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Abstract
Transnational migration performed by Indonesian women today is a social transformation in labor partici-
pation. This phenomenon is also encountered in the lives of women who decide to become Indonesian 
migrant workers in Hong Kong. This research aims to analyze and identify the self-actualized survival ability 
of Indonesian migrant workers in Hong Kong. In addition, this research also investigates the social capital 
practiced by Indonesian migrant workers in Hong Kong. The descriptive qualitative method was employed 
as the research method by using an interpretive approach. Data collection in this research utilized purpo-
sive sampling on nine Indonesian women migrant workers which was conducted in May 2019 and located 
in Tsim Tsa Shui, Kowloon district, Hong Kong. By applying the concept of social capital from Fukuyama, 
research results discovered that the existence of migrant workers network is established in the circle of rela-
tives and families, which becomes the formation basis of social capital. Social capital possessed by Indone-
sian migrant workers is admitted to be composed of three main elements, firstly, trust in the form of social 
security to support the continuity of existence of women as migrant workers in Hong Kong, specifically when 
facing problems. The second element is reciprocal, which is based on the economic shortages experienced 
and the common feeling and experience of being a migrant worker in Hong Kong. The last element is social 
interaction, which prioritizes practical and economic interactions by choosing the closest district to where 
they live and using social media to communicate with each other.       
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Article

INTRODUCTION
Transnational migration or population mo-
vement including cross-cultural boundaries 
is a social phenomenon that is increasingly 
being carried out. This phenomenon is also 
experienced by women in Indonesia who 
have begun to encounter shifts in attitudes 
and roles in the structure of contemporary 
society. Indonesian women, who have been 
constructed with weaknesses and underde-
velopment, are able to show their qualities 

in various ways such as entering the public 
sector or actively participating in various as-
pects, thus, this strengthens their identity as 
successful and strong women.

The involvement of women in work 
participation undergoes a transformation 
as part of economic empowerment in the 
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family. In connection with the 3End agen-
da echoed by the Ministry of Women’s Em-
powerment and Child Protection (KPPPA), 
the reality in East Java Province in general 
shows that currently, wives do not comple-
tely rely on their husbands financially and 
socially to fulfil their daily needs, however, 
they participate in meeting the family needs 
as a concern to support their family lives 
(Anggaunitakiranantika and Kodir, 2020). 
This phenomenon is also found in the lives 
of women who decide to become migrant 
workers in Hong Kong as their destination 
country.

According to data obtained from BP-
2MI (Indonesian Migrant Workers Protecti-
on Agency) up to July 2020, the professions 
performed by Indonesian women who deci-
de to become Indonesian Migrant Workers 
were: Domestic Workers amounted 21,809 
women, Caregiver or Nurse for children or 
the elderly as many as 10,647 women, and 
Operators amounted 7,386 women. Re-
ferring to these “promising” conditions of 
employment, it shows that women are more 
acceptable in the labor market in neighbo-
ring countries. Meanwhile, the destination 
countries for Indonesian migrant workers 
until 2020 are Hong Kong, Malaysia and Tai-
wan (https://bp2mi.go.id/uploads/statis-
tik/images/data_28-08-2020).

This condition confirms the occur-
rence of globalization, which is interpreted 
as a social transformation characterized by 
the intensification of social interactions oc-
curred in society and the social interactions 
that arise are heterogeneous without priori-
tizing the socio-cultural aspects, the origin 
of  Ethnic, Race, Religion, and Inter-group 
formed, and its nationality and citizenship 
(Appadurai, 2015). The current globalization 
has a major influence on several levels of hu-
man life which are primary. This condition 
also reinforces the importance of material 
life and the financial structures in society 
has a substantial position in determining 
decision making (Strange, 1989)

Related to the phenomenon of in-
ternational migration performed by Indo-
nesian migrant workers, the occurrence of 
globalization has further strengthened the 

capacity for Indonesian citizens to conti-
nue their lives and survive in the destinati-
on countries that are considered capable of 
influencing these primary levels of human 
life (Anggaunitakiranantika, 2016). Moreo-
ver, with the occurrence of globalization, 
the number of destination countries that 
the migrant workers will select will likely 
be more numerous and varied, which cer-
tainly will be adjusted to how strong the 
community’s ability to survive while in the 
destination country (Sukesi, K., & Rosalin-
da, 2017).

