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Brain drain or brain circulation?
 

Options to expand innovation 
capabilities in the Global South



• Not enough quality jobs? Move to greener pastures.

• What are the impacts of brain drain for innovation? Does it prevent 

the Global South from catching up or will it eventually enable it?
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1. Introduction

2. Negative impacts of brain drain

3. Positive economic impacts

4. The case of Bangalore (Bengaluru), India

5. Debate topics
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Push factors in developing countries

1. Unemployment and underdevelopment

2. Low salaries

3. Political uncertainty and corruption 

4. Uncertainties regarding pensions and health care

5. Lower quality of life
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Push factors
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Remittances as % of GDP

Net outmigration from Western Balkan countries 

between 2010 and 2020: 400,000 persons
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Salaries for Philippine people in US$

• Elementary school teacher in the Philippines: 400

• Domestic helper in Saudi Arabia and Malaysia: 400

• Police officer in the Philippines: 660

• English language teacher in Thailand: 900

• Seaman on an oil tanker: 1000

• English language teacher in Taiwan: 2100

• Nurse in Canada: net salary around 2500

• Other professionals in Canada and the USA: higher than 2500
• https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/2236725/cpd-warns-of-demographic-burden-amid-rise-in-unemployment


9



(1) Brain drain can hurt innovation in home countries
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(2) Brain drain causes fiscal losses

• Highly-skilled emigrants do not pay taxes in their home country. As 

education is (partly) subsidized by the government, emigrants leave 

before they can repay their “debt” to their home country. 

• Possible distortion of occupational supply; for example, too many 

lawyers and not enough doctors and engineers.

11 Source : Docquier, 2014



(3) Brain drain can also imply brain waste

• Many labour migrants from and within ASEAN member states 

are overqualified and do jobs below their skill level. 

• For example, engineers from Myanmar work as assistant 

engineers or site supervisors in Singapore and Thailand

• Sending countries lose talent while receiving countries and            

foreign professionals fail to fully benefit from mobility.

12 Source : ADB, 2017



https://www.routledge.com/Polycrisis-and-Economic-Development-in-the-Global-South/Adam-Rena/p/book/9781032694337
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Possible pathways 

• Through skilled migrants’ linkages with home countries, 

migrants can contribute to knowledge transfer and 

innovation

• Brain circulation: highly-skilled migrants could return to 

their home countries

• Remittances
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Reducing the drain?
    “Collaboration with home governments is essential to nurture 

entrepreneurial ecosystems that empower students to become 
creators of start-up ventures, bolstering local economies and 
encouraging them to remain within their countries.”

 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/21632324251352312

Or...stimulating circulation?
“The “brain drain” narrative misses the opportunities that a 
highly educated and dynamic diaspora can bring to Africa”
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2024/04/11/embracing-brain-circulation-is-a-huge-opportunity-for-africas-development/
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18 Hautamäki, 2010

How about the 
periphery?



https://www.nature.com/articles/s41597-025-05268-2/figures/5
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Herman et al. (2026)

“While brain circulation increasingly occurs through visiting positions, 

joint affiliations, and return migration, a persistent pattern of brain 

drain remains, with Global South countries losing a growing share of 

their scientists — and their best - performing scientists — to the 

Global North”
https://osf.io/preprints/osf/a7fcm_v1
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A demographic 
dividend or 
burden?
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Top innovation clusters?

1. Shenzhen – Hong Kong – Guangzhou

2. Tokyo – Yokohama

3. San Jose  - San Francisco (Silicon Valley)

4. Beijing

5. Seoul

6. Shanghai – Suzhou

7. New York City

8. London

9. Boston – Cambridge

10. Osaka – Kobe – Kyoto        



Approaches to study economic geographical clustering
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Origins of its success

• 1909: Establishment of the Indian Institute of Science

• 1940: The Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL)

• 1960: The National Aerospace Laboratories (NAL)

• 1970s : Successes in manufacturing

• 1976: Bangalore Development Authority set up

• 1985: Texas Instruments set up a factory; the first MNCs soon followed by others

• 1990s: Start-ups like Infosys and Wipro Technologies

26



27 Source : Sonderegger & Taube, 2010 

Case study : Indian IT cluster in Bangalore



28 Source : Sonderegger & Taube, 2010 

Bangalore plays an important role in IT global networks; 

already 19 MNCs R&D centers by 2010.



Hariharan and Biswas (2022)
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30 Source : Sonderegger & Taube, 2010 

Evolving division of labour

• Skilled migrants build bridges between India and other countries.

• Globalization has enabled IT companies to hire relatively low-cost 

Indian labour to manage entire outsourcing operations.

• Bangalore has shifted from importing to exporting technology and 

has become a successful Asian innovation cluster. 
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Diaspora community
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“In 2023, three professionals left for 
every one who returned, compared 
with about two departures for every 
returnee so far in 2026.”
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/india-brain-drain-tech-workers-coming-home-6391866

Millions of graduates, but where are 
the jobs?
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indian-graduate-unemployment-youth-led-protests-6347546
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Pro: Argue that brain circulation is good for innovation in emerging 

Asian economies and explain why students' scholarships should be 

unconditional; no need to return to the home country upon graduation.

Contra: Argue that brain circulation is not feasible for emerging Asian 

economies and explain why students' scholarships should be 

conditional; mandatory return.  
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Read this: https://gjia.georgetown.edu/global-governance/the-united-states-china-and-ai-competition-in-africa-lessons-for-the-global-south/

Pro: We agree! Increasing brain circulation will create more 

opportunities for African countries to benefit from innovation.

Contra: We disagree! Increasing brain drain will continue to slow 

down efforts to promote innovation in African countries.  
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