	to	highlight	that	it	is	mainly	the	state	and	firms	that	shape	the	

migrant	 labour	 regime.	 And	 thus,	 these	 regulatory	 institutions	 standardise	

the	migrant	labour	hiring	process.	

2. Because	 the	 institutions	 in	 the	migrant	 labour	 regime	are	 rigid,	 LMIs	play	a	

role	 in	 facilitating	 or	 mediating	 migrant	 labour	 in	 the	 international	 labour	

market,	for	example,	functional	and	numerical	flexibility.	

3. The	 coupling	 of	 the	 local	 labour	 market	 and	 the	 mechanism	 of	 GPNs	 is	

essential	to	demonstrate	the	dynamics	in	GPNs	through	commercial	pressure	

and	firms'	relationships.		



	 46	

	
Figure	4,	Mechanisms	of	coupling	labor	markets	and	global	production	networks	

Source:	own	figure	

		 	

Based	on	the	insights	from	Figure	4,	the	study	showed	that	the	state,	firms	and	

LMIs	shaped	the	MLR	in	response	to	the	need	for	flexibility	and	the	intensification	of	

global	semiconductor	production	by	providing	temporary	migrants	with	legal	status.	

The	 MLR	 passed	 the	 pressure	 on	 to	 the	 migrant	 workers	 by	 creating	 temporary	
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migrants'	 visas	 and	 work	 permits,	 which	 place	 restrictions	 on	 workers	 making	 it	

difficult	or	impossible	to	change	employers.	

The	study	interviewed	key	persons	in	the	semiconductor	industry;	however,	the	

study	 lacked	 direct	 access	 to	 the	 perspective	 of	 labour	 unions	 and	 NGOs,	 which	

could	be	included	in	future	research	on	the	topic.	In	addition,	the	study	has	focussed	

on	describing	the	migrant	labour	regime	and	on	assessing	the	mechanisms	behind	its	

constitution.	Further	research	could	take	up	these	findings	to	analyse	the	impact	of	

specific	elements	of	the	migrant	labour	regime	on	workplace	quality	and	the	upward	

mobility	of	migrant	workers	and	conduct	gender	analysis.	
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Chapter	4. Social	upgrading	of	migrant	workers	in	global	production	networks:	

Survey	in	the	semiconductor	industry	in	Taiwan	

	

Abstract	

	

A	 prominent	 topic	 in	 the	 GVC/GPN	 is	 whether	 economic	 upgrading	 in	 global	

production	 is	accompanied	by	social	upgrading.	This	paper	provides	empirical	data	

to	 examine	 the	 impact	 of	 GPN	 on	 workers.	 The	 article	 is	 based	 on	 a	 survey	 of	 a	

random	 sample	 of	 Filipino	 migrant	 workers	 in	 two	 leading	 clusters	 of	 the	

semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan:	 Hsinchu	 Science	 Park	 and	 Kaohsiung	 Export	

Processing	Zone.	The	study	examines	how	demographic	characteristics,	 job-related	

factors	 and	 institutional	 factors	 are	 related	 to	 migrant	 workers’	 satisfaction	 with	

their	work	conditions.	Findings	suggest	that	the	duration	of	stay	and	previous	work	

experience	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 are	 negatively	 associated	 with	 job	

satisfaction.	 The	 results	 extend	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 determinants	 of	 social	

upgrading	and	highlight	new	factors	contributing	to	the	(dis)satisfaction	of	migrant	

workers	with	their	work	conditions	and	how	the	GPN	limits	the	social	upgrading	of	a	

specific	group	of	workers.	

	

Keywords:	social	upgrading,	working	conditions,	migrant	industrial	worker	

4.1.Introduction	

Migrant	workers	have	long	been	featured	in	labor	geography	literature	(Strauss,	

2018).	They	are	often	regarded	as	having	a	precarious	and	unfree	status	in	the	host	

country	 (Seo	 and	 Skelton,	 2017,	 Yea,	 2017)	 and	 are	 said	 to	 work	 in	 relatively	

low-valued,	 low-wage	 and	 low-skilled	 jobs	 (Parreñas	 et	 al.,	 2019,	 Balčaitė,	 2020).	

Connected	with	 the	migration	 patterns	 of	migrant	 workers	 is	 the	 question	 of	 the	
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determinants	 of	 their	 working	 conditions.	 Labor	 geography	 and	 global	 production	

literature	have	 found	that	 foreign	workers	 in	global	production,	such	as	operators,	

are	in	a	situation	where	they	have	less	power	to	negotiate	their	working	conditions	

with	employers	(Raj-Reichert,	2013,	Coe	and	Kelly,	2002,	Kelly,	2002).	

Recent	years	have	seen	a	 lot	of	research	on	economic	and	social	upgrading	 in	

global	 production	 networks.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 studies	 examined	 the	 relationship	

between	 economic	 and	 social	 upgrading	 (Anwar	 and	 Graham,	 2019,	 Rossi,	 2013,	

Barrientos	 et	 al.,	 2011).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 research	 has	 explored	 how	 the	

agency	of	 labor	 is	 constrained	by	 the	 local	 labor	 regime	 (Coe	and	Kelly,	2000,	Coe	

and	Kelly,	2002,	Kelly,	2013).	Attention	has	also	been	paid	to	precarious	and	insecure	

aspects	of	these	jobs	(Strauss,	2018,	Seo	and	Skelton,	2017).	Moreover,	researchers	

have	called	for	more	focus	on	opening	the	black	box	in	GPN,	by	considering	not	only	

the	narrow	view	of	labor	in	the	firms’	perspective	but	also	examining	both	network	

dynamics	and	labor	struggles	to	better	understand	labor’s	co-constitutive	role	in	the	

GPNs.	For	instance,	more	studies	have	expanded	the	understanding	of	labor	regimes	

and	institutional	intervention	(Yeung,	2021b,	Coe	and	Yeung,	2019).	 	

“Regime”	 is	 usually	 defined	 in	 reference	 to	 norms	 designed	 to	 ensure	 stable	

work	 routines	among	paid	workers(Smith	et	 al.,	 2018,	Baglioni,	 2018,	 Jonas,	 1996,	

Kelly,	 2002).	 Specifically,	 in	 this	 paper,	 the	 term	 “regime”	 refers	 to	 place-specific	

relations	 between	 firms,	 working	 unions	 and	 regulatory	 institutions	 that	 enable	

workers	 to	 be	 integrated	 into	 the	 global	 production.	 This	 study	 explores	 social	

upgrading	 under	 the	 migrant	 labor	 regime	 in	 GPNs	 as	 well	 as	 how	 place-based	

institutions	integrate	workers	into	global	production.	

Although	 many	 studies	 show	 the	 relationship	 between	 economic	 and	 social	

upgrading	 and	 how	 local	 labor	 regimes	 constrained	 labor	 agency,	 few	 researchers	

have	addressed	the	problem	of	regulatory	institutions	and	LMIs.	 	

There	 is	still	a	need	for	an	efficient	method	that	can	 find	the	determinants	of	

social	upgrading	from	different	domains:	

1.	Demographic	characteristics	

2.	Job-related	characteristics	

3.	Institutional	factors	

Most	studies	focus	on	the	influence	of	demographic	characteristics	(Parreñas	et	

al.,	 2019,	 Paul,	 2019,	 Findlay	 and	 Li,	 1998,	 Lowe	 and	 Chen,	 2016).	 However,	 even	
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though	 some	 people	 have	 opportunities	 to	work	 abroad,	 studies	 showed	 that	 the	

workers’	 position	 in	 GPNs	may	 lead	 to	 limitations	 of	 social	 upgrading	 (Anwar	 and	

Graham,	 2019,	 Kumar	 and	 Beerepoot,	 2019,	Marslev	 et	 al.,	 2021).	 Therefore,	 it	 is	

also	 important	 to	 recognize	 the	 determinants	 of	 the	 job-related	 characteristics	 of	

the	GPN	mechanism	(see	Chapter	3	migrant	labor	regime),	which	are	based	on	firms’	

strategies	 and	 competitive	 pressure,	 and	 institutional	 factors,	 which	 are	 based	 on	

the	policies	of	national	regulations.	

“Social	 upgrading”	 is	 usually	 defined	 in	 reference	 to	 the	 improvement	 in	 the	

rights	 and	 entitlements	 of	workers	 as	 social	 actors,	which	 enhances	 the	 quality	 of	

their	 employment	 (Barrientos	 et	 al.,	 2011,	 Rossi,	 2013).	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 this	

includes	 access	 to	 better	 work,	 which	might	 result	 from	 economic	 upgrading	 and	

improved	working	conditions,	protection	and	rights.	As	(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011)	show,	

social	upgrading	of	medium-skilled	workers	can	be	found	in	different	domains:	Fair	

quantity	 of	 jobs;	 relatively	 high	 wages	 compared	 to	 assembly	 jobs;	 greater	 job	

security	 in	 vertically	 integrated	 firms,	 but	 increased	 use	 of	 flexible	 employment;	

layers	of	skills	and	jobs	down	the	supply	chain	make	it	possible	to	retain	core	skills	

and	 outsource	 other	 tasks	 to	 peripheral	 workers.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 enabling	

workers'	 rights	 is	 another	 important	 part	 of	 social	 upgrading,	 such	 as	 freedom	 of	

association,	 collective	 bargaining	 etc.	 These	 are	 more	 difficult	 to	 quantify	 as	

indicators	of	social	upgrading.	 	

The	study	adopts	the	concept	of	social	upgrading	by	the	notion	of	satisfaction	

with	 working	 conditions.	 Also,	 job	 satisfaction	 is	 a	 strategically	 useful	measure	 of	

approximating	 social	 upgrading,	 and	 it	 reveals	 an	 assessment	 of	 the	 working	

experience	 of	 migrant	 workers.	 Therefore,	 the	 study	 interprets	 satisfaction	 with	

working	 conditions	 in	 response	 to	 social	 upgrading.	 The	 research	 sample	 of	 this	

study	 is	medium-skilled	migrant	 workers.	Medium-skilled	workers,	 who	 constitute	

the	 important	 semiconductor	 industry	 workforce,	 normally	 work	 as	 operators	 or	

technicians.	 When	 working	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry,	 the	 motivation	 for	

migrant	 workers	 to	 migrate	 is	 the	 possibility	 of	 earning	 a	 relatively	 high	 salary	

compared	 to	 in	 their	home	country.	However,	how	 individual	decision-making	and	

national	regulatory	institutions	lead	to	social	upgrading	remains	unclear.	

On	 the	 theoretical	 level,	 this	 paper	 contributes	 to	 a	 comprehensive	

understanding	 of	 migrant	 workers’	 agency	 by	 addressing	 different	 migration	
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situations	 between	 Taiwan	 and	 the	 Philippine	 in	 the	 analytical	 framework	 and	

further	 re-conceptualizing	 the	 social	 upgrading	 of	 migrant	 workers	 at	 the	

intersection	of	firm	and	non-firm	actors	in	GVC/GPN.	

Empirically,	 the	 case	 study	 analysis	 of	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan	

employs	 this	 reconceptualization	 of	 social	 upgrading	 and	 shows	 migrant	 labor	

agency	expressed	through	the	workers’	mobility	between	Taiwan	and	the	Philippines,	

the	mediation	of	LMIs	as	migration	infrastructure	in	the	transnational	 labor	market	

and	 national	 regulation	 in	 the	 host	 country.	 For	 instance,	 in	 Taiwan,	 the	 national	

regime	imposes	regulations	to	facilitate	the	local	labor	market,	and	LMIs	match	the	

labor	 standard.	 Therefore,	 the	 social	 upgrading	 of	 different	 groups	 of	 migrant	

workers	 needs	 to	 be	 identified.	 This	 paper	 makes	 a	 contribution	 towards	

understanding	 the	 working	 conditions	 of	 migrant	 workers	 and	 demonstrates	 the	

determinants	 of	 social	 up/downgrading.	 Also,	 the	 study	 highlights	 how	 migrant	

workers	 are	 engaged	 in	 the	 local	 labor	 regime	 in	 Taiwan	 and	 how	 government	

regulatory	 institutions	 may	 worsen	 their	 working	 conditions.	 Notwithstanding	 a	

burgeoning	 dialogue	 on	 labor	 in	 GPN	 and	 GVC	 literature(Bair	 and	 Werner,	 2015,	

Raj-Reichert,	2011,	Kumar	and	Beerepoot,	2019,	Coe	and	Hess,	2013,	Raj-Reichert,	

2013),	 it	 is	 still	 not	 completely	 understood	 under	 what	 conditions	 economic	 and	

social	upgrading	are	likely	to	emerge,	and	what	enables	joint	forms	of	governance	to	

become	 institutionalized	and	how	different	 trajectories	could	accelerate	social	and	

economic	upgrading	(Gereffi	and	Lee,	2016).	

	 This	article	aims	to	contribute	to	the	debate	on	whether	economic	upgrading	is	

accompanied	 by	 social	 upgrading.	 This	 is	 to	 be	 achieved	 by	 examining	 social	

upgrading	among	migrant	workers	 in	 the	semiconductor	 industry.	Furthermore,	by	

identifying	factors	for	social	upgrading,	this	article	empirically	assesses	determinants	

that	lead	to	higher	satisfaction	with	working	conditions.	

	 With	regard	to	the	theoretical	contribution,	as	Gereffi	and	Lee	(2016)	discussed,	

six	key	trajectories	of	economic	and	social	upgrading	demonstrate	the	complicated	

forms	 of	 governance	 in	 the	 GVC.	 Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier	 (2011)	 argued	 that	 the	

constrained	agency	 is	shaped	by	the	state,	 firms,	LMIs	and	the	 labor	community	 in	

GPNs.	 This	 article	 focuses	 more	 on	 the	 trajectories	 of	 social	 upgrading	 that	 can	

accommodate	major	actors,	governance,	mechanisms	and	key	drivers	 in	GVC/GPN,	

because	social	upgrading	has	lagged	behind	economic	upgrading	in	most	cases	and	



	 52	

economic	gains	are	not	necessarily	beneficial	to	social	development	(Gereffi	and	Lee,	

2016,	Barrientos	et	al.,	2011).	

The	organization	of	this	article	is	as	follows.	The	second	section	reviews	recent	

trends	in	the	literature	on	economic	and	social	upgrading	in	GVC	and	GPN.	And	thus,	

how	 these	 approaches	 relate	 to	 economic	 and	 social	 upgrading.	 The	 third	 section	

proposes	 an	 integrated	 framework	 that	 shows	 how	 the	 diverse	 actors	 and	

governance	structures	of	GVC/GPN	are	linked	to	the	trajectory	of	social	upgrading	of	

migrant	workers	 in	 the	 global	 economy.	 And	 the	 fourth	 section	 demonstrates	 the	

selection	sample	in	the	quantitative	survey	and	examines	the	factors	contributing	to	

social	upgrading	of	migrant	workers	in	the	logistic	regression	model.	The	conclusion	

summarizes	the	implication	of	job-related	and	institutional	factors	in	the	integrated	

framework	on	GVC	and	GPN.	

4.2.	The	theoretical	setting:	rethinking	social	upgrading	of	migrant	workers	

4.2.1.	The	entangling	of	economic	and	social	upgrading	

Previous	 literature	 has	 addressed	 labor	 in	 the	 GVC	 from	 the	 governance	

perspective	and	provided	 insights	 into	different	trajectories	of	economic	and	social	

upgrading	 in	the	global	economy	in	the	past	decades	(Gereffi	and	Fernandez-Stark,	

2016,	Gereffi	 and	 Lee,	 2016,	 Lee	 and	Gereffi,	 2015).	 Furthermore,	Gereffi	 and	 Lee	

(2016)	theorized	six	economic	and	social	upgrading	trajectories	to	demonstrate	the	

complex	 interaction	 between	different	 actors	 in	 the	 value	 chain.	 For	 instance,	 the	

market-driven	 path,	 CSR-driven	 path,	multi-stakeholder	 path,	 labor-centered	 path,	

cluster-centered	path,	and	public	governance	path.	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 upgrading	 between	 small	 and	 large	 firms,	 as	 indicated	 by	

previous	research,	a	lead	firm	rearranging	the	organizational	configuration	tends	to	

reinforce	the	market	dynamic.	However,	small-	and	medium-sized	enterprises	do	not	

have	enough	capital	 to	 improve	working	 conditions	as	 lead	 firms	 (Gereffi	 and	 Lee,	

2016,	 Lee	 and	 Gereffi,	 2015).	 As	 Bernhardt	 and	 Milberg	 (2011)	 noted,	 economic	

upgrading	is	insufficient	for	social	upgrading	to	occur,	so	it	is	important	to	have	more	
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empirical	studies	to	examine	the	 labor	status	from	different	 industrial	perspectives	

(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011,	Bernhardt	and	Pollak,	2016).	Much	of	the	current	literature	

on	 the	 labor	 of	GPNs	 pays	 particular	 attention	 to	 the	 critical	 question	 of	whether	

economic	upgrading	leads	to	social	upgrading	for	the	workers	involved	(Rossi,	2013,	

Milberg	and	Winkler,	2011,	Newsome	et	al.,	2015,	Taylor	et	al.,	2013,	Bernhardt	and	

Pollak,	2016).	Furthermore,	Taylor	et	al.	(2013)	point	out	the	ignorance	with	regard	

to	 social	 upgrading,	 showing	 that	 labor	 should	 not	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 input	 factor	 for	

production,	optimizing	labor	for	higher	value-added	activities	and	competitiveness.	 	

Beyond	 conceptualizing	 labor	 mainly	 as	 a	 passive	 factor	 of	 the	 production	

outcome,	researchers	have	increasingly	focused	more	on	the	governance	framework	

that	shapes	the	outcome	for	labor	in	GPNs/GVC,	such	as	stakeholders	(i.e.	governing	

agencies,	trade	unions,	NGOs…etc.	(Coe	et	al.,	2008,	Locke	et	al.,	2007,	Milberg	and	

Winkler,	2011).	Barrientos	et	al.	(2011)	provide	a	new	paradigm	of	social	upgrading	

in	 the	 GVC	 by	 comparing	 the	 differences	 in	 the	 composition	 of	 the	 workforce	 in	

different	 industries.	 Moreover,	 they	 depict	 the	 trajectories	 of	 possible	 social	

upgrading	according	to	measurable	labor	standards	on	different	skill	levels	in	the	IT	

hardware	 industry,	 such	 as	 from	 low-	 and	 medium-skilled	 jobs	 to	 high-skilled	

technology	 and	 knowledge-intensive	 work.	 As	 mentioned	 in	 the	 research	 by	

Barrientos	 et	 al.	 (2011),	 migration	 and	 education	 are	 two	 important	 ways	 for	

workers	 to	 improve	 their	 working	 conditions	 in	 the	 IT	 sector	 of	 the	 GPN.	 The	

following	are	two	examples	from	their	study:	

Firstly,	high-skilled	upgrading	trajectory:	

The	research	showed	that	education	allows	workers	to	engage	in	upgrading,	for	

example,	in	China	and	India,	workers	who	have	gained	sufficient	education	and	

training	can	move	from	low-paid	low-skilled	work	into	the	IT	sector	and	obtain	

higher-paid	employment	and	improved	labor	standards.	

Secondly,	labor-intensive	upgrading	trajectory:	

The	 research	 showed	 that	 workers	 could	 move	 to	 better	 types	 of	

labor-intensive	work	where	 they	can	also	obtain	better	working	conditions.	 In	

Bangladesh	 or	 Sri	 Lanka,	 for	 example,	 women	 may	 be	 able	 to	 obtain	 better	

working	conditions	by	migrating	from	subsistence	farming	to	wage	employment	

garment	 firms	 that	 have	 implemented	 buyers’	 codes	 of	 labor	 practice	 in	 the	

supply	chain.	
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Furthermore,	 previous	 studies	 have	 shown	 different	 domains	 of	 social	

upgrading	 through	 the	 different	 skill	 levels	 of	 jobs,	 such	 as	 low-skilled,	 labor	

intensive	and	medium-skilled,	mixed	production	technology	(Gereffi	and	Guler,	2010,	

Barrientos	et	al.,	2011).	And	the	indicators	of	social	upgrading	are	the	following:	

1.	High	quantity	of	jobs,	especially	for	female	workers	

2.	Fair	quantity	of	jobs	

3.	High	wages	compared	to	assembly	jobs	 	

4.	Layers	of	skills	and	jobs	down	the	supply	chain	make	it	possible	to	retain	core	skills	

and	outsource	other	tasks	to	peripheral	workers	

In	the	context	of	the	semiconductor	industry	in	Taiwan,	the	migrant	workforce	

is	mainly	 in	the	 low-	and	medium-skill	sector.	 In	order	to	position	the	 indicators	of	

“job	satisfaction”	within	the	broader	context	of	social	upgrading,	this	study	uses	job	

quality	 and	 job	 security	 to	 understand	 the	 social	 upgrading	 of	migrant	workers	 in	

GPNs.	

	

4.2.2.	Literature	review	and	hypothesis	

Previous	studies	highlight	the	methodological	challenges	involved	in	measuring	

social	upgrading,	especially	at	the	level	of	analysis	and	comparability	(Salido	Marcos	

and	Bellhouse,	2016).	 For	example,	working	conditions	vary	by	 sector	and	product	

(Rossi,	2013).	From	the	perspective	of	global	production,	the	position	of	workers	in	

different	nodes	of	global	production	networks	plays	a	 role	 in	 their	overall	working	

conditions.	 From	 the	perspective	of	 the	 state,	 the	 local	 institutions	are	 the	 factors	

which	 could	 possibly	 affect	 the	 status	 of	migrant	workers	 and	 impede	 their	 social	

upgrading	(Rossi,	2013,	Anwar	and	Graham,	2019).	From	the	perspective	of	industry,	

in	 the	 manufacturing	 industry,	 for	 example,	 working	 conditions	 are	 likely	 to	 be	

better	 in	a	 supplier’s	 factory	 that	 is	 regularly	audited	 than	 in	a	 subcontracted	 firm	

(Locke	 et	 al.,	 2007).	 The	 lack	 of	 comparability	 among	 qualitative	 indicators	 is	 a	

common	problem	in	the	analysis	of	social	upgrading	(Milberg	and	Winkler,	2011).	

Qualitative	 studies	 on	 migrant	 workers	 in	 global	 production	 networks	 have	

reported	that	this	group	is	exposed	to	social	up/downgrading	and	the	workers	have	

limited	 agency	 to	 change	 their	 status	 while	 working	 in	 local	 labor	 regimes	 (Kelly,	
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2002,	Rossi,	 2013,	 Seo	 and	 Skelton,	 2017).	However,	 these	 studies	 do	not	 identify	

factors	 that	might	contribute	 to	 the	social	up/downgrading.	This	 study	draws	 from	

past	 studies,	 such	 as	 those	 on	 job	 quality	 and	 job	 security,	 to	 suggest	 how	

demographic	characteristics,	 job-related	 factors,	and	 institutional	 factors	will	make	

an	 important	 difference	 for	 migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	

Taiwan	 in	 terms	 of	 satisfaction	 with	 their	 work	 conditions.	 Also,	 these	 factors	

contribute	to	dis/satisfaction,	which	may	lead	to	social	up/downgrading.	

