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Abstract

The concept of Brain Drain has attracted a lot of attention from
researchers, policy makers and governments since decades. There are
different perceptions to the issue of brain drain. Studies differ in their
descriptions and definitions of this complex multidimensional concept.
There are mixed views on its outcomes and effects; which keep changing
from time to time and from country to country. The present study
perceives brain drain or human capital flight as an emigration of educated,
trained, talented and skilled individuals from one country to other
countries. Today, India is poised as one of the fastest growing developing
and emerging economy having the highest rate of economic growth in the
world. In this situation, it becomes pertinent to study the magnitude,
causes and consequences of brain drain in India. There is a need to
investigate what leads to emigration of educated and skilled individuals
from India to greener pastures beyond. The study endeavours to explore
and determine the reasons for Indians leaving their home and making
nests in foreign land. The study also attempts to suggest suitable
solutions for retaining Indian brain in the country itself.

Keywords: Brain Drain, Educated Indians, Human Capital, Migration,
Skilled.
Introduction

The nineties marked the intensification of globalisation process
across the globe. Spearheaded by a massive drive of technological
development and rise of service industry, coupled with the global
phenomena; the demand for skilled, educated and talent equipped human
resources surged in the developed world. This brought the issue of skilled
emigration and Brain Drain into the centre stage of economic and political
debate.

The concept of Brain Drain dates back to the 1960s when the
British Royal Society coined this term in response to the skilled British and
Europeans migrating to North America. An OECD Report (1987) defines
brain drain in two ways: Brain exchange and Brain Drain waste. “Brain
exchange implies a two-way flow of expertise between a sending country
and a receiving country. Yet, where the net flow is heavily biased in one
direction, the terms "brain gain" or "brain drain" is used. A further term,
‘brain waste’, describes the waste of skills that occurs when highly skilled
workers migrate into forms of employment not requiring the application of
the skills and experience applied in the former job”. According to Johnson
and Regrets (1998), brain drain is understood as brain circulation which
refers to the cycle of moving abroad to study, then taking a job abroad and
later returning home to take advantage of a good opportunity. The authors
believe that this form of migration will increase in the future, especially if
economic disparities between countries continue to diminish. This kind of
circular migration was earlier observed in case of Malaysians who had
gone for further studies to Australia. Similar phenomenon is being reported
in recent times for Indians, Chinese, Taiwanese and South Koreans
(Mollick, 2011).

Brain Drain is often viewed as impacting the economic growth of
developing countries due to an outflow of much needed technically skilled
people. The productive capacity of these nations diminishes on account of
emigration of skilled manpower which eventually adversely affects their
economic growth [Bhagwati (1976), Bohning (1982), Beine et al (2001),
Commander et al (2004)]. Brain Drain has also been regarded as a loss of
vital resources. It represents human capital mobility without compensation
[Adams (1968), Salt (1997)]. This leaves the developing country at a
disadvantage, tilting the economic benefits from human capital in favour of
the host country.
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Chimboza (2012) looks at brain drain as the
physical movement of highly qualified, skilled and
educated people from one country to another with the
resultant loss of diverse intellectual prosperity and
innovative skills that would have otherwise contributed
to economic development of the former.

Brain Drain can occur not only when
individuals educated in their home country emigrate in
search of higher wages or better opportunities, but
also when individuals who studied and completed
their education abroad do not return to their home
country. Brain Drain is also believed to be detrimental
in revenue generation for the home country. Also, it is
usually not possible to completely offset the loss in
productivity due to migration of skilled human capital
to other nations. Therefore, brain drain tends to have
an impact on economic welfare of nations.

The present study perceives brain drain or
human capital flight as an emigration of educated,
trained, talented and skilled individuals from one
country to other countries. This study primarily aims at
investigating the factors that lead to emigration of
educated and skilled individuals from developing
countries to other pastures beyond, in particular the
case for the Indian subcontinent. With India poised as
one of the fastest growing developing emerging
economy having the highest rate of economic growth
in the world, the study focuses mainly on the Indian
experience. The study endeavours to explore and
determine the reasons for Indians leaving their home
and making nests in foreign land. The study also
attempts to put across suitable solutions and
suggestions for retaining Indian brain in the country
itself.

