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1. Introduction 
It is generally recognised that international 
migration and development are closely 
interconnected. International migration is both a 
dependent and an independent variable of 
development (Fischer et al., 1997). Two questions 
have therefore kept the interest of migration 
scholars and policy makers: how is migration 
influenced by development and how does 
migration impact on development. To answer 
these questions particular attention has been 
focused on determinants of migration and its 
consequences in the areas of origin and 
destination as well as on the volume, patterns, 
and dynamics of migration. Yet the understanding 
of the relationship between migration and 
development remains limited because both are 
highly dynamic and complex processes, which 
vary across time and space and can be considered 
from very different perspectives (Appleyard, 
1989; 1992; Papademetriou and Martin, 1991). 

The need to develop a thorough understanding of 
the migration-development linkage is essential in 
an era characterised by increasing human 
mobility. It is generally assumed that today more 
than 130 million people live outside the country of 
their birth, a number estimated to be growing at a 
rate of 2% per year (World Bank, 2000). Human 
mobility is likely to assume even greater 
significance in the future. With increased 
transnational capital movements and the 
globalisation of trade in goods and services, 
people too can be expected to move across 
national boundaries with a greater frequency than 
ever before in what has been described as the 
‘age of migration’ (Castles and Miller, 1998).  

The total volume of South to North migration has 
grown particularly fast in the past forty years, 
linked to the widening gap in living standards 
between developing countries and economically 
more advanced countries (IOM, 1991; OECD, 
2000). The most important increases have been 
from Southern Asia, Western Asia, and North 
Africa. But sub-Saharan Africa is also increasingly 
concerned by emigration to wealthier countries in 
the North due to its worsening economic, social, 
and political situation1. Western Europe and North 

                                                 
1 Overviews of South-North migration in the Asia-Pacific 
region and Africa can be found in Stahl (1991) and 
Adepoju (1991a) respectively.   

America are the preferred destinations, along with 
oil-rich Gulf states2. 

South to North migration has been the focus of 
much controversial debate since the 1960s. One 
central question has been whether it has a 
positive or negative impact on developing 
countries. Migration studies conducted in different 
parts of the world to assess the developmental 
impacts of migration have produced quite 
contradictory results, which make it difficult to 
draw any meaningful general conclusions. The 
problem is partly due to the fact that the 
theoretical base for understanding these forces 
remains weak (Massey et al., 1993). The 
contradictory nature of empirical findings also 
results from the fact that few studies distinguish 
the impacts of migration and return according to 
the many variables influencing these two complex 
phenomena. 

It has been argued that emigration can alleviate 
some of the problems facing developing 
countries. Emigration may relieve labour market 
pressure and generate remittances, which 
constitute an important source of foreign 
exchange and income for migrants’ families. 
Financial and human capital transfers occurring 
through return migration can have a positive 
impact as they help improve the quality of life 
back home and promote socio-economic 
development. On the other hand, it has been 
stressed that emigration can also hamper 
development of the sending country because the 
most dynamic and ambitious people have a 
greater propensity to go abroad. The loss of 
skilled manpower – the so-called brain drain – 
may have detrimental effects as it weakens 
human capital. Also, migrant remittances do not 
necessarily have a positive developmental impact 
on the sending country as they may be used for 
consumption rather than investment purposes, or 
they may generate a problem of inflation.  

                                                 
2
 The immigrant stock in Western Europe and North 

America has been growing at 2.5%, a higher growth 
rate than the population growth rate (World Bank, 
2000). Increases in the stock and proportion of 
migrants have been more significant in the North than 
in the South. The greatest increases have been 
registered in Western Europe (from 3% in 1965 to over 
5% in 1990), whereas North America remains among 
the regions with the highest proportion of foreign-born 
residents (Tapinos and Delaunay, 2000).   



 

 

5

This long-standing debate is yet to be terminated. 
In the case of the ‘brain drain’, for instance, while 
certain scholars and policy makers have 
emphasised its negative effects, others have 
argued that the problem is being overstated or 
have stressed the positive effects of the 
redistribution of human capital for the economy of 
both the receiving and sending country (Glaser, 
1978). There also has been little consensus 
regarding the effects of emigration on labour 
markets in sending countries. Liberal economic 
theory considers it as a beneficial development 
enhancing mechanism that helps easing un- and 
underemployment. But it also has been argued 
that emigration can produce harmful labour 
shortages. Similarly, the discussion regarding the 
transfer and use of remittances remains 
unresolved. Although the importance of the 
volume of remittances is generally acknowledged, 
their unproductive use is often emphasised.    

Return is another part of the migration process 
that has been studied with the aim to determine 
its consequences for the development of the 
emigration country. Attention focused on return 
migration so far has been limited, but here too 
there is little agreement regarding its impact. 
Emphasis has been set on the positive 
consequences of financial capital and human 
capital transferred back home by returning 
migrants. The first is brought back in the form of 
savings, whereas the second materialises through 
the training and work experience that migrants 
acquire in the host country. On the other hand, it 
has been argued that many migrants gain very 
little human capital, because they mainly do 
unskilled work, which does not teach them 
anything. It is moreover claimed that even if 
migrants were to acquire new skills abroad, it is 
unlikely that these can easily be used productively 
back home.     

The existing body of theoretical and empirical 
evidence shows that the impact of international 
migration and return on development varies 
considerably, depending among other things on 
the volume, type, and timing of migration flows. 
The characteristics of migrants, degree and 
direction of selectivity, and situation of the 
countries involved in migration are also critical 
factors, which need to be taken into 
consideration. The consequences of migration 
also vary according to the level of analysis that is 
selected. There can be very different implications 
for individual migrants, their families, 
communities, and home countries. The short-term 

effects of international migration may moreover 
differ significantly from its long-term effects.  

Empirical evidence concerning migration and 
return gathered so far is too fragmentary and 
contradictory to allow us to draw clear 
conclusions and devise concrete policy measures. 
It is therefore crucial to examine the implications 
of migration for the meeting of international 
development targets in specific country settings, 
possibly allowing for regional comparisons, to gain 
a clearer and more comprehensive picture. While 
empirical evidence from southern Europe, Asia 
and the Pacific, the Middle East and the Caribbean 
is accumulating, less is known about the 
developmental impact of international migration 
and return in sub-Saharan Africa, despite the 
urgent need to alleviate poverty and foster 
sustainable development in this part of the world. 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a state-of-
the-art literature review and to stimulate 
discussions around some of the most salient 
issues concerning the relationship between 
migration, return, and development. It outlines 
the operational framework and research strategy 
that will be used to investigate this relationship in 
an ongoing research project focused on West 
Africa3. The paper first presents an overview of 
the contemporary trends in international 
migration, or more precisely intercontinental 
migration, regarding this geographical region. It 
then discusses the consequences that such 
migrations can have on domestic labour markets, 
the effects of migrant remittances, and the brain 
drain phenomenon. The return of migrants is 
addressed in a separate section because this part 
of the migration process deserves special 
attention if a better understanding of the 
migration-development linkage is sought. The 
developmental impacts of potential capital 
transfers occurring with return, and particularly 
the transfer of financial, human, and social 
capital, are discussed in the subsequent section. 
Finally, the last section of this paper presents 
elements for a meso-level approach to study 
these issues in order to achieve an improved 
understanding of the highly complex relationship 
between international migration, return, and 
development. 

                                                 
3 More details on this project, which covers Côte 
d’Ivoire and Ghana, are provided in section 6. 
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2. Contemporary trends in 
migration: the case of West Africa 
Migration has always been a key feature of 
people’s survival and advancement strategies in 
Africa. It has often been observed that there are 
few other regions in the world where the 
population is so mobile (Ricca, 1989). The highest 
concentration of migrants and refugees is 
registered in this part of the world, including a 
growing proportion of women and children 
(Adepoju, 1998; Russell et al., 1990). More than 
half of these migrants and refugees are to be 
found in West Africa, a region that is well known 
for its extensive migration systems which reach 
beyond the African continent 4. 

Internal migration accounts for most migratory 
movements in West Africa (Adepoju, 1998)5. 
International migration remains predominantly 
intra-regional and occurs mainly between 
neighbouring countries due to ‘artificial 
boundaries demarcating socially homogeneous 
units into separate states’ (Adepoju, 1991b: 45)6. 
However, intercontinental migration to 
economically more advanced countries in the 
north has grown in importance due to the 
deteriorating socio-economic conditions affecting 
the region since the 1960s.  

Intercontinental migration is directed to Europe, 
North America and the Gulf. These flows remain 
heavily male dominated, although more women 
today migrate over longer distances and for 
longer periods (Adepoju, 1991; 1995b; Findley 
and Williams, 1990). It is possible to distinguish 
between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ migration flows7. 

                                                 
4 Although the quantity and quality of data on migration 
in sub-Saharan Africa have started to improve, there 
still is a considerable scarcity of reliable migration data. 
It is therefore difficult to determine the volume and the 
patterns of migration (Adepoju, 1995b; Foote et al. 
1993; Zachariah and Condé 1981). 
5 Recent literature on internal and international 
migration includes Baker and Aina (1995) and Cordell 
et al. (1996).  
6 For studies on intra-regional migration of workers see 
Arthur (1991) and Brydon and Gould (1984). 
7 It needs to be emphasised that migration is rarely a 
truly ‘voluntary’ activity. Certain people lacking 
resources such as money, information, and connections 
may not even have the choice to move. It therefore 
seems helpful to use the continuum between ‘forced’ 
and ‘voluntary’ migration as an analytical tool to 
establish different degrees of choice or freedom 
available to potential migrants, provided that the terms 

The former include refugees and asylum seekers, 
whereas the latter can be classified into two main 
groups. On the one hand, there are the poorer 
unskilled migrants who tend to be pushed out by 
the adverse socio-economic conditions in the 
country of origin8. On the other hand, there are 
the highly skilled and educated migrants who 
usually come from the ranks and files of the 
urban elite. These migrants are generally pulled 
out by the greater training and work opportunities 
existing in the wealthier countries in the north9. 

The direction of international flows is heavily 
influenced by historical and cultural ties. Migration 
occurs primarily between former colonies and past 
colonial powers because of their linguistic, 
administrative, political, investment, and 
transportation links. Migrants from French-
speaking countries move mainly to France or 
Canada and those from English-speaking 
countries migrate principally to the United 
Kingdom or the Unites States. In recent times, 
however, a growing number of elite migrants 
from the former countries opt for the United 
States to pursue their studies as they are keen on 
diversifying their post graduate training.  