	

4.2.2.1.	Demographic	characteristics	as	predictors	of	job	satisfaction	

The	main	economic	perspective	for	looking	at	the	migrant	worker	is	neoclassical	

economics.	The	model	explains	that	the	decision	of	an	individual	to	migrate	is	made	

because	 of	 a	 cost-benefit	 calculation.	 The	 theory	 is	 that	 the	 human	 capital	

characteristics	 that	 increase	 the	 likely	 rate	 of	 remuneration	 or	 the	 probability	 of	

employment	 in	 the	destination	 relative	 to	 the	 sending	 country,	 such	as	education,	

experience	etc.,	will	increase	the	likelihood	of	international	movement	(Massey	et	al.,	

1993).	

Previous	 studies	 have	 analyzed	 the	 demographic	 characteristics	 of	 Filipino	

migrant	 workers	 because	 individual	 characteristics	 are	 associated	 with	 social	

networks	in	sending	and	receiving	countries	(Lan,	2003,	Paul,	2019,	Hill	and	Dunbar,	

2003).	 For	 instance,	 migrants’	 overseas	 connections	 affect	 the	 migration	

decision-making	 process	 and	 these	 overseas	 social	 connections	 can	 help	 match	

aspiring	 migrant	 domestic	 workers	 with	 an	 employer	 abroad	 (Lan,	 2003).	 With	

regard	to	the	determinants	of	migrants’	overseas	connections,	previous	studies	have	

shown	 that	 there	 can	 be	 considerable	 variation	 in	 the	 size	 of	 individuals’	 social	

networks.	Factors	such	as	age	(Hill	and	Dunbar,	2003),	marital	status	(Rands,	1988),	

kinship	(Nagasaka,	1998),	gender	(Dunbar	and	Spoors,	1995)	and	levels	of	education	

(Dunbar	and	Spoors,	1995)	have	been	found	to	have	a	major	 influence	on	network	

size	and	structure.	 	

For	 example,	 studies	 showed	 migrants’	 education	 attainment	 level	 and	

socioeconomic	 status	 are	 associated	 with	 network	 size	 (Campbell	 et	 al.,	 1986,	

Campbell,	 1988).	 And	 in	 terms	 of	marital	 status,	married	 individuals	 tend	 to	 have	
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more	ties	to	kin	or	relatives	rather	than	non-kin,	when	compared	to	the	networks	of	

unmarried	 individuals.	 However,	 the	 study	 showed	 having	 young	 children	 has	 a	

negative	effect	(Moore,	1990).	In	terms	of	education	level,	the	study	showed	that	it	

is	 not	 unusual	 for	 Filipinos	 with	 a	 bachelor’s	 degree	 to	 go	 abroad	 as	 domestic	

workers,	 as	 wages	 in	 those	 low	 income	 jobs	 in	 the	 destination	 countries	 are	 still	

higher	 than	 their	 possible	 earnings	 from	 a	 white-collar	 job	 in	 their	 home	 country	

(Constable,	1997).	

In	 terms	 of	 remittances,	 previous	 studies	 showed	 the	 motivation	 of	 Filipino	

migrants	is	associated	with	the	need	to	send	remittances	to	relatives	in	their	home	

country	 (Carling,	 2005).	 The	 Philippine	 President,	 Corazon	 Aquino,	 made	 a	

controversial	 address	 to	 Filipino	domestic	workers	 in	Hong	Kong	 in	1998,	 in	which	

she	referred	to	them	as	the	new	‘heroes’	of	the	Philippine	economy	(Carling,	2005).	

And	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 heroic	 image	 of	 migrants	 is	 seen	 to	 build	 the	 national	

economy	 based	 on	 remittances	 (Estrada-Claudio,	 1992).	 Furthermore,	

Estrada-Claudio	 (1992)	 showed	 that	 remittances	 from	Filipino	oversea	workers	are	

important	to	the	national	economy.	

As	in	previous	research	on	the	determinants	of	demographic	characteristics,	the	

study	takes	age,	education,	marital	status	and	remittances	and	relatives	into	account	

as	predictors:	

Hypothesis	1-1:	Migrant	workers	who	are	older	are	more	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	with	

work	conditions.	

Hypothesis	1-2:	Migrant	workers	who	attain	higher	educational	levels	are	more	likely	

to	be	satisfied	with	work	conditions.	

Hypothesis1-3:	Migrant	workers	who	were	single	and	do	not	have	a	child	are	more	

likely	to	be	satisfied	with	work	conditions.	 	

Hypothesis	1-4:	Migrant	workers	whose	remittances	are	higher	are	more	likely	to	be	

satisfied	with	work	conditions.	

Hypothesis	1-5:	Migrant	workers	who	have	relatives	in	Taiwan	are	more	likely	to	be	

satisfied	with	work	conditions.	
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4.2.2.2.	Job-related	factors	as	predictors	of	job	satisfaction	

Previous	 studies	 demonstrate	 the	 determinants	 of	 job-related	 characteristics	

resulting	 from	 the	 GPN	 mechanism,	 including	 a	 firm’s	 strategies	 and	 competitive	

pressure	 (see	 Chapter	 3	Migrant	 labor	 regime).	 For	 example,	 Kumar	&	 Beerepoot	

(2019)	 have	 shown	 how	 the	 existing	 structure	 of	 GPN	 governance	 constrains	 or	

enables	 the	 social	 upgrading	 of	 ICT-ITES	 workers	 in	 Mumbai,	 India	 (Kumar	 and	

Beerepoot,	2019).	And	concerning	occupational	mobility	as	a	 form	of	 labor	agency	

(Vira	and	James,	2012),	a	study	in	South	Africa	showed	that	contact	center	workers	

are	 provided	 with	 limited	 opportunities	 to	 improve	 their	 job	 quality	 due	 to	 the	

smaller	size	of	 the	national	economy	and	the	fact	 that	 it	 is	not	the	world’s	 leading	

player	in	outsourced	services	(Anwar	and	Graham,	2019).	A	comparative	study	in	the	

apparel	 sectors	 in	 Cambodia	 and	 Vietnam	 showed	 that	 worker	 power	 within	

state-labor	relations	is	a	key	causal	driver	of	social	upgrading	(Marslev	et	al.,	2021).	

Taking	 into	consideration	the	GPN	mechanism,	the	study	associated	higher	salaries	

in	the	host	country,	 longer	work	experience	 in	the	semiconductor	 industry	and	the	

location	 of	 industrial	 clusters	 with	 satisfaction	 with	 working	 conditions.	 The	

following	hypotheses	are	the	result	of	these	considerations:	

	

Hypothesis	 2-1:	 Migrant	 workers	 earning	 higher	 salaries	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 be	

satisfied	with	work	conditions.	

Hypothesis	 2-2:	 Migrant	 workers	 who	 have	 worked	 longer	 in	 the	 firm	 and	 have	

previous	work	experience	in	the	Philippines,	Taiwan	and	the	semiconductor	industry	

are	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	work	conditions.	

Hypothesis	2-3:	There	will	be	differences	 in	 job	satisfaction	between	Kaohsiung	and	

Hsinchu.	
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4.2.2.3.	Institutional	intervention	factors	as	predictors	of	job	satisfaction	

The	 institutional	 theory	perspective	emphasizes	 recognition	of	 the	 institutions	

affecting	the	status	of	migrants	for	a	period	after	the	migration	starts	(Massey	et	al.,	

1993).	 For	 instance,	 the	 institutional	 mechanism	 will	 impact	 migrant	 workers	

through	 the	 government's	 immigration	 entry	 policy	 and	 the	 visa	 policy	 for	 the	

destination	country.	In	other	words,	institutional	stability	constitutes	a	new	form	of	

social	capital	in	that	migrant	workers	can	access	better	job	information	in	the	labor	

market	in	another	country.	

Institutions	 may	 structure	 the	 local	 labor	 market	 in	 different	 industries	 and	

determine	 the	 quality	 of	 jobs.	 Especially	 labor	market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs)	 i.e.,	 a	

third	 party	 whose	 brokering	 or	 matching	 activities	 are	 used	 by	 employers	 and	

job-seekers	to	help	find	a	job-match	(Benner,	2003).	As	(Enright,	2013)	points	out	in	

research	conducted	in	the	UK,	LMIs	need	to	be	understood	as	a	growing	institution	

within	the	labor	market.	

The	 literature	 on	 this	 topic	 is	 split	 between	 two	 perspectives,	 both	 providing	

valuable	 insights.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 function,	 LMIs	 play	 a	

meaningful	 role	 in	 the	 labor	 market,	 such	 as	 reducing	 transition	 costs,	 building	

networks,	 and	 managing	 risk	 (Benner,	 2003).	 Furthermore,	 LMIs	 are	 regarded	 as	

migration	 infrastructure,	 coordinating	 the	mediation	activities	of	migrant	networks	

(De	Haas,	2010,	Xiang	and	Lindquist,	2014).	On	the	other	hand,	from	the	perspective	

of	labor	power,	LMIs	cause	migrant	workers	to	work	in	precarious	employment	and	

to	 have	 the	 status	 of	 unfree	 labor	 (Balčaitė,	 2020,	 Barrientos,	 2008,	 Barrientos,	

2013).	

Taking	 into	 consideration	 the	 institutional	 approach,	 it	 is	 to	 be	 expected	 that	

the	12-yearvisa	policy	in	Taiwan	and	labor	market	intermediaries	are	associated	with	

the	working	conditions	of	migrant	workers.	The	following	hypotheses	are	the	result	

of	these	considerations:	

Hypothesis	3-1:	Migrant	workers	who	find	a	job	through	a	direct	hiring	program	and	

stay	longer	are	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	work	conditions.	

Hypothesis	3-2:	Migrant	workers	who	stay	longer	are	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	

work	conditions.	
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	 	 4.2.2.4.	Literature	on	dependent	variables	

Previous	work	 by	 scholars	 in	migration	 studies	 has	 shown	 that	 an	 analysis	 of	

migrants'	 life	 course	 is	 essential	 in	order	 to	be	 able	 to	understand	 their	 situations	

and,	thus,	applying	the	sociological	 life	course	approach	to	migration	research	may	

advance	 our	 study	 of	 migration	 patterns	 and	 further	 develop	 the	 life	 course	

perspective	(Kley,	2010,	Liao	and	Gan,	2020).	Through	the	comparative	perspective	

on	 the	 different	 stages	 of	 migration,	 having	 two	 dependent	 variables	 helps	 to	

differentiate	 the	 impact	 resulting	 from	 the	 uneven	 development	 between	 Taiwan	

and	 the	 Philippines	 and	 the	 impact	 resulting	 from	 the	 migrant	 labor	 regime,	

including	 GPN	 structural	 factors	 and	 the	 national	 migration	 regime	 in	 the	 host	

country.	

Distinguishing	 the	post-migration	stage	 in	Taiwan	 is	 supported	by	 the	 findings	

that	 prior	 migration	 experience	 has	 been	 found	 to	 increase	 the	 likelihood	 of	

subsequent	 migration	 enormously,	 and	 persons	 with	 migration	 experience	 might	

have	learned	to	cope	with	such	a	move	so	that	they	feel	more	confident	and	expect	

migration	to	have	less	of	a	psychological	cost	(Massey	and	Espinosa,	1997).	

Figure	 5	 illustrates	 the	 proposed	 framework	 for	 migrants'	 satisfaction	 with	

working	conditions	and	the	hypothesis	about	factors	in	two	stages	of	the	migration	

process.	

The	study	focuses	on	the	change	in	job	satisfaction	at	two	critical	points:	

(1)	 The	 job	 satisfaction	 during	 the	 stay	 in	 Taiwan,	 compared	 to	 the	 job	

satisfaction	 in	 the	 Philippines.	 The	 first	 stage	 of	 considering	 migration	 is	

hypothesized	 to	 be	 mainly	 the	 result	 of	 the	 uneven	 development	 of	 job	

opportunities	 between	 the	 sending	 and	 receiving	 countries.	 Job	 satisfaction	 is	

expected	to	increase	with	more	opportunities	to	work	overseas.	

(2)	Post-migration	 job	satisfaction,	whereby	the	comparison	occurs	after	a	 job	

change	during	a	worker’s	stay	in	Taiwan.	The	second	stage	of	considering	one’s	stay	

in	Taiwan	 is	hypothesized	to	mainly	be	the	result	of	 the	constraints	of	 the	migrant	

labor	 regime	 (MLR),	 which	 constrains	 the	 agency	 of	 migrant	 workers	 in	 the	 local	
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labor	 market	 (see	 Chapter	 3).	 Therefore,	 the	 limited	 career	 potential	 of	 migrant	

workers	within	MLRs	are	expected	to	lead	to	a	reduced	likelihood	of	job	satisfaction.	

	

	
Figure	5,	Conceptual	framework	

Source:	own	figure	

4.3.	Data	collection	

In	 order	 to	 test	 the	 hypotheses	 from	 the	 workers’	 perspective,	 during	 the	

months	of	November	2019	and	January	2020a	street	survey	was	conducted	with	the	

assistance	 of	 an	 interpreter	 who	 speaks	 Tagalog.	 In	 total,	 457	 Philippine	 migrant	

workers	 who	 work	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan	 were	 interviewed.	

Kaohsiung	 and	 Hsinchu	 were	 chosen	 as	 sites	 for	 the	 study	 because	 those	 two	

locations	 regarded	 as	 the	 main	 semiconductor	 clusters	 for	 many	 decades.	

Questionnaires	were	randomly	disseminated	at	train	stations,	dormitories,	bus	stops,	

restaurants,	 laundries	 etc.	 The	 survey	 questionnaire	 contained	 a	 combination	 of	

nominal,	ordinal	and	scale	items	(see	Appendix).	 	

In	 terms	 of	 the	 descriptive	 analysis	 of	 the	 respondents'	 profiles,	 the	 study	

provides	an	overview	of	the	basic	information	and	the	situation	of	migrant	workers	

in	Taiwan.	When	illustrating	respondents'	gender,	age,	marital	status,	education	etc.	

the	 study	 uses	 percentages	 for	 the	 categorical	 variables	 and	 the	 mean	 for	

continuous	variables.	 	

As	far	as	the	statistical	analysis	is	concerned,	the	theoretical	framework	presented	in	

Figure	 5	 is	 used	 to	 identify	 factors	 influencing	migrant	workers'	 job	 satisfaction	 in	
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different	 stages	 of	 the	migration	 process	 by	means	 of	 a	 logistic	 regression	model.	 	

For	example,	 respondents	were	asked,	 “please	compare	 the	quality	of	your	 recent	

job	 in	 Taiwan	 with	 your	 home	 country	 according	 to	 the	 following	 points”,	 and	

“please	 compare	 the	 quality	 of	 your	 recent	 job	 with	 your	 first	 job	 in	 Taiwan	

according	 to	 the	 following	 points”,	 in	 order	 to	 identify	 their	 work	 conditions	 at	

different	stages.	Work	conditions	were	generally	grouped	into	three	parts:	quality	of	

work,	 job	 security	 and	 overall	 satisfaction.	 The	 satisfaction	 for	 each	 point	 was	

accessed	 on	 a	 five-point	 Likert	 scale,	 with	 possible	 responses	 ranging	 from	 very	

dissatisfied	 to	very	 satisfied.	 For	 the	 statistical	analysis,	 a	binary	 logistic	 regression	

analysis	 was	 run	 to	 determine	 the	 predictors	 that	 were	 connected	 with	 migrant	

workers	being	more	satisfied	with	their	work	conditions.	

According	to	a	government	report,	Taiwan	had	about	126,661	migrant	workers	

from	the	Philippines	in	2019,	so	a	limitation	of	the	survey	is	that	we	only	cover	those	

who	 work	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 and	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 survey	 are	 very	

industry-specific,	so	there	is	a	need	to	do	research	in	other	industries	in	the	future.	

4.4.Results	

4.4.1.	Descriptive	analysis	

4.4.1.1.	Sample	characteristics	 	

As	shown	in	Table	3,	in	terms	of	the	respondents’	demographic	characteristics,	

most	of	them	were	female	(98.7%).	The	average	age	of	respondents	was	29.91	years.	

More	 than	 half	 of	 the	 respondents	 answered	 that	 their	 educational	 qualifications	

were	 level	5	or	6	 	 (66.3%),	which	 is	equal	 to	a	 tertiary	education	degree.	Most	of	

them	were	 single	 (76.7%),	 and	 only	 a	 few	 of	 them	 had	 children	 (36.3%).	Most	 of	

them	 sent	 remittances	 home	 (98.7%).	Only	 a	 few	of	 them	had	 relatives	 in	 Taiwan	

(5.7%).	

	 In	 terms	 of	 job-related	 factors,	 their	 salary	 on	 average	 was	 about	 26,051.65	
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NTD	 per	 month,	 which	 was	 lower	 than	 the	 median	 monthly	 salary	 in	 Taiwan	 of	

41,500	 NTD	 in	 2019	 (Directorate-General	 of	 Budget,	 Accounting	 and	 Statistics,	

Executive	Yuan,	Taiwan,	2019).	More	than	half	of	the	respondents	were	working	in	

Taiwan	for	the	first	time	(66.7%).	

Regarding	 institutional	 factors,	most	 of	 them	 had	 found	 jobs	 through	 private	

employment	agents	(78.5%).	Most	of	them	had	not	been	in	Taiwan	for	a	long	time,	

on	average,	3.86	years.	

	

Table	3,	Descriptive	statistics	of	independent	variables	(N=457)	 	

Independent	variables	 M	 SD	 Range	

Demographic	characteristics	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Gender	(female=1,	male=0)	 0.987	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Age	 29.91	 4.67

3	

20-47	

	 	 	 	 Education	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Level	1,	2	 0.169	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Level	3,	4	 0.167	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Level	5	 0.249	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Level	6	 0.414	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Marital	status	(single=1,	married=0)	 0.767	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Children	(yes=1,	no=0)	 0.363	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Remittances	(yes=1,	no=0)	 0.987	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Less	than	10%	of	salary	 0.121	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 10-25%	of	salary	 0.300	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 25-50%	of	salary	 0.294	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Over	50%	of	salary	 0.285	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Relatives	(yes=1,	no=0)	 0.057	 	 	

Job-related	factors	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Salary	 26,051.

65	

3644

.753	

23,000-	

70,000	

	 	 	 	 Previous	work	experience	in	semiconductor	industry	 0.583	 	 	
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in	the	Philippines	(yes=1,	no=0)	

	 	 	 	 Previous	work	experience	in	Taiwan	(yes=1,	no=0)	 0.313	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Previous	work	experience	in	the	semiconductor	

industry	in	Taiwan	(yes=1,	no=0)	 	

0.242	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Location	(Hsinchu=1,	Kaohsiung=0)	 0.284	 	 	

Institutional	factors	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Labor	market	intermediary	

	 	 	 	 (private	employment	agency=1,	direct	hiring	

program=0)	

0.785	 	 	

	 	 	 	 Duration	of	stay	 4.4	 3.61

2	

1-24	

Source:	own	survey.	

	

	

4.4.1.2.	Descriptive	analysis:	Why	do	migrant	workers	move?	Motivation	

Previous	research	has	shown	that	the	commercial	migration	industry	facilitates	

the	 migration	 of	 Filipino	 workers	 (Jones,	 2012).	 In	 Hong	 Kong,	 Filipino	 domestic	

workers	provide	 caregiving	 services,	 including	 caring	 for	 children	and	 looking	after	

sick,	disabled	and	older	people	 (Lai	and	Fong,	2020).	 In	Taiwan,	Lan's	 research	has	

shown	that	the	Filipino	migrant	domestic	workers	in	Taiwan	are	mostly	female	(Lan,	

2003).	However,	rather	than	working	in	a	household	as	a	domestic	worker,	there	is	

another	group	of	migrant	workers	with	employment	as	blue-collar	industrial	workers.	

There	is	a	need	to	study	this	group	further.	

Regarding	 the	 intention	 to	 migrate	 and	 the	 consequences	 for	 skills	

development,	 research	 in	 the	 migration	 and	 employment	 experiences	 of	 Filipino	

migrant	 nurses	 in	 Norway	 showed	 that	 deskilling	 is	 regarded	 as	 a	 strategy	 to	

overcome	 barriers	 and	 is	 involved	 in	 the	 migration	 process	 (Gotehus,	 2021).	

Furthermore,	the	strategy	also	enables	a	stable	income	(Gotehus,	2021).	

Table	 4	 presents	 the	 descriptive	 analysis	 of	 push-pull	 power	 for	 migration	

motivation.	 Looking	 at	 the	 reasons	 for	 leaving	 the	 sending	 country,	most	migrant	
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workers	 (55.4%)	 answered	 that	 a	 very	 important	 reason	 for	 them	 was	 that	 the	

'payment	was	 too	 low’.	 The	 second	most	 frequently	 stated	 reason	 for	 leaving	was	

'no	 possibility	 for	 career	 advancement'	 (26%).	 In	 terms	 of	 the	 focus	 on	 the	 host	

country-	 the	motivation	 to	work	 in	Taiwan,	most	migrant	workers'	motivation	was	

'higher	income'	(65.9%).	And	the	second	most	common	motivation	was	the	financial	

needs	 of	 the	 family	 (51.2%).	 These	 two	 sources	 of	motivation	 are	 consistent	with	

previous	 studies	 emphasizing	 the	 importance	 of	 remittances	 for	 overseas	 Filipinos	

and	the	national	economy	(Carling,	2005,	Estrada-Claudio,	1992).	

The	 third	 motivating	 factor	 was	 'skill	 development'	 (47.5%);	 The	 fourth	 was	

'better	work	conditions'	 (44%);	The	 fifth	motivation	was	 'international	experience.'	

(40.7%).	

With	regard	to	family	ties,	surprisingly,	people	are	seldom	motivated	by	'family	

in	Taiwan'	(9.6%),	which	is	inconsistent	with	migration	studies	of	social	networks.	For	

example,	Lindquist	 (1993)	 studied	 in	 three	Filipino	 fishing	villages	 	 and	 found	 that	

migration	networks	were	selective,	and	opportunities	were	limited	to	those	with	the	

closest	 ties.	 Those	 who	 lacked	 a	 connection	 to	 the	 networks	 could	 still	 find	 jobs	

abroad	but	they	were	more	likely	to	be	faced	with	unreliable	information,	delays	and	

unscrupulous	recruiting	agents.	

With	 regard	 to	 skill	 development,	 interestingly,	 people	 seldom	 leave	 because	

their	 'skills	 didn't	 fit	 with	 the	 job'	 (6.1%);	 however,	 nearly	 half	 of	 them	 were	

motivated	to	work	in	Taiwan	because	of	'skill	development'	(47.5%).	 	

