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Abstract 

 

While there is a considerable literature on how people decide to move from their places of origin, few studies 

have examined how aspiring migrants cope with immobility and eventually decide to let go of their migration 

aspirations. This paper uses the lens of migration temporalities to show how Filipino nurses unable to 

emigrate overseas eventually chose to remain in the Philippines. In particular, we discuss how nurses 

formulated these decisions as they experienced different forms of temporality: from an optimistic period of 

‘becoming a migrant’ in nursing school to the precarious temporality of building work experience in a context 

of staggered employment and short-term contracts. We discuss how interviewees who chose to let go of their 

migration aspirations came to view emigration in temporal terms as well: a short-term venture which may 

bring ‘quick’ benefits yet provide little opportunity for long term stability. We conclude the paper with a 

discussion of how a focus on time and temporalities can further complicate the discussion on immobility. 
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In 2012, BBC News ran an article with the headline, ‘Nursing Dream Turns Sour in the Philippines’ 

(McGeown 2012). The article was one of many reporting on the downturn of overseas opportunities for 

Filipino nurses and its disastrous impact on the thousands of nursing graduates who had pursued the four-year 

degree in the hope of leaving the country. 

 

The rise and fall of ‘demand’ for foreign nurse labour is not a new phenomenon (see Ortiga 2018b), yet, in a 

field largely focused on those who can and do move, few migration scholars have examined the experiences 

of aspiring nurse migrants who eventually remained in place (see Thompson 2018; Ortiga 2018a). 1 Existing 

studies on the immobility of nurses have centred on the structural barriers and state policies that constrain 

their ability to move across borders. For example, scholars attribute the most recent decline of opportunities 

for foreign nurses to the global financial crisis (Buchan, O’May, and Dussault 2013), and a visa processing 

backlog that ground to a halt Filipino nurse migration to the US in 2007 (Acacio 2011). 

 

Yet, recent migration research has shown that while broader social structures can block or facilitate movement 

across borders, individuals create their migration aspirations and decide how to pursue them (Carling 2002; 

Creighton 2013; Carling and Schewel 2018). In many ways, the BBC article featuring ‘immobile’ Filipino 

nurses leaves open the question of what happens when people's migration aspirations ‘turn sour’ – an 

expression used to refer to something that had come to disappoint or fail. While there is a considerable 

literature on how individuals choose to move from their places of origin (see Frohlick 2009; Walsh 2009; 

Tabor, Milfont, and Ward 2015), few studies examine how people come to the ‘decision to stay’ (Schewel 

2015, 10). 

 

mailto:yasmino@smu.edu.sg
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1788380
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1788380


2 

 

At the same time, the notion of migration aspirations ‘souring’ conjures the image of food that is about to be 

spoiled – curdling and fermenting to a point where it can no longer be consumed. In many ways, one can 

extend this metaphor in thinking about how the decision to remain in place occurs over a period of time, as 

initial plans start to clot and congeal amid the pressures of external challenges. To date, researchers have 

tended to treat the temporal as a subordinate element in discussions of space and spatiality – one that is 

recognised as part of the migration process, but seldom explicitly theorised (Meeus 2012). While scholars 

such as Hein De Haas (2010) have underlined the need to examine how migration decisions shift through 

time, fewer studies have looked at how temporality defines how people can forego previous aspirations of 

leaving their countries of origin. How can a temporal perspective help migration scholars understand why 

people eventually do not move? As migration dreams sour, how do individuals decide whether to start from 

scratch, with new dreams and intentions, or to pursue other endeavours? 

 

This paper seeks to address these two questions by using the lens of migration temporalities in understanding 

the experiences of aspiring migrants coping with their inability to embark on international migration. In 

particular, we argue that even when individuals face serious barriers to movement, accepting one's 

international immobility is not a passive ‘giving up’ of migration dreams and desires. Rather, an attention to 

temporal subjectivities reveals how acquiescing to immobility is actually a more active process, where 

aspiring migrants take stock of both past efforts and future possibilities in order to decide whether to let go of 

their plans of leaving the country. We base our arguments on the case of Filipino nurses who, at the time of 

our study, were unable to realise their overseas aspirations due to the narrowing of opportunities in destination 

countries like the US, and the oversupply of nursing graduates within the Philippines (Acacio 2011; Ortiga 

2018b). In particular, we examine how the decision to stay develops as nurses experience different forms of 

temporality: from an optimistic period of ‘becoming a migrant’ in nursing school to the precarious temporality 

of building work experience in a context of staggered employment and short-term contracts. We discuss how 

interviewees who chose to let go of their migration aspirations came to view emigration in temporal terms as 

well: a short-term venture which may bring ‘quick’ benefits yet provide little opportunity for long term 

stability. We conclude the paper with a discussion of how a focus on time and temporalities can further 

complicate the discussion on (im)mobility. 