The contemporary causes of emigration in West 
Africa are multiple and complex, including overall 
deteriorating socio-economic conditions, declining 
standards of living, and spreading poverty 
(Adepoju, 1995)10.  A series of demographic, 

                                                                            
‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ are used exclusively (Faist, 
2000: 23). 
8 The great majority of migrants in the region are 
unskilled labourers (Zachariah 1980; Zachariah and Nair 
1980). A good example of predominantly poor, 
unskilled migrants are the Soninké people who 
originate from the Senegal River Valley situated on the 
borders of Senegal, Mali, and Mauritania. The Soninké 
are well known for their circular migration strategies 
which reach far beyond the West African region. 
Although they come from very remote areas and many 
are illiterate, their preferred destination since the 1950s 
is France. Census data shows that 62,640 migrants 
from the Senegal River Valley lived in metropolitan 
France by 1982 (Findley and Sow, 1998). 
9 African countries with relatively depressed economies 
such as Ghana, Guinea, Mozambique and Zambia tend 
to register greater losses of highly skilled migrants than 
countries with healthier economies (Zachariah and 
Condé 1981).  
10 Economic reforms and structural adjustment 
programmes promoted during the 1980s and 1990s 
have been seen as an important determinant of 
emigration because they have enhanced unemployment 
in both public and private sectors (Adepoju, 1995). 
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economic, social, political, and even cultural 
factors determine the volume and the composition 
of intercontinental migration flows. A rapid growth 
in the population and labour force, sharp rises in 
un- and underemployment, decreasing real 
incomes and growing costs of living, low 
agricultural production and ecological disasters 
determining food shortages, and political 
instability and crises are only a few of the more 
generally accepted causes of out-migration.  

The decision to migrate is rarely made by 
individuals acting on their own. Rather, migration 
decision-making often involves entire families as 
well as wider social structures and networks. 
Cordell et al. (1997: 15) have stressed that in 
West Africa migration results from a complex 
series of implicit and explicit ‘negotiations’ 
occurring within the household. This has also 
been confirmed by other studies emphasising the 
role of traditional hierarchies and gerontocracy in 
the decision on who should move, where, when, 
and the mode of behaviour at destination (Findley 
and Sow, 1998)11. Adepoju (1995a: 329) 
describes this decision-making process as follows:  

’In maximizing household resource allocation 
and utilization, senior members of the family 
decide who should migrate just as they 
decide what piece of land should be cultivated 
and who should be sent to school. 
Households normally select and invest in a 
migrant who has the greatest potential for 
supporting the entire household in terms of 
remittances, especially where migration is the 
survival strategy type (as in the Sahel) rather 
than the mobility type. With economic distress 
in the region, a large portion of migration is 
of the former type.’ 

It is clear that usually migration does not only 
concern those who go, but also those who stay 
(Hammar et al., 1997). But social ties between 
emigrants and their families and relations back 
home are particularly strong in the African context 
(Russell et al., 1990)12. Migrant families and 
relations bear part or all the costs of migration. In 
return they expect migrants to send home 
remittances and gifts, to visit regularly, and to 

                                                 
11 See also Makinwa- Adebusoye (1995) and Oucho 
(1994). 
12 This is one of the most consistent findings of the 
extensive research conducted by Russell et al. (1990) 
on international migration in sub-Saharan Africa using 
secondary and primary sources of information. 

remain in contact by mail or phone. Migrants may 
also be encouraged to marry locally to guarantee 
that eventually they will return home (Findley and 
Sow, 1995).   

Migration is an integral component of many 
African families’ survival and mobility strategies, 
which often culminate in return (Oucho, 1994). 
Decisions to stay, to leave, or indeed to return are 
closely related to the nature of the household 
economy and domestic and social power 
structures. But personal abilities and ambitions as 
well as structural and institutional factors 
operating at the local, regional, and global levels 
also play a highly critical role. 

3.  Consequences of international 
migration 
The issue of the consequences of international 
migration is of course intimately related to that of 
the interrelations between international migration 
and development. Migration effects can be 
examined at three main levels: the individual 
level, the family or household and local 
community level, and the wider national level. 
Varying effects are generally registered at the 
micro, meso and macro levels. For example, 
emigration of the highly skilled may have direct 
positive returns for individual migrants and their 
families (e.g. better standards of living and 
remittances), but may concurrently cause adverse 
effects for the national economy (e.g. loss of 
skilled manpower).  

The consequences of migration also vary 
considerably according to the time perspective 
that is chosen. Certain consequences that appear 
positive in the short run, may turn out to be 
negative in the medium or long run. For instance, 
Fischer et al. (1997) have stressed that migration 
eases labour market and balance of payment 
problems and sometimes produces some growth 
effects to greater consumption determined by 
remittance flows. They have argued that in the 
short term migration increases wages in the 
emigration country and decreases them in the 
immigration country. It thus can be argued that 
migration has a negative effect on workers' living 
conditions in this latter country. In the medium 
term, however, migration may actually produce 
wage increases in both emigration and 
immigration countries because convergence 
rather than divergence effects prevail.    
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Most important, however, the consequences of 
migration differ depending on its volume and 
type. The consequences are obviously quite 
different when only few persons migrate or in the 
case of mass migration. But migration effects also 
vary considerably according to different types of 
migration such as internal and international 
migration, temporary and permanent migration, 
regular and illegal migration13. 

The characteristics of migrants and the degree 
and direction of selectivity are also important 
determinants of variations in migration impacts. 
Migration of the highly skilled does not have the 
same effects than migration of the unskilled. But 
there are differentials in migration impacts not 
only by education but also by age and sex. Balán 
(1988) stresses that ‘migrant selectivity tells us 
much about the causal process involved in 
migration, since differential probabilities of 
migration involved in selectivity are usually linked 
to the social structure in areas of origin and the 
specific opportunities open through migration in 
the areas of destination’. However, migrant 
selectivity also provides important clues to 
determine migration consequences in both 
sending and receiving areas.    

Important variations in the consequences of 
migration are also registered depending on the 
socio-economic and cultural situation in the areas 
or countries involved in the migration. These 
multiple factors influencing the nature of 
migration impacts are rarely taken into due 
consideration.  

The review of the literature shows that the 
consequences of migration for the sending 
countries have generally been assessed at three 
levels: the effects of the departure of workers on 
labour markets; the impact of remittances on the 
national economy and the living standards of 
migrants’ family members; the implications of the 
loss of highly skilled migrants on the availability of 
human capacity necessary to harness 
development. Diverging views and contradictory 
findings concerning these issues will be discussed 
in the subsequen0t sections. 

                                                 
13 Migration types can be distinguished using spatial, 
temporal, administrative, and legal criteria. See for 
example Boyle et al. (1998) and Lewis (1982). 

3.1 Labour market effects 

There always has been a heated debate regarding 
the effects of emigration on labour markets in 
sending countries. This issue is obviously of 
particular importance in the West African context 
characterised by rapid population growth and 
increasing unemployment. Recent demographic 
forecasts suggest that the regional labour force in 
the year 2025 (477.30 million) will nearly match 
the region’s population in 1990 (482.53 million) 
(Adepoju, 1998: 302).   

Neoclassical economic theory expects out-
migration to bring about a positive impact on 
labour markets under such pressure, by easing 
un- and underemployment14. In these countries 
labour is generally abundant and capital is 
relatively scarce. Wages are lower here than in 
the more advanced industrial countries where the 
situation is the opposite. The higher wages 
existing in the industrial countries attract labour 
migrants from the developing world. International 
migration, deriving from these imbalances, results 
in increased labour supply in immigration 
countries and decreased labour demand in 
emigration countries. As a result, wage levels rise 
in the emigration country and drop in the 
immigration country until an equilibrium is 
reached. At that point, one might expect return 
migration to be initiated15.  

However, some studies have shown that 
emigration can itself produce labour shortages in 
certain sectors of the economy. Adepoju (1991b) 
reports that in sub-Saharan Africa this has 
occurred mainly in agriculture and stresses that 
development may be obstructed as the young and 
enterprising adult males migrate while the older 
and more conservative stay home. Others, 
though, have demonstrated that labour shortages 
resulting from emigration can induce 
technological change encompassing a more 
rational use of resources. For example, Findley 
and Sow's (1998) longitudinal study on rural 
emigration in Mali shows that manpower 
                                                 
14 See for example Lewis (1954), Ranis and Fei (1961), 
Harris and Todaro (1970), Todaro (1976). 
15

 This model has been criticised because the decision 
to migrate is not only influenced by economic factors. It 
is also determined by social, political, and even cultural 
factors. It also has been stressed that its underlying 
assumptions, such as the homogeneity of labour as a 
production factor and the conviction that markets 
normally reach a stable equilibrium, are too rigid 
(Fischer et al., 1997). 
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shortages have produced favourable changes in 
farming practices. Households with migrants in 
France had to take on outside labour to replace 
absent labour. This strategy has had positive 
effects because it has allowed them to extend 
their cultivation by using part of the production to 
pay the labourers in kind.  

3.2 Migrant remittances 

It is often emphasised that while emigration 
countries lose manpower – and particularly the 
‘best and brightest’ in the words of 
Papademetriou and Martin (1991) – they also get 
something in return. Migrants who work abroad 
usually send part of their income to their family in 
the home country. The economic impact of these 
remittances has been considered beneficial at 
both the micro and macro levels at least in the 
short term. Remittances can be an important 
source of income for families and households, and 
the importance of the total volume of remittances 
is undeniable16.  

Hermele (1997) compiled fairly recent data 
showing that the aggregate value of migrant 
remittances can significantly exceed that of 
national export earnings17. For certain countries 
remittances are a more important source of 
revenue than official development assistance 
(ODA) disbursements (Livi-Bacci, 1993)18. The 
drawback of such high monetary transfers, 
however, is that developing countries may easily 
become dependent earnings that are nonetheless 
uncertain and vulnerable due to changes in 
migration policies and economic or political crisis 
(Appleyard, 1989)19. 

                                                 
16 Russell (1992) has stressed the problems related to 
measuring migrant remittances because of problems of 
definition. See also Russell (1986). 
17 The total value of migrant remittances in 1995 is 
estimated at US$70 billion worldwide in 1995 by Taylor 
(1999).  
18 World Bank estimates illustrate for example that in 
1988 Egypt received $3.3 million or 10% of GNP in 
remittances. The same year ODA disbursements to 
Egypt were only 45% of that value. Meanwhile, recent 
work by Ahmed (2000) in Somaliland has estimated 
remittances at US$500 million annually, around four 
times the value of the main export, livestock. 
19 For example, significant remittance flows were 
interrupted during the Gulf war (1990-1) because it 
produced sudden returns of migrants to their home 
countries (Skeldon, 1997).  

The amounts that migrants remit vary depending 
on their income, propensity to save, and length of 
stay. Institutional arrangements for money 
transfers, exchange rates and risk factors, 
distance of the immigration area, and strength of 
social ties also influence the amount of 
remittances (Adepoju, 1991b; Taylor, 1999)20. 
Remittances increase proportionally with the 
income of migrants, while they decrease with the 
length of stay abroad (King, 1986). Remittance 
money is likely to be more important when 
migrants plan to return than if they intend to 
settle for good in the host country.  

The amounts remitted also tend to increase with 
the distance and the costs of migration. This 
seems to confirm that migrant families expect a 
monetary return to the investment in migration of 
one or more family members who have been sent 
abroad. Studies conducted in West Africa confirm 
that remittances are part of an ‘implicit 
contractual arrangement’ between emigrants and 
their families. Russell et al. (1990: 33) reviewed 
various empirical migration studies in sub-Saharan 
Africa showing that remittances increased in 
periods of crisis as they were an integral 
component of risk diversification strategies 
pursued by families to ensure support in moments 
of need. A positive correlation was also found 
between amounts remitted and per capita 
household income from other sources.   

