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Abstract: The paper summarizes the key routes through which internal and international 
migration impact rural development and some of the evidence pertaining to these effects in low 
income countries. It concludes that, although the study of migration impacts on rural economies 
has come a long way from the early dual theories of development, some of the potentially more 
important aspects remain to be investigated systematically.  
 
 
 
Key Words:  migration, rural development, remittances, rural poverty. 
 
JEL:  F22, O13, O15, O18. 
 
 
The designations employed and the presentation of material in this information product do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever of the part of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 
boundaries. 
 
 

 

mailto:rlucas@bu.edu


 

 100

                                                

1. Migration and rural development: early perceptions 

The purpose of this background paper is to summarize the key routes through which internal and 

international migration impact rural development and some of the evidence pertaining to these 

effects in low income countries.  

 

In the early, dualistic literature on economic development, migration of labor out of the rural 

sector and into industrial production was uniformly viewed as the key to modernization and 

income growth.1 In the process a Kuznets’s curve is quite mechanically drawn. Inequality 

initially rises between those fortunate enough to relocate in town versus those left in poverty in 

the rural areas. As urbanization proceeds, average incomes rise and the dispersion of income later 

narrows because fewer are left in agrarian destitution. Although difficult to rationalize within a 

utility maximizing framework, these early frameworks presumed the existence of a surplus pool 

of labor in the villages and the removal of labor to town consequently left agricultural production 

unaffected.2 Nor were any feedback loops really recognized through which rural-urban migration 

might alter rural incomes indirectly.  

 

Within these dualistic models, the decision whether to migrate or not was modeled at the 

discretion of the individual, potential migrant. Moreover, migrations were treated as permanent 

moves; a life-changing, discrete choice, usually taken early in life in order to reap the benefits 

over a longer time horizon.3 The seminal contribution of Harris and Todaro (1970) added 

uncertainty, in the form of a gamble to find a formal sector job in town, yet the vagaries of life in 

the rural sector remained neglected. Moreover, the role of international migration, as opposed to 

rural-urban, internal migration went largely without attention among development economists, 

save for concerns with respect to the brain drain which was typically assumed to be a concern 

largely for the development of the urban sector. 

 

 

 
1. The classic references include Rosenstein-Rodan (1943), Lewis (1954) and Georgescu-Roegen (1960). 
2. For early contributions see Leibenstein (1957), Ranis and Fei (1961) and Sen (1966). Wittenberg (2005) provides 
a more modern treatment. 
3. Sjaastad (1962). 
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These early theories played an important role in their time. However, Occam’s razor may have 

shaved away too much reality, so that we missed many of the key routes through which migration 

and rural development are linked. More recent contributions have begun to address some of these 

lacunae. 

 

2. Beyond rural-urban relocation 

Although the more recent literature now addresses forms of migration beyond the traditional 

focus on permanent, rural-urban migration, some forms of migration nonetheless remain 

neglected. 

 

International migration and rural development 

The redirection of interest toward international migration and its development implications has 

come only quite recently. This fresh interest stems largely from two factors: the surge in 

migration into some of the OECD countries and the critical role that international remittances 

have come to play in international finance as ODA and financial capital flows have shrunk. 

Systematic data on how much of this international migration originates from rural areas within 

the developing countries is lacking. However, we may surmise that larger portions of emigrants 

are likely to be drawn from rural areas where these migration flows are dominated by lower 

skilled workers. 

Table 1. Stock of Adults with Nine Years of Schooling or Less 
In the OECD Countries in 2000 

Region of Origin Number Percent 
Mexico + Turkey 4,653,664 23.0 
Other OECD 6,482,589 32.1 
Carribean 648,348 3.2 
C America 598,907 3.0 
S America 573,184 2.8 
W Europe 81,230 0.4 
E Europe 1,490,565 7.4 
Former Soviet 664,763 3.3 
S Asia 842,482 4.2 
E Asia 1,570,893 7.8 
W Asia 356,193 1.8 
N Africa 1,492,670 7.4 
SS Africa 685,110 3.4 
Oceania 73,338 0.4 
TOTAL 20,213,936 100.0 

  Source: Derived from Docquier and Marfouk (2005)  
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In 2000 there were just over twenty million, foreign born adults, with less than nine years of 

schooling, present in the OECD member countries. (See Table 1). Of these about 55 percent were 

from other OECD countries (of which nearly 42 percent were from Mexico and Turkey). From 

the non-OECD countries, East Europe, East Asia and North Africa each supplied slightly over 

seven percent of the low-skilled adults in the OECD. On the other hand, the proportions from the 

low income regions, such as South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa are relatively small.  

