Migration and Development
A new research and policy agenda
Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah

Everybody, it seems, is talking about
migration these days. Whether it’s the
most distinguished academic or the
proverbial man on the bus, everyone
seems to have a view on its merits.
From the United Nations down to
local authorities, public bodies of all
sorts want to know how to manage it.
Politicians across the spectrum know
that there are votes to be gained (or
lost) from it. And newspaper editors,
especially in countries such as the
United Kingdom, know that migration
sells copies.
Much of this interest is about the
scale and impact of immigration in
developed countries. But there is also
increasing interest in the other side of
the migration coin—the scale and
impact of emigration in developing
countries. Researchers, policymakers,
development agencies and multilateral
organisations have been trying to
understand the nature of the relationship between migration and economic
development, and what might be done
to optimise the impact of migration on
Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah is Senior Research
Fellow and Head of the Migration, Equalities
and Citizenship Team at the Institute for Public
Policy Research, UK.

the prospects of the world’s poorest
countries. This interest is by no means
new—the so-called “brain drain” of
highly skilled people from developing
countries has been of concern for
decades (see, e.g., Bhagwati, 1976)—
but the intensity of the interest is
unprecedented.
However, this burgeoning literature
has yet to deliver satisfactory answers
to some of the most fundamental
research and policy questions in this
area: What drives international migration? What determines its impacts on
poor sending countries? What can be
done to manage these impacts? And
which interventions will actually be
feasible politically? Indeed, while
migration can matter as much as trade,
aid or investment to the development
of some countries, we know so much
more about the role of these other factors than we do about the role of migration. Given that the scale, complexity
and impact of international migration
are likely to continue to increase over
time, this is an unsatisfactory situation.
An obvious suggestion is that we
need more empirical data on migration
and development. But the real
priorities for research and policy lie
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elsewhere: to develop better methodologies for understanding the relationship and to develop fresh, workable
interventions for optimising the impacts
of migration. This will only happen if
we move beyond many of the assumptions that litter the literature (in particular, the pessimism about brain drain
and the newfound optimism about
remittances) and many of the unhelpful policy prescriptions that linger in
policy circles (in particular paying
compensation to developing countries
and restricting mobility). I suggest
five priorities for a new research and
policy agenda on migration and
development.

1. Beyond brain drain
Brain drain is perhaps the best-known
and most intuitively appealing concept
within this literature. Yet, as Oded
Stark (see his contribution in this
issue) and others have pointed out, the
departure of highly skilled people
from developing countries is not
always and necessarily a bad thing.
Stark has yet to win the theoretical
debate conclusively (cf. Stark with
Faini, 2003; Schiff 2005) but his findings raise two important possible
implications for present purposes.
First, policies to restrict emigration
from the developing world—often an
appealing option for developing country policymakers concerned about
haemorrhaging workforces and something that is advocated by ‘compassionate
racists’
in
developed
countries—may not always be the
answer. We shall to return to what
might work more effectively later.
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Secondly, while brain drain may not
always be a problem, it may of course
be a major problem in some sectors in
some countries. The pressing empirical challenge then becomes identifying where and when brain drain is
actually hampering development outcomes, something I call “brain strain”.
We have a fair idea of where brain
strain may be occurring or is likely to
occur. Small developing countries with
high rates of emigration are likely to be
particularly vulnerable. Recent OECD
data (Dumont and Lemaître, 2004)
suggest that up to three-quarters of all
highly-skilled workers in countries
such as Guyana, Jamaica, Haiti,
Trinidad & Tobago, and Fiji have
moved to OECD countries. The sheer
volume of emigration from these countries suggests that any possible positive spin-offs from emigration may be
outweighed by negative impacts on
economic dynamism, the delivery of
key public services and the depletion
of the political classes. In larger countries, the relative scale of loss may be
much smaller but particular sectors
may be being adversely affected. In
many sub-Saharan African countries,
even large and relatively rich ones such
as South Africa, the departure of key
education and health workers may be
hampering progress towards development goals.
The challenge of identifying brain
strain hotspots will require a coordinated effort to pull together a growing
but disparate literature and develop a
robust methodology. Understanding
the complete picture of the impacts of
emigration will require combining
quantitative (e.g. modelling demand/

WORLD ECONOMICS • Vol. 6 • No. 2 • April–June 2005

To read the remaining 4 pages of this article,
please Log In or Subscribe to World Economics.
Log in at: https://www.worldeconomics.com/Pages/SubscriberLogIn.aspx

New to World Economics?
Register online here:
https://www.worldeconomics.com/Information/Subscriptions.aspx

