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I. INTRODUCTION

Modern diasporas are “ethnic minority groups of migrant origins residing and acting
in host countries but maintaining strong sentimental and material links with their
countries of origin—their homelands” (Sheffer, 1986: 3). Diasporas are attracting
increasing attention for a variety of reasons. Beyond security concerns related to
terrorism and civil unrest, in the international development arena, developing country
governments and international donors are taking notice of diasporas’ potential
contributions to economic development. Here, attention has primarily focused on
the impressive totals of economic remittances (defined as transfers of money by foreign
workers to their home countries), which now outpace official development assistance.
Such remittances sent to developing countries are estimated at $70 billion per year
in 2004, $125 billion in 2005, and $167 billion in 2006 (World Bank, 2004; 2005;
2006). This alone is a significant evolutionary development as historically, national
governments mainly focused on the security risks posed by organized diasporas, and,
along with the development community, emphasized the brain drain phenomenon
of out-migration.1

As elements of globalization contribute more and more to diaspora size,
mobilization, and qualitative expansion of potential contributions, the time has come
for more concerted research of actual and potential diaspora contributions and at least
preliminary exploration of strategic policies and programs to support them. This volume
seeks to contribute to this ongoing research agenda by analytically reviewing three
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case studies of diaspora knowledge transfer and exchange: People’s Republic of China
(PRC), Philippines, and Afghanistan. Together, the cases provide empirical and
anecdotal data relating to skills transfer/exchange, its potential relationship to economic
remittances, diaspora motivations, and home country policies and programs.

The purpose of this study was not to conduct a comprehensive assessment of the
gain-or-drain question, but rather to consider three cases with the intention of
highlighting constructive contributions. The orientation was consciously biased from
the outset in order to rectify perceived imbalances in the literature and practice related
to skilled migration and to expose a broader context of interlocking contributions and
systems beyond the simplistic tradeoff assumptions of knowledge drain and remittance
gain. None of the three cases could be considered comprehensive, though each provides
some evidence and anecdotes to support its findings as well as the study’s overall
contention that there may be more to be gained than may often be realized.

Following a brief overview of the case studies, this introductory chapter provides
a broader context for situating these cases, introducing in greater detail (i) debates
surrounding brain drain versus brain gain, (ii) the economic effects of diasporas,
(iii) sending governments’ relations with their diasporas, and (iv) factors conducive
to constructive diaspora contributions.

II. DIASPORA KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER/EXCHANGE
TO PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA, PHILIPPINES,
AND AFGHANISTAN

The PRC case study recasts knowledge transfer as knowledge exchange, noting that
the phenomena of study operate in both directions. The study emphasizes knowledge
exchange as a social process. Biao traces the evolution of the PRC’s policies vis-à-vis
its emigrants, noting a significant shift from an emphasis on return in the 1990s, to a
recent redirection to temporary return “to serve the motherland,” where the national
Government, knowledge user institutes (i.e., universities, research institutes, high-
tech enterprises, and industrial parks), and some local government departments alike
are soliciting knowledge exchange and engagement from the diaspora. The PRC
Government maintains five central agencies that interface with overseas Chinese
professionals, as well as several quasi-government agencies with funding to support
knowledge exchange activities, representing the most formal and deliberate approach
among the three case studies. The chapter reviews a variety of knowledge exchange
programs and, building on a survey of participants in these and in overseas Chinese
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professional associations, emphasizes the importance of informal networks and social
processes for effective diaspora knowledge exchange.

Opiniano and Castro examine diaspora knowledge transfer in the Philippines. Like
that of the PRC, the Government of the Philippines has experimented and established
related formal policies. In this case, however, the Government has explicitly promoted
skills training and emigration as part of its national development strategy, prioritizing
remittances from skilled migrants (in 2001–2003 remittances were over 10% of gross
domestic product) and viewing labor export as a means to ease unemployment. The
chapter reviews the Philippines’ past experiences with knowledge transfer activities—
both governmental (the Science and Technology Advisory Council and the Balik Scientist
Program) and intergovernmental (the Transfer of Knowledge Through Expatriate
Nationals [TOKTEN] program of the United Nations Development Programme)—and
examines the current activities and potential of Filipino professional diaspora organizations.
The latter activities are often concentrated in health and education, may be either
demand- or supply-driven, and do not always necessitate long- or short-term diaspora
member return. Selected examples of Filipino diaspora knowledge transfer demonstrate
high enthusiasm and great potential, but, to date, are small-scale and of limited impact.

The Afghanistan chapter (Hanifi) draws from an investigation of a US-based
hawaladar (informal money transfer agent) and his clientele, as well as a review of
selected knowledge transfer efforts. Following an overview of waves of migration to
the US from Afghanistan and the resulting disconnect among Afghan communities in
the US, the chapter analyzes survey data and interviews among the hawaladar’s clientele.
The findings suggest brain drain, some employment concentration (e.g., beauty salons,
food stores and restaurants, real estate, and construction), and limited investment-
directed remittances (though there is potential for more, with the hawaladar’s
facilitation). Knowledge transfer efforts are inhibited by competing identity groups
within the diaspora, as well as by credential challenges, for example, within the medical
profession. The younger generation of Afghan-Americans is demonstrating potential
to overcome communal divisions and innovatively, though selectively, to contribute
to homeland development.

III. DIASPORAS: GAIN OR DRAIN?

A variety of pithy phrases concerning migration impacts and development have been
moving through development industry circles. These range from the traditional “brain
drain” (e.g., Özden and Schiff, 2005) to the increasing use of “brain gain” (e.g., Meyer
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and Brown, 1999a; Hunger, 2002; Margolis et al., 2004) and subtle variations on
these, including “brain strain” (e.g., Lowell et al., 2004), “brain waste” (e.g., Özden
and Schiff, 2005), and “brain exchange” and “brain circulation” (Gamlen, 2005;
Vertovec, 2002; Saxenian, 2002; Pellegrino, 2001). The latter two are often linked
to discussions of globalization and its impact.