The impact of remittances in the long term has 
been the focus of considerable debate. Many 
scholars have argued that remittances fail to 
enhance development because they are not spent 
on investment goods but rather on basic 
consumer goods. Hermele (1997: 136) describes 
how this argument goes: ‘Remittances are not put 
to productive use, but mostly spent for 
unproductive purposes - housing, land purchase, 
transport, repayment of debt – or, to a smaller 
degree, wasted on conspicuous consumption, or 
simply saved as insurance and old-age pension 
funds’.  However, this point hinges on the 
definition of ‘productive’ and ‘unproductive’ uses 
of remittances. Some ‘wasteful expenditures’ on 
food, shelter, land, and especially education may 

                                                 
20

 Various channels are used to sent or bring back 
remittances in the form of money or consumer and 
durable goods. Ghosh (1992) has stressed the 
importance of promoting the use of regular channels 
because the use of irregular ones may be directly or 
indirectly related to immoral or illegal activities such as 
the exploitation of poor and uneducated migrants.  
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have a positive effect in the long run.  For 
example, Taylor (1999) points out that building a 
house has an impact on family health and village 
construction activities, whilst Lowell and Findlay 
(2001) note the ‘induced effect’ of emigration on 
increasing demand for education, and private 
funds to support it, may have a highly beneficial 
developmental effect. 

Other scholars have emphasised other problems. 
For example, Piore (1979) has argued that 
remittances cause inflation because they create a 
demand without concomitant production 
capacity21, whilst Böhning (1984) emphasised that 
remittances increase the demand for imported 
goods, producing a negative effect on the balance 
of payments22. Social inequalities have been seen 
as another negative effect of remittances. Lipton 
(1980, 1982), for instance, has argued that 
remittances sharpen income inequality because 
the better-off parts of communities are more 
likely to send migrants abroad and thus are also 
more likely to draw greater benefits from 
migration (Ammassari, 1994).  

On the other hand, it has been stressed that 
remittances have a positive impact on the balance 
of payments of sending countries as they help to 
narrow the trade gap, control external debt, 
facilitate debt servicing, and produce much 
needed foreign exchange (Appleyard, 1989). 
Empirical evidence from different countries also 
contradicts pessimistic views regarding the use of 
remittances. From their study on sub-Saharan 
Africa, Russell et al. (1990) concluded that ‘once 
subsistence needs are met, migrants do use 
remittances for investment purposes including 
education, livestock, farming, and small scale 
enterprise’23. Findley and Sow (1998) report from 
Mali that remittances not only covered basic food 
and cash needs but also allowed to pay for 
irrigation in agriculture. Remittances have also 
been a significant source of financing for 
                                                 
21 Thomas-Hope’s (1999) findings from Jamaica confirm 
this view showing that migrants were charged higher 
prices for houses and services. 
22 Certain scholars set emphasis on the ‘remittance 
multiplier effect’ arguing that expenditures of 
remittance-receiving households may create a 
demonstration effect on households that do not receive 
any (Appleyard, 1989).  
23 It is important to notice that there are differences in 
the use of remittance by sex (Russell et al., 1990) and 
educational status (Athukurala, 1990). Palmer (1985) 
has focused on the role of women and household 
structure and remittance patterns in Lesotho.   

agricultural inputs in Zambia (Chilivumbu 1985). 
Recent work in Somaliland has highlighted 
investment of remittances in production even in 
highly unfavourable economic and political 
conditions (Ahmed, 2000).  Meanwhile, 
Gustafsson and Makonnen (1994) have found for 
Lesotho that migrant remittances actually 
decrease inequality. 

In a much earlier study of internal migration in 
Ghana, Caldwell (1969) found that migrants spent 
remittances to pay for schooling and wages of 
farm labourers, and to develop small businesses. 
In other instances remittances have been used to 
finance social and economic development projects 
in the home country. In their recent study on 
Senegal, Diatta and Mbow (1999: 246), found 
that remittances were a substantial source of 
revenue for migrant families and were also used 
to promote development in migrants’ home 
communities. 

3.3 The brain drain 

Migration of the educated and skilled from sub-
Saharan Africa countries to industrial countries in 
the North has reached significant proportions, and 
there is little evidence that these flows will 
decrease in the near future (Appleyard, 1998; 
Adepoju, 1995). These prospects inevitably raise 
deep concerns among policy makers who 
continue to call for effective policy measures that 
can facilitate the return of migrants or to 
encourage them to maintain links with their home 
country (Grey-Johnson, 1986; Ndioro Ndiaye, 
2000;  Pires, 1992). 

It is estimated that today about one third of the 
most highly qualified African nationals live outside 
their country of origin, mainly in Western Europe 
and North America (World Bank, 2000). Logan 
(1992) published data on US immigration showing 
that a larger proportion of Africa’s total migrant 
pool is made up of professionals compared to the 
rest of the world and that the rate of growth of 
the professional migrant flow from Africa is 
generally higher. UNCTAD estimates that, 
between 1960 and 1987, about 70,000 highly 
skilled Africans left the continent to access the 
West (quoted in Russell et al., 1990). This 
corresponds to approximately 30% of the high-
level manpower stock available within the 
continent at that time, an estimate confirmed this 
year by the World Bank (2000: 39).  
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The brain drain has also been the subject of 
highly controversial debates since the 1960s24. 
The divergence theory sets emphasis on the 
highly detrimental effects of these flows claiming 
that developing countries are losing their best 
people from key positions, and thereby 
weakening human capacity to harness modern 
agricultural and industrial technology25. The 
emigration country looses critical human capital in 
which it has invested through education and 
training and for which it is not compensated26.  

On the other hand, representatives of the 
convergence school argue that the problem of the 
brain drain is less critical than it is usually 
portrayed. They tend to emphasise the beneficial 
consequences of migration for the receiving and 
sending countries and especially the positive 
effects of emigration on (un)employment27. It is 
argued that if highly educated and skilled people 
were not to emigrate they would be under-utilised 
at home due to unemployment or poor working 
conditions which may suffocate their inventive 
and creative abilities that can better be used 
abroad (Keely, 1986). It is also stressed that 
human capital investments made in the high-level 
migrants are partly recovered through 
remittances.  

Although the brain drain dilemma remains largely 
unresolved, some suggestions to solve the 

                                                 
24 See Bennell and Godfrey (1980), Chukunta (1979), 
Das (1979) and Gardiner (1968) for a special focus on 
Africa; Glaser (1978) and Bhagwati (1976) for more 
general overviews. 
25 It is implicitly assumed that the highly skilled have a 
greater propensity to move, because for them the 
benefits of migration tend to be higher due to a higher 
demand and smaller costs of mobility (Fischer et al., 
1997; Skeldon, 1997). 
26 A major aspect of the brain drain controversy is 
whether high-level skills are drawn off unfairly. 
27 A survey conducted in 1985 in Côte d’Ivoire shows 
that 37.5% of people with a university diploma in 
Abidjan, and more than 50% of such people in other 
cities, were economically inactive or unemployed 
(Russell et al., 1992). More than half of these people 
had been in that situation continually for the year 
preceding the survey. Among those people with 
vocational and technical diplomas, 33% were lacking 
employment in Abidjan, and 26% in other cities. The 
results also showed that about 10% of graduates had 
started working in the informal sector as self-employed 
entrepreneurs. 

problem have been put forward (Obia, 1993)28. 
Concrete policy initiatives have also been devised 
to foster the return of highly educated and skilled 
migrants and to encourage their support in the 
development of their home country (Ghosh, 
2000b)29. ‘Return of talent’ programmes have 
been implemented in various countries in Asia, 
Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, and the 
Caribbean. Some have been sponsored directly by 
Governments, others through multilateral 
organisations30.  

4.  The study of return and 
transnational migration: 
methodological issues 
The return of migrants with its human capital 
implications is one of the most commonly cited 
benefits of migration for the sending country, 
along with remittance and labour market effects 
(Todaro, 1976). But this is not the only form of 
capital transfer involved with return migration. 
Financial and social capital can also be mobilised 
through migrants' return. Migrants may 
accumulate savings while living and working 
abroad and bring them back once they return. 
They may also make professional and personal 
contacts, which prove useful and productive for 
their endeavours back home. It is argued that 
these implications of return migration vary 
significantly according to the level of analysis that 
is chosen and based on several critical factors. 
These include the volume of return migration, 
characteristics of migrants, degree and direction 
of selectivity, types of migration, reasons for 
return, and situations existing in the countries 
involved in the migration. 

Regardless of its importance for the 
understanding of the migration-development 
linkage, return migration has always been heavily 

                                                 
28 See also Ghosh (1992), Dumon (1984) and Condé 
(1989) for policy measures concerning return migration 
more generally.  
29 Not only has the support of highly skilled migrants 
been sought but also that of unskilled migrants who 
can act as ‘partners in development co-operation’ 
(Libercier and Schneider, 1996). 
30 See also Koser (2000) on different types of policy 
frameworks and operational programmes, Logan 
(1990) and Ardittis (1985) on UNDP-sponsored TOKTEN 
Programme;  Pires (1992) and Ardittis (1991) on IOM’s 
Return of Qualified Nationals Programme, and 
Strachnan (1980) and Abraham (1968) for examples of 
return supported by government. 
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disregarded in the migration literature (King, 
2000). Even a superficial review of this literature 
shows that very few articles and books deal 
appropriately with this critical issue. But while 
empirical studies on return migration have started 
to accumulate, theoretical approaches and models 
to study return migration and its development 
implications are still lacking.  

Interest in return migration first became apparent 
in the mid-1970s, following the economic crisis of 
1973. Various measures needed to be devised to 
enhance the European Gastarbeiter’s return to 
their countries of origin and facilitate their 
reintegration back home. In fact, the relatively 
short history of return migration can be traced in 
three main generations of migration studies. The 
first generation focused on the push and pull 
factors of migration in the context of 
industrialisation. Flows were mostly seen as 
distinct movements from emigration to 
immigration areas, but the existence of ‘counter-
streams’, including migrants who return home, 
was acknowledged. Lee (1964:54-56), for 
instance, argued that some migrants return 
because they have acquired new attributes at 
destination, which promise to be advantageous at 
origin (e.g. skills or wealth).  

The second generation of migration studies 
emphasised the nature of structured relationships 
between the emigration areas (periphery) and the 
immigration areas (core) (see for example Portes 
and Walton, 1981; Mabogunje, 1970). Both areas 
were seen as tied into a general migration 
system. Not only migration flows linked these 
areas together, but also flows of information, 
capital, goods and services. Historical and cultural 
linkages facilitated these flows and nurture the 
reciprocal relationships. In extensions of this 
perspective, return migration was considered as a 
form of feedback from the area of destination to 
the area of origin. Social network theory, for 
example, has posited that information provided by 
returnees and their post-return behaviour may 
either stimulate or deter further emigration (Boyd, 
1989; Fawcett, 1989). 

The third generation of studies on contemporary 
international migration is currently developing. 
The new conceptual framework suggests that in 
the context of globalisation areas of origin and of 
destination are linked together in transnational 
spaces by migrants who build and maintain 
simultaneous and multi-stranded relations that 
span boundaries (Glick-Schiller et al., 1995; Smith 

and Guarnizo, 1998). In this view, return 
migration is a central part of the ongoing 
migration processes. It is no longer seen as the 
‘closure’ of the migration cycle, but rather as one 
of the multiple steps of a continued movement 
(King, 2000).   