 

Time, temporalities, and migrant subjectivities 

 

Temporality can be described as flows of discrete and related events, moments, or points in life (Griffiths, 

Rogers, and Anderson 2013, 15) geared towards achieving a specific becoming or future (Cole 2010). We 

situate this study in a growing literature on how temporality shapes migrants’ subjectivities or their sense of 

self (see Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013; Baas and Yeoh 2018). Scholars have argued that examining 

subjectivities allows us to understand how people's ideas and actions are products of their interactions with 

‘other’ individuals, institutions, and circumstances, regardless of spatial and temporal location (i.e. near or 

remote, or in the past, present, or future) (Conradson and McKay 2007). Existing studies have provided a rich 

analysis of the temporal subjectivities of immigrants, largely shaped by changing visa regimes and the stilted 

and unpredictable journey of seeking overseas opportunity (see Anderson 2009; Stevens 2018). For example, 

Shanthi Robertson (2019) emphasises how immigrants’ subjectivity can vary depending on ‘multiple scales of 

time’, as state agencies, workplaces, and family impose different demands on individuals as they go through 

the migration process. Meanwhile, extensive work on irregular migrants highlight how changing temporalities 

can be psychologically taxing, as time shifts from being ‘frozen’ in prolonged periods of waiting to extremely 

rushed as deportation risks grow (see Andersson 2014; Griffiths 2014). These studies show how temporal 

experiences affect how immigrants reflect, cope, and respond to broader events that shape their migration 

journeys. 

 

In contrast, there have been relatively fewer studies on the temporal subjectivity of aspiring migrants or those 

who have not yet been able to leave their countries of origin. A special issue in this journal discussed how an 

attention to temporality complicates how we determine individuals’ migration decisions, given that aspirations 

to leave one's country of origin can be constant or fleeting, as individual circumstances change (Carling and 

Collins 2018). 2 In particular, some studies reveal how individuals come to imagine an ideal future linked to 

emigration (Bailey et al. 2002; Cole 2010) which affects how they view their experiences at the present – in 

some cases, discouraging aspiring migrants from investing in their current situations (Ali 2007; Chu 2010). 
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More broadly, Francis Collins (2017) discusses how migration ‘desires’ bring together multiple temporalities, 

as individuals embark on different projects in order to realise the goal of leaving their places of origin. Rather 

than focus on particular aspirations, Collins proposes the notion of ‘desire’ as a broader concept that includes 

both conscious and sub-conscious factors that influence how individuals work towards emigration. 

 

While important, these studies have mostly focused on the question of how migration comes about and how 

temporality shapes the drivers of emigration (Carling and Collins 2018). Even fewer scholars have looked 

deeply into how time also defines how some aspiring migrants eventually choose not to leave at all. Previous 

research has centred on the emotional consequences of the various forms of temporalities (e.g. deceleration, 

discontinuities) experienced by aspiring migrants who are unable to move (Robertson and Runganaikaloo 

2014; Kara 2016; Wang 2020). Yet, in most of these studies, immobility is imposed upon individuals, mainly 

in the form of structural barriers and a lack of social and economic resources (Jónsson 2008; Castles, De Haas, 

and Miller 2013; Mata-Codesal 2017). 

 

In this paper, we investigate how individual experiences and perceptions of time can shape their experiences 

of immobility, pushing some to eventually let go of their original aspirations to emigrate. While we discuss 

the structural constraints that impact aspiring migrants’ migration journeys, we also emphasise the need to 

show individual agency drives the formation of these temporal subjectivities. In doing so, we bring the 

temporal lens to the aspiration-capability model of international migration (Carling 2002; Schewel 2019). This 

model defines migration in two steps: (1) how people evaluate emigration as ‘a potential course of action’ and 

(2) whether they are able to realise this decision at a particular period in time (Carling and Schewel 2018, 

947). Some individuals may aspire to emigrate but lack the ability to do so, rendering their immobility as 

involuntary. In contrast, immobility may also be voluntary, as people may have no desire to leave their current 

locations even if they have the capacity to move (Carling 2002). Between these two extremes are those who 

do not have the ability to move, yet no longer harbour any aspirations to do so. Schewel (2015) terms this 

condition as acquiescent immobility, signalling an acceptance of one's inability to realise initial plans to 

emigrate. Proponents of the aspiration-capability model have placed these different forms of immobility along 

a spectrum, where time accounts for where individuals may be currently situated. As Schewel (2019, 9) 

argued, ‘because one's resources and desires change over time, one's place along these spectrums changes 

too’. 

 

However, empirical research using this model has yet to examine how temporality or the subjective 

experience of time explains how aspiring migrants move from one form of immobility to another. While the 

aspiration-capability model recognises both the structure and agency that shapes people's movement, 

empirical studies in the current literature are more likely to portray aspiring migrants as passive actors faced 

with varying levels of challenges and constraints (see for exception Schewel 2015; Mainwaring 2016). With 

the exception of those who are voluntarily immobile, the terms ‘acquiescent’ and ‘involuntary’ connotes that 

remaining in place is something that just happens to people who fail to realise their migration projects. The 

following sections discuss how aspiring migrants in the Philippines actively assess their own immobility in 

facing unrelenting structural barriers to their future emigration. 