One difficulty of navigating this morass of terminology and implied outcomes
is the fact that many of the communicators are comparing apples and oranges when
contemplating what to classify as a gain versus a drain. For example, while remittances
are almost universally affirmed as an important gain to recipient countries, how
productive are they? And does their contribution outweigh the potential export of a
country’s skills and knowledge? Is such human capital static and can one compare
migrants’ skills and knowledge in receiving countries to what it would be had they
not migrated? Do potential increases in education investment due to remittances
yield equilibrium in terms of knowledge gains and losses? What role do remittance
spillover effects have on skills, knowledge, and development indicators beyond
receiving households? What about when an initial brain drain is transformed to a
brain gain as diaspora members seek to give back, either through remittances or,
more directly with respect to knowledge, through knowledge transfer and exchange?

Despite this complexity, some practitioners and scholars insist on a more definitive
answer to the drain versus gain question; more commonly, others imply a bias in one
direction or the other, either through their sample selections and/or policy conclusions.
While seeking to highlight the complexity of the issues, a recent study by the Center
for Global Development (Kapur and McHale, 2005) comes down firmly in support of
the brain drain perspective, arguing that remittances cannot compensate for a country’s
loss of a significant portion of its “best and brightest.” Interestingly, the Center for
Global Development report is critical of the World Bank’s recent findings (Özden and
Schiff, 2005). Yet the mere coupling of brain drain and remittances in the title of the
World Bank report, International Migration, Remittances and the Brain Drain (Özden
and Schiff, 2005), and the corresponding contents of the volume imply that the report
takes the drain as its starting premise where human capital is concerned.

Özden and Schiff (2005) identify four positive externalities that are lost to the
sending country as a consequence of skilled migration: (i) spillover productivity of
other workers, (ii) public service provision (e.g., education and health), (iii) tax
revenues, and (iv) public debate and policy and institution influence. The consequences
of brain drain are most commonly noted with respect to health care. Public health
systems in Africa are a case in point (see Schrecker and Labonte, 2004). The loss of
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nurses in the Philippines (Alburo and Abella, 2002) and Jamaica (Thomas-Hope, 2002)
pose serious challenges. Docquier and Marfouk (2005) confirm high brain drain levels
in poor and isolated small countries in Africa and the Caribbean.

On the other hand, the so-called “new brain-drain literature” posits that
opportunities abroad for skilled migrants produce incentives to invest in education
and skills development in the homeland, yielding a “beneficial brain drain.” The
universal application of this finding is increasingly scrutinized and despite attention to
identifying critical factors that yield it, the beneficial brain drain itself is considered by
some to be widely exaggerated (see, for example, Schiff, 2005; Gamlen, 2005). However,
refuting one of the most accepted and lamented examples of brain drain, Clemens
(2006) finds no evidence that African countries experiencing the highest health
professional emigration rates consequently have systematically lower health staffing
levels, suggesting a beneficial brain drain effect.

There is no doubt that there are some countries and skills areas that experience
significant brain drain with potentially dire consequences for the country of origin.
However, this introductory chapter (and the volume it supports) argues for a more
nuanced approach to assessing gain-or-drain that accounts for the complexity of these
phenomena. Many scholars and concerned institutions have been applying such an
approach for some time. Yet it seems that some neophytes to the diaspora and
development connection remain stuck in traditional and limiting paradigms.

An alternative perspective sees skilled migrants—or diasporas—as assets that
can be mobilized (Meyer et al., 1997). Potential resource gains include remittances as
well as skills and knowledge. In fact, recent perspectives on remittances promote
attention to a broader perspective that includes social remittances, that is, skills transfer,
and cultural and civic awareness/experience (Nyberg-Sorensen, 2004). The potential
gains to the homeland derive not only from the skills and knowledge from the diaspora
itself, but also from the “socio-professional” networks these migrants have joined
overseas (Meyer and Brown, 1999a). In its recent migration report, the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) (2005) confirms that these extended diaspora
networks can yield investments in new technology, market intelligence, and business
contacts (see also Hunger, 2002). At the macroeconomic level, migration can reduce
unemployment (IOM, 2005), provide access to foreign exchange (Lowell et al., 2004;
Gamlen, 2005), and yield other benefits through more sophisticated financial flows
(Lowell and Findlay, 2002). The latter can include strengthening the portfolios of
home country banks through the purchase of remittance-backed bonds and holding
foreign currency accounts (Lowell et al., 2004).
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Gain-or-drain results vary by region. Africa seems to suffer the greatest gap in
terms of return on skilled migration. For example, it sends 10.4% on average of its
skilled labor (Docquier and Marfouk, 2005), but the remittances it receives have not
necessarily increased as a result, decreasing from $10.7 billion in 1992 to $7.8 billion
in 2000 (Sander and Maimbo, 2005). And they remain low in significance as a
percentage of gross domestic product compared to other regions. In his 2003 study of
global remittances, Ratha reports that only two of the top 20 recipients were in sub-
Saharan Africa (Lesotho and Uganda). The Latin American experience is mixed, with
severe drain reported in the Caribbean (Thomas-Hope, 2002; Docquier and Marfouk,
2005). Significant brain drain from Latin America stemmed from the 1980s economic
crisis (Pellegrino, 2001). On the other hand, Mora and Taylor (2005) show that most
migration from Mexico is not from among the highly skilled (see also Ibarraran and
Lubotsky, 2005). A more promising region appears to be Asia, where economic openings
and proactive government policies in some countries have inspired entrepreneurial
and financial investments from the diaspora (Pellegrino, 2001; Iredale, 2001; Hugo,
2003; Docquier and Marfouk, 2005).