With	regard	to	 international	experience,	 less	than	half	of	respondents	(40.7%)	

regarded	international	experience	as	a	very	important	source	of	motivation	to	work	

in	Taiwan.	
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Table	4,	Individual	reasons	for	migration	

Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	 Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	

Q8.1	Reason	for	leaving:	problem	with	

boss	/colleague(s)	

Q9.1	Motivation	to	work	in	Taiwan:	higher	

income	

1	not	important	 290	 63.5	 1	not	important	 15	 3.3	

2	 not	 very	

important	
43	 9.4	

2	 not	 very	

important	
9	 2	

3	 somewhat	

important	
64	 14	

3somewhat	

important	
42	 9.2	

4	important	 14	 3.1	 4	important	 80	 17.5	

5	very	important	 29	 6.3	 5	very	important	301	 65.9	

Q8.2	 Reason	 for	 leaving:	 payment	 was	

too	low	

Q9.2	Motivation	to	work	in	Taiwan:	better	

work	condition	

1	not	important	 47	 10.3	 1	not	important	 20	 4.4	

2	 not	 very	

important	
15	 3.3	

2	 not	 very	

important	
21	 4.6	

3	 somewhat	

important	
72	 15.8	

3somewhat	

important	
94	 20.6	

4	important	 58	 12.7	 4	important	 110	 24.1	

5	very	important	 253	 55.4	 5	very	important	201	 44	

Q8.3	Reason	for	leaving:	work	schedule	

was	too	bad	

Q9.3	 Motivation	 to	 work	 in	 Taiwan:	

unemployed	in	home	country	

1	not	important	 227	 49.7	 1	not	important	 77	 16.8	

2	 not	 very	

important	
61	 13.3	

2	 not	 very	

important	
31	 6.8	

3	 somewhat	

important	
96	 21	

3somewhat	

important	
115	 25.2	

4	important	 30	 6.6	 4	important	 64	 14	

5	very	important	 26	 5.7	 5	very	important	157	 34.4	

Q8.4	 Reason	 for	 leaving:	 no	 possibility	

for	career	advancement	

Q9.4	Motivation	to	work	in	Taiwan:	family	

in	Taiwan	

1	not	important	 108	 23.6	 1	not	important	 327	 71.6	
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Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	 Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	

2	 not	 very	

important	
35	 7.7	

2	 not	 very	

important	
20	 4.4	

3	 somewhat	

important	
107	 23.4	

3somewhat	

important	
34	 7.4	

4	important	 71	 15.5	 4	important	 12	 2.6	

5	very	important	 119	 26	 5	very	important	43	 9.4	

Q8.5	 Reason	 for	 leaving:	 laid	 off	 by	

company	

Q9.5	 Motivation	 to	 work	 in	 Taiwan:	

poverty		

/financial	needs	of	family	

1	not	important	 368	 80.5	 1	not	important	 19	 4.2	

2	 not	 very	

important	
14	 3.1	

2	 not	 very	

important	
25	 5.5	

3	 somewhat	

important	
21	 4.6	

3somewhat	

important	
84	 18.4	

4	important	 8	 1.8	 4	important	 82	 17.9	

5	very	important	 20	 4.4	 5	very	important	234	 51.2	

Q8.6	 Reason	 for	 leaving:	 skill	 didn't	 fit	

with	the	job	

Q9.6	 Motivation	 to	 work	 in	 Taiwan:	

international	experience	

1	not	important	 286	 62.6	 1	not	important	 65	 14.2	

2	 not	 very	

important	
28	 6.1	

2	 not	 very	

important	
30	 6.6	

3	 somewhat	

important	
64	 14	

3somewhat	

important	
90	 19.7	

4	important	 28	 6.1	 4	important	 76	 16.6	

5	very	important	 28	 6.1	 5	very	important	186	 40.7	

Q8.7	Reason	for	leaving:	other	

Q9.7	Motivation	to	work	in	Taiwan:	

religion	 and	 political	 situation	 in	 home	

country	

1	not	important	 25	 5.5	 1	not	important	 220	 48.1	

2	 not	 very	

important	
2	 0.4	

2	 not	 very	

important	
52	 11.4	
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Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	 Question	 Frequency	 Percent	%	

3	 somewhat	

important	
7	 1.5	

3somewhat	

important	
98	 21.4	

4	important	 2	 0.4	 4	important	 27	 5.9	

5	very	important	 9	 2	 5	very	important	41	 9	

	 	 	

Q9.8	 Motivation	 to	 work	 in	 Taiwan:	 skill	

development	

	 	 	
1	not	important	 43	 9.4	

	 	 	

2	 not	 very	

important	
19	 4.2	

	 	 	

3somewhat	

important	
85	 18.6	

	 	 	
4	important	 80	 17.5	

	 	 	
5	very	important	217	 47.5	

Source:	own	survey	

	

With	regard	to	the	deskilling	in	high-tech	industry,	scholars	have	called	for	more	

attention	 to	 be	 paid	 to	 market-specific	 conditions	 and	 technological	 and	 spatial	

corporate	strategies	(Peck,	2017,	Sonn	et	al.,	2019).	For	example,	previous	research	

has	 conceptualized	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 information	 flow	 and	 technology	 change	 on	

skill	development	 in	terms	of	the	social	upgrading	of	 job	quality	 in	GVC	(Machacek	

and	Hess,	2019).	And	Machacek	and	Hess	(2019)	illustrate	the	international	division	

of	labor	facilitated	and	maintained	to	no	small	extent	by	intra-firm	decision-making	

on	knowledge	codification,	with	mixed	results	for	the	upgrading	of	skills	and	relative	

deskilling	in	the	high-tech	industry.	

Moreover,	 as	 the	 literature	 on	 skill	 development	 has	mentioned,	 there	 is	 an	

association	between	aspiring	migrants	and	skill	learning	to	improve	life	quality	in	the	

future.	The	study	of	Filipino	nurse	migrants	in	Norway	demonstrates	that	due	to	the	

lack	 of	 recognition	 of	 nursing	 degrees	 from	 the	 Philippines,	 channeling	 nurse	

migrants	 into	 less-skilled	 health	 care	 positions	 results	 in	 a	 downgrading	 of	

professional	mobility	 for	 the	nurses,	often	described	as	deskilling	 (Gotehus,	2021),	

for	example,	au	pairs	(unskilled)	or	health	care	workers	(semi-skilled).	
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Table	 5	 shows	 that	 most	 workers	 (60%)	 acquired	 the	 'communication	 skills'.	

Surprisingly,	even	though	learning	new	skills	is	an	important	motivation,	most	of	the	

workers	 only	 think	 they’ve	 learned	 communication	 skills,	 rather	 than	 ‘workplace	

safety	and	health	management’	43.10%;	productivity	and	innovation	41.2%;	decision	

making	 40%;	 problem	 solving	 40%;	 manufacturing	 and	 operation	 38.4%;	 quality	

management	34.5	%;	automation	management	25.9%;	maintenance	24.7%;	Chinese	

language	22%;.network	technology	management	17.6%;	digital	literacy	14.1	%.	 	

As	 a	 result,	 migrant	 workers	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 learn	 soft	 skills	 than	 specific	

technical	 skills.	 Furthermore,	 in	 this	 sense,	 skills	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 barrier	 to	

upgrading	the	value	of	labor	in	their	job	because	they	do	not	enable	the	workers	to	

obtain	jobs	which	require	advanced	technical	skills.	

	

Table	5,	skill	development	

	

Question�
Statistic	

� � 0	no	 1	yes	

1. You	have	the	following	skill:	automation	management	
Frequency	 189	 66	

Percent	%	 74.1	 25.9	

2. You	have	the	skill:	maintenance	
Frequency	 192	 63	

Percent	%	 75.3	 24.7	

3. You	have	the	skill:	manufacturing	and	operation	
Frequency	 157	 98	

Percent	%	 61.6	 38.4	

4. You	have	the	skill:	network	technology	management	
Frequency	 210	 45	

Percent	%	 82.4	 17.6	

5. You	have	the	skill:	productivity	and	innovation	
Frequency	 150	 105	

Percent	%	 58.8	 41.2	

6. You	have	the	skill:	quality	management	
Frequency	 167	 88	

Percent	%	 65.5	 34.5	

7. You	have	the	skill:	workplace	safety	and	health	

management	

Frequency	 145	 110	

Percent	%	 56.9	 43.1	

8. You	have	the	skill:	communication	skill	
Frequency	 102	 153	

Percent	%	 40	 60	
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Question�
Statistic	

� � 0	no	 1	yes	

9. You	have	the	skill:	decision	making	
Frequency	 153	 102	

Percent	%	 60	 40	

10. You	have	the	skill:	problem	solving	
Frequency	 153	 102	

Percent	%	 60	 40	

11. You	have	the	skill:	digital	literacy	
Frequency	 219	 36	

Percent	%	 85.9	 14.1	

12. You	have	the	skill:	Chinese	language	
Frequency	 199	 56	

Percent	%	 78	 22	

Source:	own	survey	

4.4.1.3.	Indicators	for	social	upgrading:	Job	quality	and	Job	security	

	 Barrientos	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 showed	 the	 key	 drivers	 of	 social	 upgrading	 for	 a	

medium-skilled	 worker	 in	 mixed	 production	 technologies.	 These	 included	 (1)	 fair	

quantity	of	jobs,	(2)	higher	relative	wages	than	assembly	jobs,	(3)	higher	relative	job	

security	 in	vertically	 integrated	 firms,	but	 increased	use	of	 flexible	employment	 (4)	

layers	of	skills	and	jobs	down	the	supply	chain	make	it	possible	to	retain	core	skills	

and	outsource	other	tasks	to	peripheral	workers.	Furthermore,	the	typology	means	

that	when	a	migrant	worker	switches	from	a	labor-intensive	industry	to	a	technology	

industry,	the	job	quality	may	be	better,	but	the	job	security	may	be	worse.	 	

The	study	modified	the	paradigm	of	social	upgrading	(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011)	by	

using	 job	 quality	 and	 job	 security	 as	 indicators	 to	 assess	 the	 impact	 of	 social	

upgrading	 on	 workers.	 The	 measurement	 is	 their	 satisfaction	 with	 working	

conditions	with	regard	to	job	quality	and	security.	 	

Table	 6	 presents	 the	 descriptive	 statistics	 for	 dependent	 variables	 in	 the	 two	

stages	 of	migration	 included	 in	 the	 analysis.	 For	 instance,	 comparing	 the	 working	

conditions	 in	Taiwan	and	 in	 the	Philippines,	 the	satisfaction	with	various	aspects	 is	

shown	 in	 descending	 order	 as	 follows:	 Health	 Insurance	 (87.5%),	 Wages	 (84%),	

Length	 of	 Contract	 (78.8%),	 Work	 Schedule	 (70.1%),	 Training	 (68.4%),	

Accommodation	 (67.7%),	 Unemployment	 benefit	 (49%),	 Pension	 (45.2%).	 On	 the	
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other	hand,	regarding	the	satisfaction	after	a	job	change	during	the	workers’	stay	in	

Taiwan,	the	order	of	satisfaction	with	job	quality	and	security	is	the	same.	However,	

when	 comparing	 the	 two	 stages,	 the	 satisfaction	with	wages	and	health	 insurance	

decreased	slightly;	the	satisfaction	with	health	insurance	dropped	to	76.9%	(-1.06%),	

and	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 wages	 dropped	 to	 75%	 (-0.09%).	 On	 the	 whole,	 a	

comparison	 of	 the	 overall	 satisfaction	 in	 the	 two	 stages,	 reveals	 that	 there	 is	 not	

much	change.	The	overall	satisfaction	after	a	move	to	Taiwan	from	the	Philippines	is	

72%,	and	the	satisfaction	after	a	job	change	during	workers’	stay	in	Taiwan	is	72.6%.	

	

Table	6,	Descriptive	statistics	of	dependent	variables	in	two	stages	of	migration:	(1)	a	

comparison	of	Taiwan	and	the	Philippines	(2)	and	during	the	stay	in	Taiwan	(N=457)	

	
Source:	own	survey	

	



	 71	

	

4.4.2	Regression	analysis:	Predictors	of	migrant	workers’	satisfaction	with	working	

conditions	

	 	 	 	 The	 logistic	 regression	 analysis	 in	 Tables	 7	 and	 8	 showed	 the	 change	 of	

satisfaction	in	different	stages-	when	comparing	Taiwan	and	the	Philippines	and	then	

during	 workers’	 stay	 in	 Taiwan.	The	 dependent	 variable	 is	 satisfaction	 with	 work	

conditions.	 Respondents	 were	 asked	 to	 provide	 their	 satisfaction	 with	 different	

aspects.	 The	 code	 was	 entered	 as	 "1"	 if	 respondents	 answered	 very	 satisfied	 or	

satisfied.	On	the	other	hand,	those	who	responded	somewhat	satisfied,	unsatisfied	

and	very	unsatisfied	were	entered	as	"0".		

The	 analysis	 of	 Tables	 7	 and	 8	 explores	 how	 demographic	 characteristics,	

job-related	factors	and	institutional	intervention	factors	are	related	to	the	likelihood	

of	satisfaction	with	work	conditions.	

	

4.4.2.1.	Job	quality	

The	 following	 variables	 were	 found	 to	 be	 independently	 associated	 with	

satisfaction	with	work	conditions:	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 wages	 when	 comparing	 Taiwan	 and	 the	

Philippines,	 the	 finding	 shows	 that	 only	 three	 of	 the	 variables	 are	 significantly	

related	to	the	satisfaction	with	wages,	specifically	age,	remittances	and	the	duration	

of	stay.	Those	who	were	older	and	whose	remittances	were	more	than	50%	of	their	

salary	were	more	 likely	 to	be	 satisfied	with	 their	wages.	However,	 those	who	had	

stayed	longer	in	Taiwan	and	whose	remittances	were	below	10%	of	their	salary	were	

less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	the	wage.	Furthermore,	the	following	three	predictors	

are	 further	 explained:	 Firstly,	 age.	 Older	 workers	 were	more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	

with	 their	 wages.	 Secondly,	 remittances.	 Compared	 to	 those	 whose	 remittances	
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were	 over	 50%,	 those	 whose	 remittances	 were	 below	 10%	were	 less	 likely	 to	 be	

satisfied	 with	 their	 work	 schedule,	 for	 example.	 Thirdly,	 duration	 of	 stay.	 For	

example,	those	who	had	stayed	longer	in	Taiwan	were	less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	

their	wages.	For	example,	consider	the	scenario	of	a	migrant	worker	who	has	stayed	

in	Taiwan	for	a	 long	time	and	makes	remittances	below	10%	of	his/her	salary,	 this	

person	is	less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	the	wages	received.	This	is	probably	because	

the	migrant	labor	regime	made	it	difficult	to	change	status,	due	to	limitations	such	as	

the	maximum	12-year	visa	and	conditional	employer	transition.	

With	regard	to	the	satisfaction	with	the	work	schedule	when	comparing	Taiwan	

and	the	Philippines,	the	finding	shows	that	four	variables	are	significantly	related	to	

the	satisfaction	with	the	work	schedule,	specifically	age,	education,	remittances	and	

duration	of	stay.	Those	who	were	older,	whose	educational	degree	was	in	level	0	to	

2	and	whose	remittances	were	more	than	50%	of	their	salary	were	more	likely	to	be	

satisfied	with	work	 schedule.	However,	 those	whose	 remittances	were	below	10%	

and	who	had	stayed	longer	in	Taiwan	were	less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	their	work	

schedule.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 regarding	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 the	 work	 schedule	

during	 workers’	 stay	 in	 Taiwan,	 two	 variables	 were	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	

satisfaction	 with	 their	 work	 schedule,	 specifically	 having	 children	 and	 sending	

remittances	home.	Those	who	did	not	have	children	were	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	

with	the	work	schedule.	However,	those	who	did	not	send	remittances	home	were	

less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	their	work	schedule.	

Regarding	the	satisfaction	with	training	in	the	comparison	between	Taiwan	and	

the	Philippines,	the	finding	shows	that	two	variables	are	significantly	related	to	the	

satisfaction	with	training,	specifically	the	average	monthly	salary	and	seniority	in	the	

current	 firm.	 Those	 who	 earned	 a	 higher	 monthly	 salary	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 be	

satisfied	with	the	training.	However,	those	with	longer	seniority	were	less	likely	to	be	

satisfied	with	 the	 training.	 For	 example,	 consider	 the	 scenario	 of	migrant	workers	

who	have	worked	in	the	same	firm	for	a	longer	period	of	time;	they	probably	have	

more	 expectations	 for	 training	 and	 getting	 promoted.	 However,	 most	 of	 the	

operators	only	have	on-the-job	training,	and	an	increase	in	salary	or	bonuses	depend	

on	work	performance.	

Regarding	 the	 satisfaction	with	 training	during	 the	 stay	 in	 Taiwan,	 the	 finding	

shows	 that	 two	 variables	 are	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	 satisfaction	with	 training:	
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children	 and	 remittances.	 Those	 who	 do	 not	 have	 children	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 be	

satisfied	with	the	firm's	training	during	their	stay	in	Taiwan.	However,	those	who	did	

not	 send	 remittances	home	are	 less	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	with	 training	during	 their	

stay	in	Taiwan.	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 satisfaction	with	 accommodation	when	 comparing	 Taiwan	

and	the	Philippines,	the	finding	shows	that	two	variables	are	significantly	related	to	

the	satisfaction	with	accommodation,	namely	the	duration	of	stay	and	previous	work	

experience	 in	 Taiwan.	 Those	 who	 had	 previous	 work	 experience	 in	 Taiwan	 were	

more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	the	accommodation.	However,	those	who	had	stayed	

longer	 in	Taiwan	were	 less	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	with	 their	accommodation.	On	the	

other	 hand,	when	 considering	 satisfaction	with	 accommodation	 during	 the	 stay	 in	

Taiwan,	 the	 findings	 show	 that	 five	 variables	 were	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	

satisfaction	 with	 accommodation,	 namely:	 education,	 relatives	 in	 Taiwan,	

remittances,	salary	and	work	experience.	Those	who	had	work	experience	in	Taiwan,	

earned	a	higher	 salary	 and	whose	education	 corresponded	 to	 levels	 3	 and	4	were	

more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	with	 the	 accommodation.	 However,	 those	who	 had	 no	

relatives	 in	 Taiwan,	 did	 not	 send	 remittances	 home	 and	 had	 previous	 work	

experience	 in	 the	semiconductor	 industry	 in	Taiwan	were	 less	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	

with	the	accommodation.	 	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 the	 length	 of	 contract	 when	 comparing	

Taiwan	and	the	Philippines,	the	finding	shows	that	four	variables	were	significantly	

related	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 the	 length	 of	 the	 contract,	 specifically	 age,	 no	

children,	the	duration	of	stay	and	previous	work	experience.	Those	who	were	older,	

did	not	have	a	child	and	had	previous	work	experience	in	Taiwan	were	more	likely	to	

be	satisfied	with	their	contract.	However,	those	who	had	previous	work	experience	

in	the	semiconductor	industry	in	Taiwan	and	those	who	had	stayed	longer	were	less	

likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 their	 contract.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 regarding	 the	

satisfaction	with	the	length	of	contract	during	the	stay	in	Taiwan,	the	finding	shows	

that	 three	 variables	 are	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 training,	

specifically	 education,	 children	 and	 work	 experience.	 Compared	 to	 those	 whose	

education	 corresponded	 to	 level	 6,	 those	at	 levels	3	 and	4	were	more	 likely	 to	be	

satisfied	with	the	length	of	contract	during	their	stay	in	Taiwan.	Also,	those	who	did	

not	 have	 children	were	more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied.	 However,	 those	with	 previous	
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work	experience	 in	the	semiconductor	 industry	were	 less	 likely	to	be	satisfied	with	

the	contract	length	during	their	stay	in	Taiwan.	

4.4.2.2.	Job	security	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 satisfaction	with	unemployment	benefits	when	 comparing	

Taiwan	and	the	Philippines,	the	findings	showed	that	there	is	no	significant	predictor.	

However,	 regarding	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 unemployment	 benefits	 during	 workers’	

stay	 in	 Taiwan,	 the	 finding	 shows	 that	 two	 variables	 are	 significantly	 related	 to	

satisfaction	with	unemployment	benefits:	education	and	remittances.	For	example,	

those	whose	education	was	at	levels	3	and	4	and	those	who	sent	remittances	below	

10%	of	their	salary	were	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	the	unemployment	benefits.	

With	regard	to	the	satisfaction	with	health	 insurance	when	comparing	Taiwan	

and	the	Philippines,	the	findings	show	that	four	variables	are	significantly	related	to	

satisfaction	 with	 health	 insurance,	 specifically	 age,	 no	 children,	 previous	 work	

experience	 and	 workplace	 location.	 To	 be	 more	 precise,	 those	 who	 were	 older,	

didn't	 have	 a	 child,	 had	 previous	 work	 experience	 in	 Taiwan	 and	 worked	 in	

Kaohsiung	 were	more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 their	 health	 insurance.	 However,	

those	who	had	previous	work	 experience	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	were	 less	

likely	to	be	satisfied	with	their	health	insurance.	On	the	other	hand,	with	regard	to	

the	satisfaction	with	health	 insurance	during	 the	stay	 in	Taiwan,	 the	 findings	show	

that	four	variables	are	significantly	related	to	health	insurance	satisfaction,	namely:	 	

education,	 children,	 remittances	 and	 work	 experience.	 Those	 whose	 education	

corresponds	to	at	levels	3	and	4,	don't	have	children,	send	remittances	between	10	

and	25%	of	their	salary	and	have	previous	work	experience	in	Taiwan	are	more	likely	

to	be	satisfied	with	health	insurance.	

With	regard	to	the	satisfaction	with	pensions	when	comparing	Taiwan	and	the	

Philippines,	the	finding	shows	that	compared	to	those	whose	education	was	level	6,	

those	 with	 education	 levels	 3	 and	 4	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 the	

pension.	
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4.4.2.3.	Overall	satisfaction	

With	regard	to	the	satisfaction	with	pensions	when	comparing	Taiwan	and	the	

Philippines,	 the	 finding	 shows	 that	 two	 variables	 are	 significantly	 related	 to	 the	

satisfaction	with	 the	 overall	 work	 conditions,	 specifically	 remittances	 and	 average	

monthly	salary.	Those	whose	salary	was	higher	are	more	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	with	

the	 overall	 work	 conditions.	 However,	 those	 who	 sent	 remittances	 below	 10%	 of	

their	salary	were	less	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	the	overall	working	conditions.	

On	the	other	hand,	when	considering	overall	satisfaction	during	workers’	stay	in	

Taiwan,	 the	 finding	 shows	 that	 three	 variables	 are	 significantly	 related	 to	 overall	

satisfaction,	 specifically	 age,	 education	 and	 salary.	 Compared	 to	 those	 whose	

education	was	classified	as	level	6,	those	with	education	at	levels	3	and	4	were	more	

likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	with	 the	 overall	 work	 conditions	 during	 their	 stay	 in	 Taiwan.	