 

Context: Filipino nurses and the migration trap 

 

There is a long history of nurse migration from the Philippines, beginning in the early 1900s, when American 

colonial officials established the first nursing schools in the country (Choy 2003). However, the current 

training and deployment of Filipino nurses for foreign employers is a more recent phenomenon, as growing 

healthcare needs within developed nations led to a worldwide demand for migrant nurse labour (Guevarra 

2010; Yeates and Pillinger 2019). In the early 2000s, hospitals in the US had become particularly aggressive 

in recruiting foreign nurses, with policymakers predicting a labour shortage of close to 1 million nurses by 

2020 (Aiken 2007). While western nations like the US and UK were the most popular destinations, the 

majority of Filipino nurse migrants also left for jobs in destinations within Asia and the Middle East. Most of 

these contracts were temporary, with no chance of permanent settlement (Peñafiel 2015; Vilog and Ballesteros 

2015; Amrith 2020). Such global ‘demand’ prompted the Philippine nursing schools to expand the 

‘production’ of nurses, enrolling thousands of students eager to use the nursing degree as a steppingstone 

towards overseas work (Ortiga 2018a). 
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As opportunities for Filipino nurses in the US and Europe declined after 2008, nursing graduates found 

themselves caught in a migration trap, a phenomenon where aspiring migrants obtain specific credentials in 

the hope of working overseas but are unable to leave when labour demands or immigration requirements 

change (Ortiga 2018b). As discussed in the introduction, a backlog of immigrant visa applications in the mid-

2000s stopped the outflow of Filipino nurses to the US (Acacio 2011), while the financial crisis in 2008 

reduced migrant nurse hires on a global scale (ICNM 2012). Lacking public funds, Philippine hospitals could 

not offer permanent positions to the massive number of nursing graduates within the country, leaving many 

unemployed and unable to gain the clinical work experience needed for jobs in alternative destinations like 

Japan and Singapore. Recent years have seen a number of studies on the experiences of nurses ‘left behind’, 

focused mainly on their experiences of involuntary immobility (see Thompson 2018; Ortiga 2018b). Our 

findings underline nurses’ decision to stay in place. 

Method 

 

This paper emerges from our own engagements with questions of nurse labour and migration. As a sociologist 

interested in higher education issues, the first author had been conducting research on how Philippine 

universities attempt to educate aspiring nurse migrants for ‘export’ to foreign employers. Witnessing the 

massive expansion of nursing schools prompted her to investigate the experiences of aspiring migrants after 

graduation, particularly those who have been unable to obtain jobs overseas. For the second author, questions 

about nurses’ international immobility stemmed from personal experience. As a registered nurse himself, he 

initially planned on working overseas and saw first-hand the difficulty of finding jobs that would ‘count’ 

towards hospital jobs abroad. Having given up on his original migration aspirations, he sought to understand 

how other nurses decided to stay in the Philippines and how this affected their professional identities. This 

paper brings together our separate interests and raises the question of how nurses’ temporal experiences after 

nursing school shape their own migration aspirations. 

 

This paper draws from in-depth interviews with 30 Filipino nursing graduates who, at the time of our 

interviews, were working in the Philippines (see Table 1). We recruited participants through contacts we had 

established in our previous research work. The first author was conducting a study in Philippine nursing 

schools and asked clinical instructors to recommend former students and friends. The second author recruited 

nurses he met while conducting field work in rural hospitals and health centres. Research participants’ ages 

ranged from 22 to 35 years old. All our participants had passed the Philippine Nursing Board examinations 

and were licensed as registered nurses. While we did not directly ask nurses about their socioeconomic status, 

we could surmise that our interviewees were relatively privileged, given that Nursing is one of the most 

expensive majors in Philippine universities (Ortiga 2018a). However, it is important to note that none of our 

interviewees had graduated from the country's elite nursing schools. Instead, they attended lower-tier private 

institutions where fees were considerably cheaper. More than half of our interviewees also shared that their 

school expenses were ‘sponsored’ by a relative overseas. As we will discuss later, the notion of having to 

‘repay’ family members for sponsoring their expensive degrees was a large factor in our interviewees’ 

decision to pursue overseas work. 

 

We conducted these interviews at different periods between 2015 and 2018. At the time of this study, all our 

interviewees were based in the Philippines. 3 None of them had been able to realise their initial goal of 

emigrating as professional nurses. Less than a third (9 out of the 30) of our interviewees were still actively 

working towards pursuing their plans of finding nursing jobs overseas. For those who had let go of their 

migration aspirations, the time that had passed since their decision to stay varied widely and ranged from one 

to six years. In our findings section, we explain that time (in terms of number of years/months) was less of a 

deciding factor in terms of when our interviewees decided to accept their inability to leave the country as 

professional nurses. Rather, a more salient reason behind this decision was how aspiring nurse migrants 

viewed their own trajectory and the amount of time they would have to continue to invest in their migration 

dreams. 
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Table 1. Descriptive data of interview participants. 

 
 

 

 

We acknowledge that some of our interviewees’ international immobility may be temporary. Changing 

circumstances may reignite desires to leave the country and other researchers have shown how many Filipino 

nursing graduates have sought alternative pathways to emigration (see Kofman 2004; Ortiga 2018b). 4 

However, we believe that there is still value in investigating how aspiring migrants come to let go (even 

temporarily) of their desires to leave the country. In the case of nursing, such decisions can have serious 

implications on how much more time aspiring migrants will need if ever they decide to restart their goals of 

seeking jobs overseas, given the multitude of tests and work experience requirements needed (see Walton-

Roberts 2020). 