4.1 Problems of definition and 
measurement 

Defining return migration and other closely 
related concepts in the present context 
characterised by accelerating and increasingly 
multifaceted migration processes is a difficult 
task. But it is of course necessary to clarify some 
of these concepts to allow for measurements and 
comparisons within the framework of an empirical 
study31. King (2000: 8) has elaborated on the 
early work of Bovenkerk (1974) to define return 
migration as a ‘process whereby people return to 
their country or place of origin after a significant 
period in another country or region’. However, 
although useful, this definition suffers from the 
problem that it is not clear what is meant by 
'significant period'. Indeed, the time dimension is 
an essential aspect that needs to be clarified in 
operational terms if an empirical investigation is 
to be conducted on the ground.  

No measurement is possible unless the time 
dimension of migration and return is adequately 
specified. This means that the length of stay 

                                                 
31 The need to elucidate the concept of return 
migration to allow for a reliable measurement of this 
phenomenon and sound understanding of its 
implications has long been stressed by the UN 
Secretariat (1986). It has also been suggested that a 
universal definition be adopted in different contexts of 
study to allow for comparisons. The UN 
Recommendations on Statistics of International 
Migration suggest that the category of ‘short-term 
emigrants returning’ includes ‘persons (excluding 
border workers) who have entered the country, who 
had previously been in the country at least once for 
more than a year and not away continuously for more 
than one year, and whose last departure was to work 
abroad at an occupation remunerated from a foreign 
country or to accompany or join such a person as a 
dependant or domestic employee’.  Return migrants 
who have been abroad for more than a year would 
figure among the ‘long-term immigrants’ provided that 
they intend to stay in their home country for at least a 
year. Return migrants who plan to stay for a shorter 
period or do not intend to work for a year would be 
included into the category ‘other immigrants’. It is clear 
that the application of this definition does not easily 
allow identification of return migrants.   
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abroad and the intended length of stay back 
home need to be determined. Yet there is a 
tension between adopting a broad timeframe 
including also very short stays abroad to 
adequately capture transnational migration, and 
still being able to distinguish between simple visits 
and migration. There are also other key aspects 
that call for clarification. The reasons of departure 
and return need to be clarified not only to keep 
'visitors' separate, but also to avoid confusion 
between people who go abroad to work and those 
who leave to accompany or join these persons. 
Another category that may be considered 
separately is the one comprising persons who go 
abroad to study. 

Two other criteria that seem of particular 
importance are nationality and place of birth. 
While the latter is straight forward, the former 
can be a source of some confusion. Usually only 
persons possessing the nationality of the country 
they are returning to are considered ‘return 
migrants’. There may however be cases of 
migrants having given up their nationality when 
taking up a new one. There are also persons 
having the nationality of the country they are 
entering, but who are born and have lived all their 
lives abroad – is it possible for second or third 
generation Ghanaians, born in the UK, to ‘return’ 
to Ghana?  

It is also useful to distinguish highly skilled and 
unskilled migrants, given the potentially different 
impacts of these groups on development noted in 
the previous section.  Yet, it is clear that hard and 
fast divisions between the two are difficult to 
sustain. Rather than talking of 'highly skilled 
migrants', it is perhaps better to speak of those 
who in their country of origin belong to the 'elite'. 
This represents a minority, a group of people of 
relatively high status in terms of education, 
occupation, wealth and power32. When these 
persons return they often access top positions of 
responsibility and authority and therefore have a 
fair ability to influence the course of events in 

                                                 
32 In the Ghanaian and Ivorian context eliteness seems 
to comprise a combination of some or all of the 
following: (i) family background, (ii) high levels of 
education, which could have been acquired home or 
abroad, or a mixture of both, (iii) exercise of power, 
through occupation/employment, class or whatever, 
(iv) wealth, and perhaps, finally (v) a self-perception as 
being part of an elite – a sort of ‘elite consciousness’. 

different spheres of society33. 'Unskilled migrants', 
instead, comprise those persons who have little or 
no formal education. They usually come from the 
lower strata of society, but may of course become 
socially mobile through migration.  

4.2 Characteristics of migrants and multiple 
selectivity 

The existing body of empirical evidence confirms 
that migration is a selective process. Migrants are 
not a random sample of the population living in 
the country of origin; rather, young adult males 
are generally thought more likely to migrate, as 
are single persons – although there is some 
evidence that the movement of single women 
migrants has been under-emphasised (Brydon, 
1979; 1992). Schooling increases the propensity 
to migrate, and so does wealth as it provides the 
resources to move. There seems to be much 
consensus that the better-off and more educated 
migrants are more likely to migrate more 
frequently and for longer distances (Lewis, 
1982)34. Yet, as an apparent paradox, high 
propensities to migrate also tend to be associated 
also with low education and illiteracy (Lipton, 
1982).  

Given the cumulative personal and contextual 
aspects that characterise the multidimensional 
selectivity of migration, it is possible to distinguish 
between two main categories of migrants. On the 
one hand, there are the poorer (though not 
poorest) unskilled people for whom migration 
represents a survival strategy. This group of 
people often have little choice other than to 
migrate. On the other hand, there are the 
wealthier and highly skilled people who choose 
migration as a strategy for advancement. For 
them migration represents one possible way to 
improve their own and family status and to be 
socially mobile.  

Lipton (1982: 20), who focused on rural to urban 
migration, has emphasised this positive and 

                                                 
33 ‘Highly skilled return migrants’ include for example 
senior government officials, chief executive officers, 
managers, senior professionals in private companies, 
owners of firms, professors, political party leaders, 
doctors, lawyers, judges, and heads of NGOs. 
34 Rose (1970) studied the relationship between the 
number of migrants and distance and concluded that 
lower class people migrate for shorter distances as they 
find many more intervening opportunities in a given 
distance than upper class people. 
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negative selectivity of migration. He has argued 
that ‘if we ranked villagers into ten - sized groups 
by income-per-person, migrants would probably 
be likeliest to come from the second-poorest and 
third-poorest - and from the second-richest and 
third-richest groups’. The reason is that the 
poorest do not have the choice to migrate as they 
lack resources, and the richest are already in such 
a good position that migration may become 
superfluous.  

It is generally recognised that migration selectivity 
deserves a central focus in studies concerned with 
the impact of migration both in the areas of 
destination and the areas of origin (Lewis, 1982). 
First, there generally are important demographic 
consequences, such as delayed family formation 
and related effects on fertility rates. Second, age 
and sex selectivity may produce changes in the 
division of labour as well as residential patterns 
and household arrangements. Third, the impact of 
selectivity by socio-economic status on 
community structure depends on whether 
migration occurs with or without return as the 
latter drains local resources and constitutes a 
source of change in the distribution of wealth and 
political control (Balán, 1988). 

If emigration is a selective process, then so is 
return. However, both the nature of selectivity 
and its impacts are yet to be explored in depth. 
Some research has focused on the question 
whether return migrants are rather 'successes' or 
'failures' (Bovenkerk, 1974; Gmelch, 1980), but 
there are contradictory findings, whilst the 
question itself is problematic (King, 1986a). 
Another problem is that migrant selectivity has 
been measured in different ways. Some studies 
compare return migrants with non-migrants in the 
area of origin, whereas others compare return 
migrants with emigrants who remain in the areas 
of destination. Regarding this issue, King (2000: 
42) draws the following conclusion:  

‘Insofar as some generalization is possible, 
the return flow contains a disproportionate 
number of migrants with ‘low personal 
effectiveness’, and of migrants who are 
single, separated and divorced. On the other 
hand, some recent studies note that 
returnees tend to have higher levels of 
education, skill and income than non-
returnees, particularly where opportunities for 
professional advancement exist in the home 
country.’  

For Gmelch (1980) return migrants are neither 
great successes, nor particular failures. The highly 
successful emigrants are reluctant to go back 
because they do not want to quit their secure and 
well-paid jobs. They are also concerned about 
costly obligations vis-à-vis family and kin who 
expect them to share the benefits of their 
success. The very unsuccessful emigrants also 
rarely return because they do not have enough 
resources to return and more importantly they do 
not want to admit their failure.  

Similarly, from his extensive literature review 
Bovenkerk (1974: 23) concluded that ‘the 
returnees of permanent emigration were seldom 
failures, the returnees of temporary migrations 
were seldom successful. In the case of permanent 
emigration this can be explained in two ways: 
firstly, the total emigration stream contains a 
subsidiary flow of intending temporary migrants…. 
Secondly, it is possible that emigrant failures have 
not enough money to return and/or are reluctant 
to demonstrate their obvious failure back home’. 
These hypotheses need to be considered in the 
light of the migrants' characteristics. Some recent 
migration research suggests that highly skilled 
migrants not only are more likely to return, but 
also more likely to act as 'agents of change' 
(Thomas-Hope, 1999).  

4.3 Types of migration and return 

As there are different forms of migration, there 
also are varying types of return. These 
differentials are important factors influencing the 
impact of migration and return on development. A 
very common distinction is the one between 
temporary and permanent returns, which is based 
on the intention of the returning migrant to go 
abroad again or to settle for good back home. 
Two more categories can be established on the 
basis of the temporal criterion: occasional returns 
and seasonal returns. The first consist in short-
term visits to see the family or to conduct 
business for example. The second involve 
temporary stays, which are determined by the 
seasonal character of the activities conducted, as 
for example agricultural work in the home country 
that requires significant labour inputs35.  

                                                 
35 Focussing on skilled migrants, Gould (1988) has 
classified circulatory flows into contract workers moving 
between developing countries, trainees and self-
employed professionals migrating from developing to 
economically more advanced countries, personnel of 
multinational corporations moving between more 
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Another classification that is important to discern 
the consequences of return is the one conceived 
by Bovenkerk (1974) and later refined by Gmelch 
(1980) and King et al. (1983, 2000). This is based 
on two main criteria: the lengths of time that 
migrants intended to stay abroad and their return 
orientation. It encompasses four categories: (1) 
intended temporary migration with return; (2) 
intended temporary migration without return; (3) 
intended permanent emigration with return; and 
(4) intended permanent emigration without 
return36. This classification is useful as empirical 
studies have shown that capital transfers in the 
form of remittances, for example, are more 
significant when migrants intend to return home.  

However, typologies using the intentions of 
migrants as criteria for classification usually 
present some problems. Firstly, migrants do not 
necessarily have definite plans at the time of their 
departure to go abroad or to return (Gmelch, 
1980). Secondly, migrants' intentions may change 
over time depending also on opportunities and 
constraints arising abroad and back home, their 
own and their family members’ lifecycle stage, 
and various professional or personal motives. 
Indeed, it has been argued that the intentions of 
migrants are a poor indicator of actual migration 
behaviour37.  