Also,	those	who	were	older	and	those	who	earned	a	higher	salary	were	more	likely	

to	be	satisfied	with	overall	work	conditions.	

4.5.	Discussion	

This	 survey	 has	 provided	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 factors	 associated	 with	

migrant	 workers’	 satisfaction	 with	 their	 work	 conditions	 in	 the	 semiconductor	

industry	 in	Taiwan.	The	findings	show	that	demographic	characteristics,	 job-related	

factors	and	institutional	factors	are	important	for	satisfaction	with	work	conditions.	

However,	we	find	that	not	all	factors	are	significantly	related	to	satisfaction.	Here	is	

the	 list	 of	 the	 hypotheses	 which	 showing	 whether	 each	 hypothesis	 has	 been	

accepted	or	rejected:	

Hypothesis	 Accepted/Rejected	 Reason	

Hypothesis	1-1	 Accepted	 	

Hypothesis	1-2	 Partially	supported	 Only	“level	5”,	is	not	a	significant	factor.	

Hypothesis	1-3	 Partially	supported	 Only	“no	children”	is	a	significant	factor.	

Hypothesis	1-4	 Partially	supported	 Only	the	group	“25	to	50%”	is	not	a	

significant	factor.	
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Hypothesis	1-5	 Accepted	 	

Hypothesis	2-1	 Accepted	 	

Hypothesis	2-2	 Partially	supported	 The	result	of	survey	is	not	consistent	with	

the	hypothesis.	

Hypothesis	2-3	 Accepted	 	

Hypothesis	3-1	 Rejected	 The	factor	is	not	significant.	

Hypothesis	3-2	 Rejected	 The	results	of	the	survey	are	not	consistent	

with	the	hypothesis	

	

Among	the	demographic	variables,	only	gender	was	not	significantly	associated	

with	 satisfaction	 with	 working	 conditions.	 In	 terms	 of	 gender,	 the	 insignificant	

association	may	however	be	due	to	the	sample	size	being	too	small.	Only	six	males	

responded	to	the	survey.	However,	451	females	joined	the	survey.	In	terms	of	age,	

the	 average	 respondent	 was	 29.1	 years	 old,	 meaning	 that	 most	 of	 the	 migrant	

workers	were	 young.	 In	most	 labor	markets,	 education	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	

valuing	 labor,	 such	 as	 their	 skills	 etc.,	 and	 impacts	 the	 power	 of	 employees	 to	

negotiate	their	working	conditions.	However,	the	results	of	the	survey	showed	that	

those	 who	 had	 a	 "level	 3,4"	 education	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 the	

working	conditions	than	those	who	had	a	"level	5"	education,	who	were	less	likely	to	

be	satisfied.	In	other	words,	the	workers’	level	of	education	did	not	really	affect	the	

value	 of	 their	 skills	 in	 the	 cross-border	 labor	 market.	 It	 also	 highlighted	 the	

asymmetric	 information	 in	 the	 labor	 market.	 Generally,	 older	 people	 with	 higher	

education	 degrees	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 working	 conditions.	 That's	

because,	with	higher	human	capital,	they	are	able	to	get	access	to	better	jobs	before	

migrating.	

Migration	can	be	seen	as	a	livelihood	strategy	(Coe	and	Hess,	2013,	Kelly,	2013).	

As	the	results	showed,	those	who	are	single,	have	no	children	and	remit	more	than	

10%	of	 their	 salary	are	more	 likely	 to	be	 satisfied	with	 their	working	conditions.	 It	

shows	 that	 an	 individual	 and	 the	 household	 can	 benefit	 from	 remittances	 from	

overseas	employment.	From	the	household	perspective,	migrant	workers’	role	is	not	

an	individual	one;	they	also	play	a	role	in	the	household	economy	in	their	the	home	

country	(Coe	and	Hess,	2013,	Kelly,	2013).	
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Among	the	 job-related	variables,	as	 the	results	showed,	 those	who	earn	higher	

wages	and	have	more	work	experience	are	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	working	

conditions.	

However,	work	experience	in	the	semiconductor	industry	is	a	negative	predictor.	

The	findings	show	that	those	who	had	already	worked	in	the	semiconductor	industry	

in	Taiwan	are	less	likely	to	be	satisfied,	specifically	with	regard	to	the	length	of	the	

contract,	 health	 insurance	 and	 accommodation.	 This	 is	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	 difficult	

situation	 faced	 by	migrant	workers.	 Even	 though	 the	workers	 have	many	 years	 of	

experience,	 due	 to	 the	migrant	 labor	 regime	 they	 cannot	 extend	 their	 visas	 after	

working	 in	 Taiwan	 for	 12	 years.	 Also,	 there	 is	 less	 potential	 to	 get	 promoted	 to	

further	their	career.	

As	Strauss	and	McGrath	(2017)	point	out,	migrant	workers	are	constituted	as	a	

racialized	 group,	 enabling	 their	 labor	 to	 be	 available	 on	 particular	 terms	 and	

conditions,	which	is	often	unfree	and	degrading.	

The	 number	 of	 migrant	 workers	 among	 the	 survey	 respondents	 who	 found	

employment	 through	 a	 private	 employment	 agency	 was	 344.	 The	 number	 of	

respondents	who	got	their	job	through	the	direct	hiring	program	was	94.	Among	the	

institutional	variables,	labor	market	intermediaries	were	not	significantly	associated	

with	 satisfaction	 with	 the	 working	 conditions,	 possibly	 because	 of	 an	 insufficient	

sample	size.	

Regarding	 the	duration	of	 stay,	 it	was	expected	 that	workers	who	had	been	 in	

Taiwan	for	several	years	would	be	more	likely	to	be	satisfied	with	their	job.	However,	

the	survey	shows	that	 those	who	had	stayed	 longer	were	 less	 likely	 to	be	satisfied	

with	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 job,	 specifically	 the	 wages,	 work	 schedule	 and	

accommodation.	As	foreign	workers	are	not	allowed	to	work	in	Taiwan	for	a	period	

longer	 than	 12	 years	 in	 total,	 those	 who	 have	 stayed	 for	 a	 long	 time	 will	 be	

approaching	the	glass	ceiling	in	their	careers.	

	

4.6.Conclusion	

	 		 	This	study	provides	empirical	research	on	the	migration	experience	of	Filipino	

industrial	 migrant	 workers	 in	 Taiwan,	 including	 the	 aspects	 of	 motivation,	 skill	



	 78	

development	and	satisfaction	with	working	conditions.	Our	analysis	is	based	on	the	

survey	data	 collected	 in	 Taiwan	 in	2019-2020.	 The	quantitative	 analysis	 shows	 the	

importance	 of	 identifying	 the	 factors	 in	 a	 different	 dimension	 of	 social	 upgrading.	

And	 our	 study	 of	 migrants’	 experiences	 showed	 factors	 related	 to	 demographic	

characteristics	 including	 gender,	 age,	 education,	 marital	 status,	 remittances	 and	

relatives	 in	 Taiwan;	 job-related	 factors,	 including	 salary,	 previous	work	 experience	

and	 location	 of	 the	 workplace;	 institutional	 factors,	 including	 labor	 market	

intermediaries	 and	 the	 duration	 of	 stay	 in	 the	 host	 country.	 This	 study	 uses	 a	

theoretical	 framework	to	 illustrate	the	migration	pattern	as	the	trajectory	of	social	

upgrading	to	examine	the	two	periods:	pre-	and	post-migration.	And	we	expand	the	

understanding	 of	 social	 upgrading	 to	 look	 at	 three	 dimensions:	 job	 quality,	 job	

security	and	overall	satisfaction	with	the	working	conditions.	

The	study	produced	the	following	key	findings:	

Firstly,	Tables	3,4,5,6	show	that	the	study	provides	an	overview	of	the	motivations	of	

aspiring	migrants	and	illustrates	their	skill	development.	

Secondly,	 Tables	 7	 and	 8	 show	 the	 factors	 from	 three	 different	 dimensions	 that	

contribute	 to	 economic	 and	 social	 upgrading:	 demographic	 characteristics,	

job-related,	and	institutional	factors.	

Thirdly,	 we	 show	 the	 predictors	 of	 migrants'	 satisfaction	 with	 their	 working	

conditions,	 including	 job	 quality,	 job	 security	 and	 overall	 satisfaction.	 The	 study	

found	 that	 not	 all	 factors	 are	 related	 to	 two	 types	 of	working	 conditions	 (e.g.	 job	

quality	 and	 job	 security).	 Furthermore,	 a	 significant	 finding	 from	 the	 study	 is	 that	

some	 satisfaction	with	 job	 quality,	 specifically	wages,	 the	work	 schedule,	 training,	

accommodation	 and	 the	 length	 of	 contract,	 are	 related	 to	 some	 of	 the	 factors,	

including	age,	education,	remittances,	children,	the	duration	of	stay,	seniority	in	the	

current	 firm,	 previous	 work	 experience	 in	 Taiwan.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 some	

satisfaction	 with	 aspects	 of	 job	 security,	 namely	 unemployment	 benefits,	 health	

insurance,	 and	 pension,	 was	 related	 to	 factors	 including	 age,	 children,	 previous	

experience,	and	workplace	location.	Generally,	the	overall	satisfaction	was	related	to	

factors	 including	 remittances	 and	 average	 monthly	 salary.	 In	 conclusion,	 the	

hypotheses	 1-2,	 1-6	 and	 2-3	 are	 accepted;	 hypotheses	 1-3,	 1-4,	 1-5,	 and	 2-2	 are	

partially	supported.	

Our	study	has	important	implications:	
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1. The	 study	 provides	 a	 descriptive	 analysis	 expanding	 knowledge	 of	 aspiring	

migrants	in	the	semiconductor	industry.	

2. The	study	showed	different	dimensions	of	working	conditions,	which	allows	

for	better	identification	of	factors	contributing	to	better	working	conditions.	

3. This	 study	 shows	 that	 social	 upgrading	 is	 not	 only	 an	 intrinsic	 attribute	 of	

migrant	workers	themselves	or	of	their	 jobs	but	also	describes	relationships	

that	 are	 actively	 produced	 and	 institutionalized	 by	 national	 regulatory	 and	

institutional	factors.	

		 		 		 	Our	 study	 has	 a	 few	 limitations.	 Firstly,	 our	 respondents	 were	 randomly	

interviewed	at	 locations	where	 they	gathered,	 including	 train	 stations,	dormitories	

nearby,	and	parks	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu,	Taiwan.	We	did	not	have	access	to	their	

workplaces,	so	this	limited	the	sample	group	for	the	analysis.		

Secondly,	 we	 try	 to	 compare	 the	 difference	 between	 sending	 and	 receiving	

countries	and	the	duration	of	their	stay	in	Taiwan.	Though	the	survey	asks	questions	

which	are	as	specific	as	possible,	 the	experiences	and	memories	are	subject	 to	the	

interpretation	of	the	respondents.	Therefore,	respondents	did	two	questionnaires	at	

one	time	because	it	was	less	possible	to	meet	the	same	person	in	the	street	survey	

again.	

The	 study	 provides	 an	 investigation	 of	 how	 specific	 demographic,	 job-related	

and	 institutional	 factors	 are	 related	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 with	 working	 conditions.	

Future	 studies	 could	 extend	 the	 analysis	 to	 other	 industries	 and	 countries.	 In	

addition,	 although	 it	 is	 a	 crucial	 step,	 the	 study	 shows	 that	 more	 empirical	

exploration	is	needed	in	this	area.	As	more	female	migrant	workers	are	involved	in	

the	 semiconductor	 industry,	 future	 research	 should	 critically	 study	 the	 gender	

perspective	in	labor	to	better	understand	labor's	social	construction.
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Chapter	5. The	Role	of	Labor	Market	Intermediaries	for	Filipino	Migrant	

Workers	in	Taiwan	

Abstract	

MENSE-PETERMANN	 (2020)	 argued	 that	 the	 labor	 market	 should	 no	 longer	 be	

regarded	 as	 a	 dual	 structure	 of	 buyers	 and	 sellers.	 Recent	 empirical	 studies	 have	

found	 that	 intermediaries	 are	 actively	 involved	 in	 cross-border	 labor	markets.	 The	

studies	 also	 revealed	 that	 the	 involvement	 of	 intermediaries	 transforms	 the	 dual	

structure	into	a	relationship	of	three	or	more	parties.	However,	previous	studies	of	

Asian	 migrant	 workers	 have	 tended	 to	 compare	 pre-migration	 factors	 such	 as	

individual	characteristics	among	different	groups	to	get	insights	into	the	mechanisms	

through	which	migrant	networks	influence	the	migration	process.	Furthermore,	they	

focused	 on	 individual	 social	 networks	 rather	 than	 the	 impact	 of	 different	 labor	

market	organizations	and	institutions..	As	institutional	barriers	to	international	labor	

migration	 are	 high	 in	 Asia,	 particularly	 among	 countries	 at	 different	 levels	 of	

development	and	outside	the	high-skill	segments,	labor	market	intermediaries	(LMIs)	

are	of	great	importance	for	facilitating	the	migration	process.	With	the	rising	impact	

of	LMIs	as	migration	infrastructure,	migrant	workers	are	able	to	move	from	node	to	

node	 in	 global	production	networks	 (GPNs)	more	easily	 than	before.	On	 the	other	

hand,	 the	 need	 to	 rely	 on	 LMIs	 also	 increases	 power	 asymmetries	 for	 migrant	

workers	and	creates	unequal	networks.	

Against	 this	 background,	 it	 is	 the	 aim	 of	 this	 paper	 to	 contribute	 to	 a	 better	

understanding	 of	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	 migrant	 workers.	 This	 article	 draws	 on	

semi-structured	 interviews	with	 key	 persons	 and	 an	original	 survey	of	 457	 Filipino	

migrant	workers	in	two	clusters	of	the	Taiwanese	semiconductor	industry:	Kaohsiung	

and	 Hsinchu.	 The	 goal	 is	 to	 reveal	 the	 interaction	 between	 factors	 of	 structural	

transformations	 in	 labor	 market	 and	 LMIs,	 such	 as	 job-related	 factors	 and	

institutional	 factors.	 Logistic	 regression	 analysis	 highlights	 a	 statistically	 significant	

interaction	 between	 workers’	 first	 and	 second	 jobs	 obtained	 using	 private-	 and	
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public	 labor	market	 intermediaries.	With	regard	to	the	workers’	first	 job	in	Taiwan,	

there	 is	 no	 difference	 in	 the	 assessment	 of	 the	 working	 conditions,	 regardless	 of	

whether	the	job	was	found	through	public	or	private	LMIs.	However,	the	assessment	

of	 the	working	 conditions	 for	 the	 second	 job	 is	worse	 for	 those	who	used	 private	

LMIs	than	for	those	who	used	public	LMIs.	These	findings	provide	migration	scholars	

with	a	better	understanding	of	the	impact	of	LMIs	on	the	mobility	of	different	groups	

in	the	labor	market	and	their	career	path	in	the	destination	countries.	

Moreover,	 the	 study	 makes	 a	 theoretical	 contribution	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 following	

aspects:	Firstly,	the	study	reveals	the	role	of	LMIs	in	GPNs,	especially	their	function	

of	responding	to	fluctuations	 in	 labor	demand,	and	how	they	shape	the	 local	 labor	

market.	 Secondly,	 it	 contributes	 to	 understanding	 how	 the	 mobility	 of	 migrant	

workers	 is	 facilitated	and	constrained	by	different	kinds	of	LMIs.	Thirdly,	 the	study	

demonstrates	how	LMIs	exercise	power	in	shaping	employment	relationships	and	by	

segmentation	 of	 the	 migrant	 labor	 market,	 which	 coincides	 with	 neoliberal	 labor	

market	policies,	such	as	precarious	employment.	

	

Keywords:	Global	Production	Networks,	labor	market	intermediaries,	migrant	

worker	
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5.1.	Introduction	

In	the	past	decades,	the	labor	market	has	been	shaped	by	two	changes:	one	is	

globalization,	which	has	transformed	global	production(Dicken,	2011)	and	migration	

(Buckley	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 During	 the	 1990s	 and	 2000s,	 in	 response	 to	 the	 challenges	

posed	by	the	restructuring	of	the	labor	market	and	neoliberalism,	firms	reorganized	

work	 via	 outsourcing	 networks	 or	 subcontracting	 networks	 in	 different	 countries,	

including	via	GPNs,	in	which	there	were	different	interlinked	production,	distribution	

and	coordination	nodes	 (Rutherford,	2010,	Enright,	2013).	 The	deregulation	of	 the	

labor	 market	 enables	 firms	 to	 capitalize	 on	 temporary	 staff	 in	 flexible	 and	 lean	

production	 (Peck	 et	 al.,	 2005,	 Theodore	 and	 Peck,	 2013,	 Enright	 and	 Pemberton,	

2016).	 The	 growth	 of	 the	 temporary	 staff	 industry	 has	 closely	 followed	 this	

deregulation	 trend,	 leading	 it	 to	 become	 a	 major	 new	 institutional	 presence	 in	 a	

liberalizing	 economy.	 As	 multinational	 employment	 agents	 began	 to	 expand	

geographically	 from	 their	 hinterland	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world,	 brokers	 and	 agents	

necessitated	new	organizations	and	there	was	a	diversification	with	migrant	workers	

being	 brought	 into	 specific	 sectors	 or	 occupations	 (Benner,	 2003).	 As	 a	 result,	 the	

temporary	staffing	industry	has	experienced	a	rapid	expansion	in	both	multinational	

and	domestic	agencies	(Peck	et	al.,	2005,	Coe	et	al.,	2007,	Enright	and	Pemberton,	

2016,	Coe	et	al.,	 2011a,	Van	den	Broek	et	al.,	 2016).	Moreover,	 the	emergence	of	

temporary	 staffing	 industries	 reveals	 that	 the	 employment	 relationship	 between	

employers	and	employees	is	mediated	by	outsourcing	the	workforce	and	producing	

an	insecure,	flexible	workforce	(Peck	et	al.,	2005).	

International	 migration	 intermediaries	 have	 been	 an	 important	 channel	 of	

global	mobility	(Anderson,	2010,	Peck	et	al.,	2005,	Xiang	and	Lindquist,	2014).	Thus,	

scholars	 of	 the	 labor	 market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs),	 such	 as	 temporary	 staffing	

agencies,	 contractors,	 recruitment	 agents,	 and	 headhunters,	 have	 highlighted	 that	

LMIs	 are	 powerful	 agents	 in	 facilitating	 migration,	 structuring	 and	 shaping	

experiences	 of	 contemporary	 labor	 markets	 (Benner,	 2003,	 Coe	 et	 al.,	 2010,	

Cranston	et	al.,	2018,	Jones	and	Sha,	2020,	McCollum	and	Findlay,	2018).	A	shift	of	

the	analytical	approach	from	state	governance	to	network	governance	is	needed	to	

broaden	 the	 understanding	 of	 skilled	 migration	 in	 a	 specific	 industry,	 including	
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greater	 dependence	 on	 private	 intermediaries	 and	 varying	 levels	 of	 access	 to	

information	on	the	process	of	migration	and	labor	market	integration	(Groutsis	et	al.,	

2015,	Van	den	Broek	et	al.,	2016).	

In	 recent	 years,	 scholars	 have	 pointed	 out	 that	 the	 labor	 market	 should	 no	

longer	be	 regarded	as	a	dual	 structure	of	buyers	and	sellers	because	 labor	market	

intermediaries	 play	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 mediating	 the	 migration	 process	 (MENSE-

PETERMANN,	2020,	Strauss,	2020,	Xiang	and	Lindquist,	2014).	Furthermore,	previous	

studies	mainly	 focused	on	 the	connection	between	the	subcontracting	 relationship	

between	 firms	 and	 the	 segmentation	 of	 the	 workforce,	 such	 as	 the	 automotive	

industry,	 apparel	 industry	 and	 IT	 industries	 (Raj-Reichert,	 2018,	 Barrientos	 et	 al.,	

2011).	However,	 they	 ignored	 the	 fact	 that	 labor	market	 intermediaries	 (LMIs)	 are	

essential	in	mediating	and	facilitating	labor	migration	flow.	

	 Empirical	 studies	 have	 found	 that	 LMIs	 provide	 many	 different	 services	 in	

cross-border	 labor	 markets	 to	 mediate	 between	 employers	 and	 employees	 to	

facilitate	 migration,	 including	 applying	 for	 migrants’	 visas,	 arranging	 for	 birth	

certificates	 and	passports,	 providing	 transportation	 and	 guidance,	 finding	 jobs	 and	

accommodation	and	providing	training	(Agunias,	2009,	Jones	and	Sha,	2020,	Van	den	

Broek	et	al.,	2016).	However,	besides	these	mediating	services	and	helping	migrants	

navigate	 in	 the	 destination	 countries,	 LMIs	 also	 serve	 as	 the	 “selective	 filter”	 of	

migrants	in	the	labor	market,	by	providing	assistance	to	a	specific	group	of	migrants	

to	enable	them	to	work	abroad	in	the	labor	market	of	the	receiving	countries	(Xiang	

and	Lindquist,	2014).	Therefore,	more	attention	needs	 to	be	paid	 to	 the	 impact	of	

LMIs	on	workers	needs	more	attention	in	order	to	better	understand	the	positive	or	

negative	impact	on	workers	and	the	labor	market	outcome.	

This	study	aims	to	elaborate	on	the	mediation	process	and	the	impact	of	LMIs	

on	migrant	workers	in	order	to	understand	how	LMIs	facilitate	migration,	specifically	

in	the	context	of	the	transformation	of	the	contracting	workforce	in	the	cross-border	

labor	market	as	a	response	to	just-in-time	production	in	the	semiconductor	industry.	

In	doing	so,	the	study	examines	the	following	two	questions:	Firstly,	what	is	the	role	

of	 LMIs	 in	 responding	 to	 GPN	 pressures	 (for	 example,	 the	 mediating	 process,	

achieving	functional	and	numerical	flexibility).	Secondly,	what	is	the	impact	of	LMIs	

on	 migrant	 workers,	 especially	 as	 a	 factor	 in	 the	 divergence	 of	 migrants’	 career	

paths?	
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The	 following	 sections	 provide	 a	 detailed	 discussion	 of	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	

shaping	the	local	labor	market	and	the	impact	of	LMIs	on	migrant	workers.	In	section	

2,	 the	 study	 presents	 the	 theoretical	 background.	 Section	 3	 details	 the	 data	

collection	approach.	Section	4	presents	the	most	important	findings	of	the	research	

in	three	dimensions:	(i)	by	using	qualitative	data	the	study	illustrates	how	the	role	of	

LMIs	shaped	the	local	labor	market	by	segmentation	of	the	local	labor	market	and	by	

ensuring	that	the	labor	standards	of	employers	and	employees	match	.	(ii)	by	using	

quantitative	data,	the	study	shows	the	overview	of	demographic	characteristics	and	

job	characteristics	in	the	case	study.	(iii)	by	using	logistic	regression,	the	study	shows	

that	 private	 employment	 agents	 are	 seen	 as	 an	 interaction	 factor	 in	 mediating	

migrants'	career	paths.	For	example,	private	employment	agents	have	a	significantly	

negative	impact	on	workers'	income	in	their	second	job.	Sections	5	and	6	provide	a	

discussion	 and	 the	 conclusion	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 broader	 implications	 of	 this	

research	for	understanding	the	role	of	LMIs	in	GPNs.		