Meanwhile, the rationality of society 
which focuses on economic factors also inc-
reases to improve the quality of life. The cur-
rent international migration flows are diffe-
rent from the previous migration patterns in 
Indonesia, which are only local and regional 
(Mashud, 2010). International migration is 
seen as an admirable symbol of modernity 
and will give young people a valuable social 
status (Hamidi, 2017). It creates an instanti-
ated informal norm that promotes coopera-
tion between two or more individuals. The 
norms that constitute social capital can ran-
ge from a norm of reciprocity between two 
friends, defined as social capital (Fukuyama, 
2001). 

Based on preliminary studies and also 
the results of previous research, this reseach 
fills the gaps about the limitation of acade-
mic attention on social capital on Indonesi-
an Migrant workers rather than in their eco-
nomic capital, which also supported them 
to more survive in Hong Kong as destinati-
on country. It was discovered that migrants 
who were in urban areas or other countries 
would be bound to a profound cohesiveness 
and were accustomed to instilling social re-
lationships and interactions by helping each 
other (Evers & Korff, 2002). In general, Indo-
nesian migrant workers have strong social 
cohesion ties among them as their ability to 
survive as Indonesia migrant workers during 
their abroad life’s experiences. 

This is created due to the feeling of 
being in the same state, namely these wo-
men must be able to survive and comple-
te their work contracts in other countries 
(Anggaunitakiranantika, 2017). Furthermo-
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re, as a form of social capital, it is important 
for Indonesian migrant workers, who most-
ly come from villages, to strengthen them-
selves to establish migrant worker villages 
(Desbumi) that are able to issue alternative 
policies for social protection. Desbumi will 
be formed after going through an assess-
ment process and a series of discussions and 
interactions involving village officials and 
their officials, former migrant workers, fa-
milies of migrant workers, and community 
leaders. This is crucial as reinforcement for 
commitment and perceptions regarding the 
understanding of the importance of Desbu-
mi as social capital in society (Retno Wulan 
et al., 2017)in facts, is not supported by ade-
quate government protections. Due to BN-
P2TKI Crisis Center data of 2016, there are at 
least 27 thousand casesfaced by IMWs wor-
king in many countries all over the world. 
According to the research results conducted 
Wulan (2011 This is intended to maintain 
sustainability, both in terms of communica-
tion and social interaction between migrant 
workers who have left Indonesia and their 
regions of origin. In addition, another rese-
arch found that building overall community 
awareness is also needed as a stakeholder 
interest to protect the migrant workers and 
their families (Rahayu, 2018). 

In line with the above mentioned, the 
form of power or self-autonomy as women 
carried out by Indonesian migrant workers 
is by joining communities that are limited 
among themselves, namely religious com-
munity, associations of migrant workers 
who have the same origin in Indonesia, and 
social gathering community which aims to 
binding sisterhood and a sense of kinship 
(Kiranantika, 2020). Based on the prelimi-
nary study conducted, this occurs because 
the women who become migrant workers 
are still relatives or even close relatives. Ac-
cordingly, they hope that even though they 
cannot get together in Indonesia, they can 
still gather when they migrate. It still rela-
ted with the concepts of (Fukuyama, 2001) 
that not just any set of instantiated norms 
constitutes social capital; they must lead to 
cooperation in groups and therefore are re-
lated to traditional virtues like honesty, the 

keeping of commitments, reliable perfor-
mance of duties, reciprocity, and the like.

This research is conducted to analyze 
and identify women’s self-actualized survi-
val ability as migrant workers in Hong Kong. 
In addition, an analysis, which focusing on 
social capital will also be carried out to find 
out how Indonesian migrant workers sup-
port their ability to survive as the basic ca-
pital that becomes the foundation for social 
interaction in Hong Kong. 