Recent research confirms that generalized answers to the gain-or-drain question,
as well as the more specific questions noted above, are not possible. Benefits and costs
accrue to sending countries, receiving countries, and to the migrants themselves (IOM,
2005; Özden and Schiff, 2005; Saxenian, 2002). Among other factors, the relative
balance depends on the volume of migrants, as well as labor market conditions and the
strategy and economic growth of the sending country (IOM, 2005). More specifically,
gain-or-drain is determined by the particulars of the migrants, including the migrants’
profession; remittance-receiving households; the sending country; the receiving country;
and the time frame in which the outcomes are judged. The following section looks at
potential economic gains from migration in greater detail.

IV. ECONOMIC EFFECTS OF DIASPORAS

A discussion of the economic impact of diasporas must necessarily begin with an
overview of remittances, as these are the focus of much attention and policy, and
remain more prominent in terms of data collection and research than other potential
contributions. Economic remittances have grown substantially in recent years. As
noted above, they now significantly outpace global overseas development assistance
(Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 2002), with estimates of $70 billion per year in 2004, $125
billion in 2005, and $167 billion in 2006 (World Bank, 2004; 2005; 2006). The US
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Agency for International Development estimates that of all US international
assistance (public and private), individual remittances account for more than 30%,
and they more than doubled in the 1990s (USAID, 2002).

Accordingly, international development agencies are beginning to direct attention
to leveraging the impact of these contributions, for example, through promoting
regulatory reforms (Martin, 2001), and brokering relationships to encourage diaspora
investment (Gillespie et al., 2001). Home governments are increasingly soliciting
remittances and offering supportive policy incentives (discussed below) (see, for
example, Lowell and De la Garza, 2000).

However, economic remittances do not automatically contribute to national
development. According to IOM, remittances tend to follow three spending phases,
with attention to: (i) family maintenance and housing improvement, (ii) conspicuous
consumption, and (iii) productive activities (Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 2002: 14-15). A
large percentage of remittances does not extend to phase three. Furthermore,
such remittances often do not reach the poorest of the poor, who may be less
likely to have links to diaspora communities (Massey et al., 1999); and remittances
to socioeconomically unequal societies may further polarization (Gardner, 1995).
In their study of Mexico, Mora and Taylor (2005) found that remittances have an
equalizing effect on incomes only in high migration areas. IOM’s recent migration
report (2005) also notes that remittance data analyses tend to ignore the proportion of
gross transfers that are made to developed countries and among developing countries.

While there is reason to be cautious in making assumptions about the household
use of remittances and their consequent productive contributions, IOM (2005) finds
that recipients do have a high propensity to save, and remittances may pave the way to
accessing investment capital. They can also more directly provide capital for small
businesses when channeled through credit cooperative and microenterprises. While
the highly skilled are not necessarily the largest remitters, they are more likely to make
productive investments (Lowell et al., 2004). In its recent research, the World Bank
reports that remittances can (i) reduce recipient household poverty, with spillover to
other households; (ii) increase investment in education and health, as well as other
productive activities; (iii) reduce child labor; and (iv) increase entrepreneurship (Özden
and Schiff, 2005). With respect to poverty reduction, for example, remittances are
especially important for addressing the severity of poverty, for example, in Guatemala
(Adams, 2005). Beyond the beneficial brain drain hypothesis regarding incentives to
invest in education, research also suggests that remittances enable and yield increased
education investments.2
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A relatively recent development, which seeks to better channel and coordinate
remittances, is the emergence of hometown associations (HTAs) or regional clubs.
Through such associations, resources can be channeled to specific development projects,
sometimes identified by the targeted communities themselves, and/or coordinated with
government funds and expertise (see Orozco, 2003; Orozco with Lapointe, 2004; see
also Smith, 2001; Shain, 1999). HTAs in Mexico, for example, usually begin with health
and education, sports and cultural projects, and then focus on physical infrastructure.
HTAs have also begun to explore more targeted productive activities, such as job creation
and direct investments (Orozco, 2003; see also Landolt, 2001). The US Agency for
International Development has recently sought proposals for collaborative ventures with
HTAs (Lowell et al., 2004).

Of course, a large portion of actual remittances remains unknown due to the use
of informal remittance systems. These are systems that range from the unregulated to
the illegal. Types include (but are not limited to) hand delivery/couriering, which may
include hawala systems; money transfer as part of other business transactions; money
transfer enterprises; and migrant association and microfinance institution-based
transfers (see Pieke et al., 2005). Many of these interact with formal systems, making
their identification problematic. Transfers may also be in kind, thus contributing to
trade. A recent study commissioned by the Department for International Development
of the United Kingdom finds that the more remittances are regulated, the larger the
informal market is likely to be (Pieke et al., 2005).

The report concludes that efforts to formalize these systems for the purpose of
harnessing the resources for development may be misguided as these systems emerge
as adaptive responses to the constraints and opportunities presented to heterogeneous
migrant groups. Hawala systems, for example, are based on trust and
telecommunications and do not often require receipt of the money prior to transfer.
They are typically less costly than formal systems. Many migrants find such systems
particularly helpful in the early stages of their migration before they have been able to
enter the formal banking market in the host country.3 There is no evidence to suggest
that informally transferred remittances are applied any differently to development
objectives than formal remittances (Pieke et al., 2005), though hawala systems
themselves have been scrutinized for illegal trade, money laundering, and general support
for terrorism.

Beyond remittance-related efforts, diasporas contribute to the economic
development of their homelands through foreign direct investment and transnational
entrepreneurship, including support for entrepreneurs and small businesses in the
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homeland. The Commission on Private Sector Development of the United Nations
Development Programme notes that diasporas are “supporting entrepreneurs in their
homelands with remittances, informal financing of small businesses, and business advice
and mentorship” (Commission, 2004: 30). In fact, diaspora members may be much
more effective than other foreign investors. First, they may be more likely to invest in
economies that others would consider high risk, simply because they have better
knowledge and relationship opportunities that other investors lack. Second, they can
combine this knowledge with the skills, knowledge, and networks they have cultivated
abroad, yielding important synergistic advantages.4 India’s information technology
success story is a widely cited case, where diaspora members have networked with
their returned counterparts, contributing an estimated 16% of total foreign investment
(Margolis et al., 2004; see also Saxenian, 2002).