	

	

5.2.	Literature	review	

5.2.1.	LMIs’	role	in	facilitating	migration	in	GPNs	and	segmentation	of	skilled	

migrant	employment	

	 In	the	previous	literature	on	economic	geography,	LMIs	have	been	defined	as	a	

third	 party	 whose	 brokering	 or	 matching	 activities	 are	 used	 by	 employers	 and	

job-seekers	 to	 help	 find	 a	 ‘best	 match’	 (Benner,	 2003).	 Certain	 LMIs,	 such	 as	

temporary	 agents,	which	were	 in	 fact	 already	well-established	 in	 the	 1930s	 in	 the	

USA,	have	become	widespread	since	World	War	Two	(Moore,	1965).	An	example	is	

provided	by	Benner	 (2008)	with	an	 in-depth	examination	of	LMIs	among	groups	of	

workers	in	the	knowledge	economy	in	Silicon	Valley.	
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	 In	 the	contemporary	global	economy,	 it	 is	 increasingly	 important	 to	 recognize	

the	different	forms	of	LMIs	and	actors	involved	in	mediating	labor	migration.	There	

are	 different	 classifications	 of	 LMIs	 in	 the	 existing	 geographical	 literature.	 Benner	

(2003)	identifies	three	types	of	LMIs:	Firstly,	private-sector-LMIs,	which	offer	services	

in	the	 labor	market	 in	order	to	generate	profit;	secondly,	membership-based-LMIs;	

thirdly,	 public-sector-LMIs.	Membership-based	 LMIs	 and	 public-sector-LMIs	 aim	 to	

improve	 the	 labor	 market	 outcomes	 for	 workers,	 such	 as	 through	 training	 or	

educational	institutions,	professional	guides,	trade	associations,	and	unions.	Coe	and	

Jordhus-Lier	 (2011)	 identified	 LMIs	 that	 offered	 different	 services	 such	 as	

immigration	 agents,	 job-bank	 databases,	 welfare-to-work	 programs,	 temporary	

staffing	 agencies,	 labor	 contractors,	 and	 contract-based	 training	 organizations.	

Therefore,	 various	 forms	 of	 LMIs	 perform	 interlinked	 roles	 in	 the	 operation	 of	

flexible	 labor	markets.	For	 instance,	they	reduce	transaction	costs	and	mediate	the	

risk	 between	 the	 employer	 and	 the	 employee;	 shape	 the	 price	 of	 labor	 and	 thus	

influence	 labor	 power	 within	 the	 employment	 relationship	 (Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier,	

2011);	 thus	 they	 help	 to	 build	 production	 networks	 and	 social	 networks	 for	

employers	and	workers	respectively	(Benner,	2003).	

	 This	 study	 focuses	 primarily	 on	 profit-seeking	 LMIs,	 specifically	 on	 the	

immigration	agents/brokers,	 labor	contractors	and	temporary	staffing	agencies.	For	

instance,	migrant	workers	went	to	immigration	agents	in	their	home	country	as	the	

first	 step	 to	 find	 a	 job	 abroad.	 Human	 resource	managers,	 for	 their	 part,	went	 to	

temporary	staffing	agencies,	labor	contractors	or	brokers	to	find	temporary	staffing	

or	migrant	workers.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 regard	 such	an	 intermediary's	 active	

role	 in	 restructuring	 the	 global	 labor	 market.	 Also,	 as	 Theodore	 and	 Peck	 (2013)	

noted,	 the	 temporary	 staffing	 industry	 is	 a	 business	 of	 selling	 flexibility.	 And	 thus,	

temporary	 staffing	 agents	 should	 be	 understood	 as	 active	 agents	 of	 labor	market	

deregulation	and	restructuring.	

	

5.2.2	The	impact	of	LMIs	on	worker	and	labor	market	outcomes	

There	 is	growing	recognition	that	a	diverse	range	of	 intermediaries	 intervenes	

in	 the	modern	economy	 to	broker	 relationships	 in	 the	marketplace	 (e.g.;	 between	
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buyers	 and	 suppliers)	 and,	 more	 broadly,	 thereby	 shapes	 economic	 and	 policy	

conditions	and	outcomes	(Benner,	2003,	Coe	et	al.,	2010,	Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011,	

Jones	 and	 Sha,	 2020).	 LMIs	 are	 regarded	 as	 institutional	 actors.	 They	 offer	 many	

different	kinds	of	business	services,	including	immigration	agents,	brokers,	job-bank	

databases,	 temporary	 staffing	 agencies,	 labor	 contractors,	 contract-based	 training	

organizations,	 labor	 providers	 and	 employment	 agencies,	 while	 coordinating	 the	

demand	 from	 employers	 and	 employees	 (Coe	 et	 al.,	 2010,	 MENSE-PETERMANN,	

2020).	Particularly	private	employment	agents	can	play	an	active	role	in	shaping	the	

integration	 of	 migrants	 into	 the	 production	 and	 cross-border	 labor	 market	 in	 the	

following	ways:	 	

In	the	pre-migration	stage,	LMIs	profit	as	brokers	in	the	sending	countries.	For	

example,	they	navigate	different	national	bureaucracies	and	facilitate	the	integration	

of	 migrants	 into	 the	 destination	 countries	 (Tseng	 and	 Wang,	 2013,	 Xiang	 and	

Lindquist,	2014).	Empirical	 studies	 showed	 that	 in	 the	 ICT	 industry	 in	 the	USA,	 the	

temporary	staffing	industry	is	growing	because	of	higher	levels	of	displacement	and	

job-hopping	 (Benner,	 2008).	As	 a	 result,	 employers	 and	workers	display	 significant	

reliance	 on	 various	 types	 of	 LMIs	 to	 help	 them	 navigate	 the	 increasingly	 flexible	

labor	market	 (Benner,	 2003).	 Furthermore,	 research	 in	 the	 IT	 industry	 in	 the	 USA	

shows	that	contract	agency	workers	are	 less	 likely	to	be	able	to	decide	about	their	

working	hours	or	work	at	home	alone	(Briscoe	et	al.,	2011).	 	

Although	 the	 state	and	 International	 Labor	Organization	make	an	effort	 to	be	

involved	in	the	migration	process,	they	have	limited	influence	(Seo	and	Skelton,	2017,	

Jones,	2022).	Moreover,	 the	controversial	 issue	behind	profit-seeking	 labor	market	

intermediaries	 (LMIs)	 is	 their	 ambiguous	 role.	 A	 negative	 example	 is	 those	

commercial	intermediaries	involved	in	human	trafficking	(Fernandez,	2013),	charging	

over-priced	fees	and	causing	migrants	to	become	caught	in	a	debt	trap(Strauss	and	

McGrath,	 2017).	 These	 intermediaries	 do	 not	 just	 have	 the	 function	 of	mediating	

migrants’	experience,	 they	also	have	a	clearly	negative	 impact	on	migrant	workers	

(Jones	 and	 Sha,	 2020).	 Previous	 research	 showed	 that	 they	may	 control	 access	 to	

information	 and	 resources,	 which	 decreases	 the	 value	 of	 migrant	 labor	 or	 even	

deceives	workers	(Salt	and	Stein,	1997,	Spaan,	1994).	Furthermore,	brokers	may	put	

migrant	workers	into	debt	and	make	them	vulnerable	to	abuse	(O’Connell	Davidson,	

2013).	
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It	 has	 been	 argued	 by	 (Peck	 and	 Theodore,	 1998,	 Peck	 et	 al.,	 2005)	 that	

employment	agencies	are	reshaping	local	labor	markets	in	Western	cities.	According	

to	the	research	by	McDowell	et	al.	(2008)	on	employment	agencies	in	the	UK	service	

sector,	 temporary	 staffing	 agencies	 operate	 across	 a	 range	 of	 spatial	 scales	 to	

assemble	 a	 migrant	 workforce	 for	 low-value	 service	 work	 in	 London	 through	 the	

intersections	 of	 migration	 patterns.	 Coe	 et	 al.	 (2007)	 emphasize	 that	 there	 is	

multi-scalar	 connection	between	employment	agents	and	 firms.	For	example,	on	a	

small	 scale,	 place-based	 employment	 agents	 reshape	 larger-scale	 connections	

between	nation-states	by	recruitment	in	'sending'	and	'receiving'	countries	and	play	

an	 active	 role	 in	 restructuring	 racialized	 and	 gendered	 labor	 division	 in	 the	 global	

cities	of	the	North	(McDowell	et	al.,	2008)	

Employment	agents	organize	migration	at	the	international	level	to	identify	the	

potential	 migrant	 business	 and	 further	 lower	 barriers	 to	 labor	 market	 entry.	 For	

example,	 they	 help	 navigate	 complicated	 bureaucracy	 in	 destination	 countries	

(Cranston	 et	 al.,	 2018,	 Fernandez,	 2013,	 McDowell	 et	 al.,	 2008).	 Concerning	 the	

mediation	 of	 employment	 contracts,	 in	 comparison	 to	 independent	 contracting	 or	

regular	employment,	several	studies	have	shown	that	temporary	staffing	firms	have	

a	negative	impact	on	the	employment	relationship.	 	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 gender	 of	 migrant	 labor,	 previous	 empirical	 studies	 have	

shown	 that	 employment	 agents	 construct	 the	 segmentation	 of	 the	 labor	 market,	

which	 is	highly	gendered	and	racialized	 (Deshingkar,	2019,	Liang,	2011,	Wee	et	al.,	

2019).	 For	 example,	 the	 employment	 agents	 shaped	 the	 migration	 pattern	 by	

pre-selecting	 women,	 particular	 ethnicities	 and	 nationalities	 and	 channeling	 them	

into	specific	jobs.	

	

5.2.3.	Toward	a	conceptual	framework	of	LMIs	as	institutional	agents	in	the	

dynamics	of	GPNs:	regulation	and	monitoring	of	LMIs	

	 Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier	 (2011)	 point	 out	 that	 LMIs	 need	 to	 be	 understood	 as	

formative	 for	 the	 institutional	 setting	 of	 the	 labor	 market.	 The	 use	 of	 such	
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intermediaries	presents	a	further	series	of	constraints	on	workers’	job	opportunities	

and	the	potential	for	them	to	improve	their	working	conditions.	Therefore,	Gottfried	

(1991)	points	out	that	workers	are	faced	with	the	‘dual	control’	regime	of	both	the	

client	firm	and	the	agents.	 	

Addressing	the	organization	of	the	market,	the	intermediaries	frequently	act	as	

the	market	organizer,	for	example,	by	setting	standards	(Ahrne	et	al.,	2015,	Fligstein,	

2018).	And	thus,	the	rules	of	the	market	may	evolve	from	the	repeated	interaction	of	

buyers	and	 sellers	as	well	 as	 from	market	 'organizers'	 like	 states	or	 intermediaries	

(Ahrne	et	al.,	2015,	Fligstein,	2018).	In	line	with	the	increased	attention	being	paid	to	

the	 impact	 of	 these	 LMIs	 on	 the	 individual	 workers	 and	 labor	 market,	 such	 as	

dilemmas	 of	 worker	 fragmentation	 there	 are	 intensified	 political	 efforts	 to	

coordinate,	mobilize	and	build	solidarity.	However,	the	key	aspects	of	LMIs'	 impact	

on	 the	 individual	 worker	 and	 the	 outcome	 for	 the	 local	 labor	 market	 are	 still	

ambiguous.	 In	 addition,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 economic	 sociology,	 the	 labor	

market	is	embedded	in	an	institutional	setting,	such	as	the	border	regime,	collective	

bargaining,	 negotiated	 minimum	 wage	 and	 information	 asymmetry	 (MENSE-

PETERMANN,	 2020).	Mense-Petermann’s	 (2020)	 empirical	 research	 is	 a	 case	 study	

looking	 at	 the	 German	 meat	 industry.	 It	 examines	 intermediaries	 that	 engage	 in	

bridging	and	bonding	across	borders	and	in	doing	so	they	seem	to	play	an	important	

role	 in	 the	emergence	of	 the	 transnational	 labor	market.	 .	 Furthermore,	 the	 social	

construction	of	market-specific	cognitive	orientations	 is	built	by	an	 intermediary	 in	

the	transnational	labor	market	(MENSE-PETERMANN,	2020).	

The	 literature	 on	 economic	 geography	 has	 highlighted	 several	 labor	 issues	

addressing	 labor	 market	 intermediaries	 in	 global	 production,	 including	 labor	

contractors,	 private	 agents	 or	 third-party	 agents,	 these	 agents	 are	 involved	 in	

channeling	 forced	 migrant	 labor	 to	 receiving	 countries	 for	 economic	 exploitation	

(Barrientos,	2013,	McGrath,	2013,	2018).However,	the	ambiguous	role	of	LMIs	needs	

to	 be	 studied	 further.	 For	 example,	 there	 has	 been	 more	 attention	 paid	 to	 the	

functional	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	 facilitating	 the	 labor	market	 and	 illustrating	 the	 role	 of	

temporary	staffing	agents	in	the	local	labor	market	(Benner,	2008,	Coe	et	al.,	2010,	

Enright,	 2013).	 Therefore,	 as	 Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier	 (2011)	mentioned,	 the	 existing	

knowledge	base	still	lacks	a	link	to	the	theorization	and	articulation	of	intermediaries	

in	GPNs.	For	example,	how	intermediaries	facilitate	in	respond	to	the	GPNs	dynamics.	
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Specifically,	 the	 role	 of	 intermediaries	 in	GPNs	 has	 been	 demonstrated	 by	 using	 a	

perspective	on	economic	and	social	upgrading	in	different	industries	that	integrated	

capital	and	 labor	dimensions,	such	as	support-service	firms	(Kumar	and	Beerepoot,	

2021),	 the	 horticulture	 industry	 (Barrientos,	 2013)and	 the	 garment	 industry	

(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011).	 	

Furthermore,	 the	 GPNs’	 perspective	 provides	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 lead	

firm	 intermediaries	 or	 strategic	 partners	 and	 how	 they	 have	 contributed	 to	

improving	labor	governance	in	low-end	production.	For	instance,	intermediaries	play	

a	 crucial	 role	 in	 the	 diffusion	 of	 global	 standards	 that	 guide	 inter-firm	 relations	 in	

GPNs,	which	 is	 essential	 for	 the	 economic	 upgrading	of	 local	 firms.	 Therefore,	 the	

power	 of	 intermediaries	 in	 GPNs	 is	 derived	 from	 their	 ability	 to	 decide	 which	

particular	 local	 firms	 become	 integrated	 into	 a	 GPN	 and	 the	 terms	 of	 their	

integration	 (Kumar	 and	 Beerepoot,	 2021).	 Furthermore,	 empirical	 studies	 have	

investigated	 LMIs	 in	different	 industries	 to	 explore	 the	 impact	of	 LMIs	on	workers	

(Jordhus-Lier	et	al.,	2019,	Vinodrai,	2015).	

Previous	studies	have	examined	the	influence	of	the	state,	discussing	the	effect	

of	 the	national	 regime	on	 international	 labor	migration	 flows	 (McGrath,	2013,	 Seo	

and	 Skelton,	 2017,	 Strauss	 and	McGrath,	 2017,	 Yea,	 2017).	 And	 empirical	 studies	

have	 shown	 that	 LMIs	 such	 as	 brokers	 have	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 workers.	

Furthermore,	 they	 point	 out	 the	 challenge	 of	 labor	 governance	 in	 the	 GPNs	

(Barrientos,	2013,	McGrath,	2013).	

This	study	examines	the	role	and	impact	of	LMIs,	demonstrating	the	mediation	

process	 to	 further	 elaborate	 on	 the	 networks	 behind	 the	 global	 labor	 market	

through	the	use	of	empirical	survey	data.	Moreover,	several	studies	have	suggested	

that	 LMIs	 mediate	 the	 migration	 process	 between	 employer	 and	 employee	 to	

facilitate	a	flexible	labor	market.	 	

This	 study	 focuses	 on	 the	 theoretical	 understanding	 of	 LMIs	 in	 GPNs	 in	 two	

dimensions:	First,	the	inter-firm	relations	in	GPNs,	which	address	the	mechanisms	of	

improving	labor	standards	between	lead	firms,	small	firms	and	private	employment	

agents.	 For	 example,	 the	 lead	 firm	 needs	 functional	 integration	 and	 numerical	

workforce	flexibility	to	meet	global	demand.	Only	private	employment	agents	enable	

smaller	local	firms	to	address	the	production	fluctuation.	Furthermore,	even	though	

smaller	 firms	 are	 not	 able	 to	 meet	 international	 labor	 standards	 such	 as	 the	



	 92	

Responsible	Business	Alliance10	 (RBA),	which	is	the	world’s	largest	industry	coalition	

dedicated	to	corporate	social	responsibility	in	the	global	supply	chain,	they	share	the	

knowledge	 of	 human	 resource	 management	 through	 interaction	 with	 private	

employment	agents.	In	other	words,	private	employment	agents	are	essential	to	the	

diffusion	of	labor	standards.	

Secondly,	 the	 engagement	 of	 different	 actors	 is	 analyzed	 in	 the	 local	 labor	

market.	 For	 example,	 small	 firms	 took	 minimum	 wage	 as	 a	 wage	 standard	 to	

maintain	 basic	 profit	 production,	 but	 the	 lead	 firm	 took	 a	 bonus	 wage	 system	 to	

expand	its	output	to	reach	a	bigger	economic	scale.	From	the	point	of	view	of	firms,	

the	value	of	 labor	is	shaped	by	the	position	of	migrant	workers,	who	were	put	in	a	

specific	 niche	 by	 private	 employment	 agents.	 In	 this	 sense,	 private	 employment	

agents	play	an	important	role	in	shaping	the	divergence	of	migrants'	career	paths.	

Combining	 two	 dimensions	 in	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 shows	 that	 labor	

standards	are	shaped	not	only	by	national	or	local	regulations,	the	value	of	the	job,	

and	international	labor	standards,	but	also	by	the	private	employment	agents,	who	

build	relations	within	firms	and	mediate	the	migration	process.	

	

5.3.	Data	and	method	

In	this	chapter,	the	mixed	method	approach	of	the	paper	is	explained.	Quantitative	

data	 analysis	 based	 on	 a	 survey	 of	 migrant	 workers	 is	 used	 to	 complement	

qualitative	findings,	which	provide	a	better	understanding	of	multi-scalar	actors	and	

the	trajectories	of	economic	and	social	upgrading	in	the	GPNs	of	the	semiconductor	

industry,	and	to	better	articulate	the	key	outcomes	for	workers.	 	

5.3.1.	Qualitative	analysis	

The	qualitative	approach	was	chosen	to	better	understand	the	rationales	of	different	

actors,	 such	 as	 firms,	 brokers,	 specifically	 for	 divergent	 economic	 upgrading	 and	

																																																								
10	 Source:	https://www.responsiblebusiness.org/vap/rba-audit-cooperation-program/	[03	September	
2022]	
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developmental	 outcomes.	And	 thus,	 the	 study	 considers	 the	 local	 context	 and	 the	

specialty	of	the	firms	and	the	region.	Furthermore,	a	qualitative	research	approach	is	

important	 to	 achieve	 a	 detailed	 and	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 the	 interaction	

between	lead	firms,	local	firms	and	LMIs,	and	the	trajectory	of	economic	and	social	

upgrading,	 and	 the	 experiences	 of	 power	 relations	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	

multi-actors..	

The	 primary	 data	 for	 this	 article	 was	 collected	 mainly	 in	 2018/19	 with	 an	

additional	 follow-up	 interview	 in	2020.	The	central	method	 for	data	collection	was	

semi-structured	 interviews	 with	 nine	 interviewees,	 including	 human	 resource	

managers	 of	 contract	 manufacturing	 firms,	 brokers	 in	 employment	 agencies,	

government	officials,	and	one	informal	interpreter	for	migrant	workers	in	Kaohsiung.	

The	reason	for	 interviewing	a	Filipino	 interpreter	 is	that	migrant	workers	turned	to	

interpreters	 when	 they	 faced	 difficulties,	 so	 they	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 experts	 on	 the	

situation	 of	 migrants.	 Detailed	 information	 on	 all	 nine	 participants	 is	 provided	 in	

Table	9.	

Table	9,	Participants’	information	

Respondent	 Title	 Location	 Date	

1.Shu-fen	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

07.Jan.2019	

2.Mei-ling	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

11.Jan.2019	

3.Chia-hao	 Contract	manufacturer	

(Human	resource	

manager)	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

15.Jan.2019	

4.Joshua	 Philippine	government	

official	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

10.Jan.2019	

5.Angel	 Philippine	government	

official	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

10.Jan.2019	
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6.Chih-ming	 Employment	agent/	

Labor	provider	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

17.Jan.2019	

7.Chun-chieh	 Employment	agent/	

Labor	provider	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

21.Dec.2018	

8.Ya-ting	 Employment	agent/	

Labor	provider	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(on-site,	in-person	

interview)	

21.Dec.2018	

9.Jenny	 Migrant	worker	and	

informal	interpreter	

Kaohsiung,	Taiwan	

(off-site,	in-person	

interview)	

21.	Aug.2020	

Source:	own	survey	

	

The	 interviews	were	 analyzed	 to	 find	 the	underlying	patterns,	which	 involved	

organizing	 the	 interview	 transcripts	 into	 first-order	 codes,	 which	 use	

informant-centric	 terms	 and	 codes,	 creating	 second-order	 categories,	 which	

originate	from	researcher-centric	concepts	or	themes,	and	thereby	identifying	major	

and	sub-themes	(Gioia	et	al.,	2013).	

	

5.3.2.	Quantitative	analysis	

A	survey	was	carried	out	among	457	Filipino	migrant	workers	employed	in	the	

Taiwanese	 semiconductor	 industry.	 The	 interviews	 were	 carried	 out	 in	 2019	 and	

2020	 in	 two	 clusters	 of	 the	 Taiwanese	 semiconductor	 industry,	 Kaohsiung	 and	

Hsinchu.	94	of	the	workers	found	their	employment	via	direct	hiring	programs	and	

344	 workers	 found	 work	 via	 private	 employment	 agents	 in	 the	 semiconductor	

industry.	There	were	19	survey	respondents	who	didn't	answer	this	question,	so	the	

data	 is	 not	 available.	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	 survey	 was	 not	 to	 enumerate	 the	

frequencies	 of	 individual	 factors	 for	 each	 respondent,	 but	 to	 identify	 private	

employment	 agents	 as	 an	 interaction	 factor	 and	 to	 examine	 their	 role	 in	 the	
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divergence	 of	 working	 conditions.	 The	 target	 groups	 for	 the	 interviews	 were	

operators	and	technicians	from	different	segments	of	the	semiconductor	industry.	 	