METHODS
This research employed a descriptive quali-
tative method. Qualitative methodology is a 
research method emphasizing the thick and 
detailed aspects of understanding of a prob-
lem. This methodology aims to understand 
social phenomena, which is more seeing the 
world from what it is following the existing 
reality, and not conditioned. The type of re-
search used was phenomenology by empha-
sizing awareness as a source of knowledge. 
This is based on the awareness possessed by 
each individual that will encourage the birth 
of a social phenomenon (Poloma, 2010)

The phenomenology in this research 
was understood through the interpretivism 
owned by each individual who had expe-
rience as an Indonesian migrant worker in 
Hong Kong. By applying the theory of so-
cial capital, which is defined as values and 
norms informally owned by individuals in 
social groups, it is potential to have coope-
ration between one another (Fukuyama, 
2002). 

Conducting qualitative-based rese-
arch requires appropriate data collection. 
Accordingly, data collection in this research 
employed a purposive sampling technique 
which was carried out on workers who had 
employment contracts in Hong Kong for 
more than three years. Moreover, since the 
gender of Indonesian migrant workers wor-
king in Hong Kong were mostly women, the 
subjects in this research were women. The 
subjects in this research focused on nine 
Indonesian women migrant workers who 
had different experiences and communi-
ties while in Hong Kong. In addition, to add 
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data diversity and variation in research re-
sults, research subjects who worked in dif-
ferent areas or districts in Hong Kong were 
selected.  

This research was conducted in May 
2019, in the time when the migrant wor-
kers performed their activities outside their 
employer’s house, such as when shopping at 
the market or after completing their duties 
to take their employer’s child to school. Be-
sides, the researcher also participated in the 
activities of migrant workers to gather and 
meet other migrant workers in their various 
existing and participated communities, cer-
tainly with their permission. The location 
of this research was carried out around the 
Kowloon mosque, a melting pot in the Tsim 
Tsa Shui area in the Kowloon district, Hong 
Kong, which is currently also a meeting pla-
ce for migrant workers from Indonesia ot-
her than the Causeway Bay and Mong Kok 
area, Hong Kong. The Indonesian migrant 
workers explained that with the expanding 
network of migrant workers from several 
countries in Asia in Hong Kong, they had to 
be more selective in finding a place to gather 
comfortably at the end of the week, namely 
Saturdays and Sundays.

Data collection was divided into three 
types, namely in-depth interviews, observa-
tion, and documentation as support (Cres-
well and Creswell, 2018). Data collection on 
observations was conducted by making a 
confirmation based on the social phenome-
na studied and also on the social experiences 
of research subjects in Hong Kong. Meanw-
hile, documentation was carried out during 
the research by recording, photographing, 
and videotaping activities performed by the 
research subjects related to social phenome-
na regarding the survival efforts made by In-
donesian women migrant workers in Hong 
Kong.

Data analysis was done based on the 
collection of data obtained until the data 
were saturated and the information ob-
tained from the research subjects became 
repetitive and monotonous (Creswell and 
Creswell, 2018). Triangulations in this rese-
arch were the source and theory triangula-
tion to calibrate various phenomena found 

in the field on different research subjects in 
different time frames as a representation of 
the data credibility. Furthermore, the com-
ponents undertook in analyzing the data 
were a reduction of the data, presentation of 
the data, and conclusion drawing from the 
research.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

SOCIAL CAPITAL  FOR INDONESIAN 
MIGRANT WORKERS IN HONG KONG
Women who decide to become Indonesian 
migrant workers migrating to Hong Kong 
indeed have already had social networks 
formed in the family, neighbors, relatives, 
and friends while in their home regions in 
Indonesia. The social network established is 
basically based on the relationships created 
by individuals or groups in society. This re-
lationship can take place in an informal or 
formal form. Social relations are based on 
reflections on cooperation and coordinati-
on which are tied to active and reciprocal 
norms (Damsar, 2009). 