 

All interviews were conducted in Tagalog and later translated to English. We asked questions about 

interviewees’ motivations for pursuing a nursing degree, the job search after graduation, their experiences 

working in different health- and non-health care facilities; and their considerations in deciding to stay in the 

Philippines. We initially coded our interviews in terms of the challenges our participants’ experienced in 

working toward emigration: their studies in nursing school, work experience, and family concerns. As we 

deepened our analysis, we realised that participants often used their perceptions of time in recounting how 

they navigated structural constraints and formulated their migration decisions. We recoded our interviews 

based on how our participants use the notion of time in describing the different stages of their migration 

journeys, as well as how they cope with the practical and emotional challenges they encountered. 

 

Building and letting go of the nurse-migrant self 

 

This section discusses two major phases in the evolution of our interviewees’ subjectivities as aspiring nurse 

migrants: the four-year period of professionalisation in pursuit of the nursing degree and the process of 

building their clinical experience after passing the Philippine nurse board examination. We do not deny that 

within each of these phases, interviewees may have gone through a wide range of temporal experiences, 
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where time may have felt compressed, disjointed, or stretched out. 5 In organising this section in terms of 

these two major phases, we emphasise the contrast in how our participants perceived their sense of self, and 

how their general experience of temporality during this period eventually impacted their migration aspirations. 

 

Nursing education: ripening the image of the future migrant self 

 

For the majority of our interviewees, the decision to pursue a Nursing degree was driven by a desire to work 

and live overseas. Few of our interviewees developed such aspirations on their own, with family members 

encouraging them to use nursing as a means of leaving the country (Choy 2003; Ortiga 2018a). For instance, 

Daizhel, a registered nurse since 2013, initially considered becoming an accountant because she considered 

accountancy a well-paid profession in the Philippines. However, during her last year in high school, her 

parents insisted that she study nursing instead. Similar to the patterns of chain migration common among 

migrant families, 6 Daizhel's parents wanted to follow other relatives who had already moved to Canada. 

 

Our interviewees explained that their families’ insistence on nursing came at a time when foreign nurse 

recruitment was at a high. Parents wanted their children to take advantage of this opportunity, even if the latter 

had no expressed interest in the field. So while our interviewees may have thought of pursuing different 

careers before they entered university, they eventually adopted the goal of becoming a migrant nurse upon the 

advice and encouragement of their family members. 7 As Jean, a registered nurse since 2008, explained, 

 

I trusted the advice of my parents and relatives. I am the eldest child of my parents, as well as the 

eldest grandchild of my grandparents. The pressure is on me to perform well … I took up nursing, and 

I told myself that once I became a nurse, I will also work abroad. 

 

Even if interviewees may have entered nursing programmes with only a vague idea of what the profession 

entailed, their college education proved to be a time when interviewees ripened their migration aspirations, 

solidifying their image of a future self they hoped to embody (Alpes 2014; Folke 2017). 

 

On the one hand, this process of becoming meant developing an identity as a professional nurse. For Jessa, a 

registered nurse since 2015, the feeling of ‘being a nurse’ only came in the second year of her nursing 

programme. She would have preferred to major in psychology instead, but her parents convinced her to follow 

the footsteps of an uncle who was a military nurse in Saudi Arabia. Jessa was fairly unmotivated in nursing 

school until hospital exposure helped her develop a stronger interest in the profession, 

 

I think things changed when we started going on duty in the hospital and started taking care of 

patients … I like that I get to attach the catheter, things like that … And when we started working in 

the charity wards, it felt really nice to have relatives thank you for taking care of their loved ones. I 

think it was this experience that triggered my desire to really become a nurse. 

 

On the other hand, the development of a professional nursing identity also came with strong pressures to 

pursue aspirations for overseas work. In this sense, interviewees’ time at nursing school was not only about 

learning to be a professional nurse but also becoming a future migrant nurse. Nursing school administrators 

steered classroom curriculum towards preparing students for foreign employers, offering courses that were 

deemed ‘useful’ for nurses to work in places like the US (e.g. geriatric nursing) even if such specialisations 

were less needed in Philippine healthcare institutions (Masselink and Lee 2010; Ortiga 2014). Nursing 

educators also reinforced students’ migration aspirations, counselling them on immigration requirements and 

which countries were likely to recruit foreign nurses when they graduate. As such, even students who did not 

enter nursing with defined plans to emigrate eventually developed strong aspirations for working overseas. 

For example, Kimberly, a registered nurse since 2012, had always been fascinated with the healthcare 

profession given that her mother, while not a nurse, had worked in the local hospital. She recalled playing 

with syringes and other clinical equipment, pretending to treat ‘patients’ as a child. Yet, it was only in nursing 

school that she became more conscious of how nursing could be an important stepping stone towards a 

lucrative career overseas. 
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At that time – it was 2007 – there were so many students taking nursing … Everyone was thinking 

about going abroad, about dollars, money. So I started to think, “Ah, when I graduate, I’ll be able to 

earn a lot of money!” Your mindset changes as a nursing student. Suddenly, it became all about going 

overseas. 