 

Indeed, the number of low-skill adults in the OECD, relative to the low-skill working age 

population at home, generally rises with level of income across countries of origin. This is 

illustrated in Figure 1, which also shows a simple best-fit line between this emigration rate for 

low-skill workers and GDP per capita, both in logarithmic form. Out of 202 countries on which 

data are available, fifty two countries have more than five percent of their low-skill, working age 

population in the OECD countries. Twenty four of these fifty two countries have populations 

below one million: small countries have higher emigration rates for reasons to which we shall 

return. Of the remaining countries, eleven are OECD member states themselves (including 

Mexico and Turkey) and four others are EU states or applicant countries. The residual countries 

are listed in Table 2. 
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For the thirteen countries listed in Table 2, as well as for such countries are Mexico and Turkey, 

the emigration rate of low-skill workers to the OECD is sufficiently high that this may well have 

a significant direct impact on the rural areas within these countries. For some of these countries 

there is supporting evidence that a significant fraction of their emigrants indeed originate from 

rural areas.4 None of the countries in Table 2 is among the least developed nations. A principal 

reason is that the least developed economies are generally further away from the OECD member 

countries, and distance discourages migration. For these many low income countries from which 

emigration of low income workers to the OECD countries remains low, the direct impacts of 

these migrations may well remain low. 

 

                                                 
4. See, for example, King et al. (2003) on Albania and Leichtman (2002) on Morocco. 
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Table 2. Percent of Low Education, Working Age Population in OECD 
Select Countries of Origin, 2000 

 
Macedonia 18.2
Jamaica 15.5
Bosnia and Herzegovina 14.4
El Salvador 11.3
Lebanon 9.4
Albania 9.3
Serbia and Montenegro 7.9
Morocco 6.8
Dominican Republic 6.0
Laos 6.0
Guatemala 5.2
Tunisia 5.1
Cuba 5.1

 
    Source: Derived from Docquier and Marfouk (2005) 
 
  

To this an important caveat must, however, be added. The data in Tables 1 and 2 refer only to 

migration to the OECD. In some parts of the world there are important flows of low skill workers 

to non-OECD countries. This has, of course, been true on a spectacular scale with respect to 

migration of contract workers to the Persian Gulf over the last three decades. The vast majority of 

these migrants to the Gulf possess fairly low skill levels and come from the low income countries 

of South and Southeast Asia and from the Middle East. The number of low-skill workers in the 

Persian Gulf from these countries may well approximate the number of low-skill workers in the 

OECD countries from non-OECD states. Moreover, the workers in the Gulf are drawn from 

lower income countries, with larger rural populations, than are the OECD workers. Again there is 

clear evidence that from some of the countries of origin, the bulk of workers contracted to the 

Gulf are drawn directly from rural areas.5

 

Our understanding and documentation of south-south migration flows remains generally poor. 

Nonetheless, other international migration streams have involved large numbers of low-skill 

workers: the migration to the South African mines from neighboring countries; the large stocks of  

 
5. See Addleton (1992) on Pakistan; Zachariah et al. (1999) on Kerala. 
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irregular Indonesian workers in Malaysia; and more generally the undocumented movements of 

unskilled workers from lower to higher income countries within East and Southeast Asia.6

 

Emigration of low-skill workers is more likely to have a direct impact on rural areas than is the 

emigration of the highly skilled, yet departure of unskilled workers does not need to be confined 

to rural origins to have such an impact. Even where workers are actually drawn from the urban 

regions, their departure may induce internal, replacement migration from the rural areas. In 

general, such replacement migration remains poorly documented though it probably varies a good 

deal from country to country. Much depends upon the propensity to migrate internally which 

clearly varies a good deal depending upon geographic factors, language and ethnic homogeneity. 

One difficulty in examining the rural and urban origins of emigrants is that contract workers from 

rural areas may spend a brief period in town en route abroad, so that their point of departure 

appears to be urban. Nonetheless, it seems that most contract workers from the Philippines, for 

example, are indeed drawn from the Manilla region. Certainly there has also been substantial 

migration into the Manilla area from other parts of the Philippines, but Saith (1997) expresses 

doubts about whether this represents induced, replacement migration. 

 

Circular migration 

A second feature of migration that contrasts with the more traditional perceptions is the 

frequency of return migration. The duration of absence can vary widely, from seasonal 

movements, to short term contract work, to continued absence until ultimate retirement to the 

home area. Such patterns of circular and repeat migrations are common not only with respect to 

internal movements within developing economies but also among international migrants. 

 

A number of reasons may be cited for return by migrants. First, the circumstances that led to the 

initial migration may change. Economic deterioration in the destination area or rising incomes at 

home may induce return. For example, the collapse of the urban economies in Indonesia and 

 
6. On South African mine labor see Lucas (1987); on Indonesian migration to Malaysia see Hugo (1998); and on 
movements within East and Southeast Asia see Hugo (2003) and Lucas (2005). 
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Thailand during the East Asia crisis resulted in massive urban-rural return migration.7 The same 

may be said for the resolution of conflict at home or the outbreak of violence in the host region. 

For example, the sudden return by large numbers of migrants from the Gulf to such origins as 

Kerala during the 1991 Gulf crisis had a major impact on the home economies at the time. 

