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RISK MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES OF YOUNG 
BANGLADESHI MIGRANT MEN IN MALAYSIA  

AND SOUTH AFRICA 

Lamea Momen*

Bangladesh is primarily a country of origin for labour migration. The youth 
comprising 30% of the total population in the country consists a significant 
proportion of the migrant population.

 

Abstract 
Bangladeshi youths’ decision of risk-taking in migration is shaped by their 

perceptions of better life opportunities. They resort to different strategies to 
manage the risks involved in the migration process, starting from the journey to 
finding a job and to sustaining them in the destination countries. These include 
networks of relationships, access to information, migrants’ perceived control 
and agency in their migration journey and importantly, faith on the mercy of 
Allah. This paper is based on interviews with six young Bangladeshi migrant 
men in Malaysia and South Africa and is situated within the wider literature on 
risk-taking. Deploying a constructionist approach, it argues that young 
Bangladeshi migrants’ risk management strategies are influenced by their 
perceptions of risk and risk-taking in migration which are subjective, culturally 
informed and often embedded in context-specific practices and interests.  

INTRODUCTION  

1 Bangladeshi youth’s decision of risk 
taking in migration primarily through illegal channels is constructed by their 
perceptions of better life opportunities along with specific individual experience 
and risk information received from different networks. They are neither 
irrational nor fatalist. Instead, they resort to different strategies to manage the 
risks involved in the migration process, starting from the journey to finding a 
job and to sustaining them in a new context of the destination countries. There 
is a diverse collection of scholarly works carried out on Bangladeshi migrants 
and diaspora abroad.2
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perception of risk taking in unauthorised migration and their risk management 
strategies remain quite uneven, particularly in the context of new and often less 
discussed destinations like South Africa. While data on labour migration from 
Bangladesh is so far focused on countries in the Gulf, Southeast Asia, North 
America, Europe, and Australia,3 there is a dearth of hard data on the total 
number of Bangladeshi migrants currently residing and working in South Africa. 
The Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET)4 in its recent 
statistics on country-wise overseas employment of Bangladeshi identified 20 
destination countries, and South Africa is not included in that list. BMET’s 
reluctance to acknowledge South Africa as a destination country has been 
attributed to the fact that Bangladeshis working there did not take immigration 
clearance from it.5
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Bangladeshi migrants in South Africa for writing this paper rather suggests 
somewhat contradictory findings. As they informed, South Africa has been a 
destination for Bangladeshis for some time, but it is not a common destination for 
all age group of migrants. Given the long and often dangerous migration route to 
South Africa that needs four (4) to sixteen (16) days en route, it is mainly young 
Bangladeshi men who migrate to South Africa. 

This paper offers a comparative analysis of young Bangladeshi male 
migrants’ risk management strategies in two seemingly different destinations, 
Malaysia and South Africa. It also examines young Bangladeshi migrants’ 
perception of risk-taking related to migration and to what extent the risk-
perception influences their risk management strategies.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
This paper deploys a constructionist framework that considers risks to be 

subjective, embedded in social context6 and ‘culturally informed’.7 Building on 
my prior work on risk management strategies of young Bangladeshi migrants in 
Malaysia and South Africa, it argues that individual migrants’ responses to risk 
need to be analysed ‘against the background of their embeddedness in a socio-
cultural background and identity as a member of a social group’.8 Researchers 
explain how context-specific socio-cultural determinants like religion or the 
established culture of migration govern individuals’ decision to migrate, the 
way they view risks associated to it and importantly, how they engage in 
managing these risks.9
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