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Flexible Restructuring of Transnational Labor
Recruitment Networks

Pei-Chia Lan

Distinguished Professor of Sociology, National Taiwan University

Yung-Ta Chien
Visiting Scholar at Fairbank Research Center for Chinese Studies, Harvard

University

How to study the role of labor migration brokers? We identify
three approaches: the industry approach examines how brokers develop
business strategies to reduce transaction costs against the regulation of
sending and receiving states; the network approach emphasizes how social
embeddedness increases trust in the matching process and flexibility
in transnational transactions; the concept of migration infrastructure
encompasses multiple intermediary mechanisms and highlights the effect
of institutional involution. To examine the changing market dynamics and
the restructuring of recruitment networks between Vietnam and Taiwan
in recent years, we start with the puzzle: although Taiwanese brokers face
increasing migrant labor shortage and tightened state regulations, why have
the amounts of agency fees (charged to migrants) and overseas payment
(from Vietnamese brokers) yet decreased significantly? Integrating the
three approaches, we propose the following explanations: the multiple
forms of commodity exchange and conversion in the transnational labor
market, the mediation of technological infrastructure (social media) to
flexibilize labor recruitment, the unintended consequence of bureaucratic
governance and state regulation, and comparing how the intervention of
sending states and humanistic infrastructure have uneven effects across
industries.

Keywords: Migrant worker, broker, migrant labor market, migration
infrastructure, Vietnam
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