The way to construct social capital is 
by building networks among migrant wor-
kers. These networks are formed based on 
the place or country where they work. Ha-
ving these networks among migrant wor-
kers means a lot to them. These networks 
are not only among migrant workers but 
also among the families or associations of 
migrant workers in Indonesia. The social 
capital in the form of networks owned by 
migrant workers is the main capital in social 
interaction and communication (Anggauni-
takiranantika, 2016; Rahayu, 2018). 

Based on the results of research, it is 
found that the social networks formed due 
to social relations of Indonesian migrant 
workers in Hong Kong originate from the 
circle of migrant workers who have been 
considered successful, namely those who 
achieve more than 2 times contracts to work 
in Hong Kong. Therefore, migrant workers 
who work first in Hong Kong can share their 
various experiences, knowledge about tips 
and tricks to survive and overcome barriers 
in language, adjustments to habits carried 
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out by employers in Hong Kong, and how 
to deal with agents so as not to get into debt 
and contractual employment fraud on mi-
grant workers who still work for 1-time cont-
ract in Hong Kong. The minimum contract 
of employment that must be completed by 
Indonesian migrant workers who work in 
Hong Kong is 3 years.

Further, trust and social capital also 
exist in a social network. Trust is what sup-
ports social capital which is useful as a st-
rong bond in the continuity of community 
groups to support each other and be effecti-
ve in collaborating. Social capital is an ability 
that emerges completely from the existence 
of general belief held by the community or 
social groups that are part of it (Putnam, 
2001). In line with this, an understanding of 
the essence of social capital is increasingly 
accepted by society, either as a new theore-
tical approach in understanding various so-
cial phenomena and social change in society 
or as a tool used to help improve the eco-
nomic sector, especially in people in develo-
ping countries. (Syahra, 2003). Social capital 
can also be institutionalized into small and 
basic social groups in society. It can also be 
applied to large community groups such as 
the country and various group elements in 
it (Fukuyama, 2001). Indonesian migrant 
workers residing in Hong Kong also uti-
lize social relations in their closest social 
groups, namely relatives and/or relatives 
who have been invited to migrate together 
or friends who have the same origin, region 
or province as primary access in implemen-
ting Social Capital. Moreover, social capital 
seems less obviously a social good than phy-
sical or human capital is because it tends to 
produce more in the way of negative exter-
nalities than either of the other two forms. 
This is because group solidarity in human 
communities is often purchased at the pri-
ce of hostility towards out-group members 
(Fukuyama, 2001). It does appears among 
Indonesian Migrant workers community in 
Hong Kong. 

In consequence, what must be under-
stood in the concept of social capital are the 
three main elements of the social capital 
builder, namely trust, reciprocal, and social 

interaction (Fukuyama, 2002). Trust will sti-
mulate a person to make social relations in 
the form of cooperation to base collective 
action or productive activities. Trust is the 
result of important social norms and creates 
social capital in society (Field, 2010). In the 
lives of Indonesian women migrant workers 
who work in Hong Kong, the main elements 
of social capital used to defend themselves 
as women migrant workers are:

a. Trust. Trust will support the position 
of individuals in social groups and the 
existence of strong social ties as matters 
that are difficult to release considering 
that they have known each other since 
they were in Indonesia. This is emp-
loyed to support the continuity and 
survival of women migrant workers, 
especially when facing problems while 
in Hong Kong. Due to limited or even 
no capital and the limited networks in 
Hong Kong apart from Indonesians, 
migrant workers are greatly aware that 
their space to develop is arduous and 
minimal. Consequently, dependence 
or interdependence on fellow workers 
cannot be ignored. Through intense 
communication, they share, discuss, 
and express their grievances with each 
other and seek solutions if there are 
problems with one another. With this 
principle, occasionally secret matters 
in the lives of fellow migrant workers 
are better known by trusted friends or 
relatives than by families in Indonesia.

b. Reciprocal experienced by Indonesian 
women migrant workers who work in 
Hong Kong. The waning of social co-
hesion power with the family circles in 
Indonesia increasingly makes the co-
hesion power or social ties smaller and 
narrower to a circle of friends who are 
considered family while they are over-
seas. This is because they feel that they 
are in the same boat to keep their spi-
rits up. Reciprocity or social exchange 
that occurs among them is based on 
the economic shortages experienced 
during their time in Hong Kong. This 
shows the fact that not a few migrant 
workers are still able to survive despite 
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their limitations, even leaving the eco-
nomic situation that shackles them. 
The economic crises experienced by 
migrant workers are usually saved by 
debts among Indonesian migrant wor-
kers.

