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Does migration lead to loss of human capital in origin countries?

International migration rates are high globally

Particularly for skilled workers

Academics and policy makers often argue international migration results in substantial
loss of human capital in origin country

“Brain drain”

Deemed particularly concerning for health workers

But, observing out-migration does not necessarily imply net loss in human capital in
origin country

Migration opportunities can also create human capital at home

Challenging to estimate causally
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Human capital can diffuse through migration
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in some skill categories in labor- abundant, migrant- sending nations, 
demand for agricultural or home- care workers does not necessarily 
pose “brain drain” concerns. And even if the foreign work opportu-
nities are in medicine, IT, or engineering, the net effect on domestic 
human capital will depend on how quickly training institutes in the 
source country can produce new graduates. That supply elasticity 
is itself a function of government policy, such as regulation in higher 
education.

Another critical factor for policymaking is the domestic labor mar-
ket’s capacity to absorb the newly skilled workers. As a simple example, 
if emigrants acquire English or French language skills to be more 
productive in destination labor markets, those language skills can 
probably be productively used at home even if the visa never comes 
through, or reused when migrants return home. Other language skills 
may be less portable.

The importance of the remittance channel will depend on how 
remittance funds are spent at home. If recipients invest those funds 
in skill acquisition or entrepreneurial ventures, emigration is more 
likely to lead to a “brain gain”. If remittance funds are mostly con-
sumed or invested in real estate, we may not see as much gain in 
human capital, but it may improve welfare in other ways. The source 
country is more likely to benefit in the long run if returning migrants 
and their families combine their new ideas, innovations, and capital 
to create novel enterprises at home. This, in turn, crucially depends 
on the investment climate, political stability, and investor protections 
at home. Finally, the propensity of skilled workers and elites to depart 
will depend on how well their physical and intellectual property is 
protected at home; e.g., scientists tend to leave when the returns to 
innovation are low in the home market.

In summary, to understand the net effect of new migration oppor-
tunities on the human capital stock in source countries for any given 
context (source- destination pair) and sector, we need to review the 
empirical evidence on all channels by which home- country skill ac-
quisition and retention may be affected, as well as the underlying 
factors that determine the importance of each channel. We begin in 
Section 3 by discussing the effects of high- skilled migration on the 
human capital stock.

Box 1.  Identifying causal impacts of high- skilled 
migration

Recent research has employed a variety of methods that enable 
researchers to obtain causal estimates of the effects of high- skilled 
migration:
1. Random assignment (RA): RA randomly allocates individuals 
into treatment and control groups, e.g., in a randomized controlled 
trial. This allows estimating causal effects by simply comparing 
average outcomes in the treatment and control groups (e.g., 14). 
Care must be taken to rule out or measure indirect impacts on 
untreated individuals.
2. Difference- in- differences (DID): This quasiexperimental method 
compares two groups of individuals, one treated and one untreated, 
before and after a policy change. DID assumes that in the absence of 
the policy treatment, outcomes for the two groups would evolve 
similarly over time [“parallel trends” (15)]. Violations of this “parallel 
trends” assumption represent the most substantial challenge to this 
approach.
3. Regression discontinuity (RD): Another quasiexperimental 
method, RD, is used in settings where a cutoff point along some 
dimension determines who receives a treatment and who does not. If 
people just below the cutoff are similar to those above except for the 
treatment, comparing these groups provides an estimate of the 
treatment effect (e.g., 16). The validity of the approach is compro-
mised when additional changes occur at the cutoff, or when 
individuals “game” the threshold (17).
4. Shift share instrumental variables (SSIV): SSIV is a quasiexper-
imental method that uses historical variation in conditions across 
regions (“shares”)—e.g., which is the dominant industry—in 
combination with arguably exogenous shocks (“shifts”) that affect 
different regions differentially due to these variations in conditions 
(e.g., 18). The most notable challenge of this approach is possible 
effects of shocks on outcomes that operate through mechanisms 
other than the one of interest.
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Fig. 2. Conceptual framework. Effects of high- skilled emigration on origin economy.
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Today:

Focus on case study where migration leads to human capital diffusion in origin country:

Incentives to invest in human capital due to migration opportunities (Abarcar and Theoharides,

2024)

For more detail on other channels and discussion of many excellent papers on these topics, see
Batista, Han, Haushofer, Khanna, McKenzie, Mobarak, Theoharides, and Yang (2025) for a
review
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Globally, Filipinos are largest group of foreign-born nurses
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Human capital increased in the Philippines
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Increases possible due to greater supply of nursing programs
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Directions for future empirical work and policy

Brain gain and brain circulation are not just theoretical possibilities, but also empirically
relevant

Outcomes may differ in poorer countries

Fewer opportunities for skill acquisition

Supply-side response may differ

Much of literature to date focuses on a few large middle-income countries (Philippines, India,
Mexico)

What are effective policies for origin region?

Need to consider GE effects on all relevant labor markets, externalities on health and
well-being

Do countries invest in the wrong type of skill?

Heterogeneity may exist based on type of skill departing

Do origin countries capitalize on “brain gain”?
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Migration is an important diffuser of human capital

Shapes human capital of labor force and general population

Effects persist in the long-run (Khanna, Murathanoglu, Theoharides, and Yang, 2025)

Facilitates transmission of ideas (eg. Barbai et al, 2017; Godlonton and Theoharides, 2024)

More work is needed considering GE effects and whether such effects are welfare
enhancing

Rather than documenting origin-country responses to migration shocks, future work
should involve partnerships with policymakers to actively identify policies that will
enhance benefits and reduce costs of skill worker migration

Eg. Diaspora engagement policies, global skills partnerships
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