 

The transformation of Kimberly's aspirations, from simply working as a nurse to becoming a migrant nurse 

reinforces Carling and Collins’ (2018) argument that individual views towards the possible emigration are 

rooted in social institutions and contexts. We emphasise that such aspirations are also dependent on our 

interviewees’ imagined future, one which only becomes clearer as they go through a nurse education system 

driven towards preparing them for overseas jobs. 8 

 

Unfortunately, our interviewees’ emigration plans faced immediate challenges upon graduation. If nursing 

school was a period of creating and enhancing the possibility of one's future migrant self, navigating the job 

market after graduation was a precarious time of short-term contracts and instability that made such dreams 

suddenly less viable. 

 

Precarious temporality: high aspirations, diminishing ability 

 

After obtaining their nursing degrees and passing the Philippines’ nursing board examinations, the next step 

towards obtaining overseas work was to seek employment in a hospital setting. Foreign employers in desired 

destinations like the US and Canada required nurse migrants to have at least two years of hospital work 

experience in order to maintain a ‘safe window of practice’ before moving overseas (Ronquillo et al. 2011; 

Thompson and Walton-Roberts 2019). Employers had varying requirements as to the size and bed-capacity of 

these hospitals, but there was a general sentiment that the ‘tertiary’ level institutions were the most ideal, 

given that these settings were most similar to hospitals in developed nations. 

 

Yet, by the mid-2000s, nurses found it extremely difficult to find jobs in any hospital – whether it was the 

largest national health institution or the smallest municipal health centre (Ortiga 2018b). 9 As noted in earlier 

sections, the decline in overseas jobs had saturated the Philippine labour market with thousands of nursing 

graduates desperate for clinical experience. As such, interviewees found themselves among many other young 

graduates with similar degrees, trying to vie for limited positions. Jean recalled how the lack of jobs came as a 

shock, given her own success in hurdling across the challenges of nursing school. 

 

I graduated in 2008 and I passed the board exams two months after. One take. Mama was so proud. 

She said it must have really been God's will because we did not even make an offering at the church. I 

didn't even enrol in a review centre … Then, after a short vacation, I started to look for work. That is 

when the struggle began. I would try to apply to hospitals and they wouldn't even let me see the 

human resources department. We had to leave our CVs with the security guard at the hospital 

entrance. There were just too many nurses. 

 

While Philippine public hospitals had long been understaffed, they lacked the funds needed to offer permanent 

positions to nursing graduates. Instead, government hospitals pooled the names of applicants in a lottery drum 

and picked a small number to be awarded three-month employment contracts. Sadly, even nursing graduates 

who ‘won’ these contracts could not make sustained progress towards their migration goals. The short-term 

nature of such jobs meant that interviewees’ work record was not ‘continuous’, and therefore ineligible for the 

kind of work experience that employers required. Maylene, a registered nurse since 2011, recalled, 

 

I used to work in a public hospital that gave us 3-month contracts … I really worked a total of six 

months but I had to do it in two separate periods that were three months each. The hospital would 

offer you one three-month contract when you entered then you would need to “rest” first before you 

could reapply again for another three months. 

 

The situation was worse in private hospitals, where administrators also took advantage of the large number of 

applicants by requiring nurses to ‘volunteer’ their services as probationary employees before hiring them (see 

Ronquillo et al. 2011; Thompson 2018; Ortiga 2018b). Often disguised as a form of ‘postgraduate training’, 
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volunteer nurses were required to work in regular shifts, stay overtime to accomplish unfinished tasks, and at 

times, work during weekends and holidays. Many of our interviewees eventually left, fed up with hospitals’ 

unfulfilled promise of regular employment. Karlyn, a registered nurse since 2012, shared, 

 

Before I passed the board exams, I tried volunteering at a small hospital near our house. They said 

they would give me a regular position once I passed but they never did. Ang tagal na, hinihintay 

namin [We just kept waiting and waiting] … Even worse, the volunteers were doing the same work as 

the regular nurses! I was so tired, I just left. 

 

It is important to note that there were other nursing positions beyond hospital work that provided more stable 

wages. A number of our interviewees joined rural health programmes as community health workers, while 

others worked as nurses for schools and private companies. However, interviewees preferred not to remain in 

such ‘non-clinical’ jobs for very long, mainly because recruitment agencies and foreign employers did not 

count such work as ‘relevant’ experience. 