In their daily lives, the main way that wo-
men migrant workers do to survive is 
by diversifying their work activities 
and minimizing social activities out-
side the main work that cost money. 
Based on the research results, an in-
teresting finding related to survival 
mechanisms and other solutions that 
are usually carried out by these women 
is that they work more at less cost so 
that sometimes some of the Indonesi-
an migrant workers do not eat or fast 
to save expenses if the food from their 
employers has run out. 

c. Social interactions, which can be seen 
in the lives of working women while 
in Hong Kong. The Indonesian mi-
grant workers limit their participati-
on in associations in Causeway Bay 
District and Wan Chai District since 
to go to these districts for social inte-
raction with fellow workers, they have 
to spend more money on the MRT. Ac-
cordingly, they do the social interacti-
on in the closest district around whe-
re they live, namely Tsim Tsa Shui in 
Kowloon. Interestingly, based on the 
results of the research, some Indone-
sian migrant workers are willing not to 
take their vacation time in order to get 
paid leave as compensation from their 
employers, which is further allocated 
to buy credits to communicate by pho-
ne or social media to carry out social 
interactions with fellow Indonesian 
migrant workers in Hong Kong as well 
as with family and relatives in Indone-
sia. 
Furthermore, the involvement and 

participation in certain communities or so-
cial groups are often considered burdenso-
me on the economic aspect for Indonesian 
migrant workers, especially if they are sub-
ject to withdrawals for donations and vario-
us other social obligations that are consi-

dered binding, such as using dress codes or 
certain attributes. The Indonesian migrant 
workers in Hong Kong sometimes find it 
difficult financially since they do not always 
have money or savings that are used for the-
se needs in organizations or associations. 
Money owned by migrant workers is more 
often used for fulfilling the family needs in 
Indonesia and is sent as remittances as it is 
the initial purpose of deciding to work in 
Hong Kong.

SURVIVAL STRATEGY OF INDONE-
SIAN MIGRANT WORKERS
Following the results of the research, as 
one of the efforts to defend themselves and 
continue living, social capital is also very 
much needed as the cooperation carried out 
by Indonesian migrant workers who work 
in Hong Kong through various accesses to 
meet their needs, for example owing to fri-
ends, relatives even to employers for those 
who have lived in Hong Kong for a long time 
(Silvey and Elmhirst, 2003). Social capi-
tal is also useful for analyzing why women 
migrant workers choose to survive in Hong 
Kong with their limitations by holding mee-
tings every week with members of various 
communities of Indonesian migrant wor-
kers in public areas such as the MRT station 
area in Tsim Tsa Shui, around the Kowloon 
mosque, and along the Avenue Road in the 
Kowloon district. This is parallel with the 
application of social capital theory, which is 
defined as a set of rules, although informal-
ly, they are found in members of community 
groups as a condition for cooperation among 
individuals within it (Fukuyama, 2002). The 
latest research also showed that families in 
Java, Indonesia build their networking in 
order to mechanism survival in many ways. 
They tried to loan money from local mo-
neylender or credit union, by doing home 
gardening and sell the yields for fulfilling 
family needs and builds a social networking 
among society surrounds (Haryanti, 2020). 