The study has been designed to include
seven sections. The first section introduces the study.
The second section throws light on the magnitude of
brain drain in the world in general and India in
specific. A brief review of literature is covered in
section three. The fourth section highlights the various
factors responsible for brain drain from India, the
consequences and impact of brain drain for India. The
fifth section involves discussion on the objective of the
study and methodology adopted for the study. Sixth
section presents the findings and analysis of results
while the last section concludes the study with
important suggestions and solutions for retaining
Indian brain.

Magnitude of Brain Drain: World and India

Nearly 250 million people live in countries in
which they were not born. Largely, there is consensus
among emigration studies that one-third to one-half of
the developing world’s educated and skilled live in the
developed world. According to World Bank estimates,
the stock of international migrants was estimated at
247 million in 2013. The South-South migration stood
at 37 percent of the global migrant stock which was
larger than South-North migration at 35 percent. The
North-North migration was 23 percent whereas the
North-South migration was only 5 percent. The people
willing to drain out have been mainly targeting United
States, Saudi Arabia, Germany, the Russian
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Federation, and the United Arab Estimates as their
destination among others.

The global average cost of remittances has
been falling and migrants’ remittances to developing
countries are estimated to have reached $ 436 billion
in 2014. Among the developing nations; India, China,
Philippines, and Mexico were the top recipients of
migrant remittances. Remittances as a share of GDP
are found to be larger in small countries (Central
Asian Countries and Pacific islands) than that in
relatively larger economies. This makes the smaller
economies highly dependent on remittances and
increases their vulnerability to shocks.

The exodus of skilled human capital is a vital
component of economic growth. Although it is an
international phenomenon, it is particularly hard on
developing countries. It is usually observed that the
more underdeveloped a country is economically, the
more it loses by brain drain. India loses nearly 20 lakh
people to the rest of the world as net migrants every
year, which constitutes only 5 percent of its
graduates. Higher studies cost India a foreign
exchange outflow of over $10 billion annually. India is
the world’s largest remittance recipient country
receiving $70 billion remittance inflows in 2014.
Although India receives the largest inflows in terms of
its external remittances receipts to support its
development needs; it is not highly dependent on its
remittances with a remittance rate of only 4 percent of
its GDP. Against the usual belief, people leaving the
country are not alone skilled individuals. Human
capital flight from India includes skilled manpower,
post graduates, graduates moving out for higher
education, and unskilled workers as well for better
wages and opportunities.

Review of Literature

The term Brain Drain has become a hot topic
of discussion over the years. Earlier, it was
understood as the emigration of educated and skilled
workforce from poor to rich countries in search of
better job opportunities and living conditions.
Migration is a complex multidimensional problem. Its
causes and consequences are varied and it has been
subject to the scrutiny of administrators, scholars and
researchers all over the world.

There is a long active debate going on the
impact of brain drain on economic growth and on the
relationship between emigration and national
productivity. According to Mankiw, Romer and Weil
(1992) and Lusthaus et al (1999) human capital is a
vital input into the aggregate productivity function.
Brain drain is expected to hurt the growth rate of the
economies affected. Miyagiwa (1991) and Haque and
Kim (1995) found evidence of negative effects of brain
drain on economic growth and human capital training
in the country of origin. According to Hamilton (2003),
brain drain results in a subsidy to the rich countries
because the growth of most developed countries also
stems from the concentration of human capital itself
(Castles and Miller, 2003). The World Bank, (2006)
highlighted the serious problem of brain drain for the
growth performance of developing countries. The
argument being that it is by the knowledge, skills and
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expertise of human capital that planning, production
and delivery of services and goods are made.