 

Thus, the lack of stable nursing jobs within the Philippines placed interviewees in a period of precarious 

temporality (O’Kerry 2017; Stevens 2018), where it became difficult for them to imagine where they would 

be in the future, or if they would ever fulfil their aspirations of leaving the country. While nursing school 

fostered a positive, smoothly continuous and optimistic view of their futures as migrant nurses, interviewees 

described their time after graduation as ‘putol-putol’ or cut up into incoherent, disparate pieces. This lack of 

continuity prolonged our interviewees’ state of involuntary immobility (Carling 2002). Their migration 

aspirations compelled them to relentlessly pursue experience and credentials that could build their CVs, in 

case opportunities overseas opened up once again (Ortiga 2018b). However, the precarious job market made it 

difficult to create a narrative of continuous work for foreign employers. Oriented towards an imagined future 

of emigration, nursing graduates were caught in a ‘transitional stage or condition’ (Cwerner 2001, 27), where 

they were neither confident in their ability to work overseas nor secure enough to settle down permanently in 

the Philippines. Weena, a registered nurse since 2015, bitterly summed up the disconnect between the 

aspirations she had in nursing school, and the difficulties she encountered after graduation. 

 

When you’re still in college, you just assume that you would go abroad after you graduated … You 

don't realize that you will go through hell just looking for a job. And even if you find one, you will 

not be able to get a regular position as nursing staff. 

 

As periods of precarious temporality grew longer, so did nurses’ uncertainty in imagining their future migrant 

selves. In the next section, we discuss how interviewees took stock of their progress towards fulfilling their 

migration aspirations, assessing whether they could still imagine themselves as nurses working overseas. 

Consequently, we will demonstrate how the precarious temporalities shaped our interviewees’ aspiring 

migrants’ subjectivities, eventually defining their migration trajectories and decisions. 

 

‘Long-term investment’: letting go of migration aspirations 

 

Out of the 30 nurses we interviewed, 21 interviewees shared that they had let go of their imagined future as a 

migrant nurse. Taken at face value, it is easy to assume that their decision to stay was a form of acquiescent 

immobility (Schewel 2015). The previous sections show that none of the nurses we spoke to had been able to 

attain the required length of work experience that would qualify them for hospitals in their desired 

destinations. At the time of our interviews, opportunities for foreign nurses were also still limited in desired 

destination countries (i.e. US and Canada). However, the 21 nurses we interviewed also claimed that they no 

longer aspired to leave the country. In this sense, they had acquiesced to their inability to emigrate as they had 

planned. 

 

Yet, we found that the nurses’ decision to let go of their migration aspirations was not simply a passive 

acceptance of their immobility. Rather, our interviewees actively assessed the resources and time they 

invested in pursuing their initial dreams of leaving the country. It is also important to note that aspiring nurse 

migrants did not simply weigh these different factors at one point in time. Just as our interviewees formulated 
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their early migration aspirations based on a vision of their future migrant self, the decision to stay emerged 

from a tension between the desire for stability and the promise that emigration offers. 

 

During their nursing education, interviewees regarded overseas work as a quick way to earn money and live a 

more comfortable life. Yet, after struggling through the precarious job market for nurses, most of them came 

to see emigration as another short-term contract, without the security of tenure. In this sense, the decision to 

stay stemmed from the emergence of stronger desires for other life goals – one of them being the possibility of 

obtaining a job with more stability and benefits. Joanne shared that this desire for stability was the reason she 

accepted a permanent job in her town's rural health unit. Having passed the board exams in 2016, Joanne was 

relatively younger than our other interviewees and family members expressed surprise that she had given up 

on her migration aspirations so early. Joanne's sister-in-law even offered to help her find work as a live-in 

caregiver in Israel, but she declined, arguing that she preferred to keep her government position. 

 

People ask me why I don't just go overseas … but for me, I think of my decision to stay as an 

investment. If you want an investment that will grow quickly and bring you a lot of money right 

away, going abroad is the best way to go. But if you want a long-term investment (emphasis added), it 

is better to go with a permanent government job. I’m a woman. I want to get married and have kids. If 

I were abroad, I would have to stop work and go home … It makes sense to stay. 

 

On the surface, Joanne's metaphor of emigration as an ‘short-term investment’ can be assumed to reflect a 

simple cost-and-benefit analysis of potential wages across different places. While money is an important 

factor in any form of labour migration, Joanne's statement also shows how she is investing in other future 

selves that include non-economic factors such as her desire to be a wife and a mother. She is cognizant that 

the majority of Filipino nurse migrants take on short-term labour contracts whose benefits might be only 

temporary. As such, her government job serves as a more stable path to take in achieving her goals. Kimberly 

echoed this sentiment, arguing that since she became a public health nurse in her hometown, she has been at 

peace with the comfort of living near her family. 

 

Sometimes I do wonder what it would be like if I went abroad. But I’ll only think about it for maybe 

one minute. I have a lot of friends who went overseas and what I see is that while you earn a lot while 

you have your contract, after your contract ends, you’re back to zero. I like my job. I find it fulfilling. 

I don't earn a lot but I have a regular position that allows me to take care of my parents. I think this is 

enough. 

 

Both Joanne and Kimberly had initially imagined themselves as migrant nurses. They invested in their nursing 

degrees and laboured for free in provincial hospitals. Yet, their desire for long-term stability also came with 

their shift towards other subjectivities – that as children to aging parents, or as parents themselves. At the 

beginning of their nursing education, it was easy to imagine a future self that lived and worked in far off 

countries, providing for family members back home. As time passed and parents began to age, interviewees 

reassessed their migration aspirations with a vision for the future that went beyond simply earning more 

money. In this sense, their immobility was no longer involuntary, but it was not a passive acquiescence to 

their inability to emigrate either. 