More specifically, a sub-stream of the literature on transnationalism and
international migration has begun to examine transnational entrepreneurs. For example,
Landolt and Associates (1999; see also Landolt, 2001) developed a framework of
transnational enterprises, identifying four types. Circuit firms concern themselves with
the transfer of goods and remittances between countries; they include informal couriers
as well as large formal enterprises. Cultural enterprises depend upon contacts within
the home country for the purpose of importing cultural goods. Ethnic enterprises are
based in the host country and provide goods imported from the home country. Finally,
return migrant microenterprises are created by returned migrants who depend upon
their former host-country contacts for their business. Transnational enterprises may
rely on kin networks both in the home country and in the diaspora (see, for example,
Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993).

Regarding development objectives more generally, diasporas also organize
philanthropic activities targeted to the homeland, either through diaspora organizations,
or less formally and individually. Diasporas represent important opportunities for more
formal development organizations to recruit expertise and solicit information for
development programs, and to disseminate information about priorities and
programming, potentially reducing duplication and cross-purpose efforts (Brinkerhoff,
2004). Diaspora organizations can act as important intermediaries between traditional
development actors, and between diasporas and local communities, for example,
identifying needs and priorities of local communities and communicating those to donor
organizations, nongovernment organizations (NGOs), and diaspora members to solicit
funding and expertise. Diaspora organizations may also demonstrate innovative
programs and approaches that can be replicated and/or used to advocate for traditional
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actor administrative and programmatic reforms (Brinkerhoff, 2004). Examples of both
can be found in the experience of postconflict reconstruction in Afghanistan
(Brinkerhoff, 2004) and Liberia (Lubkeman, 2004).

V. SENDING GOVERNMENTS’ RELATIONS WITH
THEIR DIASPORAS

Home government perspectives on diaspora activities differ. In some cases, governments
consider them an interference with state sovereignty. In other cases, governments see
them as important contributors to social, political, and economic development.
Accordingly, some states (e.g., India, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic) actively
court the participation of their diasporas while others (e.g., Cuba) ignore or view them
as enemies.

The stance of national governments with regard to their diasporic communities
varies according to a range of factors, including the national ethos of the country of
origin, the make-up of the community (e.g., refugees versus economically motivated
emigrants), the importance of economic remittances to national development, and
citizenship laws (Shain, 1999). For example, countries that include migrants as “official
members of their political communities” include Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico,
and Portugal (Levitt, 2001). Not surprisingly, the legal rights of immigrants and the
implications of dual citizenship have been increasingly debated, and these debates predate
the recognized security threats post-September 11, 2001 (see Neuman, 1996; Benhabib,
1999).5 States are increasingly challenged by the tension between preventing brain drain
and controlling the activities of diaspora communities on the one hand, and not limiting
their potential economic contributions on the other (see Alexseev, 2002).

Many governments seem to prioritize remittances and the direct transactions
that come with them over brain drain.6 Home governments are increasingly soliciting
remittances and offering policy incentives (e.g., dual citizenship, tax-free investment
opportunities, and matching funds) and investment options (e.g., remittance-backed
bonds and foreign currency accounts) to encourage diaspora contributions (see, for
example, Orozco with Lapointe, 2004; Lowell and De la Garza, 2000; Pires-Hester,
1999). Gamlen (2005) labels this a remittance capture engagement strategy. For
example, through HTAs, resources can be channeled to specific development projects,
sometimes identified by the targeted communities themselves, and/or coordinated with
government funds and expertise (see Orozco, 2003; see also Smith, 2001; Shain, 1999).
The Mexican Government has introduced a 3x1 matching incentive program to
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encourage developmental investments, where HTA investments are matched at local,
state, and national levels (see Orozco with Lapointe, 2004). Remittance capture can
also be achieved by offering various investment options and supporting incentives,
including remittance-backed bonds, foreign currency accounts, investment tax breaks,
exemption from import tariffs on capital goods, duty-free shopping bonuses, and free
passport issuance (Gamlen, 2005: 20).

The following sections examine diaspora contributions from the perspective of
the diaspora, both generally and with respect to knowledge transfer and exchange.

VI. FACTORS CONDUCIVE TO DIASPORA
CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE HOMELAND7

Three types of factors inform diasporas’ mobilization to contribute to the homeland,
particularly beyond individual family remittances: those related to their ability, their
motivation, and the enabling environment (see Esman, 1986).

A. Ability to Mobilize

Diasporas’ ability to mobilize for homeland contributions can be explained, in part,
through network theory and associated social capital. The most commonly identified
factor necessary for effective mobilization is the creation of a sense of solidarity and
community identity (see Pratkanis and Turner, 1996; for diaspora-specific discussions
see King and Melvin, 1999/2000; Shain, 1999). That is, “When colleagues see the
world together, they are likely to share the same understanding of the world. This
makes collective action possible” (Navarro, 2003:138). A dense network of relationships,
or bonding social capital, can engender trust (Coleman, 1988; 1990) and generate the
shared identity required for collective action (see also Ostrom, 1990). Furthermore,
“the more intense the interaction, the higher the likelihood of participation” (Dutton
and Lin, 2001: 196).