Another research finding related to 
the social capital owned by women migrant 
workers is that while in Hong Kong, they 
developed self-actualization by diversifying 
their jobs. With their creativity, Indonesian 
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migrant workers not only work and carry out 
their duties in the informal sector following 
all orders of the employers but also initiate 
several additional jobs such as selling local 
specialties in Indonesia online to fellow mi-
grant workers and residents or by putting it 
in a market stall in Hong Kong. In addition, 
some provide services such as sewing clot-
hes or providing massage services or muscle 
massage to relieve fatigue and spa services 
to refresh the body after carrying out acti-
vities that are only opened for women. The 
Indonesian migrant workers disseminate in-
formation about these businesses by using 
their social media such as Instagram, What-
sApp, LINE or Facebook. In line with that, 
latest study shows that networking in social 
media reckoned to community solidarity 
strength. Even the community facing the 
bad situation, they will come up with social 
relations from inter-household. These soli-
darity is created from value of community 
engagement in which social relation, norms 
and beliefs in community has a meaning 
for people. Also, the trust in other actors is 
formed for strengthening solidarity among 
people (Irwan et al., 2019). 

Referring to the concept of social ca-
pital, what the women migrant workers 
undertake aims to increase the trust, both 
among Indonesian migrant workers and 
residents in Hong Kong, thus, the presen-
ce of migrant workers from Indonesia can 
be well received. If the community adheres 
to or has a set of adequate and equal moral 
values, then this is used as a precursor to 
developing good and honest behavior. The 
continuation and survival of good and basic 
organizations and institutions especially in 
terms of economics depend on the strength 
of a healthy and dynamic civil society and is 
based on habits, morality, and the high will 
of the people. Another contributing factor 
is the awareness of the public to respect 
their own culture (Fukuyama, 2001; Syahra, 
2003). This is also emphasized by (Coleman, 
2011) that the continuation of the trust from 
each party involved will determine the tran-
sactional, both socially and economically, 
which is carried out by individuals or groups 
in society. As a result, the length of this so-

cial relationship will be determined by the 
trust of the parties involved in it.

This context can be understood with 
the rationality that the success achieved by 
women deciding to work in Hong Kong is a 
highly prestigious matter for them reviewed 
from the aspect of social capital. Becoming a 
migrant worker is currently seen as the most 
sensible and quickest alternative emplo-
yment to change one’s destiny. Accordingly, 
this pattern has begun to form in society in 
Indonesia, especially in women. By partici-
pating in the world of work and becoming 
a migrant worker, the existence in the des-
tination country, namely Hong Kong, will 
consistently be maintained by the existence 
of social capital that has been created and 
owned as support formed in the community 
or social associations and organizations.

CONCLUSION
Social networks that are established owing 
to the social relations of Indonesian mi-
grant workers in Hong Kong emerge from 
the circle of migrant workers who have been 
deemed successful. These networks are the 
basis for the formation of social capital. The 
social capital owned by Indonesian migrant 
workers in Hong Kong is recognized to be 
composed of three main elements, first-
ly trust, which is social security to support 
the continuity of existence for Indonesian 
women migrant workers who are in Hong 
Kong, especially when they face problems. 
The third element is social interaction, 
which is carried out by choosing the social 
interactions that are more practical and 
economical, namely by gathering with fel-
low migrant workers in the nearest districts 
or communicating via social media. This is 
performed without essentially reducing the 
benefits of the social interactions that Indo-
nesian migrant workers carry out in Hong 
Kong. The notable point is that Indonesian 
migrant workers are able to construct an ef-
fort to survive and continue their lives while 
abroad, namely in Hong Kong.

Having creativity, Indonesian migrant 
workers are competent to develop job di-
versification while in Hong Kong by selling 
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Indonesian specialties to enhance trust as a 
moral value assembled in social interactions 
which further improve the reciprocal rela-
tions or feelings of mutual need, both for 
fellow Indonesian migrant workers or with 
residents of Hong Kong.

RECOMMENDATION
The concept that can be developed in the fu-
ture in providing social protection for Indo-
nesian migrant workers is to pay attention 
to the social capital approach which aims to 
change behavior and increase the full parti-
cipation of the community. Besides, integ-
rated cooperation from various elements of 
society is required to realize strategic solu-
tions for reducing various problems related 
to Indonesian migrant workers in the future.
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