 

However, not all of our interviewees had the privilege of moving to more stable jobs. Permanent positions in 

Philippine health institutions continue to be extremely rare so while some interviewees were also tired of 

moving from one precarious job to another, the lack of more stable alternatives within the country kept them 

working towards emigration. In such cases, the pursuit of emigration seemed like a more promising 

‘investment’ to make. This tension was evident in Yeng's decision to leave her position at the rural health unit, 

despite her supervisor offering to increase her salary. Yeng declined the job because it was only a temporary 

position and returned to looking for hospital work, even if these contracts were shorter and salaries were much 

lower. 

 

I can't grow old [in the community] … I can't grow old without ever having a permanent job. I know 

that if I go abroad, the jobs will not be permanent either. But at least your salary can help you provide 

more for your family. 
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For other interviewees, the decision to stay also stemmed from an assessment of how much longer they could 

sustain the pursuit of their migration aspirations. Here, time was also a major part of our interviewees’ 

reflections, in particular: How much time had they invested? How much time did they have left for other 

personal goals? And more importantly, how much more time were they willing to devote towards 

accumulating the resources needed for overseas work? For some, this process of deciding when to ‘give up’ 

was often a seesaw of emotions that went on for years. Karlyn, a registered nurse since 2012, had initially 

given up on both emigration and nursing as a profession. After a series of temporary stints in different 

hospitals, she considered becoming a public school teacher and even returned to her university to major in 

Education. She confessed, ‘It was like a mid life crisis – ay, no, I mean a mid-20s crisis (laughs). I just felt 

like I couldn't – I mean, I got scared that I would never find a permanent job in the future’. Yet, after two 

years, Karlyn returned to nursing practice when she was offered a temporary position at a rural health unit. 

When pressed on why she decided to continue her efforts at trying to emigrate, Karlyn said she felt that she 

still had time to do so, and it was ‘too early’ to give up so easily. 

 

For other interviewees, such decisions were made in shorter periods of time. Nurses such as John, a registered 

nurse since 2012, started running his family's electronic business after six months in a private hospital. 

Realising that his 10,000-peso salary would keep him dependent on his parents and unable to marry his 

girlfriend, he decided to leave the nursing profession and his initial migration dreams. Previous studies have 

shown how a large number of Filipino nursing graduates now fill a wide range of non-nursing jobs in the 

Philippine domestic labour market, from real estate to call centre agencies (Thompson 2018; Ortiga 2020). 

While some view this change of career as a positive move towards other opportunities, others regard their 

departure from the profession as an inability to continue enduring a life of precarious work and poor wages. 

 

In the end, feelings of doubt and regret were common, among both those who decided to stay and those who 

continue to work towards leaving. Taking stock of one's progress towards emigration meant also coming to 

terms with the possibility that the time spent in pursuing such goals would be wasted or unjustified by the 

eventual outcome. Some interviewees questioned whether it was worth allocating so much of their lives into 

becoming the ideal migrant nurse. 

 

Meanwhile, those who left the profession expressed bitterness in being unable to use the skills they had spent 

so much time perfecting at school and at work. Interviewees who continue to strive for overseas jobs worried 

that their imagined future overseas may never be fully realised. Yet, they also felt compelled to continue a 

journey they had started so many years ago. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The BBC article discussed in this paper’s introduction amplified an unfortunate reality for many aspiring 

migrants: immigration restrictions and structural inequalities can make emigration dreams turn sour, forcing 

them to consider whether such aspirations are still worth pursuing. The stories of the Filipino nurses we 

encountered in our research speak to a growing call for migration scholars to look beyond subjects of 

mobility, and redirect attention on the many others who do not move (see Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 2006; 

Mata-Codesal 2015; Schewel 2019). Based on our interviewees’ narratives, this paper brings a temporal 

approach to our understanding of international immobility. 

 

The case of aspiring nurse migrants show how individual perceptions of time play an integral role in how they 

assess and cope with their international immobility – one that might seem more acquiescent than involuntary, 

but at the same time, more active than passive. While structural forces had initially constrained nurses’ ability 

to leave, the decision to stay was mostly borne out of interviewees’ subjective views of their ideal future 

selves and their personal trajectories towards their initial migration to leave the country. Similar to Collins’ 

(2017) work on aspiring migrants’ desires, the Filipino nurses in our study lived through multiple 

temporalities, folded together in their initial pursuit of overseas jobs. Our interviewees ripened the image of 

their future migrant selves in nursing school, witnessed the souring of these original aspirations as they got 

caught in the migration trap, and suffered through an extended period of precarious employment that slowed 

their progress towards their emigration dreams. We argue that as interviewees took stock of these experiences, 

they came to assess the act of emigration in temporal terms as well. From a quick shot at bettering one’s life 
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chances, overseas work becomes another short-term contract, much like the many temporary nursing jobs in 

the Philippines. As the original migration dream sours, other goals and aspirations become more palatable, 

one of which is the notion of remaining in place. All of these highlight Baas and Yeoh’s (2018) argument for 

scholars to utilise concepts of time and temporality, not only in explaining people’s migration trajectories but 

also different experiences of immobility. As noted by Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson (2013), a temporal 

framing of individual subjectivities explains the variability of migration decisions. 