The	 survey	 was	 designed	 to	 enable	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 migration	

experience	 in	 Taiwan	 by	 collecting	 information	 including	 pre-	 and	 post-migration	

experiences,	such	as	motivation,	career	path,	skill	development,	aspirations	for	the	

future,	 employment	 status	 and	 demographic	 characteristics.	 Furthermore,	 the	

survey	 provided	 the	 study	 a	 comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 the	 pattern	 of	

migrants’	 career	 paths	 and	 thus	 how	 they	 catered	 to	 firms	 in	 the	 semiconductor	

industry	in	Taiwan.	 	

	

5.3.2.1.	Dependent	variable	

The	dependent	variable	measured	the	 income	of	migrant	workers.	The	survey	

item	asked,	‘average	monthly	salary’.	Six	items	were	provided:	(1)	under	23,000	NTD;	

(2)	 23,001-30,000	 NTD;	 (3)	 30,001-40,000	 NTD;	 (4)	 40,001-50,000	 NTD;	 (5)	

50,001-60,000	 NTD;	 (6)	 over	 60,000	 NTD.	 The	 responses	 were	 recoded	 into	 two	

groups,	 representing	different	 groups	of	 income,	 such	as	 the	higher	 income	group	

with	 over	 23,000	NTD	monthly	 salary	was	 recoded	 as	 ‘1’.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	

group	with	below	23,000	NTD	monthly	 incomes	was	 recoded	as	 ‘0’.	The	 reason	 to	

recode	two	groups	is	because	23,000	NTD	is	the	minimum	wage,	so	it	could	be	seen	

as	an	important	indicator	for	the	identification	of	the	interaction	factor.	 	

Vinodrai	(2006)	developed	the	concept	of	career	paths	in	the	local	labor	market	

to	 cover	 different	 career	 stages	 in	 the	 design	 industry.	 This	 study	 extends	 the	

previous	understanding	of	career	paths,	including	pre-migration	and	post-migration,	

to	elaborate	on	the	networked	recruitment	system	in	the	transnational	labor	market	

(Jordhus-Lier	et	al.,	2019).	By	examining	 the	 trajectories	of	career	paths,	 the	study	

identifies	the	private	employment	agents	as	an	interaction	factor	in	the	career	path	

rather	than	an	institutional	factor	in	the	pre-	or	post-migration	process.	

Figure	6	presents	the	theoretical	framework	for	the	data	analysis.	As	is	shown,	

the	 study	 examines	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	migrant	workers’	 career	 paths.	 Logistic	

regression	is	used	to	understand	the	role	of	LMIs	in	the	GPN.	
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Figure	6,	Theoretical	framing	for	quantitative	analysis	

Source:	own	figure.	

	

5.3.2.2.	Independent	variable	

The	primary	focus	of	this	study	was	testing	the	influence	of	LMIs	on	the	career	path	

of	migrant	workers.	Based	on	the	migration	literature,	the	study	identifies	one	group	

of	factors	as	individual-level	characteristics,	such	as	age	(measured	as	a	continuous	

variable),	gender,	level	of	education	(1=level	0,1,2;	2=level	3,4;	3=level	5;	4=level	6),	

marital	 status,	 parental	 status,	 and	 remittance.	 With	 regard	 to	 remittances,	 the	

respondents	were	asked	‘What	percentage	of	your	salary	have	you	sent	back	home?’.	

And	the	 following	 response	options	were	provided:	 (1)	below	10%;	 (2)	10-25%;	 (3)	

25-50%;	(4)	over	50%.	Moreover,	the	study	explores	another	group	of	factors	termed	

institutional	factors,	based	on	the	literature	of	labor	market	theories,	such	as	LMIs,	

whether	it	is	the	worker’s	first	job	in	Taiwan,	their	work	experience,	seniority.	

The	 dichotomous	 measurements	 for	 marriage,	 brokers,	 children,	 relatives	 in	

Taiwan,	sending	money	home,	work	experience	in	the	semiconductor	industry	or	in	

one’s	home	country,	 the	 location	of	 the	workplace,	whether	 it	 is	 the	worker’s	 first	

job	in	Taiwan,	gender.	The	continuous	variables	included	age,	the	duration	of	stay	in	

Taiwan	and	seniority.	 	
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5.4.	Results	

The	results	section	shows	the	qualitative	and	quantitative	data	in	three	sub-sections.	

In	 the	 first	 sub-section,	based	on	 the	qualitative	data,	 the	 study	demonstrates	 the	

role	 of	 LMIs,	 such	 as	 shaping	 the	 workforce	 standard	 and	 also	 their	 function	 as	

intermediaries.	 In	 the	second	sub-section,	 the	study	provides	a	descriptive	analysis	

of	 dependent	 and	 independent	 variables.	 In	 the	 third	 sub-section,	 the	 study	

examines	the	impact	of	LMIs	on	the	migrant	workers’	incomes.	Therefore,	the	study	

provides	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 role	 and	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	 migrant	

workers.	

	

5.4.1	Involvement	of	intermediaries	in	matching	standards	and	the	segmentation	

of	the	labor	market	

5.4.1.1	Matching	standards	of	employers	and	workers:	functional	and	numerical	

integration	in	GPNs	

Table	10	shows	the	theoretical	framework	of	 labor	standards	within	 inter-firm	

relations	 in	 GPNs.	 It	 addresses	 the	 mechanisms	 of	 improving	 labor	 standards	

between	 lead	 firms,	 small	 firms	and	private	employment	agents	and	matching	 the	

employers’	 and	workers’	 labor	 standards.	Based	on	 the	qualitative	data,	 the	 study	

showed	 how	 LMIs	 facilitated	 migration	 and	 the	 matching	 process	 by	 means	 of	

functional	 integration	 and	 numerical	 flexibility.	 For	 example,	 this	 section	 explains	

why	 Filipino	 workers	 are	 the	 primary	 migrant	 workforce	 in	 the	 semiconductor	

industry,	whereby	education	and	language	are	two	important	and	obvious	factors.	
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Table	10,	Theoretical	framework:	the	setting	of	LMIs	

	

Source:	Author’s	own	table.	

	

	

5.4.1.1.1.	Functional	integration:	education	

LMIs	create	a	higher	barrier	to	entry	 in	occupations	with	typically	 low	barriers	

to	 entry.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 have	 power	 to	 control	 the	 access	 to	 jobs	 and	

opportunities.	For	instance,	for	the	job	of	an	operator,	employment	agencies	usually	

require	 a	 two-year	 diploma	 or	 degree	 and	 portfolio	 review,	 a	 written	 test	 and	 a	

performance	 test	 for	 migrant	 workers.	 However,	 native	 workers	 do	 not	 need	 to	

meet	this	requirement.	As	interviewees	noted:	

I	 don't	 need	 these	 (referring	 to	 the	 electronics	 industry	 certification)	

because	the	operators	 in	Taiwan	can	do	 it	 in	high	school.	They	don't	need	

any	 certification.	 The	 requirement	 for	 them	 (foreign	workers)	 is	 that	 they	

have	a	local	university	degree	and	English.	That’s	just	the	way	it	is.	(Shu-fen)	

Education	 is	 high	 school	 or	 above,	 but	 generally	 it	 will	 be	 university	

education.	For	example,	a	university	degree	in	the	Philippines	can	currently	

be	two	years.	Why	do	I	say	that	the	minimum	can	be	high	school?	Because,	
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occasionally,	there	are	still	internal	recommendations.	(Mei-ling)	

The	advantage	that	Filipinos	have	is	English	because	the	common	language	

of	 the	semiconductor	 factory	 is	English,	so,	 if	you	come	here,	 the	relevant	

documents	are	all	 in	English.	So	the	 language	 is	an	advantage.	The	second	

advantage	 is	 that	 the	education	 level	of	 Filipino	workers	 is	 relatively	high.	

They	 have	 all	 graduated	 from	 college.	 They	 have	 a	 background	 in	 science	

and	 engineering.	 This	 reflects	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	 more	 intelligent.	

(Chia-hao)	

5.4.1.1.2.	Functional	integration:	language	

Most	 international	 firms	 require	 migrant	 workers	 to	 have	 language	 skills.	

However,	 private	 employment	 agencies	 in	 Taiwan	 lower	 the	 language	 barrier	 by	

placing	 interpreters	 on	 the	 production	 line.	 According	 to	 interviewees,	 there	 is	 no	

language	barrier	 to	work	 in	Taiwan,	because	Filipinos	can	use	English	as	a	working	

language	on	the	production	site.	 In	contrast,	 in	South	Korea,	migrant	workers	have	

to	 spend	money	 and	 time	 to	 acquire	 a	 language	 certificate	 as	 a	 pre-condition	 for	

receiving	a	skilled	worker	visa.	

In	 addition	 to	 requiring	 language	 skills,	 South	 Korea	 requires	 foreign	

workers	 to	 speak	 Korean.	 They	 do	 not	 accept	 foreign	workers	who	 speak	

English.	So,	this	has	set	a	significant	threshold.	They	will	not	even	leave	their	

country	because	they	may	not	pass	the	Korean	language	exam.	(Shu-fen)	

There	 is	no	difference	 in	the	skills	of	 the	foreign	workers.	 It's	because	you	

have	come	to	this	job	and	the	skills	are	cultivated.	The	only	skill	advantage	is	

English.	Most	 of	 the	 Filipino	 colleagues	 are	 not	 too	 bad	 at	 English.	 As	we	

also	have	a	white-collar	Philippine	colleague,	he	can	handle	all	responses	to	

and	from	English-speaking	clients.	 If	you	want	to	state	an	advantage,	 then	

his	English	proficiency	 is	better	than	the	general	 level.	The	production	 line	

staff,	 at	 least	 the	 English	 version	 of	 the	 SOP,	 is	 generally	 understandable.	

(Mei-ling)	

The	division	of	labor	between	firms	and	employment	agencies	to	help	migrant	
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workers	adapt	to	the	workplace	conditions	is	described	as	follows:	

Usually,	one	bilingual	 staff	member	 in	 the	 factory	 is	 responsible	 for	about	

100	migrant	workers.	(Chun-chieh)	

The	 company	 has	 2~2.5	 staff	 involved	 in	 foreign	 labor	 affairs.	 Now	 it	 is	

about	 2.3	 people.	 But	 our	 agent's	 team	 may	 have	 house	 management	

(dormitory	 management).	 There	 are	 16	 people.	 The	 average	 agent	 is	

responsible	for	one	hundred	people.	Because	I	just	said	that	we	have	more	

than	1,700	people.	(Mei-ling)	

5.4.1.1.3.	Numerical	flexibility	

Most	firms	prefer	to	select	their	workers	via	employment	agencies	rather	than	

the	government-run	hiring	program	because	 the	employment	agencies	 can	quickly	

reach	 the	 required	 number	 of	 migrant	 workers.	 One	 interview	 partner,	 a	 human	

resource	manager,	said	that	the	government	could	not	match	hundreds	of	people	as	

quickly	as	private	employment	agents.	

Only	a	few	firms	hire	migrant	workers	through	the	government's	special	hiring	

programs	or	 the	 firm	only	 releases	 a	 small	 demand	 for	migrant	 labor	 through	 the	

government's	direct	hiring	programs.	As	interviewees	noted:	

Usually,	 the	 only	 area	where	we	 recruit	workers	 is	Manila.	Manila	 has	 so	

much	 manpower.	 What's	 more,	 it	 is	 just	 Cebu.	 Our	 company	 introduces	

about	 3,000	 to	 5,000	 foreign	 workers	 every	 year.	 The	 number	 of	

recruitment	interviews	is	three	to	five	times	that,	so	I	have	to	interview	ten	

or	 twenty	 thousand	people	every	 year.	 Then	we	meet	 the	 standard	every	

year,	so	don't	worry	too	much	(Mei-ling)	

	 (The	 government's	 special	 hiring	 program)	 It	 is	 not	 good.	 I	 also	 need	 a	

group	of	people	to	get	familiar	with	handling	the	procedure.	How	do	you	do	

business	with	 the	Philippines	office?	And	we	do	 zero	 charges.	We	are	not	

afraid	that	any	process	exploits	labor.	The	reason	for	direct	employment	is	

the	 fear	 that	workers	will	 be	 exploited.	 If	workers	 are	not	 exploited,	 they	

should	not	be	directly	employed.	Because	we	already	have	control,	we	don't	
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allow	 any	 process	 that	 charges	 foreign	 workers.	 There	 is	 a	 contract,	

regardless	 of	 whether	 the	 Taiwanese	 intermediary	 or	 the	 foreign	

intermediary	obeys	this	process.	(Chia-hao)	

5.4.1.2. Segmentation	and	the	blurring	of	employment	relations	

A	 typical	 organizational	 arrangement	 in	 subcontracted	 labor	 strategy	 is	 that	

several	different	temporary	agencies	operate	at	the	same	time	within	a	single	firm	(V.	

Smith	 &	 Neuwirth,	 2010).	 And	 the	 arrangement	 represents	 a	 competitive	

mechanism.	A	previous	study	(Gutelius,	2015)	shows	that	client	firms	prefer	not	to	

"put	 all	 their	 eggs	 in	 one	 basket",	 and	 part	 of	 this	 risk	 aversion	 strategy	 includes	

spreading	 temporary	 worker	 contracts	 over	 two	 or	 more	 firms.	 And	 thus,	 the	

strategy	 allows	 client	 firms	 to	 encourage	 temporary	 agencies	 to	 compete	on	price	

and	 agencies	 can	be	penalized	when	 they	 fail	 to	 produce	 the	 correct	 number	 and	

type	of	workers.	 For	 example,	 one	 interview	partner,	 the	 labor	provider,	 said	 that	

when	 they	do	business	with	 larger	client	 firms,	 the	 firm	will	negotiate	 the	price	of	

the	 placement	 fee	with	 them.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 two	 of	 our	 interview	 partners,	

human	 resource	 managers,	 said	 they	 have	 more	 than	 one	 labor	 provider.	 The	

interaction	 between	 client	 firms	 and	 labor	 providers	 shows	 that	 competitive	

mechanisms	are	key	to	disciplining	labor	providers	or	labor	contractors.	 	

Furthermore,	interrelations	between	client	firms	and	labor	suppliers	affect	the	

labor	 chain	 through	 subcontracting.	 For	 instance,	 most	 client	 firms	 hire	 migrant	

workers,	such	as	operators	and	technicians.	The	double	dilemmas	migrant	workers	

faced	 explain	 the	 segmentation	 of	 the	migrant	 labor	market	 niche.	 As	 the	 human	

resource	manager	 interviewee	 said,	under	 the	migrant	worker's	work	permit,	 they	

are	 not	 allowed	 to	 work	 on	 a	 task	 that	 was	 not	 already	 mentioned	 in	 the	 work	

contract.	The	resulting	limitations	of	this	visa	status	become	a	long-term	reason	for	

less	promotion.	However,	there	 is	another	short-term	reason	why	migrant	workers	

are	seldom	promoted	in	firms.	As	a	migrant	worker	interviewee	said,	she	received	a	

small	 pay	 raise	 when	 she	 got	 promoted	 to	 group	 leader	 but	 took	 on	 significantly	

more	responsibility.	That's	why	she	does	not	want	to	be	a	group	leader.	

As	 Peck	 and	 Theodore	 (1998)	 said,	 the	 subcontracted	 relationship	 represents	
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the	mechanisms	through	which	demand	volatility	gets	pushed	down	the	production	

network	 and	 out	 into	 the	 community,	 with	 the	 differential	 effect	 of	 different	

segments	 of	workers	 and	 their	 attachment	 to	 the	network.	And	 the	 segmentation	

causes	a	blurring	of	employment	relations	due	to	subcontracted	labor	providers.	

As	Figure.	7	shows,	due	to	standardizing	and	hierarchically	stratified	labor,	the	

client	 firm	 only	 focuses	 on	 the	 core	 workforce,	 while	 the	 labor	 provider	 is	

responsible	for	managing	the	peripheral	workforce.	Although	the	firm's	internal	RBA	

audit	or	audit	of	the	CSR	mechanism	requires	an	 improvement	of	 labor	conditions,	

the	RBA's	regulations	only	touch	the	first-tier	labor	provider	in	the	labor	chain,	and	

blurred	 labor	 relations	will	 put	 labor	 at	 a	disadvantage	 in	 the	negotiation	process.	

Therefore,	the	subcontract	model	will	not	only	cause	segmentation	of	labor	market,	

but	 it	will	also	deteriorate	the	bargaining	power	of	 labor	and	blur	the	employment	

relationship.	

	

	

Figure	7,	Interaction	between	labor	provider	and	client	firms	

Source:	Author’s	own	figure.	

	

5.4.2.	Descriptive	statistics	from	the	survey	data	

As	Yeung	(2021a)	mentioned,	the	interconnected	world	of	GPNs	exercises	power	in	

networks	through	intra-	and	inter-firm	relationships.	The	interconnections	between	

Hsinchu	 and	 Silicon	Valley	 are	 regarded	 as	 an	 important	 empirical	 case	 to	 expand	

knowledge	about	 the	competitive	mechanism,	driven	by	extra-regional	 linkage	and	
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functional	coupling	of	GPNs.	

Expanding	on	the	understanding	of	the	semiconductor	industry	gained	by	the	study	

of	 the	 firm-level	 relationship	 between	 Hsinchu,	 Taiwan	 and	 California,	 the	 United	

States,	this	study	examines	the	labor	dimension	in	the	GPN,	by	placing	the	research	

focus	on	migrant	workers	in	two	semiconductor	clusters	in	Taiwan.	

One	 of	 them	 is	 Kaohsiung,	which	 has	 developed	 its	 electronics	 industry	 since	

1980	 and	 now	 is	 an	 important	 part	 of	 IC	 packaging	 and	 testing	 (e.g.,	 ASE	 group,	

Kaohsiung	)	(Hsu	et	al.,	2018).	And	the	other	one	is	Hsinchu,	which	is	the	cluster	area	

of	wafer	fabrication	for	semiconductors	(e.g.	TSMC,	Hsinchu)	(Yeung,	2021a,	Yeung,	

2016).	

In	this	section,	the	descriptive	analysis	shows	that	there	are	many	similarities	in	

terms	 of	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	migrant	 workforce	 in	 Kaohsiung	 and	 Hsinchu	 .	

However,	 from	 the	 firms’	 perspective,	 both	 clusters	 play	 different	 roles	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry.	

	 Table	11	shows	that	the	population	sample	contained	in	the	survey	is	very	close	

to	the	proportions	in	the	official	data	for	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu.	By	comparing	the	

population	of	migrant	workers	in	the	two	clusters,	the	study	shows	a	methodological	

strategy	to	obtain	the	target	sample.	

	

Table	11,	Migrant	workers	from	the	Philippines	by	location	

Location	 Official	data	 Percentage	 Survey	data	 Percentage	%	

Hsinchu	 1,127	 27.55	 	 130	 28.40	 	

Kaohsiung	 2,963	 72.44	 	 327	 71.60	 	

Total	 4,090	 � 	 457	 � 	

Source:	https://statfy.mol.gov.tw/statistic_DB.aspx	and	author’s	analysis	using	data	

from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

Date:	1	Dec,	2019	

	 Table	12	shows	the	characteristics	of	 the	migrants’	 jobs	 in	the	two	clusters	to	

help	 understand	 the	 niche	 of	 the	 migrant	 labor	 market.	 The	 study	 elaborates	 on	

three	 aspects:	 Firstly,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 different	 sectors,	 most	 (42%)	 of	

migrant	workers	work	in	the	IC	packaging	and	test	sector.	And	even	though	Hsinchu	

is	 important	 for	 wafer	 fabrication	 firms,	 most	 migrant	 workers	 (40%)	 still	 mainly	

work	in	the	IC	packaging	and	test	sector.	 	
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Secondly,	from	the	perspective	of	job	positions,	92.8%	of	migrant	workers	work	

as	an	operator,	and	only	a	tiny	proportion	of	them	work	in	other	positions,	such	as	

QC	 inspectors	 (4.2%),	 engineers	 (0.9%),	 technicians	 (0.7%)	 or	 as	 a	 group	 leader	

(0.4%).	 	

Thirdly,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 skills,	 the	migrant	workers	 are	 asked:	 "	 How	

many	 tasks	 are	 you	 certified	 for	 in	 your	 company?"	 Most	 of	 them	 (32.6%)	 are	

certified	 for	 two	 kinds	 of	 tasks.	 However,	 in	 Hsinchu,	 more	 migrant	 workers	 are	

certified	for	three	types	of	tasks	(32.3%)	than	two	(23.1%).	This	result	shows	that	job	

rotation	occurred	in	different	kinds	of	production.	

	

Table	12,	Migrant’s	job	characteristics	by	locations,	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu	

Characteristics	

of	the	industry	 � 	 All	 %	

Kaohsi

ung	 %	

Hsinch

u	 %	

Sector	 IC	packaging	and	test	 192	 42	 140	 42.8	 52	 40	

� 	 wafer	fabrication	 72	 15.8	 38	 11.6	 34	 26.2	

� 	 IC	design	 52	 11.4	 47	 14.4	 5	 3.8	

� 	 other	 130	 28.4	 93	 28.4	 37	 28.5	

Position	 operator	 424	 92.8	 302	 92.4	 122	 93.8	

� 	 technician	 3	 0.7	 1	 0.3	 2	 1.5	

� 	 group	leader	 2	 0.4	 2	 0.6	 N/A	 N/A	

� 	 engineer	 4	 0.9	 3	 0.9	 1	 0.8	

� 	 QC	inspector	 19	 4.2	 16	 4.9	 3	 2.3	

� 	 other	 3	 0.7	 2	 0.6	 1	 0.8	

Task	

certification	 0	 11	 2.4	 9	 2.8	 2	 1.5	

� 	 1	task	 122	 26.7	 94	 28.7	 28	 21.5	

� 	 2	tasks	 149	 32.6	 119	 36.4	 30	 23.1	

� 	 3	tasks	 92	 20.1	 50	 15.3	 42	 32.3	

� 	 4	tasks	 75	 16.4	 50	 15.3	 25	 19.2	

Source:	Author’s	analysis	using	data	from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

	

Table	13	provides	some	of	the	main	demographic	characteristics	of	the	migrant	
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workers	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu	in	order	to	illustrate	the	migrants'	situation	in	the	

period	prior	to	migration.	What	stands	out	in	the	table	is	the	gender	ratio.	Almost	all	

migrant	 workers	 are	 female	 (98.7%)	 and	 about	 three	 quarters	 of	 them	 are	 single	

(72.9%).	 The	 results	 show	 that	 LMIs	mediate	 a	 gendered	migrant	 labor	market.	 In	

terms	 of	 age,	 the	 average	 age	 of	 the	 interviewees	 is	 29.9	 years.	 According	 to	 the	

Philippine	 Standard	 Classification	 of	 Education	 (PSCED),	 most	 hold	 tertiary	 higher	

education	degrees,	24.5%	hold	a	Level	5degree	and	40.7%	hold	a	Level	6	degree.	In	

terms	 of	 social	 networks,	 previous	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 migrant	 workers	 are	

highly	reliant	on	social	networks	or	pre-migration	networks,	such	as	relatives	in	the	

host	 countries	 (Shah	 and	 Menon,	 1999,	 Paul,	 2019).	 However,	 interestingly,	 the	

results	 of	 this	 study	 show	 the	 opposite.	 Most	 (93.9%)	 of	 the	 workers	 have	 no	

relatives	 in	Taiwan.	That	means	that	the	migrant	workers	relied	on	commercialized	

private	employment	 agents	more	 than	personal	 contacts.	 In	 terms	of	 remittances,	

almost	 all	 of	 them	 (98.5%)	 send	 remittances	 home.	 This	 study	 supports	 evidence	

from	 previous	 observations	in	 the	 Arab	Gulf,	 Indonesia	 and	 the	 Philippines,	which	

indicates	 that	 migrant	 remittances	 are	 regarded	 as	 an	 important	 industrial	 policy	

(Malecki	and	Ewers,	2007,	Castree,	2004).	