In contrast, King (2000: 9-10) has suggested 
another typology of return migration, which is 
based on the level of development of the 
countries involved in the migration. Three forms 
of return are contemplated in this respect: (1) 
return from developing to industrial countries that 
were linked by colonial ties (e.g., the British from 
India or Kenya, the French from Algeria); (2) 

                                                                            
advanced countries or between these latter and 
developing countries. Later work by Findlay and Salt 
(1989) and Findlay (1990) has helped elaborating this 
typology and analysing migration implications by the 
type of movement.   
36 Anwar (1979) has introduced the discussion about 
‘the myth of return’, a term that describes the 
contradictory feelings that migrants nurture via-à-vis 
their home country and the country where they live. A 
return remains always envisaged, no matter how 
settled migrants are in the host country. But the return 
is constantly postponed although remittances are sent 
regularly and tight contacts are maintained with home.   
37 See also Bovenkerk (1974: 18) who argues that 
‘migrants do not always have a clear idea about their 
intentions and, moreover, tend to rationalize their 
reasons into motives that are accepted by the 
community as legitimate standard-motives’. 

return from countries who have achieved a 
relatively similar economic development level 
(e.g., Belgians from France); and (3) return from 
developing to industrial countries whether linked 
by colonial ties or not (e.g., the Ghanaians from 
Britain or the US, the Ivorians from France or 
Canada). It is the absence of this last type of 
return of the highly skilled which is the subject of 
much concern and controversy. 

The most elaborate typology of return migration 
is the one that has been developed by Cerase 
(1974) who studied the return of migrants from 
the United States to rural areas in southern 
Italy38. Focussing on the length of time the 
emigrants spent abroad and the degree of their 
acculturation in the host society, he has 
developed a typology including four different 
categories of return. The return of failure includes 
migrants who have failed to overcome the 
‘traumatic shock’ upon arrival and who were not 
able to adapt to the new environment. These 
‘failures’ represent only a minority and re-adapted 
quite easily to their home context because they 
return quickly before their integration in the host 
society starts. The return of conservatism involves 
those migrants who have migrated to pursue a 
specific objective and thus save a significant 
portion of their income. These migrants stay 
longer abroad and during their absence transfer 
remittances or save some money to realise their 
plans back home. This means that the values of 
the home society continue to prevail as a 
reference for measuring success and 
achievement. The return of motivation concerns 
migrants who stay in the host society long 
enough to start referring to its value system, but 
who eventually return home. These migrants are 
the ones who bring back new ideas and values 
and are ready to apply the skills they have 
acquired abroad in their home context. The return 
of retirement regards migrants who have 
terminated their working lives and go back home 
to retire. The third type is the form of return that 
has 'positive' implications on the sending country. 
Cerase is however quite sceptical that returnees 
can successfully assume the role of ‘agents of 
change’. He argues that this is only possible if 

                                                 
38 It is important to note that the great majority of the 
returned migrants that Cerase interviewed originated in 
rural communities, but settled and lived during their 
period overseas in an urban area. This means that they 
‘experienced an abrupt passage from a rural world to 
an urban and industrial one’ (Cerase, 1974: 249). 
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their actions can affect the economic structure 
and power relations of the home communities. 

4.4 Return motives and readjustment 
problems 

The influence of return migration on socio-
economic change in the emigration country also 
varies depending on the motives for return and 
the problems that returnees encounter.  Return 
motives include a variety of economic, social and 
family-related, as well as political reasons (King, 
2000)39. Existing empirical evidence shows that 
social and family-related reasons are of particular 
importance. Strong family ties, the wish to rejoin 
family and friends, homesickness, problems of 
adjustment in the host country, racial 
harassment, and the aim to enjoy an improved 
social status back home are significant reasons for 
return. Other factors are related to migrants’ 
stage in the life-cycle, as age brings changing 
needs and preferences. Migrants may for instance 
wish to raise their children back in their home 
country. They may return to get married, to care 
for elderly parents, or to take on particular family-
related responsibilities.  

Some migration scholars have examined the 
relationship between integration and assimilation 
and return (Hoffmann-Nowotny, 1973; Esser, 
1980). They have claimed that return occurred 
because migrants were unable to integrate or 
assimilate into the host society. Rogers (1984: 
233) has argued that ’Returns may indeed 
indicate failure to become integrated and 
assimilated into the host country, but they may 
not do so. For some migrants they may be ‘new’ 
decisions, arrived at on a basis of changed 
personal and societal circumstances.’40  Indeed, 
Al-Ali et al. (2001) show how increased 
engagement of Bosnian and Eritrean refugees in 
their home countries – including a willingness to 
contemplate return – can sometimes come more 
from security in their host state, rather than 
rejection by it.  

                                                 
39 See also Bovenkerk (1974: 20-25), Gmelch (1980: 
138-41) and King et al. (1983: 25-31). 
40 In her research on Yugoslavian migrants in Austria, 
Rogers (1984) found that migrants' attachments to 
home and host countries co-exist. The attachment of 
migrants to their host country was mainly instrumental, 
whereas the attachment to the home country was often 
sentimental.  

There are also various studies of the difficulties 
that migrants face upon return (Bovenkerk, 1974; 
Gmelch, 1980; King, 2000; and Lepore, 1986). 
Gmelch (1980) has distinguished two perspectives 
from which this question may be approached. On 
the one hand, the actual economic and social 
situation of returnees can be examined, looking at 
employment and housing, participation in 
associations, and so on. On the other hand, the 
migrants' own perceptions can be measured 
based on the degree of 'satisfaction' or 
'dissatisfaction' with regards to their expectations 
nurtured vis-à-vis the home country upon return.  

Readjustment problems have been considered as 
an indicator of social change brought about by 
return migrants. Cerase (1974), for instance, has 
postulated that the greater the conflict of re-
adaptation due to the changed value structure of 
the return migrants, the greater the probability 
that they will provoke social change. Conversely, 
the more traditional their value orientation upon 
return, the less likely they are to bring about 
innovation and social change. King (2000) has 
indicated that these hypotheses find confirmation 
in much existing empirical evidence. But he also 
has emphasised the ambivalence that 
accompanies migrants' return. On the one hand 
migrants are relieved to be back home in a 
familiar context. On the other hand, they are 
often quite disappointed after return and easily 
irritated with how things are done at home. Also, 
the relationship between returnees and non-
migrants is generally ambiguous (Gmelch 1980). 

5  Development implications of 
different forms of capital transfer 
The development implications of return migration 
have so far been explored along two major lines: 
financial capital in terms of savings accumulated 
by migrants while working in the host country, 
and human capital acquired abroad in the form of 
education, training, and working experience. But 
a third form of capital transfer also seems of 
critical importance: social capital transfers. It is 
essential to examine all three forms of capital 
transfer to gain an improved understanding of the 
relationship between migration and development.  

A critical question in this respect is whether 
permanent return is a prerequisite for making 
transfers of financial, human, and social capital 
advantageous for the development of migrants' 
home countries. Or is there a potential in the 
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context of globalisation and transnationalism for 
migrants to contribute to such development 
without settling there for good. Indeed, some 
studies suggest that circulatory migration even at 
a sub-regional level can have a positive impact on 
investment, as Williams (1999) reports for 
improvements in livestock management in West 
Africa. 

For Ghosh (2000b) two major factors determine 
the impact of return on personal success and 
development: (a) the aptitude of the returning 
migrant, and the degree of preparation of return, 
and (b) the socio-economic and institutional 
situation existing in the home country. However, 
to this we can add a number of other factors: the 
magnitude of migration flows, migrant selectivity, 
migration types and motives, and the 
characteristics of emigration and immigration 
countries. 

The inconclusive nature of empirical findings on 
the developmental impacts of migration and 
return results in part from the fact that few 
studies distinguish impacts according to these 
critical variables (King 2000). This had already 
been emphasised by scholars in the mid-1970s. In 
his bibliographical essay, Bovenkerk (1974: 46) 
has stressed that empirical evidence concerning 
the relationship between return and innovation 
was ‘too little, too unreliable, too unspecific, too 
fragmentary and as said too partial, to make 
possible comparisons of the conditions under 
which innovation by return migrants succeeded 
and in which attempted innovation became 
failure’. He has set emphasis on the difficulties 
associated with weighing up the relative 
importance of various factors, and suggested nine 
factors that may influence the potential of 
migration and return as a development force (see 
section 6.2). 

Bovenkerk (1974: 45) has also stressed the 
importance of defining what is meant by the 
terms innovation, change, and development. He 
reveals his disappointment with regards to the 
fact that  

‘In almost all the literature in which the 
influence of returned migrants on the social 
and economic development has been studied, 
development and the various innovative 
stages that lead to it, is implicitly defined in 
terms of the model presented by the rich 
Western countries of the world. This is 
supposedly the viewpoint of most returnees 

themselves, because they bring back 
influences from these very countries. There 
may, in these sources, be some discussions 
about the way Western ideas are to be 
translated by the returnees in the context of 
their home countries, but the usefulness of 
these ideas themselves are never questioned.’       

This raises an important issue, which deserves 
attention at two levels: on the one hand, at that 
of scientific discourse and interpretative schemes, 
and at that of migrants' life history reports and 
self- definitions, on the other hand.  

5.1 Financial capital 

Some migrants who live and work abroad are able 
to save money, which they may transfer to the 
home country upon return. These transfers of 
savings should not be confused with those of 
remittances, which are the payments that 
migrants send back home to their families while 
they are still living abroad. A distinction is rarely 
made in empirical studies between these two 
concepts, which need instead to be kept separate 
(King, 1986; Russell et al., 1992).  

The impact of migrants’ savings has raised a very 
similar controversy to the one concerning the 
effects of remittances. While some scholars have 
stressed the positive implications of migrants’ 
savings for migrants, their families and their 
countries, others have argued that the impact of 
savings generally is insignificant and sometimes 
even negative. Existing empirical evidence 
demonstrates that migrants transfer substantial 
amounts upon their return as they usually earn 
more than what they would earn at home and try 
to limit consumption. But the evidence concerning 
the use to which migrant savings are put is quite 
contradictory.  

King (1986) indicates that the amount that 
migrants save depends on the level of their wage 
and necessary expenses for subsistence, 
accommodation, and transport. Many return 
migrants are very well off compared to non-
migrants, and it seems clear that, ‘the greater the 
wealth and general well-being on return, the 
greater are likely to have been the sacrifice, self-
denial and deprivation of the migrants during the 
'other existence' abroad’ (King, 1986: 24)41.  

                                                 
41 A relatively vast body of evidence concerning social 
mobility of migrants as compared to non-migrants has 
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From their reviews of empirical studies on the use 
of migrant savings, Gmelch (1980) and King 
(1986) conclude that a fairly small portion of 
savings is spent for productive investments. 
Savings are largely spent on 'conspicuous 
consumption' to raise the status and comfort of 
return migrants and their family. A considerable 
proportion of savings goes for constructing a 
house or to purchase a plot of land. Migration 
scholars have often condemned this type of 
expenditure, arguing that migrants' savings and 
remittances could be invested elsewhere in a 
more productive way. Emphasis is also placed on 
the possibility that this form of spending may 
cause structural distortions such as inflation 
(Böhning, 1975).  

Russell (1992), who has examined the uses and 
consequences of remittances, has argued that the 
distinction between consumption and 
production/investment expenditures is rather 
blurred. In fact, it can be argued that spending on 
housing, consumption, and services (e.g., 
education and health) may create employment 
and produce positive multiplier effects as well as 
reduce the need for government expenditure on 
infrastructure, subsidies, and services. 
Expenditures on housing may moreover serve not 
only to raise the status of return migrants and 
their family, but also provide them with a better 
access to other local resources.    

