Migration and Geopolitics: Insights from
Impacts of Mobile Money for
Migrant Families in Bangladesh

Saravana Ravindran
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy
National University of Singapore

World Bank ABCDE Conference 2025

July 23, 2025

1/11



Motivation

® Migration has long been a strategy to raise household incomes,
with migrants moving to find higher pay, which can then be
shared with family via remittances

® New money transfer technologies open the possibility to
reduce rural poverty by coupling migration with the efficient
movement of money back home

® Bangladesh: a large source of internal and international
migrants, with one of the highest levels of international
remittances in the world

® Research on internal migration and remittances offers critical

insights into international migration
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International Remittances (ADB AEIR, 2025)

Figure 5.13: Remittance Inflows to Asia and the Pacific,
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Note: Data for 2024 are estimates.

Source: ADB calculations using data from Ratha, Palza, and Kim (2024).
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International Remittances (ADB AEIR, 2025)

Figure 5.15: Average Total Cost of Remitting $200 (% of transaction value, as of Q2 2024)

(a) Quarterly trend (b) By services provider and payment instrument
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MTO = money transfer operator, Q = quarter, SDG = Sustainable Development Goal.

Source: ADB calculations using data from World Bank. Remittance Prices Worldwide. https://remittancepricesworldbank.org/ (accessed September 2024).
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Context and Intervention

® 815 rural household-urban migrant pairs in the Rangpur
Division in Northwest Bangladesh and Dhaka

® The intervention aimed to reduce the main barriers to adoption
of mobile banking (bKash)

® We randomly selected half of a sample of migrant families to
receive a 30- to 45-minute session on how to sign up for and
use the mobile money service

® Covered basic steps and protocols of bKash use, provided
practical, hands-on experience, sending transfers at least five
times to establish a degree of comfort
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1-Year Impact on Active Account Use (Lee et al., AE] Applied, 2021)

1) (2)
Rural: Urban:
Active bKash  Active bKash
Account Account

bKash Treatment 0.48*** 0.47***

(0.03) (0.03)
Endline Control Mean 0.22 0.21
Observations 813 809

® Intervention led to a substantial increase in not only accounts
but also their active use
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1-Year Impact on Rural Poverty (Lee et al., AE] Applied, 2021)

Figure: Kernel Density Plot of Rural Per Capita Daily Expenditure

Density
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8-Year Impact on Rural Assets (Lee et al., 2025)

) ) ©)

Non-Productive Productive Land
Asset Value Asset Value Value

bKash Treatment 592 2,794** 3,142*
(865) (1,299) (1,738)
Observations 662 662 662

® Early adoption of mobile money technology provided

enduring benefits in asset accumulation, despite widespread
catch-up by the control group
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Stepping Back to International Remittances

® Interoperability: Some examples of success (e.g. Singapore’s
PayNow offers real time payments to Malaysia’s DuitNow,
Thailand’s PromptPay, and India’s UPI) but more work needed

¢ Bilateral agreements, government regulations are challenges -
role for regional bodies (e.g. ASEAN launched the Digital
Economy Framework Agreement in 2023)

® Governments can introduce frictions to discourage international
remittances for geopolitical reasons (e.g. U.S. remittance tax)

® Mobile money and digital finance seen as a digital asset: used
by countries to exert influence

¢ Ant Financial (operator of Alipay) acquired 20% stake in bKash

® China investing in digital infrastructure across Asia as part of its
broader digital Silk Road
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- ___________________________________________
Stepping Back to International Migration

¢ Geopolitical and trade shocks can reshape economic
opportunities and migration patterns

e U.S. tariff of 35% on Bangladeshi goods adversely impacts
garments sector and other industries

® China’s Belt and Road Initiative: new urban hubs in Chittagong
and Khulna

® Destruction and creation of economic opportunities in
Bangladeshi cities affect rural-urban and international migration
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Implications for Development Practice

® Large focus of development practice on capacity building,
strengthening the supply-side of economies

® Should developing economies put more effort into
strengthening their aggregate demand side?

® Role for migration, remittances, and mobile money?

® Challenges for migrants, households, and populations in
migrant-receiving destinations?
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