	

Table	13,	Demographic	characteristics	by	location,	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu,	

2019-2020	(N	=	457)	

Demographic	characteristics	 All	 %	 Kaohsiung	 %	 Hsinchu	 %	

Gender	
Male	 6	 1.3	 2	 0.6	 4	 3.1	

Female	 451	 98.7	 325	 99.4	 126	 96.9	

Age	 � 	 29.91	� 	 30.16	� 	 29.27	� 	

Education	

Level	0,1,2	 76	 16.6	 54	 16.5	 22	 16.9	

Level	3,4	 75	 16.4	 49	 15	 26	 20	

Level	5	 112	 24.5	 79	 24.2	 33	 25.4	

Level	6	 186	 40.7	 139	 42.5	 47	 36.2	

Marital	status	
Single	 333	 72.9	 233	 71.3	 100	 76.9	

Married	 101	 22.1	 77	 23.5	 24	 18.5	

Children	
Yes	 165	 36.1	 119	 36.4	 46	 35.4	

No	 289	 63.2	 206	 63	 83	 63.8	
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Relatives	in	

Taiwan	

Yes	 26	 5.7	 20	 6.1	 6	 4.6	

No	 429	 93.9	 306	 93.6	 123	 94.6	

Remittances	
Yes	 450	 98.5	 322	 98.5	 128	 98.5	

No	 6	 1.3	 5	 1.5	 1	 0.8	

Remittances	 as	

%	of	salary	

below	10%	 55	 12	 43	 13.1	 12	 9.2	

10-25%	 136	 29.8	 97	 29.7	 39	 30	

25-50%	 133	 29.1	 95	 29.1	 38	 29.2	

over	50%	 129	 28.2	 89	 27.2	 40	 30.8	

Source:	Author’s	analysis	using	data	from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

Table	 14	 provides	 more	 details	 of	 their	 work	 experience	 both	 in	 their	 home	

country	 and	 in	 the	 host	 country.	 Regarding	 the	 career	 path,	 most	 (65.9%)	 of	 the	

interviewees	were	working	 in	 Taiwan	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 and	 the	 average	 seniority	

was	 2.89	 years.	 Furthermore,	work	 experience	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	was	

not	necessary;	only	 just	over	half	 (51%)	of	 the	workers	had	been	employed	 in	 the	

semiconductor	 industry	 in	 their	home	country,	and	most	 (71.3%)	hadn't	worked	 in	

the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 Taiwan	 before.	 From	 the	 skills	 perspective,	 the	 job	

positions	 for	migrant	workers	 do	 not	 require	 specific	 skills	 and	 require	 on-the-job	

training	to	operate	a	machine	in	the	production	facility.	 	

	

Table	14,	Job-related	factors	by	location,	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu,	2019-2020	(N	=	

457)	

Job-related/Career	path	

factors	 All	 %	 Kaohsiung	 %	 Hsinchu	 %	

First	job	in	Taiwan	
Yes	 301	 65.9	 215	 65.7	 86	 66.2	

No	 143	 31.3	 104	 31.8	 39	 30	

Work	in	the	

semiconductor	industry	in	

home	country	

Yes	 233	 51	 166	 50.8	 67	 51.5	

No	 200	 43.8	 143	 43.7	 57	 43.8	

Previous	work	in	the	 Yes	 104	 22.8	 74	 22.6	 30	 23.1	
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semiconductor	industry	in	

Taiwan	
No	 326	 71.3	 231	 70.6	 95	 73.1	

Seniority	 � 	 2.89	 	� 	 2.83	� 	 3.02	 � 	

Source:	Author’s	analysis	using	data	from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

	

Table	 15	 provides	 more	 details	 of	 the	 institutional	 factors	 relevant	 for	 an	

examination	 of	 the	 impact	 on	 migrant	 workers.	 From	 the	 perspective	 of	

governmental	 regulation,	 the	 most	 important	 institutional	 factors	 are	 the	 limited	

duration	of	visas	and	the	LMIs.	For	instance,	even	though	migrant	working	visas	can	

be	extended	up	to	a	maximum	of	12	years	and	the	employment	contract	has	to	be	a	

3-year	contract,	the	average	stay	of	the	workers	in	Taiwan	was	only	4.4	years.	That	

means	 that	many	of	 the	workers	were	only	 	 their	 first	 contract	 and	most	did	not	

extend	 it.	 In	 terms	of	 LMIs,	most	 (75.3%)	got	a	 job	 through	a	private	employment	

agent.	 Another	 institutional	 factor	 is	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 firm	 governance.	 In	

order	to	support	a	fair	recruitment	campaign,	the	Responsible	Business	Alliance	(RBA)	

has	 initiated	 a	 series	 of	 labor	 regulations	 for	 its	 supplier	 firms.	 For	 instance,	 no	

recruitment	fee	for	migrant	workers.	However,	 this	study	shows	that	most	 (56.2%)	

migrant	 workers	 are	 still	 not	 familiar	 with	 the	 benefits	 resulting	 from	 	 RBA	

compliance.	

	

Table	15,	Institutional	factors	by	location,	in	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu,	2019-2020	(N	=	

457)	

Institutional	factors	 All	 %	 Kaohsiung	 %	 Hsinchu	 %	

Duration	of	stay	in	Taiwan	

(years)	 4.40	 	 4.39	 � 	 4.41	 � 	

Labor	market	

intermediary	

Private	

employment	

agent	 344	 75.3	 242	 74	 102	 78.5	

Direct	hiring	

program	 94	 20.6	 71	 21.7	 23	 17.7	

RBA	audit	
Yes	 133	 29.1	 104	 31.8	 29	 22.3	

No	 17	 3.7	 9	 2.8	 8	 6.2	
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I	don't	know	 257	 56.2	 179	 54.7	 78	 60	

Source:	Author’s	own	analysis	using	data	from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

	

5.4.3.	Logistic	regression	analysis	on	the	impact	of	LMIs	

In	the	previous	sections,	this	study	has	explored	the	role	of	LMIs	in	a	local	labor	

market	 that	 facilitates	 the	 flexibility	 and	 integration	of	 the	workforce	across	 firms'	

boundaries.	And	in	this	section,	the	study	will	focus	on	identifying	how	LMIs	mediate	

the	migration	process,	especially	the	trajectories	of	career	paths.	In	doing	so,	logistic	

regression	is	used	to	examine	the	impact	of	LMIs	on	migrant	workers	and	to	assess	

the	nature	of	their	labor	market	and	the	extent	to	which	this	flexibility	of	the	market	

includes	the	movement	between	their	first	and	second	jobs.	 	

Also,	because	the	migrant	workers	in	both	Kaohsiung	and	Hsinchu	have	similar	

characteristics,	 the	 study	 considers	 these	 groups'	 career	 development	 and	 labor	

market	experiences	together.	

Based	on	the	qualitative	analysis,	the	study	makes	the	following	hypothesis:	

Migrant	workers	 not	working	 their	 first	 job	will	 be	 associated	with	 higher	 income	

when	directly	hired	by	firms	compared	with	those	hired	through	a	broker.	 In	other	

words,	 the	central	argument	of	 the	 statistical	data	 is	 that	 “Migrant	workers	not	 in	

their	 first	 job	 will	 be	 associated	 with	 lower	 income	when	 hired	 through	 a	 broker	

compared	to	those	directly	hired	by	firms.”	

As	 Table	 16	 shows,	 the	 interaction	 factor	 is	 significant	 (B=1.322;	 Sig=0.049).	

Those	 who	 were	 employed	 in	 their	 second	 job	 in	 Taiwan	 through	 a	 direct	 hiring	

program	are	more	likely	to	have	better	income	than	those	who	found	work	through	

a	private	employment	agent	in	their	second	job.	

	

Table	16,	Binary	logistic	regression	for	labor	market	intermediaries	with	interaction	

between	first	job	and	private	employment,	among	migrant	workers,	Taiwan,	

2019-2020	(N	=	457)	

Independent	variables	 B	 SE	 Sig.	 Exp(B)	

Individual-level	factors	 	 	 	 	
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Gender_	male	 19.837	 17592.580	 0.999	 412212261	

Age	 -.045	 .040	 0.266	 0.956	

Education_Level	0,1,2	 0.415	 0.393	 0.291	 1.514	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 _Level	3,4	 -0.202	 0.379	 0.594	 0.817	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 _Level	5	 -0.403	 0.308	 0.191	 0.668	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 _Level	6	 	 	 0.231	 	

Marital	status_	married	 -0.396	 0.359	 0.270	 0.673	

Child_	yes	 0.563	 0.332	 0.090	 1.756	

Relatives	in	Taiwan_yes	 1.200	 0.673	 0.074	 3.321	

Remittances_	do	you	send	money	

home_yes	

-2.77	 1.482	 0.852	 0.758	

Percentage	of	salary	as	remittances_	

over	50%	

	 	 0.050	 	

_	below	10%	 -0.614	 0.430	 0.153	 0.541	

_	10-25%	 0.467	 0.319	 0.143	 1.595	

_	25-50%	 0.435	 0.329	 0.186	 1.545	

Job-related/Career	path	factors	 	 	 	 	

First	job_	yes	 0.659	 0.380	 0.083	 1.932	

Work	in	semiconductor	industry	in	

home	country_yes	

-0.045	 0.260	 0.861	 0.956	

Previous	work	in	semiconductor	

industry	in	Taiwan_yes	

0.613	 0.383	 0.110	 1.846	

Seniority	 0.023	 0.076	 0.759	 1.024	

Location	of	workplace_kaohsiung	 -0.312	 0.284	 0.273	 0.732	

Institutional	factors	 	 	 	 	

Duration	of	stay	in	Taiwan	 -0.002	 0.057	 0.972	 0.998	

Labor	market	

intermediaries_government	direct	

hiring	program	

0.897	 0.560	 0.109	 2.453	

Interactions	 	 	 	 	

No	broker	X	Second	job	 1.322	 0.673	 0.049*	 3.752	
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Cox&Snell	R	Square=0.091	;	Nagelkerke	R	Square=0.129	

*p	<	0.05;	**p	<	0.01;	***p	<	0.001.	

Source:	Author’s	own	analysis	using	data	from	survey	in	Taiwan,	2019-2020.	

	

Moreover,	as	Figure	8	shows,	comparing	career	paths	with	private	employment	

agents	and	government	direct	hiring	programs	has	a	 significant	positive	 impact	on	

the	divergence	of	migrant	workers'	career	paths.	For	instance,	migrant	workers	who	

are	employed	through	private	employment	agents	in	their	second	job	in	Taiwan	are	

more	 likely	 to	 have	 a	 lower	 income	 than	 those	 in	 a	 second	 job	 who	 found	 work	

through	 a	 government	 direct	 hiring	 program.	 Along	 the	 same	 lines,	 there	 was	 no	

significant	 difference	 between	 migrant	 workers	 with	 a	 first	 job	 through	 private	

employment	agents	or	through	direct-hiring	programs.	

	

	

Group	A	

First	job	*	private	employment	agents	

Group	B	

Second	job	*	private	employment	agents	

B=-0.659	

P-value=0.083	

Group	C	

First	job	*	government	direct	hiring	program	

P-value=0.241	

• Wage	probability	is	not	significantly	

different	than	in	Group	A	

Group	D	

Second	job	*	government	direct	hiring	

program	

B=1.322	

P-value=0.049	

	

Figure	8,	Interaction	effect	of	private	LMI	and	job	changes	on	migrant	workers’	

income.	Group	Comparison:	D>C=A>B	

5.5.	Discussion	

As	mentioned	 in	 the	 literature	 review,	 LMIs	 play	 a	 controversial	 role	 in	 the	 global	

economy.	On	the	one	hand,	they	help	to	integrate	the	migrant	workforce	into	GPNs	

(Benner,	2003,	Benner,	2008).	On	the	other	hand,	they	might	lead	to	a	deterioration	
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of	working	conditions	 in	the	transnational	 labor	chain	(Barrientos,	2013).	However,	

in	 the	existing	 literature,	no	data	was	 found	on	 the	association	between	LMIs	and	

different	 stages	 of	 a	 migrant	 worker’s	 career,	 such	 as	 their	 first	 and	 second	 job.	

Therefore,	 the	 initial	objective	of	 this	study	was	 to	 identify	 the	 interlinked	relation	

between	 LMIs,	 lead	 firms	 and	 local	 firms	 in	GPNs.	 And	 thus,	 the	 study	 provides	 a	

better	understanding	of	 the	 role	of	 the	 LMIs.	 The	 second	aim	 in	 this	 study	was	 to	

measure	the	impact	of	LMIs	using	data	from	the	survey	of	migrant	workers.	

	 The	results	of	this	study	show	that	LMIs	play	an	active	role	in	coordinating	with	

firms	and	national	 institutional	 regulations	and	mediating	 the	migration	process	of	

migrant	workers.	Furthermore,	in	order	to	meet	commercial	demands,	such	as	lean	

production	 and	 flexibility	 in	 the	GPNs,	 the	 integration	of	migrant	workers	 through	

LMIs	becomes	an	important	human	resource	strategy.	

	 Another	important	finding	was	that	LMIs	have	no	significant	impact	on	migrant	

workers’	 first-job.	 However,	 private	 agents	 negatively	 impact	 migrant	 workers'	

second	 jobs	 in	Taiwan.	Therefore,	 it	 is	very	 important	to	note	that	the	survey	data	

shows	that	LMIs	cause	a	divergence	of	migrant	workers’	career	paths.	

	 Previous	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 LMIs	 cause	 a	 deterioration	 in	 the	 working	

conditions	 of	 migrant	 workers	 (Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	 2017,	 Barrientos,	 2013).	

However,	drawing	upon	the	view	of	time	geography,	Axelsson	et	al.	(2017)	showed	

that	the	migrant	workers	can	be	seen	as	active	agents	whose	long-term	and	strategic	

decisions	 can	 contribute	not	only	 to	 restricting	 their	daily	 activity	path	but	 also	 to	

maintaining	the	flexible	workforce	demanded	by	the	global	service	economy.	In	this	

study,	the	observed	differences	between	workers	who	found	their	first	job	through	

the	 government’s	 direct	 hiring	 program	 and	 those	 who	 found	 it	 through	 private	

agents	were	not	statistically	significant	 in	 terms	of	 impact	on	the	migrant	workers’	

second	job	in	Taiwan.	

	 More	 empirical	 research	 has	 provided	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 LMIs	 in	

different	industries	and	sectors	in	different	countries	(Barrientos,	2013,	Jordhus-Lier	

et	al.,	2019,	McGrath,	2013,	Seo	and	Skelton,	2017,	Vinodrai,	2015).	The	 finding	 is	

consistent	with	 that	of	Coe	and	 Jordhus-Lier	 (2011),	who	emphasize	 that	 the	 LMIs	

constrained	the	workers’	agency.	Furthermore,	the	results	broadly	support	the	work	

of	 other	 studies	 in	 this	 area	 linking	 economic	 and	 social	 upgrading	 in	 the	 GPNs	

through	 standardization	 of	 the	 low-	 and	 medium-skilled	 workforce	 by	
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intermediaries.	

	 Furthermore,	 by	 means	 of	 logistic	 regression	 analysis,	 the	 study	 has	

demonstrated	 that	private	agents	or	brokers	 lead	 to	worse	working	 conditions	 for	

migrant	workers	when	working	 in	 their	 second	 job	 in	 Taiwan.	 This	 finding	may	be	

explained	by	the	change	in	workers’	career	paths	and	the	role	of	LMIs.	For	instance,	

the	study	 identifies	 LMIs	as	an	 interaction	 factor	and	supports	 the	hypothesis	 that	

LMIs	 have	 a	 statistically	 significant	 negative	 impact	 on	 workers'	 second	 jobs.	 For	

instance,	 even	 though	 brokers	 mediate	 and	 facilitate	 the	 migrant	 workforce	 and	

meet	the	demand	for	flexibility	in	the	local	labor	market,	the	brokers	do	not	actively	

negotiate	better	working	conditions	for	migrant	workers.	Therefore,	private	agents	

can	 be	 seen	 as	 the	 primary	 factor	 causing	 the	 divergence	 of	 career	 paths,	 which	

leads	to	the	social	downgrading	of	individual	workers.		

One	of	the	issues	that	emerges	from	these	findings	relates	specifically	to	social	

upgrading	 and	 economic	 upgrading.	 These	 findings	 may	 help	 us	 understand	 the	

interlinked	 relationship	between	 LMIs	 and	 firms	 in	GPNs	 and	 they	have	 important	

implications	for	developing	the	mediation	process	pattern.	

	 The	results	presented	in	this	study	are	significant	in	at	least	two	ways.	

Firstly,	LMIs	play	an	important	role	in	GPNs	because	they	mediate	the	value	of	

labor	 between	 employers	 and	 employees	 and	 integrate	 the	migrant	 workforce	 in	

GPNs	in	order	to	reach	functional	integration	and	numerical	flexibility.	

Secondly,	LMIs	play	another	role	in	the	restructuring	of	the	labor	market,	such	

as	social	construction	and	standardization	of	the	workforce.	

	

5.6.	Conclusion	and	limitations	

This	study	demonstrated	the	role	of	LMIs	in	GPNs	and	discussed	the	interlinked	

relationship	 between	 LMIs,	 firms	 and	 national	 regulatory	 institutions	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry.	The	study's	second	aim	was	to	investigate	the	effect	of	LMIs	

in	 the	 local	 labor	 market.	 Therefore,	 the	 survey	 was	 designed	 to	 determine	 the	

impact	of	LMIs	on	individual	workers.	

The	study	has	 revealed	 two	aspects	of	 the	 role	of	 LMIs	 in	GPNs	and	 the	 local	

labor	market.	Firstly,	 in	order	to	respond	to	the	demand	for	labor,	characterized	as	
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fluctuating,	 low-skilled	 and	 mid-skilled	 workforce,	 LMIs	 play	 an	 active	 role	 in	 the	

mediation	and	cooperation	between	migrant	 labor	and	firms.	 In	other	words,	LMIs	

enable	firms	to	integrate	migrant	labor	in	the	local	labor	market	and	facilitate	firms'	

workforce	in	GPNs	by	assisting	with	functional	integration	and	numerical	flexibility.	

Secondly,	 looking	 at	 the	 aspect	 of	 the	 restructuring	 of	 the	 labor	market,	 the	

construction	of	 the	 labor	market	was	affected	by	 LMIs	 through	 the	mediation	and	

standardization	of	the	workforce.	Furthermore,	the	study	identifies	private	agents	as	

an	 important	 factor	 in	migrant	workers'	 career	 paths	 divergence.	 Significantly,	 the	

study	 represents	 an	 attempt	 at	 quantitatively	 answering	 questions	 about	 the	

characteristics	and	career	paths	in	the	migration	process	of	Filipino	workers.	

The	 theoretical	 implications	 of	 these	 findings	 are	 that	 one	 now	 has	 a	 better	

understanding	of	LMIs’	 role	 in	GPNs	 in	 the	 field	of	economic	and	 labor	geography.	

Furthermore,	 the	 empirical	 implications	of	 these	 findings	 are	 that	 LMIs	 have	been	

identified	as	an	 interaction	 factor,	by	 showing	 that	 LMIs	 lead	 to	 the	divergence	of	

migrant	 workers'	 career	 paths.	 Therefore,	 these	 results	 can	 be	 an	 important	

indicator	 in	migration	literature.	 It	 is	evident	that	the	government’s	hiring	program	

should	provide	more	opportunities	for	those	seeking	their	second	job.	

The	 study	 mainly	 focuses	 on	 the	 relationship	 between	 LMIs	 and	 firms	 and	

demonstrates	inter-firm	relationships	in	terms	of	the	labor	dimension.	However,	the	

study	 lacks	 a	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 the	 capital	 dimension,	 for	 instance,	 the	

subsidiary	 strategies	 of	multinational	 corporations.	 Future	 research	 should	 include	

more	 studies	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 capital	 dimension.	 Also,	 the	 study	 gives	

little	 insight	 into	 the	 labor	 supply	 situation	 in	 the	migrants’	 home	 country,	 which	

remains	a	priority	for	future	research.	
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Chapter	6	Conclusion	

Abstract	

This	 dissertation	 aimed	 to	 illustrate	MLR	 and	 the	 governance	 of	 labor	 in	 the	

semiconductor	 industry	 in	Taiwan	and	to	explain	the	migrant	pattern	using	various	

factors,	 including	demographic	 factors,	 job-related	 factors	and	 institutional	 factors.	

For	 that	 purpose,	 a	 conceptual	 framework	 was	 developed	 in	 chapter	 3,	 and	 the	

results	of	a	theory-based	analysis	were	presented	in	chapters	4	and	5.	

The	major	findings	of	the	empirical	chapters	will	be	summarized	in	brief	before	they	

are	discussed	in	the	next	section	with	respect	to	the	overall	conceptual	framework	

on	MLR,	LMIs	and	social	upgrading	in	the	global	economy.	Finally,	policy	implications	

and	 implications	 for	 further	 research	with	 respect	 to	 content	 and	method	will	 be	

addressed.	

