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· General Considerations of Costs and Benefits of “Brain Drain”

Globalization has facilitated the mobility of labor and the displacement of human capital in the form of professional and highly skilled workers.  However, the attraction of developed markets with more numerous and diversified educational and job opportunities has existed for many years. The term “brain drain” was coined originally by the Royal Society of London in reference to the flight of scientific human capital to North America in post-war Europe. It was perceived as one of the most serious costs of migration. Today, however, the phenomenon is viewed as much more complex and must be addressed in a comprehensive manner.

There are many factors that confer costs and benefits to both the source and destination countries that must be considered in evaluating the effects and possible impacts of brain drain. Additionally, trends in the Americas differ from those in Asia and Africa, and even vary throughout the western hemisphere on a country by country basis. This renders drawing generalized conclusions about the impact of “brain drain” on economic growth and development not only controversial, but also dangerous for prescribing policy solutions. 

· Why do Qualified Workers Decide to Emigrate?

There exists a myriad of reasons and conditions that lead professional and highly skilled workers in the developing world to take the initiative and migrate to developed countries. In general, the broad question of opportunity abroad manifested in different forms is what fuels brain drain. Conditions in the developed world such as a favorable economic climate for entrepreneurship, a more diversified job market, more numerous positions for educated and skilled workers and availability of many institutions of higher education stand as key incentives that have a magnetic effect on talent in the developing world. 

The desire to emigrate is also often an expression of workers’ frustration with limitations they face in their home country. The presence of significant income disparities contributing to the lack of upward mobility may also be a driver for migration.  Another driver of “brain drain” is the search for even higher levels of specialization that can be found in the universities of developed countries. Many migrants seek to obtain their Bachelor’s degrees, or even higher Master’s or Doctoral degrees in the United States, Canada or Western Europe. Acquiring a degree in the destination country has been shown to increase the chances of migrants to remain in the foreign labor market, thus enhancing the incentive to study abroad.

At the individual level, migration is almost always a winning proposition for the migrant him/ or herself who is often able to benefit from using existing education and skills or from acquiring new education and skills in the destination country, thus allowing him/ her to earn a higher salary than at home and to save capital.

· Impact on Source Country

The loss of professionals and highly skilled workers from source countries is an important aspect of the relationship between migration and economic development. Many developing countries already possess low quantities of highly skilled human capital. Thus this loss imposes several costs, including: the cost of the education itself (implying a subsidy from developing countries in Latin America and the Caribbean to the developed country destinations chosen by emigrants); a fiscal cost through loss of tax revenue; and a systemic loss that can affect the institutional basis of an economy. Additionally, economic losses can increase if the outflow of the qualified workers leads to a decrease in productivity of those who remain, as can be the case with engineers and with professionals the health sector.

On the other hand, the phenomenon known as “brain export,” (a more positive outlook on brain drain) dictates that the exportation of talented individuals to developed countries actually results in a net gain for the source country. Through remittances to their families, professional and highly skilled workers often surpass the flow of foreign direct investment into their home countries. Other economic gains from skilled workers abroad include: foreign direct investment from emigrants to their countries of origin; purchases of imports of goods and services by migrants from their countries of origin creating markets for these products abroad; and donation of goods and services by migrants through philanthropic actions for local communities back home.  

· Impact on Destination Country

The United States is the preferred destination country for emigrants in the Americas with university degrees and professional skills, followed by Canada, Spain and the United Kingdom (the latter particularly for Caribbean émigrés). These countries reap the economic benefits of immigrating skilled workers who supplement the job market and work in places where it is hard to locate skilled labor (such as rural areas) as well as create more competition and efficiency. However, even though the economic impact in destination countries is estimated by analysts to be positive overall, immigration has aroused suspicion from the local population and triggered restrictions that have hindered labor mobility even for skilled workers.

· Trends and Statistics across the Region

According to migration experts, the Asian region demonstrates a completely upward sloping linear relationship between workers’ level of education and their desire to emigrate. On the other hand, the African, Latin American and Caribbean regions show a curvilinear relationship between these two variables, indicating that the desire to emigrate by some workers after attaining a college degree declines.  This is particularly true of more populous Latin American societies, suggesting that the “brain drain” phenomenon is not a critical factor in the migration phenomenon for these countries.

Trends also vary within the western hemisphere. The situation is most acute for the Caribbean countries who show a much higher percentage of workers who plan to and do emigrate. This avid desire of highly educated professionals to leave their countries makes “brain drain” in the Caribbean a particularly concerning phenomenon. It is estimated by the IMF that Caribbean countries have lost more than half of their college educated population and that roughly 80% of college educated people born in Caribbean countries like Haiti and Jamaica currently reside in the United States. Central American countries, including El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala and Nicaragua, follow with close to 30% of their college educated workers also living in the United States. More populous countries in the Americas have, however, not experienced this phenomenon to the same degree.  According to World Bank studies, professional elites prefer to stay at home in Mexico, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina.  Thus there would seem to be a direct correlation between the size of a country’s economy, possibilities on the local job market and the desire of professionals and highly skilled workers to emigrate.  The small country exception to this tendency would seem to be Costa Rica, where there is greater availability of employment for educated professionals.

· “Brain Waste”

 “Brain waste” is one of the consequences of professional migration which is often overlooked. When immigrants are overqualified for the available employment they can obtain in destination countries it creates a wasteful use of talent and an efficiency loss. “Brain waste” is often a greater loss for the source country, due to the resources (often public) invested in these skilled individuals. Compared with Asian émigrés, Latin Americans (and Central Americans in particular) are more likely to fall subject to “brain waste” in the United States, partly due to the undocumented status under which many enter the country. This type of entry is not as easy for Asians due to geographical reasons.

Factors such as the sector of the economy in which migrants hold their skills play an important role in the ability to find appropriately qualified employment. Technological skills travel easily across borders, and consequently engineers and technicians face few obstacles in foreign labor markets. Other highly specialized professionals may however face significant difficulties such as reapplying for certification or being required to re-enter professional courses due to regulations in the destination country, thus impacting on medical doctors, attorneys, etc. The non-recognition of equivalent qualifications poses a tremendous obstacle for professional employment and often leads to “brain waste”. Language barriers can also impact on the desirability of highly qualified professionals. If migrant professionals cannot communicate in the language of the destination country, their skills may be downplayed and even become virtually useless, leading to their employment in occupations for which they are overqualified and the need for communication skills is negligible.

· Policies to promote the Beneficial Aspects of Talent Export/Import

Although the overall impact of brain drain is difficult to ascertain, certain policies could be encouraged to adequately harness the benefits of talent exportation/importation.  These could include:

i) allowing dual citizenship and voting rights for expatriates which may facilitate long term talent circulation by enabling migrants to maintain substantial personal and/or political attachments to both source and destination countries;

ii) creating government programs to reconnect with highly skilled émigrés, and offering tax exceptions and other incentives for those willing to return;

iii) promoting “brain circulation,” allowing persons to temporarily migrate and gain exposure to new technologies and techniques, while allowing them to return and implement them in source countries;

iv) utilizing regional skill and professional exchange programs;

v) supporting online educational programs whereby prospective migrants can pursue online education from reputable institutions in developed countries;
vi) lowering the costs for the transfer of remittances and ensuring that fees charged are transparent and at a competitive level;
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