 

At the same time, we acknowledge that the letting go of one’s migration aspirations is not a choice that all 

nurses are free to take, nor is it one that is necessarily set in stone. While some of our interviewees could 

choose to forego their migration aspirations, our findings also highlight the problems of Filipino nurses who 

no longer want to emigrate, yet find that there are no ‘long-term’ alternatives available to them within the 

Philippines. As noted earlier, feelings of doubt and regret tinge nurses’ reflections of their current situations: 

whether they acquiesced to their immobility or remain driven towards moving overseas. Megha Amrith (2020) 

argues that migration pathways are often non-linear, where progress can stop and start at different points, or 

cycle back to places that had supposedly been left behind. We acknowledge that things can also change for 

aspiring nurse migrants if structural constraints are loosened and they find themselves with future 

opportunities to leave. In fact, we write this piece in the middle of an ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, where 

opportunities for foreign nurses have suddenly opened up in receiving nations grappling with a need for more 

healthcare workers (Solomon 2020). 

 

In many ways, this paper is not meant to prove the finality of one’s decision to stay, but rather show how 

coping with international immobility often means taking stock of the disjunctures between one’s future self 

and one’s current progress in achieving such dreams within a particular view of time. The souring of 

migration aspirations signify how much is lost in the process of becoming a migrant, and perhaps future 

research can delve even deeper into how temporal subjectivities shape how individuals can return to former 

migration aspirations and restart efforts to build their capacity to leave the country. 

 

More broadly, this paper reinforces current scholarship that emphasises how a sensitivity to time and 

temporalities can reveal the temporariness of individuals’ migration aspirations and capabilities. Although 

recent years have seen growing interest in questions of temporality among migration scholars, such work 

continues to be largely centred on how time shapes people’s mobility. This paper provides an empirical case 

on the potential of temporality as an approach to understanding how people choose to stay in place. 

 

 

Notes 

 

1  There is a growing literature on the ‘mobility bias’ in migration studies. Kerilyn Schewel’s (2019) recent 

article discusses different perspectives on issue, as well as current gaps in the literature. Scholars have also 

pushed for a study of immobility through the concept of ‘moorings’ and its impact on individuals who are 

unable to realise their aspirations to move (see Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 2006). 

 

2  There is a vast literature that investigates migration decisions beyond principles of neoclassical economics. 

Sociologists have talked about the culture of migration, where leaving the country is valorised as a natural 

part of the life course (Kandel and Massey 2002; Ali 2007). Others have also explored the impacts of 

place, which further complicates discussion on the cultures of migration (Thompson 2017; Robins 2019). 

 

3  Two interviewees had been able to work overseas, but not as registered nurses. One had gone to Japan as a 

caregiver before pursuing a nursing degree, while another had spent two years in Singapore as a nursing 

aide at a home for elderly patients. 

 

4  In a forthcoming article, we use Carling and Schewel's concept of ‘adaptive preferences’ to discuss how 

aspiring nurse migrants can subdue their original plans by seeking alternative destination countries (Saudi 

Arabia instead of the US) or other jobs beyond nursing (e.g. leaving as a caregiver). 
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5  There is a growing literature that investigates how time is composed of nonlinear, overlapping 

temporalities (Davies 2001) that provides varied meaning to different life projects (see Cwerner 2001). 

Much of this work builds on the writing of Lefebvre ([1992] 2004) who suggests that individuals live in 

the moment (present) and are actively linked to the past and future. Understanding time as relational 

underscores that different temporalities are not just categories, but may be actively pursued, experienced, 

and negotiated, as in our paper. 

 

6  Studies have studied chain migration patterns among Filipino migrants in destination countries like the US 

(see Liu, Ong, and Rosenstein 1991; Aguilar 2009). 

 

7  Parents’ significant influence in career decision-making of their child can be traced from the traditional 

Filipino family norms of child's obedience to the parents’ discipline (Medina 2001; Bernardo 2010). The 

feelings of obedience and obligation expressed by our interviewees is a trait known as the utang na loob or 

understood as having an eternal debt of gratitude for the support provided by the parents or guardians 

(Sustento-Seneriches 2000). 

 

8  The first author's previous work had documented the experiences of nursing graduates who never became 

interested or invested in the nursing profession and only obtained the nursing degree to please parents or 

relatives. Many of these nursing graduates left the profession when they could not find gainful employment 

after graduation (see Ortiga 2018b). In this paper, interviewees had passed the board exams and spent 

considerable time and effort accumulating hospital experience. While parental influence was a big factor in 

choosing to major in Nursing, our interviewees made the decision to remain in the profession and work 

towards overseas jobs. 

 

9  After 2015, countries such as Saudi Arabia and the UK began to loosen restrictions by only requiring a 

year of hospital experience. However, most of our interviewees still struggled to show proof of enough 

clinical experience because of their staggered employment history that resulted from the short-term 

employment contracts available in hospitals. 
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