5.2 Human capital 

One of the most debated issues has been that of 
human capital gains for emigration countries 
through the return of migrants. It has often been 
claimed that migrants acquire valuable training 
and work experience when they study and/or 
work in more industrialised countries. New skills, 
ideas, and attitudes of returned migrants are 
expected to have a positive impact on the 
development of their home country. Much 
empirical evidence has however contradicted this 
optimistic view. Various studies from southern 
Europe, especially from the 1970s, have found 
that only a minority of migrants had gained new 
skills while working abroad (Gmelch, 1980; King, 
1986). The majority did not learn anything new 
because they only got unskilled work to do. Work 
on migration to Europe from Africa and the Middle 

                                                                            
been produced in the 1960s and 1970s. See for 
instance Dahya (1973); Gmelch (1979); Hernandez-
Alvarez (1967; 1968); Krane (1973; 1976).    

East has also identified deskilling of migrants as a 
major problem (Brydon, 1992; Al-Rasheed, 1992). 

But even among those migrants' who are able to 
acquire new skills and experiences, few may be 
able to apply them in practice back home. It is 
obviously difficult for migrants who have acquired 
technical or industrial skills to apply them in rural 
settings lacking the infrastructure needed to make 
an effective use of their new skills  (Castles and 
Kosack, 1973; Gmelch, 1980)42. Also, many 
migrants are unskilled and get to do unskilled 
work whilst abroad, which does not teach them 
anything new. Labour migrants often get very 
little training.   

Böhning (1972), for example, studied the social 
and occupational apprenticeship of Mediterranean 
workers in West Germany and found very little 
evidence in support of the hypothesis that 
migrants return home equipped with new skills 
and the desire to operate change. Migrants had 
been largely engaged in low-grade positions in 
the industry and worked mainly on mass-
production lines. They were often frustrated and 
this has hampered their learning. Abadan-Unat 
(1976) stressed that labour migrants with real 
industrial know-how tended to stay on in West 
Germany. Their expertise can hardly be used back 
home. Migrants who returned were those with 
very limited skills who tended to avoid industrial 
jobs back home. These migrants have learned 
very little beyond, for example, how to empty 
dustbins in Munich, turn a screw at Renault's, and 
wash dishes in Zürich.  

But there also is empirical evidence gathered in 
other regions, which contradicts the conventional 
view of human capital theory considering labour 
market experience in industrial countries as an 
asset. Muschkin (1993), for example, has 
researched the consequences of return migrant 
status for employment in Puerto Rico. When she 
compared return migrants with non-migrants, she 
found that the former had higher unemployment 
rates and lower mean earnings. A longer duration 
of stay was moreover associated with negative 
employment outcomes. These findings have led 

                                                 
42 See also Piore (1979) who takes a critical standpoint 
stressing that returnees are not a significant source of 
industrial skills. The most skilled remain abroad 
whereas the failures tend to return. But returnees are 
not willing to go back to the agricultural work they did 
before leaving. This work is usually performed by 
immigrants from less developed countries.      
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her to postulate that the longer migrants were 
absent from home, the weaker their network ties, 
and the greater the difficulties of finding 
employment. But a greater length of absence also 
seemed to protract migrants' work in jobs with 
skill requisites that do not transfer well back 
home. On the contrary, studying the return of 
Pakistanis from the Middle East, Arif and Irfan 
(1997) have found that migrants had been able to 
move out of production-service occupations into 
business and agriculture occupations. This 
advancement was largely due to their experience 
abroad with the length of stay in the Middle East 
influencing occupational mobility.  

There also is an important body of empirical 
evidence that seriously challenges empirical 
findings showing that return migrants produce 
only very little change. Returnees not only bring 
back new skills and capacities, but also innovative 
ideas and changed attitudes and behaviours 
(Gmelch, 1980). The question obviously is 
whether they have succeeded in introducing the 
foreign-acquired ideas and practices into their 
home communities.  

In one of the earlier studies, Saloutos (1956) 
stressed the benefits of migration and return for 
Greece arguing that returnees brought back new 
ideas on democracy, health standards, and social 
behaviour. They introduced liberal business 
practices, and pro-US and pro-Western values. 
Additional empirical evidence collected in Greece 
much later has confirmed substantial differences 
existing in the attitudes and behaviours of 
returnees and non-migrants with regards to a 
series of social issues, such as divorce, dowries, 
gender relations, and child-rearing (Bernard, 
1978). 

The results of studies conducted in the Caribbean 
support the hypothesis that return migrants can 
act as agents of change under certain 
circumstances. In their study of a Barbadian 
village, Sutton and Makiesky (1975) found that 
returnees not only had acquired new values and 
beliefs, but also a greater racial and political 
consciousness. Comparing skilled and unskilled 
return migrants in Barbados, Gmelch (1987) 
found a significant proportion of student-migrants 
entering professional or white-collar occupations 
at home who were more likely to introduce new 
ideas and techniques acquired while abroad. 
Unskilled migrants had less impact because they 
went back to jobs that did not exploit their 
overseas work experience. They also lacked the 

necessary positions of authority and power 
enabling them to induce change43.  

Studies of return migration in Jamaica confirm 
that returnees can play a meaningful role in the 
development of the home country. Taylor (1976) 
reported that Jamaican migrants return home 
with accrued skills and experience. This has been 
confirmed by Thomas-Hope (1999) in a recent 
study showing that the majority of returnees from 
North America and Europe have gained additional 
skills and capacities as well as changed the way 
they were functioning in the workplace. Most 
important, however, returnees have an impact 
due to the leadership roles that they assume in 
their home communities44.  

5.3 Social capital 

While financial and human capital transfers have 
received attention in the migration literature, the 
transfer of social capital, consisting of a set of 
specific resources that can be mobilised within 
groups, networks and organisations, has largely 
been ignored. Social capital designates the 
potential wealth that can be drawn from social 
relations. Thus Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 
11) define it as ‘the sum of the resources, actual 
or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group 
by virtue of possessing a durable network of more 
or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition’. It is built on 
mutual obligations and expectations, norms of 
reciprocity, trust and solidarity. 

A review of the literature shows that studies 
concerned with social capital have almost 
exclusively dealt with the extent of participation in 
networks and with the resources that derive from 
such participation. For the study of the transfer of 
social capital, however, another kind of resource 
assumes particular significance. This is the 
competence that people acquire in building and 
nurturing interpersonal relations and social ties in 
varied socio-economic, cultural and political 

                                                 
43 Gmelch (1980) has also examined the impact of 
return migrant outside the workplace and has stressed 
that it is hard to draw any meaningful conclusions as it 
is difficult to separate the role of return migrants as 
agents of change from other foreign influences such as 
films and television or tourism. 
44 In this respect it is interesting to study the return of 
the elite who traditionally goes abroad to study (and, 
sometimes, to work) and the lives of leading individuals 
such as political leaders or successful businessmen.  
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contexts. Such competence is to be conceived as 
a subjective variable corresponding to the product 
of a formal and informal learning process that 
helps achieving ‘wider horizons’. Language skills, 
the ability to interact and work with people of 
different cultures, and the familiarity with norms, 
customs and values are among the benefits that 
migrants acquire abroad. As a subjective resource 
social capital can indeed be transferred, whereas 
as an objective resources it is locally embedded 
and therefore more difficult to transfer45. 

Migrants can tap into social capital in both the 
sending and the receiving country. Benefits 
derived from such social capital include the 
information on jobs, social services, and housing 
abroad. But they also include information on 
these critical issues back home, and knowledge 
about business and investment opportunities, or 
loans to finance private enterprises. The more 
migrants have developed networking 
competencies, and have invested in maintaining 
social capital back home and in establishing social 
capital abroad, the more they have the freedom 
of choice to return, to stay away, or to shuttle 
back and forth46. But also, the more successful 
they should be in achieving their goals at both 
ends, because not only they have improved 
information, but also greater access to resources, 
and increased control and authority within the 
community. The return of this type of migrants 
has a greater likelihood to effect positive changes 
in the sending country. 

Upon arrival in the receiving country, migrants 
establish social ties with persons or groups from 
their home country providing material support, 
help in making new social connections, and 
assistance to overcome their ignorance about the 
new community (Choldin, 1973). But then 
migrants gradually establish new webs of ties 
involving autochthonous and other foreign people 

                                                 
45 It has long been acknowledged that there is a 
territorial restriction of certain assets, a phenomenon 
that Da Vanzo (1981: 118) has denominated ‘location 
specific capital’.  For Faist (1997: 204) the fact that 
social capital is difficult to transfer abroad raises the 
expectation that ‘potential migrants prefer those forms 
of movement that allow them to keep their social ties 
intact (circular migration), to interrupt them only briefly 
(seasonal migration) or to transfer the whole set of 
important social ties abroad (e.g. family migration in 
the context of chain migration’.    
46 Faist (2000) notes that all three forms of capital can 
accrue the autonomy of individuals and enlarge their 
freedom of choice.   

and start building corresponding social capital. In 
the sending country, social capital is maintained 
by migrants through visits, contacts by mail or 
telephone, remittances, marriage with a 
compatriot, or membership in associations linking 
receiving and sending countries. Presumably, both 
forms of social capital play a critical role because 
it is assumed that social capital is used to transfer 
and re-transfer back other forms of capital, e.g., 
financial and human capital (Faist, 1997). 
Interfacing both forms of social capital help 
migrants develop transnational identities and 
loyalties. 

6. Elements for a meso-level 
approach to migration, return and 
development 
Past theoretical and empirical migration studies 
have generally taken either a macro-level or a 
micro-level analytical perspective. Macro theory 
and empirical research have focused on migration 
flows and chiefly on their volume, direction, 
composition and persistence. The implications of 
structural characteristics of the areas of origin and 
destination have been emphasised as well as their 
socio-economic and political attributes. This 
approach has paid particular attention to aspects 
that are common to social groups that share 
some economic, demographic, social or cultural 
attribute. Micro-level analyses have instead 
focused on the normative and psycho-social 
factors that determine the behaviours of 
individuals and influence their decision-making. 
From this perspective, personal and subjective 
aspects as for example perceptions, motivations, 
aspirations, expectations and values assume 
primary importance.  

Both micro and macro-level should of course be 
carefully examined. Additional attention deserves, 
however, to be focused on the meso-level, which 
provides a crucial means to link these more 
conventional levels of analysis (Faist, 2000). At 
the meso-level, not only families and households, 
but also webs of kinship and other social clusters 
help to influence migrants’ decisions to move, 
stay or return. These decisions are rarely made by 
isolated individuals.  Rather, economic, political 
and cultural institutions shape opportunities and 
constraints. Social capital, consisting of a set of 
specific resources that can be mobilised within 
groups, networks and organisations, can become 
an essential element for the analysis of migration 
trends. 
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In comparison with the other two approaches, the 
meso-level approach to migration has emerged 
more recently, in two strands of literature. Firstly, 
the processes of immigrant incorporation have 
been studied in economic sociology (Portes, 
1995). Immigrants are not seen simply as isolated 
individuals, but rather as members of groups and 
participants in broader social structures that affect 
their mobility in various ways.  Secondly, migrant 
networks have been studied where these are 
conceived as ‘sets of interpersonal ties that 
connect migrants, former migrants and non-
migrants in origin and destination areas through 
ties of kinship, friendship, and shared community 
origin’ (Massey et al., 1993: 448)47.  