Community identity is the foundation for acting collectively, as opposed to
individually, and it enables the harnessing of diverse resources and capacities. These
include material resources, skills, and organizational resources. To effectively mobilize,
diaspora members must possess capabilities (personal and interpersonal skills, and
experience) and confidence. Diasporas’ specific skills and capacities (whether as
individuals or associations) inform both the mobilization process and the nature and
impact of their contributions to the homeland. Bringing these material resources, skills,

Migration2fin2.pmd 11/10/2006, 11:04 AM11



12    Converting Migration Drains into Gains: Harnessing the Resources of Overseas Professionals

and capacities together requires an organizational or networking base (see Klandermans
and Oegema, 1987), which enables diaspora members to contribute their perspectives,
skills, and resources to the collective effort. A networking base also enables diasporas
to reach beyond their own capacities to pursue heterogeneous networks, where
individual actors act as bridges between diffuse sources of information and resources
(Burt, 2000), representing bridging social capital.

Social capital is developed and manifested in associations (Anheier and Kendall,
2002; Putnam, 1993). For diasporas, bonding social capital is represented in the
development of a diaspora community, complete with various types of diaspora
associations or more formal organizations. Both bonding and bridging social capital are
facilitated, for example, through Internet-based organizations, that is, digital diasporas
(see Brainard and Brinkerhoff, 2004; Brinkerhoff, 2004; Brinkerhoff, 2005c), and
through diaspora professional associations.

The importance of social capital and networks suggests a particular vocabulary
for describing migration processes and their impacts. As Tilly (1990) argues, units of
migration are not individuals, but networks. Put another way, “migration is a process
that both depends on, and creates, social networks” (Vertovec, 2002: 3). Such a
perspective serves to anthropomorphize migration and knowledge transfer/exchange,
moving it beyond an invisible hand of supply and demand and better illuminating
human (and political) motives, incentives, and strategies. Throughout his research on
migration networks, Meyer has stressed the importance of human interactions and
human mediation in migration processes (see, for example, Meyer, 2001). Such a
perspective lends support to a new language to describe these phenomena: instead of
migration, sending country, and receiving country, one might more accurately describe
these processes using terminology that highlights the will to act and to do so through
relationships, that is: diaspora, home country, and host country.

To sum up, bonding social capital (represented by dense, homogeneous networks)
encompasses solidarity and community identity. It can contribute to developing a sense
of efficacy, psychological empowerment, and a felt need to express identity. Bridging
social capital (represented by heterogeneous networks) can play a part in developing
organizational resources and capitalizing on opportunity structures in the host country.

B. Opportunity Structures/Context

Esman (1986) refers to “opportunity structures” available for diasporas to mobilize for
particular agendas. These opportunities may be present, or not, in the hostland,
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homeland, and/or internationally. These may include: availability of economic
opportunities; at least neutral regulation of diaspora activities generally and with respect
to specific agendas; access to necessary infrastructure (political, technical, informational/
communication); host country government proactive support of the diaspora, through
targeted service provision for integration and potential reliance on the diaspora for
input and action in support of its foreign policy vis-à-vis the homeland; a home country
government that is neutral or actively solicits diaspora participation and contributions
(e.g., through policies and programs as noted above); and private sector actors who
recognize the market that diasporas represent for both home and host country business
opportunities.

Opportunity structures are highly dependent on diasporas’ access to power
resources. Uphoff (1989, 2005) outlines six types of power resources: economic, social
(social status based on social roles or on complying with socially valued criteria), political
(ability to influence the exercise of authority), informational, moral (i.e., the perceived
legitimacy of decision makers), and physical (coercion or violence, depending on
perceived legitimacy of applied physical force). Related questions for assessing an
enabling environment for diaspora contributions include:

• Does the regulatory environment support economic opportunities?
• Do diaspora members have access to positions of authority and respect within

society, both for influence and for obtaining these positions for themselves?
• Do they have access to, and the ability to influence, decision makers?
• Do they have access to the information necessary or supportive of their effectiveness

for a particular agenda?
• Is their cause perceived to be legitimate?
• Do they have access to physical resources?

C. Motivation to Act

Diaspora groups and members may be more or less inclined to concern themselves
with quality of life and policies vis-à-vis their home countries. Much will depend on
“their inclination or motivation to maintain their solidarity and exert group influence”
(Esman, 1986: 336). Political activism resulting from cultural identity, whether targeted
to home or host country, is likely to be driven by “interests and obligations that result
from migrants’ simultaneous engagement in countries of origin and destination”
(Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 2002). The higher the cost to status and security in their
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adopted country, the greater the likelihood that the diaspora community will split and/
or fail to mobilize (Esman, 1986).

The motivation for diasporas to mobilize, for whatever purpose, is likely to be for
the expression of their identity, for maintaining or acquiring power or other resources,
or both. The incentive of identity expression can be addressed through the formation
of diaspora organizations, and it can be reinforced through activity on behalf of the
homeland. For some, the expression of homeland identity is based solely on a sense of
belonging, in response to feelings of marginalization in their adopted societies. The felt
need to actively express identity may derive from various forms of marginalization
(social, economic, political, or psychic), confusion, and a sense that the homeland
identity will be lost without proactive expression (e.g., when overwhelmed by pluralism),
or simply in response to social reinforcement and perhaps pride (Brinkerhoff, 2005a).

Process factors also influence diasporas’ incentives to mobilize. Issues need to be
framed in order to focus individuals’ attention and energy and to enable effective
coordination of their efforts (Snow et al., 1986). That is, some coordination and
consensus on the direction of collective energy, including what is acceptable and what
is not, is necessary. To sustain motivation, organizers must also generate a sense of
efficacy and subsequent impact (see, for example, Klandermans, 1997; Kelly and Kelly,
1994; Hinkle et al., 1996).

VII. FACTORS CONDUCIVE TO DIASPORA
KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER AND EXCHANGE

Naturally, the general factors supportive of diaspora contributions to the homeland are
highly interdependent. This section discusses the conducive factors specifically for
knowledge transfer/exchange, confirming this interdependence.