There are several country specific studies on
brain drain. It was observed that most employers in
US organizations had a major concern of how to
attract and retain talent (Deloitte, 2001). The cases of
Barbados and Philippines are unusual examples of
countries in brain drain debates. These two countries
have no capacity to absorb all the human capital
educated and trained in their countries. Hence, they
deliberately train their citizens for export (Cervantes
and Guellec, 2002). Milligan and Bohara (2011)
investigated the effects of remittance income on
childhood welfare in Nepal from two angles. One, its
effect on child educational attainment and the other
on child labour. The study found remittance income to
have positively and significantly contributed to child
welfare. Mujeeb (2017) tried to find out the factors
behind the flood of Afghan migrants over the last
couple of years. The study found unemployment as
the major factor driving migration in Afghanistan. The
results point towards a positive relationship of social
pressure on youth leaving the country. Bredtmann,
Flores and Otten (2018) analysed the effect of
migrants’ education on their remittance using
microdata for five sub-saharan African countries. They
found that education has a positive effect on the
amount of remittances sent. They suggest that
policies that favour skilled migration are beneficial for
the amount of remittances received by the origin
country.

A study on Indian brain drain by Desai,
Kapur and McHale (2001) found that the 1 million
Indians in the United States who represented only 0.1
percent of India’s population earned the equivalent of
about 10% of India’s national income. It is noteworthy
that despite the economic crisis of 2008, India
continued to receive an increasing volume of
remittances unlike the other nations which witnessed
a decrease in remittance inflows. The estimated
volume of remittances in 2010 for India was $55
billion. Zachariah and Rajan (2012) examined the role
of Kerala state’s Gulf connection in migration. The
study observed that emigration has resulted in income
inequality in Kerala. They also found emigration from
Kerala state to be declining. Varma and Kapur (2013)
focus on the new emerging trends of brains being
retained in India. They conducted a study on IIT
students and found that they prefer settling down in
India. Even if some students were interested in going
abroad for higher education, they were keen on
returning back to India for pursuing their careers
ahead.

Indian Brain
Consequences

Brain drain has become a major concern of
developing nations, especially India. India has
witnessed a constant outflow of the country’s talents
for decades now. The United Nations Development
Programme Report of 2001 estimated that 100,000
Indian professionals left the country every year to take
up jobs in the United States (UNDP, 2001). This was
particularly prominent in the IT sector in the 1990s.

Drain: Causes, Concerns and
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Indians were getting trained in the public institutions
but then got drained out to the US due to lack of right
opportunities and working conditions at home. In
2000s, it was observed that a large humber of those
going out of the country were returning back and this
attracted a lot of media attention too. However, only a
small fraction of the skilled had actually returned. It is
unfortunate that the country fails to hold back its
talented youth.

India has lost its cream graduates to the rest
of the world due to a hoard of reasons. Economic
factors such as lack of options for their specialisation
and underemployment, gnawing technological gap in
the country, low level of economic development, lack
of an environment conducive to growth, poor pay
packages and income inequalities have been
discouraging the Indian youth from staying back. With
jobs just not matching the growing population, our
graduates had no choice but to look out for greener
pastures in foreign lands. Political instability, need for
social security, corruption, nepotism and red-tapism,
lack of transparency, unnecessary restrictive laws and
policies are some of the political factors that are
responsible for brain drain from the country.
According to the World Bank Monitor (2011), social
injustice is one of the top three reasons behind
developing nation’s brain drain. India’s image has
often been marred due to prevalence of rigid social
customs and norms. Youth tend to move out of the
country due to stifling environment at home ground,
social discrimination and missing scientific tradition
and culture. Desire for a better quality of life, want for
qualification and  recognition, higher career
expectations and personal choices drive them to
choose between their home country and the outside
world.

As an outcome of the continuous brain drain,
India is facing shortage of skilled and competent
manpower. Shortage of supply has led to tremendous
increase in wages of high-skill labour within the
country. Often, wrong people take up important jobs
or the capable are underpaid and underemployed.
Skilled human capital is lacking for key public services
which are pertinent for driving economic growth and
development.

Many debate that brain drain is not really a
big problem and there is too much noise than
required. Researchers often argue that brain drain
could be beneficial to the developing nations to a
certain extent. Youngsters moving out of India could
attain higher education and skills abroad and may
bring back the advantages to their home country in
terms of sharpened skills, technology and new ideas.
Apart from a surge in foreign inward remittances,
brain drain would encourage competitiveness and
create scope for more capital intensive programs in
India, generating opportunities for others too. The
expertise of those in Diaspora could be roped in for
national and regional development. In addition to
direct advantages, the highly-qualified Indian
expatriates abroad could bring in other benefits such
as image improvement for the country, knowledge
transfers, access to new markets and business
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networks. India could reap the benefits of brain drain
not only today but continue to do so in the future as
well. Wallsten (2003) stated that brain drain should be
embraced as an effective and immediate way to bring
relief and stability to poor nations, far faster than
many government programs could. This view sees
such benefits or return on investment outweighing
human capital loss through brain drain.

