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THE PROPOSITION

People respond to incentives. Brain drain — or the flight of highly skilled human capital from developing to developed countries — is driven by aspirations for a better quality of life. It is further fuelled by the growing demand for skilled personnel in developed countries. In recent years, the movement of human capital has reached unprecedented levels and unless managed rationally, it will continue to rob the future of poorer countries. However, banning and legal restrictions are not the sole solution. UNDP believes in assisting countries, not only to address the underlying incentive issues to manage emigration, but also to develop creative strategies for collaborating with their diasporas by promoting knowledge networks, market access, remittances, facilitating direct investment and supporting return migration.

THE CONTEXT

Brain drain is a link in a vicious cycle of capacity depletion that will continue to rob the future of many developing countries. These countries are less endowed with skilled people, who are a key asset in establishing the conditions for economic growth. Average productivity is low and social tension often high. This does not only mean that capital stays away, but also that those highly-skilled people, faced with an offer with bigger incentives, would prefer to live and work elsewhere. More African scientists and engineers work in the United States than in Africa. Half of all medical doctors trained in Africa leave to work abroad. Yet, currently some 100,000 foreign experts work in African countries, funded by donors to the tune of US$4 billion a year! 

International migration is a highly politicized issue. In particular, the migration of people with low skills has caused problems of integration, competition for labour and resentment in receiving countries. On the other hand, the same countries are trying to attract highly skilled labour to fill gaps in IT, education, the sciences — particularly in medicine — and other highly specialized fields. For many years, countries have used restrictive policies. For instance in Thailand, skilled people trained by public institutions are obliged to repay the state if they go abroad. This has been done with limited success and, for the most part, it can only be implemented by significantly restricting personal liberty. Compensatory agreements between sending and receiving countries have been difficult to qualify and even more difficult to negotiate. Some countries seem resigned to the loss of skills, viewing brain drain as their fate: an inevitable by-product of globalization; and an irreversible trend of producing highly-trained people, only to lose them to the greener pastures of the developed world.

While such global trends may have their merits, changing incentives is the prime option for developing countries. In the absence of short-term solutions, such as raising salary levels to enable national employers to compete with their international counterparts, it is important to acknowledge that incentives do not only come in the monetary form. Stability, rule of law, career prospects and entrepreneurial space — plus, the primordial pull of family and home — can go a long way in retaining or re-attracting talent. Closely linked are brain gain strategies that either promote physical return migration, or tap expatriate knowledge networks or diaspora “brain banks” for “virtual return migration”, as well as encourage remittances and investments.

THE EVIDENCE

UNDP has long-standing experience with the TOKTEN (Transfer of Knowledge Through Expatriate Nationals Programme), a project where expertise is made available to developing countries, often with savings of 50 to 70 per cent, compared to the cost of bringing in international consultants. The International Organization for Migration and the International Labour Organization (ILO) have continuously monitored and addressed international migration issues. Recent research has corroborated and demonstrated that brain drain (also internal) is one consequence of inadequate incentives often related to poor governance. The potential to turn brain drain into gain is much larger than what is currently realized. Countries like India are successful in attracting their IT specialists back, while the Philippines are purposely training nurses to fill the demands of the global market. Globally, for the 1989-2000 period, official remittances averaged US$75 billion annually, 20 per cent higher than the average Official Development Assistance (ODA). Ownership. Leadership and Transformation, UNDP 2003, Chapter 3.7, provides an orientation and the HDR 2001 addresses the issue of mobilizing diasporas (p91ff).  
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