6.1	Summary	of	the	findings	

The	 global	 economy	 is	 constantly	 confronted	with	 unforeseeable	 disruptions	 ,	 for	

example,	 the	 2008	 financial	 crisis	 and	 the	 2020	 Covid-19	 pandemic.	 As	 Stiglitz11	

(2022)	 emphasized,	 the	 crisis	 reinforced	 our	 understanding	 of	 economic	 fragility,	

reprising	one	of	the	lessons	of	the	global	financial	crisis,	when	the	bankruptcy	of	just	

one	firm,	Lehman	Brothers,	triggered	the	near-collapse	of	the	entire	global	financial	

system.	 Furthermore,	 he	 called	 for	 more	 attention	 to	 the	 impact	 of	 economic	

globalization	as	 this	may	 create	a	 systematic	 risk	due	 to	 a	 lack	of	 resilience	 in	 the	

supply	 chain.	 In	 addition,	 sociologists	 who	 study	 a	 global	 perspective	 doubt	 the	

agency	of	the	individual,	showing	that	the	impact	of	globalization	on	workers	may	be	

the	production	world	of	Fordism,	where	factories	are	centrally	organized	and	rigidly	

bounded,	and	hysterically	concerned	with	impenetrable	boundaries	(Bauman,	2013).	

For	example,	 research	on	 the	 individual	agency	of	 life	 in	a	global	 city	 showed	 that	

when	street	vendors	as	 individuals	were	 incorporated	 into	the	work-life	 in	a	global	

																																																								
11www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/russia-war-covid-global-shocks-reve

al-bankruptcy-of-neoliberalism-by-joseph-e-stiglitz-2022-04?barrier=accesspayl

og	
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city,	they	lost	control	of	their	time,	and	rhythm-making	became	a	survival	strategy	in	

city	 life	 (Tran	and	Yip,	2020).	This	case	study	offers	 insight	 into	workers’	agency	 in	

GPNs	to	understand	the	risks	of	GPNs	and	the	potential	resilience	of	workers	in	the	

supply	chain	in	the	long-term.	

As	mentioned	 in	Chapter	3,	 the	conceptualization	of	the	migrant	 labor	regime	

illustrates	how	three	actors	constrain	the	agency	of	migrants.	For	example,	the	state	

restricts	their	legal	status	and	thus	has	an	impact	on	the	mobility	bargaining	power;	

the	 firm	 shapes	 the	 employment	 relationship	 via	 the	 GPN	 mechanism;	 the	 LMI	

mediates	the	cross-border	labor	market.	The	results	provide	important	insights	that	

improve	 the	 understanding	 of	 how	 migrant	 workers	 are	 constrained	 in	 a	 specific	

labor	regime.	

								 As	mentioned	 in	Chapter	4,	 the	study	explores	 the	migration	process	 through	

survey	 data	 on	 individual	 migrants.	 For	 example,	 motivation	 to	 work	 abroad	 and	

workforce	 development	 by	 comparing	 two	 periods,	 namely	 a	 pre-migration	

employment	 comparison	 and	 another	 comparing	 a	 post-migration	 change.	

Furthermore,	 the	 study	 makes	 a	 scientific	 contribution	 by	 expanding	 the	

understanding	 of	 social	 upgrading	 by	 examining	 the	 migrant	 workers’	 social	

upgrading	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry	 in	 terms	of	 different	domains	of	working	

conditions,	 including	 job	 quality	 and	 job	 security	 and	 skills.	 It	 provides	 important	

insights	 into	 the	 new	 understanding	 of	 the	 social	 upgrading	 of	 migrants	 in	 the	

context	of	the	transnational	migration	background.	

								 As	 mentioned	 in	 Chapter	 5,	 the	 study	 identifies	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	 the	

cross-border	labor	market,	with	the	focus	being	on	the	mediation	process	between	

firms	 and	 LMIs.	 For	 example,	 LMIs	 match	 employers	 and	 employees	 through	

functional	and	numerical	integration.	Moreover,	this	chapter	examines	the	impact	of	

LMIs	on	workers	using	quantitative	data	and	shows	that	private	employment	agents	

have	a	negative	impact	on	Filipino	workers’	second	or	subsequent	jobs	in	Taiwan.	It	

provides	important	insights	which	advance	the	understanding	of	migration	in	GPNs,	

especially	 by	 showing	 that	 although	 labor	 can	 choose	where	 to	work	 abroad,	 the	

options	are	limited	and	the	working	conditions	do	not	always	improve	because	the	

employment	relationships	are	mediated	by	third	party	agents-LMIs.	

Moreover,	 this	 thesis	 has	 advanced	 three	 main	 arguments	 through	 the	

inspiration	 of	 scholars	 from	 economic	 geography	 as	 well	 as	 social	 and	 labor	
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geography:	

Firstly,	with	 regard	 to	 the	agency	 of	 migrants,	 the	 concept	 of	 human	 agency	

was	originally	 proposed	 to	 understand	human	 life's	 dualism-	 structure	 and	 agency	

(Giddens,	 1984).	 In	other	words,	 scholars	 in	 labor	 geography	 regard	 the	agency	of	

workers	 including	 their	 coping	and	 resistance	 strategy	 in	 the	workplace	and	home	

space	as	two	sides	of	the	same	coin,	for	example,	the	workers	exercising	resistance	

to	 cope	 with	 economic	 structural	 downturns	 (Mullings,	 1999).	 Moreover,	 three	

forms	of	agency	 in	 the	work	 life,	 (reworking,	 resistance	and	resilience)	are	seen	as	

strategies	 for	 workers'	 agency	 (Katz,	 2004).	 As	 proposed	 by	 Coe	 and	 Jordhus-Lier	

(2011),	'constrained	agency’	emphasizes	structural	power	(LMIs,	firms	and	the	state)	

that	affects	worker	agency	in	the	global	economy	and	is	interconnected	with	various	

forms	of	capital	and	uneven	employment	conditions	(Coe	and	Jordhus-Lier,	2011).	

In	chapter	3,	the	study	illustrates	the	agency	of	migrant	workers	by	deploying	a	

multi-scalar	 framework	 to	 explore	 how	 the	 organizational	 configuration	 of	 firms'	

production	 networks	 in	 Taiwan	 puts	 pressure	 on	 migrant	 workers'	 employment	

relationships	within	the	production	system.	Furthermore,	this	chapter	addresses	the	

mobility	bargaining	power	to	better	understand	migrants’	agency.	

In	 chapter	 4,	 the	 study	 illustrates	 the	 motivation	 for	 migration	 and	 skills	

development.	 Furthermore,	 the	 study	 examines	 different	 aspects	 of	 the	 social	

upgrading	of	migrant	workers	by	means	of	logistic	regression	models	and	identifies	

the	 factors	 that	 improve	 their	 satisfaction	 with	 working	 conditions.	 The	 empirical	

data	 showed	 that	 one	 aspect	 of	 labor	 agency	 is	 the	 varied	 ability	 of	 workers	 to	

protect	and	 improve	their	working	conditions	 (labor	regime	and	global	production,	

page	319).	 	

In	chapter	5,	the	study	examines	LMIs'	impact	on	the	workers'	career	path	and	

labor	market	by	facilitating	and	mediating	the	migration	process.	Moreover,	it	shows	

private	 employment	 agents	 have	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 workers'	 second	 jobs	 in	

Taiwan.	

	

Secondly,	with	regard	to	the	labor	 regime,	in	line	with	Jonas	(1996)	framing	of	

labor	 regimes	 within	 different	 spaces	 and	 scales,	 this	 study	 emphasized	 the	

importance	 of	 labor	 control	 in	 the	workplace	 underpinning	 GPN.	Moreover,	 labor	

control,	 including	 exploitation	 and	 disciplining,	 is	 the	 consequence	 of	 uneven	
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development	 of	 the	 labor	 process	 (Baglioni,	 2018).	 For	 example,	 the	 'creation	 of	

difference'	 in	 terms	 of	 social	 relations,	 including	 class,	 race,	 and	 gender,	 entails	

forms	of	exploitation	which	affect	 	 stability	within	the	labor	regime	(Baglioni	et	al.,	

2022).	 Furthermore,	 scholars	 address	 the	 importance	 of	 labor	 control	 for	migrant	

workers	 in	 LLCR	 (Baglioni,	 2018,	 Strauss	 and	 McGrath,	 2017,	 Kelly,	 2002),	

emphasizing	the	role	of	the	state	in	shaping	the	migrants’	legal	status.	In	conclusion,	

this	 study	 uses	 a	 labor	 regime	 analysis	 to	 indicate	 some	 key	 actors	 that	 might	

provide	a	contribution	to	the	broader	understanding	of	the	migrant	labor	regime.	 	

In	chapter	3,	the	study	uses	an	institutional	perspective	to	show	how	different	

actors	 shape	 the	 migrant	 labor	 regime.	 For	 example,	 the	 state	 sets	 the	 national	

regulations	 on	 migrants’	 legal	 status	 to	 restrict	 labor	 power;	 the	 firm	 shapes	 the	

regime	 through	 just-in-time	production	 and	 zero-inventory	management;	 the	 LMIs	

mediate	 the	 employment	 relationship	 in	 the	 cross-border	 labor	 market	 and	

construct	 the	 social	 bias	 and	 devaluation	 of	 migrant	 labor	 and	 contribute	 to	 the	

stability	 of	 MLR.	 It	 showed	 the	 importance	 of	 migrant	 ideology	 and	 social	

construction	discourse	as	a	foundation	for	the	labor	regime.	

In	 chapter	 5,	 the	 study	 contributes	 to	 the	 literature	 on	 the	 labor	 regime	 by	

examining	the	role	and	impact	of	labor	market	intermediaries	(LMIs),	using	empirical	

data	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 mediation	 process	 used	 to	 expand	 the	 networks	 in	 the	

global	 labor	market	within	 the	migrant	 labor	 regime.	 Although	many	 studies	 have	

suggested	 that	 LMIs	 mediate	 employment	 relationships	 between	 employers	 and	

employees	 in	 the	migration	 process	 to	 facilitate	 a	 flexible	 labor	market,	 the	 study	

examines	 the	 mediation	 process	 and	 the	 impact	 of	 LMIs	 on	 migrant	 workers	 to	

understand	how	LMIs	facilitate	migration.	

	

With	 regard	 to	 labor	 governance	 in	 GPN,	 Coe	 and	 Yeung	 (2019)	 distinguish	

between	two	aspects	of	labor	in	GPN.	On	the	one	hand,	labor	as	a	GPN	actor,	seeing	

labor	as	an	active	role	in	shaping	GPNs.	For	example,	there	are	studies	which	focus	

on	 the	 new	 modes	 of	 labor	 organization	 and	 their	 effectiveness	 in	 representing	

workers’	agency	across	transnational	production	labor	system	(Coe	and	Yeung,	2019).	

The	focus	of	these	studies	includes	unorganized	community-based	labor	in	the	fruit	

sector	 in	South	Africa	(Alford	and	Phillips,	2018)	or	the	exercise	of	potential	power	

by	the	fragmented	factory	workforce	in	the	palm	oil	production	network	in	Malaysia	
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reacting	 to	different	 forms	of	precarity	 in	pursuit	of	 their	own	spatial	 strategies	of	

social	 reproduction	 (Pye,	2017).	On	 the	other	hand,	 labor	 can	be	 seen	as	having	a	

passive	role	when	engaging	in	the	GPNs.	For	example,	the	notion	of	social	upgrading	

has	 been	 a	 central	 research	 topic	 in	 the	 studies	 of	 the	 impacts	 of	 GPN	 (Coe	 and	

Yeung,	 2019).	 And	 various	 empirical	 studies	 explore	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 social	

upgrading	is	related	to	specific	forms	of	economic	upgrading	(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011)	

in	 terms	 of	 measurable	 standards	 including	 wages	 and	 working	 conditions	 and	

enabling	rights	including	that	of	collective	bargaining	power	(Barrientos	et	al.,	2011).	

In	 chapter	 3,	 the	 study	 provides	 the	 conceptualization	 of	 MLR	 to	 better	

understand	 the	 interplay	 of	 the	 state,	 firm	 and	 LMIs	 in	 the	 multi-scalar	 regime.	

Empirically,	 the	 study	 showed	 how	 the	 just-in-time	 production	 for	 global	

semiconductor	 markets	 places	 delivery	 pressure	 on	 workers	 in	 Taiwan.	 Also,	 it	

explores	 how	 the	 organizational	 structures	 and	 competitive	 conditions	 within	 this	

production	 network	 serve	 to	 shape	 workers'	 working	 conditions	 and	 their	

positionality	in	the	GPN.	

The	 central	 part	 of	 chapter	 4	 is	 the	 element	 of	 social	 upgrading	 in	 order	 to	

measure	 the	 migrants’	 satisfaction	 with	 their	 working	 conditions.	 Moreover,	 the	

study	examines	the	 impact	of	structural	 factors	on	workers	with	different	facets	of	

social	upgrading	as	dependent	variables	and	further	identifying	indicators	for	social	

upgrading	in	the	regression	model.	

In	 chapter	 5,	 the	 study	 establishes	 that	 inter-firm	 relations	 in	 the	 GPN	 help	

improve	 the	 labor	 standards	 in	 lead	 firms,	 small	 firms,	 and	 private	 employment	

agencies.	 For	 instance,	 lead	 firms	 require	 functional	 integration	 and	 numerical	

workforce	flexibility	to	meet	global	demand.	Only	private	employment	agents	enable	

firms	 to	 meet	 the	 requirements	 associated	 with	 the	 fluctuation	 in	 production.	

Furthermore,	although	small	 firms	cannot	meet	 international	 labor	standards,	 they	

share	 their	 knowledge	 on	 human	 resource	management	 through	 interaction	 with	

private	 employment	 agents.	 Thus,	 private	 employment	 agents	 are	 essential	 to	 the	

diffusion	of	a	labor	standard.	

	

6.2	Implications:	scientific	and	policy	

The	 results	 of	 this	 research	 have	 significant	 implications	 for	 understanding	 the	
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reasons	 behind	 the	 constrained	 agency	 of	 migrant	 workers	 and	 how	 they	 are	

constituted	by	different	actors.	They	also	provide	insights	into	the	mediating	process	

of	migration	in	the	cross	border	labor	market.	

In	chapter	3,	the	study	works	towards	developing	a	framework	that	integrates	

the	 different	 actors	 in	 the	 migrant	 labor	 regime	 from	 a	 multi-scalar	 perspective.	

Furthermore,	 in	 chapter	 5,	 the	 study	 illustrates	 the	 role	 of	 LMIs	 in	 the	mediation	

process	in	the	cross-border	labor	market.	In	chapter	4,	the	study	offers	a	theoretical	

framework	 of	 social	 upgrading	 in	GVC,	which	 has	 important	 implications	 for	 labor	

governance.	The	identification	of	a	wide	range	of	actors	across	GVC/GPN,	including	

lead	firms,	local	suppliers,	medium-size	firms	and	non-firm	actors,	such	as	the	state	

and	 LMIs	 are	 relevant	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 synergic	 governance	 patterns	 and	

market	dynamics	in	GVC/GPN	with	regard	to	working	conditions.	

The	 study	 makes	 an	 empirical	 contribution	 to	 knowledge	 on	 the	 migration	

experience	and	trajectories	of	social	upgrading	by	looking	at	two	phases	in	terms	of	

workers’	satisfaction	with	job	quality	and	security:	a	comparison	with	pre-migration	

employment	as	well	as	a	comparison	in	the	context	of	a	post-migration	job	change.	

It	is	suggested	that	the	expanding	framework	should	be	applied	in	the	field	of	labor	

standardization	at	firm	level	and	fair	recruitment	practices	at	the	transnational	level.	

With	 regard	 to	 recent	 industrial	 policy,	 the	 EU	 and	US	 passed	 the	 chip	 act12	

aiming	 to	 solve	 the	 systematic	 risk	 in	 the	 semiconductor	 industry.	 The	 new	

organizational	 configuration	 provided	 a	 reminder	 that	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 further	

scrutinize	labor	agency	in	the	GPNs.	This	dissertation	takes	the	case	study	of	Taiwan	

as	 an	 example	 by	 shedding	 light	 on	 the	 constrained	 agency	 of	 IT	 workers	 in	 the	

semiconductor	industry	and	further	elaborates	on	how	different	actors	are	involved	

in	the	production	networks	and	how	they	shape	the	organizational	configuration	and	

constrained	workers’	agency.	

	

	

																																																								

12	

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/27/us/politics/senate-chips-china.html	

[19.Sep.2022]	
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6.3	Recommendation	for	future	research	of	migration	and	globalization	

Regarding	 migration	 studies,	 in	 the	 past	 few	 decades,	 the	 reduction	 of	 the	

constraints	of	time	and	space	has	decreased	the	cost	of	migration.	As	a	result,	more	

and	 more	 people	 choose	 to	 work	 abroad.	 The	 new	 wave	 of	 international	 labor	

mobility	 is	 no	 longer	 observed	 at	 a	 single	 spatial	 scale,	 but	 instead	 as	 part	 of	 a	

multi-scalar,	 networked	 labor	 market.	 Also,	 the	 latest	 economic	 crisis	 and	

governance	gaps	 in	 global	 production	networks	put	migrant	workers	 at	 the	 risk	of	

exploitation.	 Therefore,	 the	 governance	 of	 the	 global	 low-end	 labor	 market	 is	

particularly	 important.	 Research	 focuses	 on	 informal	 institutions	 and	 agile	

organization	 and	 regards	 labor	 mobility	 as	 a	 source	 of	 organizational	 and	 labor	

competitiveness,	helping	to	understand	the	dynamic	of	the	global	labor	market.	

Regarding	 globalization	 and	 production	 studies,	 since	 electronics	 products	

spread	globally	and	the	industry	has	a	global	impact,	we	need	a	spatial	perspective	

to	 understand	 the	 governance	 of	 local-global	 labor	 regimes	 and	 future	 research	

should	 pay	more	 attention	 to	 this	 global	 issue.	 Furthermore,	 the	 issue	 of	 labor	 of	

GPNs	 is	 intriguing,	 which	 could	 be	 usefully	 explored	 in	 the	 future.	 However,	

production	 and	 reproduction	 are	 both	 important	 to	 better	 understand	 the	

challenging	 situation	 of	 workers	 working	 in	 global	 production.	 In	 other	 words,	

further	 research	should	be	 focused	on	gender	dimension.	For	example,	 the	 role	of	

women	 should	 be	 taken	 into	 consideration.	 What's	 the	 role	 of	 women	 in	 their	

decision-making	process?	 I	 regret	 that	my	study	did	not	pay	sufficient	attention	 to	

the	 role	 played	by	women	 in	 Taiwan	 and	 the	Philippines	 in	 helping	 firms	 to	make	

flexible	production.	These	jobs	were	done	mainly	by	Taiwanese	women	decades	ago	

and	now	by	Filipino	women.	I	wondered	and	failed	to	ask	about	the	significance	of	

these	 female	 roles	 in	 contributing	 to	 the	 resilience	 of	 the	 electronics	 and	

semiconductor	industry.	
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Appendix	A.	

Interview	guideline	

	

Firm	

1.	The	background	motivation	of	the	firms	for	migrant	workers	

1.1	In	the	short	term,	in	addition	to	reducing	costs	and	shift	considerations,	what	is	

the	contribution	of	migrant	workers	to	the	firms?	

1.2	In	the	long	term,	what	kind	of	working	skills	of	migrant	workers	meet	the	needs	

of	the	company?	And	what	kind	of	role	do	they	play	in	the	firm's	global	competitive	

consideration?	

2.	The	firm's	demand	for	production	flexibility	

2.1	What	 is	 the	 firm's	need	 for	production	 flexibility?	For	example,	 time	 flexibility,	

quantity	elasticity,	functional	flexibility,	salary	elasticity...etc	

2.2	Which	Human	Resource	strategies	respond	to	the	need	for	production	flexibility?	

For	example:	the	configuration	of	the	production	unit...etc.	

3.	The	impact	of	migrant	workers	on	competitiveness	

3.1	 How	 to	 determine	 the	 type	 and	 quantity	 of	 work	 of	 external	 manpower	

(comparison:	Taiwanese	and	foreigners)?	

3.2	 How	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 acquisition	 of	 human	 resources	 is	 in	 line	 with	 the	

occupational	demand?	Such	as	skill	certification	

4.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 the	 attention	 of	 neighboring	 countries	 to	 the	 semiconductor	

industry,	and	the	magnetic	effect	of	the	technical	manpower,	what	strategies	does	

the	firms	have	to	attract	migrant	workers	to	work	in	Taiwan?	For	example:	contract	

type,	training	mechanism,	and	salary.	

5.	How	do	you	 interact	with	 the	government?	For	example:	National	Development	

Council,	 Ministry	 of	 Economic	 Affairs,	 Ministry	 of	 Labor,	 Industry	 Association,	

Philippine	Office	in	Taiwan.	

6.	The	cooperation	process	of	the	multinational	employment	agency	service:	How	to	

communicate	with	the	employment	agency	about	the	labor	characteristics	needed?	

For	example:	quantity,	education,	and	technical	license.	

7.	The	company's	long-term	plan	for	migrant	workers	
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7.1	Under	the	influence	of	the	China-US	trade	war,	what	human	resource	strategy	is	

in	 response	 to	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 reconfiguration	 of	 the	 international	 production	

chain?	

7.2	 In	 response	 to	 the	 “local	 production”	 trend	 required	 by	 Industry	 4.0,	 how	will	

Taiwan's	migrant	workers	be	deployed	in	the	global	production	chain	in	the	future?	

	

	

Government	

1.Rules	and	regulations	for	Filipino	working	in	Taiwan	

2.Plans	for	the	future	

3.Mechanisms	for	skill	development	

4.Interaction	with	firms	to	assess	their	labour	needs,	figures	and	assessments	about	

the	relevance	of	migrant	labour,	etc.	

	

	

Employment	agencies	

	

1.How	can	the	employment	agencies	and	association	assist	 the	company	 in	 finding	

suitable	migrant	workers?	

2.What	is	the	impact	of	migrant	workers	on	the	competitiveness	of	firms?	

3.What	are	the	working	conditions	of	migrant	workers?	

3.1	How	long	is	the	working	contract	

3.2	Training	 	

3.3	Salary	

4.	 How	 does	 your	 organization	 interact	 with	 government	 organization	 (Taiwan	 or	

foreign)	and	ask	for	labour	demand?	

4.1	 How	 is	 the	 formal	 interaction	 with	 the	 Philippines	 organization?	 Such	 as	

certification	of	visa.	

4.2	 How	 is	 the	 informal	 interaction	 with	 the	 Philippines	 organization?	 Such	 as	

cooperation	plan	by	Taiwanese	and	Philippines.	
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5.	What	 is	 the	 importance	 of	multinational	 employment	 agency	 to	 the	 Taiwanese	

semiconductor	firms?	

6.	 How	 can	 you	 increase	 incentives	 to	 attract	 migrant	 workers	 to	 Taiwan	 for	

employment?	(Professional	skills	development,	etc...)	

7.	 What	 are	 the	 recommendations	 for	 future	 multinational	 human	 resources	

planning?	
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Appendix	B.	
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