A focus on meso-level processes stresses the 
connectivity of migrants and migration streams in 
the wider world of population groups and socio-
economic, political and cultural processes.  
However, it does not obviate the need to draw 
boundaries around the specific migration 
phenomena of concern in any individual study, or 
to highlight particular comparisons or hypotheses 
that are relevant in specific situations.  For 
example, in the research project on transnational 
migration, return and development in West Africa 
referred to in the first section, key boundaries and 
comparisons include: 

• A focus on intercontinental migration from 
south to north, and return movements 
associated with this migration; 

• A comparison between two cases studies, in 
Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, in this case to 
examine the distinctiveness of processes that 
have emerged in contrasting colonial and 
post-colonial contexts; 

                                                 
47 Social networks based on family, friendship and 
community ties are important conduits of information 
and social and financial assistance for migrants (Massey 
et al., 1987). Such networks can explain immobility and 
migration, return migration and the perpetuation of 
migration because they help reducing the costs and 
risks of movement, and increasing the expected returns 
to migration. They are maintained by visits back home 
and return migration, associations and events linking 
sending and receiving countries, marriages which 
sustain social ties and obligations across time and 
space, and remittances (Boyd, 1989). Social networks 
are embedded in migration systems (Kritz and Zlotnik, 
1992), and represent only one of several forms of 
linkage between receiving and sending countries 
(Fawcett, 1989). 
 

• A distinction between skilled, elite migrants 
on the one hand, and poorer, unskilled 
migrants on the other, to draw out the extent 
to which the emergence of meso-level 
networks and institutions, as well as individual 
decision-making factors, varies between the 
two circumstances; 

• A concentration on certain impacts of 
migration and return, including in this case 
the objective of poverty reduction, and the 
promotion of sustainable development.   

Within such boundaries, it might be considered 
important to examine explicitly the short, medium 
and long term implications of migration and 
return.  For example, in the short term, unskilled 
migrants might be expected to prioritise income 
generation, with the return of financial capital 
being a major impact on both poverty reducation 
and sustainable development.  In turn, after a 
period of several years abroad, it might be 
expected that this ‘unskilled’ migrant would begin 
to learn new skills such that ‘human capital’ 
transfers become more important as a 
development impact, whilst in the longer-term, 
concern over the occupational prospects of 
offspring may consolidate processes of network 
building that ensure that ‘social capital’ becomes a 
more salient factor in chosing to return, or 
interact with the home country.  The intention 
here is not to state unequivocally that such 
distinctions exist, or are the most salient 
variations between migrants of different vintages; 
but rather to illustrate the ways in which different 
hypotheses can emerge which draw together 
macro-, meso- and micro-level factors.     

In the sub-sections that follow, a number of key 
working hypotheses of concern in the West 
African case study are reviewed. 

6.1 Survival and mobility strategies 

Starting with the micro-level, a number of 
questions emerge from migrants’ own experience 
which are of relevance to explaining the extent of 
return, and the relevance of migration and return 
to development (including poverty reduction and 
sustainable development) in the country of origin.  
These can be roughly categorised into 
experiences whilst abroad, and experiences on 
return: 
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The migrants’ experience abroad.  

Whilst abroad, there are a number of features of 
the individual experiences of migrants and their 
families which will influence both their propensity 
to return, and the extent of any ongoing 
involvement they maintain with their country of 
origin.  It is worth exploring the extent to which 
migrants of different types (skilled, unskilled, from 
certain countries, short vs. long term etc.) are 
more or less likely to return, and/or acquire the 
ability or desire to contribute towards poverty 
reduction and development initiatives in their 
home communities whilst overseas.  It is also 
important to examine where the origin of such 
tendencies lie.  Are particular groups of migrants 
more likely to develop innovative strategies to 
gain income, knowledge or valuable social 
networks, and what kinds of institutional and 
legislative contexts frame or enhance such 
strategies? 

For example, given that there is known to be 
gender selectivity in the migration process, does 
that lead women and men to have different 
migratory experiences, with consequently 
different impacts on return and development? 
Given that unskilled migrants are more likely to 
have worked in unskilled jobs abroad, they may 
be less likely to bring back skills that help to boost 
local economies.  In contrast, skilled migrants are 
perhaps more likely to acquire additional human, 
financial and social capital whilst they are abroad. 
Also, and stressing the inter-relationship of the 
micro, meso and macrolevels, it is worthwhile to 
consider evidence of migrants or their 
associations engaging with initiatives to promote 
micro-enterprises, employment, or community 
development projects; some notable examples 
are ‘home town’ associations in the Nigerian 
context, and the work of Muslim brotherhoods in 
Senegal (Riccio, 2000) – are such initiatives 
related to specific kinds of migrant experience, or 
specific sending contexts? 

As was noted in section 4.4, Rogers (1984) 
developed a series of hypotheses about what 
influences propensity for migrants to return (Box 
1).  Although these factors reflect processes 
operating at macro, meso and micro level, they 
are conceptualised from the point of view of the 
micro decision-making process for individual 
migrants and their families, and in this sense are 
amenable to examination through individual 
interviews, questionnaires and discussions. 

For Rogers (1984), there is not a clear distinction 
between events taking place at the aggregate and 
individual levels. Macro-level influences work 
themselves out through the perceptions and 
decisions of migrants acting at the micro-level. 
Migrants have varying degrees of awareness of 
changes occurring at the structural and systemic 
level. They also have quite different sets of 
motives for return which are influenced by 
differences in socio-economic and demographic 
characteristics such as age, sex, education, 
occupation, and socio-economic status. This 
acknowledgement makes Rogers (1984: 291) 
argue that ‘observations about return populations 
being ‘positively’ or ‘negatively’ selected from 
among migrant populations or citizens of a home 
country really gives us only rather little  
 

Box 1: Reasons for return migration (after 
Rogers 1984: 288-90) 

1. Perception that positive changes have occurred 
in those situations in their home countries that 
brought about or contributed to the original 
migration. 

2. Events in home countries unrelated to the 
original migratory intentions necessitate, in the 
migrant’s view, their presence in the country. 

3. Host country no longer satisfies the needs that 
they came to satisfy, or satisfies them less well 
than earlier.  

4. Events in the host countries unrelated to the 
motives for migration make it less desirable for 
them to remain there than it had been before. 

5. Satisfaction of the goals that the migrant or 
their families had set or, if they had no specific 
targets, because they feel that they can now 
change their original situation in the home 
country. 

6. Families at home need the migrant, and they 
agree to follow their call. 

7. Migrants consider they erred in their assessment 
that the needs that motivated their migration 
could be satisfied better in the host country than 
at home. 

8. Although the specific needs that motivated the 
migration are fulfilled in the home country, they 
feel that the costs involved are too high. 
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information and can even be misleading in their 
implication’. One of her suggestions is to analyse 
the full range of cases in order to ascertain 
specific patterns of return, and the frequency with 
which they occur.  

The migrants’ experience on return.   

In addition to different experiences whilst abroad, 
different groups of migrants are likely to have 
varying experiences on their return – and these 
too may play a major role in influencing the 
nature of the impact of migration on poverty 
reduction and sustainable development.  For 
example, how do migrants adapt and readjust 
back home? What obstacles do they encounter in 
utilising their newly acquired capital in their home 
economies and societies?  What resistance do 
they face in the workplace, family, and social 
environments?   

Examination of both the opportunities and 
obstacles faced by returning migrants can help us 
to understand their role both directly in combating 
poverty or promoting sustainable development, 
and indirectly in the design and implementation of 
policies or initiatives aimed at these objectives. 
Return migrants may make a crucial contribution 
to the development of micro and small-scale 
businesses, and/or employment creation for poor 
people, whilst they may also help to promote 
good governance and management excellence in 
the public and private spheres.   

Yet once again, it is salient to ask how the roles 
of skilled and unskilled returnees, or people 
returning to different legislative or national 
contexts differ.  Not only have skilled migrants 
had different experiences abroad, but they are 
also likely to be perceived differently from 
unskilled migrants on their return, with this 
difference also varying according to whether the 
place of return is a rural or urban areas.  Unskilled 
migrants may have had a direct impact on 
poverty alleviation through easing labour market 
imbalances and promoting remittances, and their 
definitive return to their place of origin may spell 
an end to these local benefits.  In contrast, skilled 
migrants may be able to go back to positions of 
responsibility and authority in the public and 
private sectors of their home country, and thus 
have more influence over development 
trajectories. 

Overall, it is worth enquiring whether there are 
certain optimal lengths of absence for migrants to 

have a maximum benefit on issues such as 
poverty reduction and sustainable development, 
and whether this varies for different groups of 
migrants. For example, if the length of time spent 
away is too long, returnees may no longer know 
their home country and make important 
miscalculations in the way in which they invest 
various forms of financial, human and social 
capital acquired.  On the other hand, if their time 
away is too short, there may simply not have 
been the time for migrants to acquire the 
different forms of capital that could impact on 
development. 

6.2 Structural and institutional constraints 

The previous section focused on the mobility and 
survival strategies of immigrants and how 
different forms of experience of different migrant 
groups may impact on propensity to return, and 
the impact of this return.   However, it is difficult 
to isolate these factors from structural and 
institutional constraints (and opportunities) which 
also inflence the nature of migrant impact on 
development. For example, Bovenkerk’s list of 
such factors, referred to in section 5, includes 
elements that could be considered both ‘micro’ 
and ‘macro’ (Box 2), although on the whole they 
point us towards structural explanations of the 
varied impact of different migrant flows. 

Box 2: Factors affecting potential of 
migration and return to favour development 
(after Bovenkerk 1974: 46-9) 

1. Number of returnees, in absolute and relative 
terms; 

2. Concentration of returnees in time, because 
when migrants return are concentrated in a 
shorter time span, the critical mass exists that is 
needed to bring about change;  

3. Duration of absence, because when it is too 
short, not enough may be learned to transfer 
anything meaningful, and when it is too long, 
migrants' may become too detached from home 
or too old to translate new ideas into practice; 

4. Social class of the migrants, as skilled elite 
migrants seem more likely to assume the role of 
agents of change than unskilled labour 
migrants; 

5. Motives for return, because the more return 
migrants have responded to pull-factors in their 
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home countries the greater the chance for 
innovation, the more they have reacted to push-
factors the less the chance for innovation; 

6. Degree of difference between the country of 
emigration and the country of immigration, 
because if this is too great the skills and 
experiences that migrants acquire abroad may 
not be useful back home; 

7. Nature of the acquired training and skills, as it 
seems that the more general the training 
received abroad the greater chances for 
innovation, the more specific the training the 
less transferable in the home setting; 

8. Organisation of return, because the better the 
return is planned and organised the greater the 
chance for change;  

9. Political relationship between the countries of 
emigration and return, as the definition of 
progress in the home country may influence 
returnees' impacts. 