Recently, it is being observed that the brain
drain trend has undergone a significant shift with
Indian professionals returning back to their home
country in increasing numbers. Several reasons have
contributed to this changing trend. The recession in
the western countries in the first part of 2000s led to
loss of jobs for many Indians. The global economic
crisis of 2008 adversely impacted the developed
nations. India was relatively resilient and remained
fairly insulated from its adverse effects. The pace of
economic growth in India accelerated and rapid
development in the IT-BPO sector benefitted Indian
professionals in the sector. Opening up of the Indian
economy and a growing private sector facilitated this
favourable phenomenon for India. Indian science and
technology potential has also been growing rapidly,
increasing the demand for research scientists. With
rapid expansion of higher education infrastructure and
encouraging environment, India has been successful
in attracting young researchers back home. In
response to the economic boom in India, some of the
world’s largest companies have set up their offices in
India. The growth is reflected in domestic industries,
foreign investments, and better standard of living
leading the way for attractive opportunities and
packages within the country. India today has an
enabling environment that is pulling back its educated
and skilled. The return migrants become a bridge
between the developed nations and India creating a
knowledge base for others.

Objectives and Methodology of the Study

Broadly, the study investigates factors that
lead to the emigration of educated and skilled from
developing countries and the reasons for return
migration. The specific objective of the study is to
determine the pertinent motives for brain drain of
educated and skilled Indians by undertaking a primary
survey. The study also explores the reasons for
reverse migration of the same Indians. Against this
background, the study attempts to suggest measures
and initiatives to address this brain drain problem.

For the purpose of the study, primary data
collection has been carried out by implementing a
short survey using the interview method. The target
population is a section of the educated and skilled
Indians who have already migrated out of the country.
Sample size for the study or total number of
respondents is equal to 40 educated Indian migrants.
The respondents are currently in the age bracket of
25-50 years.
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Gender Ratio of the Respondents

Female
25%

Male
75%

Ratio of Graduates and Post Graduates among the
Respondents

Graduate
35%

Post Graduate
65%

Results and Analysis

Various questions related to Pay Packages,
Education, Lifestyle, Family Pressure, Relocation,
Opportunities,  Technology, Future  Prospects,
Prestige Value, and others were asked to all the
respondents in order to understand their reasons for
deciding to move abroad from India. The analysis of
their responses is presented in Table 1:
Table 1: Determinants of Brain Drain of Educated
and Skilled Indians

S. Respondents
No. | Reasons for Brain Drain (%)

1 Job Opportunity (Career and o5

Salary)

2 Education 15

3. Better Lifestyle 20

4. Job Relocation 7.5

5. Others 325

5.1 Better Future for Family 7.5

5.2 Technology Gap 25

5.3 Domain Expertise 25

5.4 Prestige Value 7.5

55 Adventure 25

5.6 Spouse Migration 10

Important observations drawn from the Table
1 are:

1. Better job opportunity is the most important
reason propelling the educated and skilled
Indians to leave their country. Of the total 40
respondents interviewed, 25% agree to have
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moved out in search of a successful career and
higher salaries.

2. The second most significant factor influencing
brain drain in case of India is the desire for a
better and improved lifestyle. In the present
study, 20% of the selected respondents prefer
the quality of life outside their home country.

3. Only 15% of the Indians interviewed had left the
country for higher education.

4. Job relocation does not turn out to be an
important factor in determining brain drain as only
7.5% respondents report it as the motive for
leaving India.

5. Among the other reasons for brain drain which
constitutes over 32% of respondents, spouse
migration appears to be the most significant
determinant. More importantly, all of these 10%
respondents are females who have migrated from
India for reasons of marriage or migration of their
spouse.

6. Prestige value attached to going abroad and
hope of giving a better future to family are found
to influence around 7% of the respondents’
decisions to leave their country.