A. The Origins of Transferable Knowledge

With respect to knowledge transfer and exchange, prior to considering diasporas’ ability
to mobilize, it is first necessary to consider just what is to be mobilized and how these
knowledge resources are created. And who exactly are these diaspora members from
whom such contributions are sought? Definitions of skilled migrants are quite varied,
complicating any comparative assessments (see Pellegrino, 2001). Skilled migrants are
most commonly defined as “those in possession of a tertiary degree or extensive
specialized work experience” (Vertovec, 2002: 2). Williams and Balá (2005) argue for
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a total human capital approach which, beyond qualifications, income, and occupational
positions, accounts for tacit knowledge, including interpersonal skills and self-
confidence.

Meyer (2001: 95) discusses how brain drain and the human capital approach
“refer to a substantialist view of skills as a stock of knowledge and/or abilities embedded
in the individual.” In addition to the networking implications of this limited view,
discussed below, this perspective ignores the fact that knowledge is not static, nor is it
represented only by the credentials the migrants achieved (whether before or after
migration). That is, the receiving country may provide the experience necessary to
enhance the migrants’ skills. This was true, for example, for Italian-born astrophysicist
and 2002 Nobel laureate Riccardo Giacconi. In response to disgruntled compatriots’
questions about why he left Italy, he responded, “Scientists are like painters.
Michelangelo became a great artist because he had been given a wall to paint. The US
gave me my wall” (quoted in Margolis et al., 2004: 30).

Meyer and Brown (1999a) elaborate on what this “wall” might mean, noting
scientific migrants’ work environment in the industrialized host country, which tends
to be far superior to the developing country homeland in terms of funding, technical
support, equipment, scientific networks, and experimental conditions. They apply the
sociology of science and technology to further argue that the process of knowledge
creation, transmission, and application requires not only social and institutional
communities, also but socio-cognitive ones, which are rarely replicable as they rely
upon local conditions and collective tacit knowledge built through daily group practice.

1. Networks

This view of the sociology of science and technology extends to its mobilization for
homeland contributions. That is, diaspora knowledge transfer/exchange requires
networks. Much has been written about networks’ contribution to migration and brain
drain (see, for example, McKenzie [2005] on Mexico), but networks also facilitate
knowledge development (as above) and transfer/exchange. Indeed, Meyer (2001) argues
that it is through intellectual diaspora networks that brain drain is transformed into
brain gain.

What are the implications of this networking perspective for knowledge transfer
and exchange? Meyer (2001) convincingly argues that the brain drain perspective,
whose defining concept is human capital, misses the mark by ignoring the implications
and impact of social capital. He cites the findings of Greeve et al. (1999) that social
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capital is the larger explanatory factor of firm achievement. With specific application
to knowledge networks, he applies Callon’s (1991) concept of socio-technical or techno-
economic networks to describe how such networks link heterogeneous entities—
including equipment, norms, and organizations—such that the potential of each link
within the network is only as valuable as what it can mobilize in the network as a
whole. Thus, this broader notion of network encompasses the opportunity structures
discussed below.

The body of research on intellectual scientific diaspora networks is increasing. In
1997, Meyer and Associates published the first study of a diaspora knowledge network,
focusing on Colombia. Only 2 years later, Meyer and Brown (1999a) identified 41
expatriate knowledge networks tied to 30 different countries. These are specific efforts
to link diaspora professionals to the homeland for the purpose of transferring knowledge.
The networks were categorized into four types: (i) student/scholarly networks, (ii) local
associations of skilled expatriates, (iii) expert pool assistance through UNDP’s TOKTEN
program, and (iv) intellectual/scientific diaspora networks. Of the 41 identified, 15
were classified as intellectual/scientific diaspora networks with an explicit purpose of
promoting the economic and social development of the homeland.

Many associations of skilled expatriates are evolving into formal professional
associations, which are becoming increasingly active in intellectual/scientific diaspora
networks. Already, in terms of recruitment and placement outside of migrants’
homelands, professions themselves are viewed as networks (see, for example, Iredale,
2001; Brown, 2000). The highly skilled may rely more on such professional networks,
as well as school-based networks and formal recruitment and relocation agencies, than
on kin-based ones (Vertovec, 2002). In fact, such reliance is more likely to yield a
match of skill levels to jobs than networks based on personal ties, which tend to foster
ethnic profession and destination niches that can yield brain waste (see Poros, 2001).
These professional associations, or networks, need not be diaspora-specific in order to
play a role in fostering knowledge transfer to or exchange with the homeland. While
experience varies among professions, they are increasingly becoming international;
their operation “has become a transnational matter” (Iredale, 2001: 7).

The most notable examples of knowledge transfer and exchange highlight the
role of diaspora identity-based professional associations (see Saxenian, 2002). These
include, for example, the Silicon Valley Chinese Engineers Association, the Indus
Entrepreneur, and the Korean IT Forum. These associations fulfill a range of social
network roles, including facilitating the settlement—professional and otherwise—of
recent migrants; professional and technical advancement; ethnic identity formation
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and maintenance; and entrepreneurial investments in the homeland. Saxenian (2002)
particularly highlights their role of bridging homeland producers and the global economy.

These examples highlight the importance of intermediaries to facilitate both entry
into knowledge networks and the successful application of skills and knowledge in
both host- and homeland. Intermediaries may include formal recruitment and relocation
agencies, and professional associations, among others. Generally, intermediation might
include facilitating the migration process, and ensuring transportability of qualifications
(Vertovec, 2002). More specifically, Meyer and Brown (1999a:13) argue for a
coordinating body to facilitate knowledge transfer: “The function of such a coordinating
body would be to collect, organize and maintain the information needed for the
systematic search of partnerships, but also to manage and promote the interests and
actions of the multiple entities present in a network of this kind.”