It is worth noting that the nature, strength and 
form of migration differs according to the 
situation in both the sending countries, and the 
receiving countries. For example, in the case of 
highly skilled migration, because of adverse 
economic and political conditions in Ghana since 
the 1960s, Ghanaians have tended to emigrate 
more frequently and for longer periods than 
skilled personnel in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire.  
In turn, better work opportunities in Côte d’Ivoire 
have led many Ivorians to choose only to study 
abroad, whereas Ghanaians study and work 
abroad.  Moreover, the more dynamic private 
sector in Côte d’Ivoire has led many returnees to 
go back to existing firms, whereas Ghanaians 
have arguably been forced to set up their own 
businesses if they are to invest the capital that 
they have acquired.  Similar comparisons could be 
explored for the case of unskilled migrants and 
returnees. 

Of course, if the economic, social, cultural political 
differences between the sending and the 
receiving country are not great, it could also be 
argued that there will be relatively little potential 
or incentive for the promotion of change on the 
part of migrants,whilst if the difference is too 
great there will be much resistance to efforts to 
change the host society on behalf of the return 
migrant, on the grounds that the task is seen as 

too large.  However, structural and institutional 
constraints may work at a more direct level than 
this: as well as wider differences in the local 
economy, it is worth asking whether government 
policies specifically orientated towards migration 
and return can influence both the pattern of 
return, and/or the impact of migration and return 
on development processes. 

6.3 Migration, return and social networks 

Moving beyond issues of individual experience on 
the one hand, and structural and institutional 
constraints on the other, there remain a number 
of important questions that relate to the influence 
of meso-scale institutions.  Of key interest here is 
the way in which markets and other institutions, 
which mediate the different forms of capital 
mentioned above, operate to promote certain 
consequences of migration and return through 
capital transfer. 

For example, the development of social networks 
and ties can be seen as instrumental not only for 
emigration, but also for return (to find satisfactory 
employment, suitable housing, etc.) or the 
development of transnational activities 
(contribution to home town associations, 
maintenance of cultural links between home and 
receiving countries, etc.).  One possible 
hypothesis is that the stronger the social and 
symbolic ties of migrants to persons and/or 
institutions in the country of origin, the higher the 
propensity to return, and the greater the chances 
for this return to effect social and economic 
change.  Meanwhile, it is often assumed that the 
stronger the social and symbolic ties of migrants 
to persons or institutions in the emigration 
country, the lower the propensity to return.  
However, when those with strong ties to the 
emigration country do return, or for that matter 
develop transnational activities that support home 
areas without permanently returning, it may be 
that they are in an even stronger position to 
effect social change (Al-Ali et al., 2001). This can 
be seen as related to migrants’ ability to either 
manipulate, or learn from the use of strong social 
networks whilst abroad.   

There has been a fair focus on the literature on 
capital transfers to date which emphasizes the 
role of financial (and to a lesser extent human) 
capital, although even in this case, an interesting 
question still remains for particular case studies as 
to whether this capital is actually invested in 
activities that address poverty for specific sections 
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of the home population.  However, it is in the 
area of social capital transfers, via social 
networks, that there is least current information; 
whilst at the same time, a broader question 
remains as to whether permanent return is a 
prerequisite for transfers of human, social and 
financial capital to occur. 

7. Linking micro and macro 
perspectives 
Such questions need to be answered at different 
levels of analysis. In this sense, it is important to 
draw on a cross-sectional and a longitudinal 
perspective to allow comparison between 
countries and different migrant groups. This 
should help to examine migration processes and 
their local developmental implications and to 
explore the extent of involvement of migrants and 
returnees in poverty reduction and sustainable 
development initiatives.  

7.1 Methods 

Various methodologies are available to gain a 
longitudinal perspective.  In particular, qualitative 
methodologies, include narratives to reconstruct 
family and personal life histories, interviews using 
open-ended questions regarding individual 
experiences and expectations for the future, and 
direct observation to deepen and enrich the 
understanding of the role of migration and return 
in each contextual setting. Analysis of information 
from LSMS data sets can also be used to derive 
time series information on migration and 
remittances. Meanwhile, from a cross-sectional 
perspective, quantitative methods are of wider 
use to obtain empirical data concerning the socio-
demographic characteristics of particular 
populations of returned migrants and migrants 
who remain abroad.  

In conducting a questionnaire survey of migrants, 
or return migrants, a number of pitfalls arise.  
Most obviously, a sample frame is lacking.  One 
response to this has been the 'ethnosurvey' 
framework of Massey and Zenteno (1999: 766), 
which involves random sampling of households in 
known sending communities, carried out at a time 
when seasonal migrants are known to be back in 
Mexico, and supplemented by non-random 
samples of migrants in US destination areas 
contacted through connections established in 
 

Box 3: Fieldwork plans in the ‘Transrede’ 
project 

In planned research in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, 
fieldwork will be carried out in three phases. 
During a pilot phase, after a review of 
documentary evidence, semi-structured, partially 
standardised and largely pre-coded questionnaires 
will be finalised, and pre-tested with a limited 
number of highly skilled and unskilled returnees. 
With the elite group in particular, it is felt that 
closed questions are appropriate, as this group 
are likely to have limited time. This makes testing 
of the questionnaires, and training of local 
researchers in partner organisations of particular 
importance.   

In the second phase, the survey will then be 
administered face-to-face to a sample of about 
100 – 150 highly skilled and a similar number of 
unskilled returnees in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. 
Interviewees will be selected through contact with 
consular offices, institutions of higher education, 
migrant associations, and other bodies where 
return migrants might be expected to 
concentrate. A rolling (or ‘snowball’) sampling 
procedure will be adopted, in which returnees 
identified through as diverse a range of 
mechanisms as possible will then be asked to 
provide names and contact addresses of other 
returned migrants that they know. The limitations 
of this technique will be borne in mind, and 
responded to through careful choice of initial and 
subsequent contacts. 

In the third phase, a series of in-depth interviews 
and focus groups, some tape-recorded, will be 
conducted with returnees in each country of 
origin, as well as with potential returnees in 
London, Paris, and Washington, DC-Baltimore 
area, all locations in which there are known to be 
significant numbers of Ghanaian and Ivorian 
migrants. These are seen as providing an 
important opportunity to discuss the results of the 
survey of returned migrants, as well as gathering 
new information on attitudes of returnees and 
those who remain abroad towards the relationship 
between migration and poverty reduction. Other 
key informants, such as CEOs of private 
companies, high-level officials in government and 
international organisations, heads of NGOs, 
religious and political leaders, and others will also 
be interviewed to explore particular policy 
implications of the study. 
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Mexico.  Such an approach could also pick up 
returnees, although it might be more appropriate 
for unskilled migrants coming from and returning 
to rural areas, than for skilled or intercontinental 
migrants originating in capital cities.   

An alternative strategy of starting with snowball 
samples of respondents in receiving areas, and 
then following leads to the country origin, has 
proved fruitful in recent work at Sussex and 
University College London on Bosnian and 
Eritrean refugees (Al-Ali et al., 2001).  However, 
this study was orientated primarily to migrants 
who did not return (at least not permanently), 
rather than those that did.  Meanwhile, survey 
work currently being undertaken in Asia by the 
Asia-Pacific Migration Network provides a model 
for questionnaire design – with the use of similar 
questions potentially facilitating the cross-
referencing of results. This survey explores the 
actual practice of migration; the extent of 
involvement in transfers of various kinds of capital 
either whilst away or on return; and the uses to 
which this capital is put.  All of these are relevant 
to the linkages between migration, return and 
development in West Africa. 

7.2 Policy 

It is also seen as essential to link on-going 
research on migration, return and development to 
emerging policy initiatives in the field.  As has 
been alluded to above, existing policy initiatives in 
this field have been orientated primarily towards 
encouraging return migration – especially of the 
highly skilled (Ghosh, 2000b).  This has been 
seen as the most effective way of reversing the 
brain drain, and mobilising the resources of 
migrants for development back home.  Yet the 
argument presented in this paper suggests there 
is much uncertainty about the impacts of 
migration and return on development.  At the 
same time, policies to support the return of 
migrants have often been seen as disappointing 
at best (Koser, 2001; Black, 2001), or worse, 
motivated primarily by exclusion from the north, 
rather than a commitment to development in the 
south. In this context, further research in this 
field, including research focused on the return 
process, should be able to identify alternative 
routes for policy, that build on different 
conceptualisations of the relationship between 
migration, return and development. 

A first point is that this paper has highlighted how 
differences in context can affect outcomes from 

the return process in terms of development.  
Typologies of return, referred to in section 4.3, 
might be expanded to emphasize that it is not 
only the characteristics of returnees that are 
important to the return process (such as the skills 
possessed), but also the context of host and 
return countries research.  Even with considerable 
motivation, a returnee is unlikely to make a 
successful contribution to his or her home country 
unless some form of capital has been generated 
overseas that can be put to use.  Meanwhile, 
even with capital, conditions need to exist in the 
country of return that allow efficient investment 
of that capital. 

The key issue here that is of importance to policy-
makers concerns identification of contexts that 
favour investment of resources on return, as well 
as the types of capital that can be best invested 
in development in different circumstances.  For 
example, whilst attention has clearly been paid in 
return schemes to the transfer of human capital, 
there has been relatively little investigation of the 
relative merits of repatriation of financial capital 
through remittances, and the various ways in 
which this capital is transferred (or not) on return.  
Meanwhile, the study of social capital in migration 
remains in its infancy, and there are few pointers 
at present as to how public policy can link into 
migrants’ and returnees’ social capital and make 
these work for the development process. 

Another important point concerns the way in 
which public policy can adjust to new patterns of 
migration in an increasingly ‘transnational’ age.  
If, has been suggested, return migration no 
longer represents the ‘closure’ of the migration 
cycle, but a stage along a process of increasingly 
fluid movements between countries, what does 
this say about the type of public policy that is 
required to mobilise the resources of such 
migrants?  A traditional viewpoint is to see 
rootedness in a particular place as representing 
commitment to that place – hence when people 
migrate, they are seen as a ‘loss’ to the sending 
country, with only their permanent return 
reversing that loss.  However, emerging research 
on transnationalism highlights how people may 
make major contributions, economically, socially, 
politically, or culturally, to their place of origin, 
without returning permanently (Glick-Schiller et 
al., 1992; 1995).  How to mobilize the potential of 
such transnational migrants, and what kind of 
return(s) can be important in stimulating the 
process of re-engagement with a country of 
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origin, represent important areas for emerging 
research. 

As migrants become increasingly flexible and fluid 
in their movements and actions, there is growing 
recognition that both research and public policy 
need to adapt to cope with such changes.  That 
there have been public policy shifts is undoubted 
– as countries such as the Philippines (Jones and 
Findlay, 1998) and Eritrea (Al-Ali et al., 2001) 
move to mobilize ‘their’ workforce overseas, and 
bring them into the development process.  But 
how these processes play out for skilled and 
unskilled migrants; the extent to which return to 
country of origin – whether permanent or 
temporary – can or should play a role in such 
processes; and the attitude that should be taken 
by receiving countries and non-governmental 
organisations concerned with development, all 
remain issues in urgent need of further work. 
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