7. Domain expertise as the reason for leaving the
country is not very prominent in influencing brain
drain.

8. Technology gap between India and other
developed nations also does not turn out to be a
significant variable. Even search for adventure
and new experience is an insignificant
determinant of brain drain from India.

Reasons for Reverse Migration

Among the total respondents, only 10% (04
respondents) came back to India in reverse migration.

Rest 90% of the respondents settled in foreign

nations.

Settled

Abroac Back to

India
10%

The interview results reveal varied reasons
for reverse migration of the 10% of educated Indians
who had once left their country for greener pastures.
The main reasons reported are family pressure,
financial back up in home country, dilemma of owning
a business in India against working for someone else
in a foreign country, and emotional factors. All of the
respondents belonging to this 10% category are male
graduates belonging to business class families in
India. One thing is clear that all of those respondents
who have come back to India under return migration;
had sound business and financial back up at home to
support them. Not a single respondent without a
financial back up or sound business in India wished to
come back to their roots.
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Conclusion and Suggestions

Emigration of skills is caused by a variety of
underlying economic, political and social forces which
differ from country to country, from time to time, and
from era to era. Therefore, the strategies to address
the problem cannot be generalized. Every country
requires its own basket of suitable remedies and
measures to be adapted to discourage brain drain.

On the basis of results arrived, the study
rests its conclusions that in case of the educated and
skilled Indians; better job opportunity, higher earnings,
improved lifestyle and better standard of living are the
most important motives determining brain drain.
Spouse migration is also an important factor leading
to brain drain particularly in case of Indian females.
Very few of the educated Indian migrants actually
come back to India and those who are able to do so
have a sound financial support system or business set
up back at home. Family pressure and emotional
issues also play a role in influencing this decision.

India has the world's largest youth
population with more than 50% of its population below
the age of 25 and more than 65% below the age of
35. It would be important to see in the times to come,
how India would cater to their development needs or
lose them to the rest of the world. Brain drain is
expected to be a serious challenge with lack of
opportunities for its mass of educated youth. In this
era of globalization, the youth are competing not just
within national borders, but worldwide.

The study suggests the following solutions to
retain Indian brain:

1. Education systems in India are lacking as most
public institutions are crowded and underfunded.
There is a dire need for a massive revamping of
the public educational systems on a mass scale.

2. Serious attention towards higher education and
focus on skill development and specialisation is
the key towards retention of valuable human
capital in the country.

3. Reducing the number of educational visas that
allow young people to attend college abroad
could halter brain drain to a certain extent.

4. If job opportunities and competitive pay packages
are available in India, there would be no need to
look for pastures elsewhere.

5. To retain brain in the country, India needs to have
a certain level of economic development and
supportive infrastructure.

6. Programs and initiatives to encourage self-
employment and innovative start-ups could be
instrumental in preventing brain drain.

One key issue is that more attention should
be laid on retaining the professionals and experts who
are still in the country by providing an environment
conducive for conducting research and growth. In the
pursuit of retaining local talent and building capacities
for a knowledge-based economy, some programs
have already been implemented at national and
institutional levels with success. The government has
embarked upon a scheme to fund science scholars for
pursuing their post-doctoral research in India. The
government, industry and India’s elite universities and
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technical institutions have united to implement a
series of measures to stem the tide of brain drain
while also encouraging large number of researchers
to return home. In the healthcare sector, medical
students going to the United States for higher studies
have to sign a bond with the government, promising to
return to India after completing their studies. Initiatives
like Skill India and Make in India have been
instrumental in generating employment as well as
creating quality human capital in the country.

Brain drain may have severe consequences
for the nation leading to decline in productivity and
growth accompanied by falling living standards. But
the tide is slowly turning. With rapid industrial
expansion, faster economic growth and an enabling
environment; India has been successful in attracting
young researchers back home. Initiation of focused
programs, investments in research and development,
promoting investments and enhancing economic
stability would encourage the return of highly-skilled
migrants back to India. While India is putting the best
foot forward to curb brain drain, there are positive
signs of reverse brain drain happening. With better
economic policies and skiled human capital to
execute them, India has lots of hope.
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