The business literature has begun to promote the concept of market ecosystems.
In a market-based ecosystem, private sector and social actors enact symbiotic
relationships for wealth creation (Prahalad, 2004). Such an approach is particularly
important for market development at the base of the pyramid.8 Base-of-the-pyramid
markets require multiple stakeholder relationships, including government, NGOs,
communities, financial institutions, and other businesses. The symbiotic characteristic
communicates that these actors each have a unique role and are interdependent in
their efforts. Some such ecosystems will include a nodal firm that facilitates the
functioning of the network, including an emphasis on “quality standards, mutual
obligations, commitment to contractual relationships, and a shared set of values”
(Prahalad, 2004: 69). Knowledge transfer/exchange networks could be viewed in much
the same way. They necessarily incorporate actors beyond the skilled diaspora to
encompass governments, NGOs, donors, and other intermediaries, and would likely
benefit where one or more of these actors assumed roles similar to that of a nodal firm.9

2. Role of Information Technology

Information technology (IT) has emerged as an essential enabler of diaspora knowledge
transfer and exchange (see, for example, Pellegrino, 2001). Among other things, it
holds great potential for providing the information system proposed by Meyer and
Brown (1999b), which would include a searchable database of diaspora members and
their skills on the one hand, and opportunities/needs in the homeland on the other. It
also supports less formal bridging social capital by fostering networks that encompass a
broader range of potential actors (including skilled individuals outside of the diaspora),
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directly connecting diaspora individuals and organizations, with homeland resources
and organizations—both public and private—beyond national governments. Less
formally, IT can be used to cultivate bonding social capital and community, which
fosters will and ability to mobilize for homeland contributions (see Brainard and
Brinkerhoff, 2004; Brinkerhoff, 2004; Brinkerhoff, 2005c; see also Pellegrino, 2001).

Through IT, knowledge transfer and exchange projects can be proposed, designed,
and vetted. IT also enables diaspora knowledge contributions without necessitating
short-term return or repatriation. This further challenges the human capital approach
to brain drain, which assumes that knowledge moves only with the physical body (see
Meyer, 2001). It also enables the sustenance and continued development of the socio-
cognitive networks that yield and potentially maximize valuable knowledge. In fact,
the Internet is the main tool of the intellectual/scientific diaspora networks studied by
Meyer and Brown (1999a). It is IT that has enabled diaspora connections to the
homeland to evolve from “sporadic, exceptional and limited links” to “systematic, dense
and multiple” ones (Meyer and Brown, 1999a: 6).

B. Opportunity Structures/Context

Beyond the presence of intermediary organizations discussed above, opportunity
structures specific to knowledge transfer/exchange refer to homeland and host country
characteristics, including the opportunities migrants find in host countries to further
enhance their skills and knowledge. In questioning the very nature of the “brains” that
get “drained,” Meyer (2001) posits that migrants seek opportunities to develop their
skills and knowledge, and then apply these in supportive contexts inclusive of adequate
resources, infrastructure, and professional norms. Astor and Associates (2005) support
Meyer’s (2001) hypothesis. Their study of physicians from Colombia, India, Nigeria,
Pakistan, and Philippines highlighted greater access to enhanced technology and a
desire for increased income as reasons, among others, the surveyed physicians migrated.
That is, such characteristics of receiving countries produce incentives for out-migration
that may lead to further development of skills and knowledge.

Rather than support diaspora knowledge transfer and exchange, most of the
attention to host country policy has revolved around the design and implementation
of policy that would reduce these incentives or regulate the immigration of migrants
whose skills and knowledge are in short supply in the homeland.10 For example, Deen
(2004) notes such policy disincentives for the United Kingdom and France. More
commonly, regulatory policy relating to skilled migration is driven by the market and
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through trade agreements, whose impact on the home country is variable (see Iredale,
2001). To date, very little, if any, attention is given to receiving country policy
frameworks that would encourage diaspora knowledge transfer/exchange to the
homeland, though the Department for International Development is investigating the
range of diaspora contributions to the homeland, which could inform policy frameworks
in the future (see Van Hear et al., 2004).

With respect to home countries, opportunity structures for diaspora knowledge
transfer and exchange encompass both home country policies and society. Building on
Uphoff’s typology of power resources, a supportive context would entail:

1. government policies that enable diaspora economic opportunities, reward and
publicize diaspora knowledge contributions, facilitate information exchange, and
legitimate knowledge transfer/exchange projects; and

2. a homeland society that welcomes diaspora contributions, perceiving them as
legitimate and valuable; does not criticize diaspora members for not returning;
and confers prestige on participating diaspora members.

The two sets of supporting factors can be mutually reinforcing: home-government
policy frameworks can promote supportive social responses, and society can seek to
influence enabling policy frameworks.

More specifically, policy frameworks can foster incentives for diaspora knowledge
transfer and exchange. Lowell et al. (2004) identify three policy areas for optimizing
skilled migration: migration management, the “diaspora option” (originally proposed
by Meyer et al., 1997), and democracy and development. Migration management seeks
to create disincentives for skilled migration. Related policies have evolved from an
emphasis on value recovery through taxation and repatriation programs (i.e., the return
option, see Meyer et al., 1997; Meyer, 2001) to host country immigration regulations
and international agreements limiting the immigration of skilled individuals from
targeted countries (see Lowell et al., 2004; Gamlen, 2005; Iredale, 2001); and to
addressing the causes of migration, that is, tackling economic and political development
challenges (Lowell et al., 2004). More conventional return policies persist and their
targeted design and application are encouraged, for example, for retirees and students
(see Pellegrino, 2001).

The diaspora option, in turn, encompasses several potential approaches. This
policy framework conceives the skilled diaspora as an asset to be captured (Meyer et
al., 1997), and is the primary focus of this volume. Gamlen (2005) further distinguishes
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three types of related diaspora engagement strategies: remittance capture, discussed
above; diaspora networking; and diaspora integration. Diaspora networking refers to
the bridging social capital discussed above, specifically networking that links the
homeland to the diaspora.

The diaspora integration strategy recognizes the diaspora as a constituency that
is marginalized from the homeland. Thus, related policies include, for example, the
extension of citizen rights such as voting, and the organization of diaspora summits
and diplomatic visits to diaspora organizations in their host countries. Mexico, a leader
in the diaspora option generally, has even created positions for elected diaspora
representatives in state parliaments. Diaspora integration policies confer social status,
political influence, and legitimacy to the diaspora and its potential efforts to contribute
to the homeland. Zambia’s president, Levy Mwanawasa, provides an example that
combines remittance capture with diaspora integration strategies. In a recent address
to the Zambian community in the US he stated: “I know you expect me to say come
home. I am not going to do that. I have no jobs to give you. Work here and send money
home” (quoted in Manda, 2004: 74).

Finally, policies for democracy and development include strengthening institutions
and human rights, education and targeted development; promoting civil society
participation in the policy process; and intergovernmental agreements and
harmonization, bilateral and multilateral agreements, and the General Agreement on
Trade in Services (GATS) (see Lowell et al., 2004; see also Deen, 2004; Iredale, 2001).
This policy area encompasses a broad range of potential actors—home and host country
governments, international and intergovernmental organizations, NGOs, and diaspora
organizations themselves. Indeed, the active interest in the diaspora of this broad array
of actors is an important opportunity structure for the diaspora option more generally.
Democracy and development in the homeland at once serve to address the causes of
migration for some and provide incentives for diaspora contributions by enabling the
contributions and enhancing a sense of efficacy that they can have an impact.

C. Motivation to Act

These strategies and the particular policies that are adopted create important incentives
and may frame issues in ways that enhance diaspora members’ motivation to contribute
to the homeland. Incentives range from the very simple, such as exemption from import
tariffs on capital goods, duty-free shopping bonuses, and free passport issuance (Gamlen,
2005) to the more subtle social and moral legitimation that government and the
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homeland society can provide. Much of the motivation to mobilize will derive from
the diaspora itself—from individuals’ own inclination to reinforce and express their
homeland identity, and from the supportive diaspora communities and identities they
co-create. For some, these identity motives will coexist with other motives, often
including profit.

All of the actors referred to above—home- and hostland governments,
international and intergovernmental organizations, other donors, multinational
corporations, professional associations, NGOs, and other community organizations—
can play important roles in framing issues in a compelling way that inspires diaspora
contributions and enhances diaspora members’ sense of efficacy and meaning of their
potential contributions. The role of diaspora organizations themselves is essential in
this framing process.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Diaspora contribution to homeland development is a complex consideration with
varying potential including tradeoffs between gains in some areas due to losses in others,
and a range of mitigating factors, none of which is static. This chapter opened with
several related questions and concludes with some tentative responses. The gain-or-
drain question can never be answered definitively or universally.

The emphasis of governments and donors on remittances may be
counterproductive in some respects, given that remittances may focus primarily on
household sustenance, consumption, and emergency response and may detract attention
from the broader significant potential diaspora contributions. That said, remittances,
alone, are an important gain given potential spillover effects and some documentation
of their impact in alleviating the severity of poverty. Whether or not these contributions
compensate sufficiently for the loss of human capital in the homeland remains debatable,
though arguments and evidences in support of a beneficial brain drain suggest that this
question may be answered affirmatively and should be assessed on a case-by-case basis.
When contemplating brain drain, it is important also to consider knowledge and skills
as dynamic products of knowledge and socio-cognitive networks, yielding assets that
would not have been possible without out-migration. The potential for diaspora
knowledge transfer and exchange suggests greater opportunities for gain than may be
currently recognized and realized.

In seeking to maximize gains, this overview has highlighted conducive factors,
particularly with respect to knowledge transfer and exchange. As part of these, it has

Migration2fin2.pmd 11/10/2006, 11:04 AM21



22    Converting Migration Drains into Gains: Harnessing the Resources of Overseas Professionals

introduced several policy options with implications for the opportunity structures for
diaspora mobilization. The following case studies provide empirical and anecdotal
evidence regarding knowledge transfer and exchange and the drain-or-gain question
for Afghanistan, PRC, and Philippines. Together, the cases present different responses
to the varied opportunities presented by migration, both on the part of governments
and diaspora members. The volume concludes with an analysis of these experiences
with respect to the factors conducive to diaspora mobilization and the variety of policy
options homeland governments might adopt, and suggested policy implications.
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ENDNOTES

1 Of course, security remains a concern. Collier and Hoeffler (2001) found that diasporas

substantially impact the risk of renewed conflict; after 5 years of postconflict peace,

the presence of diasporas increases the likelihood of renewed conflict sixfold.

2 For example, see Cox-Edwards and Ureta (2003) on El Salvador; Adams (2005) on

Guatemala; and Yang and Martinez (2005) on the Philippines.

3 The term hawala is used for systems operating in the Horn of Africa, the Middle East,

Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Elsewhere such systems may be referred to as hundi (India

and Bangladesh), phoe kuan (Thailand), black market peso exchange (Colombia), padala

(Philippines), and hui kuan (Hong Kong, China) (see Pieke et al., 2005).

4 For a case study from Nepal, see Brinkerhoff (2005b).

5 For a discussion of these concerns in the post-11September 2001 environment, see

Faist (2002).

6 For example, see Kaukab (2005) for the Pakistan case and Manda (2004) on Zambia.

7 This section draws on Brinkerhoff (2006), Chapter 2.

8 The base of the pyramid is where approximately 4 billion people live on less than

$1,500 annual per capita income (Prahalad and Hart, 2002).

9 Brinkerhoff (2005b) presents a case study of a diaspora entrepreneur from Nepal who

plays this role, providing business development services to local small businesses in

that country, linking these to the global economy, and working with the Government

of Nepal to ensure an enabling IT legal framework to support business as well as

economic development more generally. See http://www.thamel.com.

10 For a thoughtful review and analysis of receiving country policy, see Kapur and McHale

(2005).
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