Second, migration may involve a gamble and some sorting among migrants. Those who prove 

successful may stay on while those who are disappointed may well leave. Third, with respect to 

international migrants, the conditions of initial entry may demand return as a condition of entry 

or irregular migrants may be caught and deported. Konica and Filer (2003:4) report, based on a 

1996 survey, that “61 percent of Albanians who left the country since 1990 had returned by the 

summer of 1996. Among those who returned, about half were sent back by authorities in the 

destination country and half opted to return voluntarily.” De Soto et al. (2002: 44-45) add, in this 

Albanian context, that, “Most migration is for periods of less than six months... Usually the same 

members of the household go forth and back. Fifteen percent of those who emigrate have left at 

least six times since 1990.” Fourth, return may well have been planned at the outset, part of a 

‘target saving’ strategy in which the migrant saves while absent, with the intent of returning 

home with his or her accumulated savings. In such settings, the rate of savings by migrants may 

be exceptionally high.8

 

The legal distinctions between ‘permanent’ and ‘temporary’ international migrants do not 

correspond neatly to the intent to return home; temporary migrant schemes can lead to quite 

permanent stays; many permanent immigrants ultimately return to their native country. Ironically, 

barriers to irregular migration may discourage return; the difficulty of subsequent re-entry can 

effectively prolong an initial stay once the border is successfully penetrated. 

 

Whatever the motive, the intent to return home, which is highly dependent on family 

accompaniment, is critical to contact maintenance with the home area and to associated transfers 

home. Thus the impact on rural areas of origin depends very much upon the perceived likelihood 

of returning home, both among internal and international migrants. However, there is a tendency 

 
7. Fallon and Lucas (2002). 
8. See Dustmann (2001) for a survey. 
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among international migrants to settle in urban areas of their home country upon return, even if 

they originate from the rural sector, and this tendency may serve to diminish the impact of such 

returns on the rural regions, at least directly. 

 

Rural-rural migration 

Rural-rural migration is far more common in lower income countries than is rural-urban 

migration. This is largely a product of the high proportion of the populations residing in the rural 

areas of the lower income countries. To ignore this common form of migration is to presume that 

the rural sector presents a homogeneous whole, which it does not. Movements between 

subsistence and plantation agriculture, between dry farming and irrigated areas, between villages 

subject to low correlations in their incidence of droughts, can play roles quite comparable to the 

strategies modeled with respect to rural-urban migrations. Yet to a very large extent rural-rural 

migration and its impacts remain neglected in the development literature. The role of rural-rural 

migration in rural development warrants much closer scrutiny. 

 

Forced migration 

Finally, a fourth feature of today’s migrations that differs from the traditional development 

perceptions of migration is the incidence of forced migration. Both international refugees and 

internally displaced persons are currently large in number, though these are hardly new 

phenomena. Although there is typically some degree of selectivity as to who leaves and who 

stays, the proximate causes of ‘forced’ migration lie beyond the elements normally modeled in 

migration choices, whether those of the individual or family. These mass displacements of people 

and the associated loss of assets can severely impact economic development, including rural 

development, not only in the country from which the refugees flee but also in the bordering states  
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that normally provide asylum on a more or less permanent basis. Yet again our understanding of 

these impacts, both in the short term and longer term, remains exceedingly poor.9

 

3. Family strategies and rural incomes 

These many forms of migration offer a range of mechanisms through which economic 

development of rural areas in the developing regions can be affected in important ways. These 

mechanisms can be divided into two. First migration may offer a route out of poverty for the 

migrants themselves. This is the more traditional set of mechanisms emphasized. Second, 

migrants’ departures may serve, directly or indirectly, to enhance or possibly worsen the 

consumption, incomes and well-being of those who remain in the rural areas. It should be 

emphasized that both sets of mechanisms affect rural development, provided that our reference 

group is those initially in the rural area. 

 

An important step in the analysis of the second mechanism, effects on those left behind, has been 

the recognition that migration may form part of a family strategy, rather than an individualistic 

decision. (Mincer, 1978; Stark, 1991). Instead of a sharply dualistic view, the focus shifts to 

families straddling the urban-rural divide or international boundaries, with intra-family transfers 

actively linking the geographically disparate unit. In the world of incomplete markets, typical of 

rural settings in developing regions, this migration-remittance nexus can provide channels for 

insurance and access to credit. In turn, these provisions enable greater risk-taking and 

investments, both of which can enhance rural incomes. 

 

A number of empirical studies serve to affirm this positive feedback on rural communities. Some 

of these studies focus on remittance flows themselves. Others look at the impact on rural assets or 

production. Lucas and Stark (1985) find remittances to rural Botswana particularly large for 

families in villages undergoing severe drought and where those families’ livelihoods are 

vulnerable to the lack of rains. Gubert (2002) shows that remittances (largely from France) to the 

Kayes area of Western Mali respond positively to loss in crop production in the household at 

home, but also to shocks from debilitating illness and death among family members at home. 

 
9. See, however, the analysis of post-conflict Mozambique agriculture in Brück (2004). 
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Quartey and Blankson (2004) extend this idea to insurance from macro-economic shocks, 

examining household consumption-smoothing during periods of high inflation in Ghana. Among 

a sub-sample of Ghanaian food crop farmers the role of remittances in consumption smoothing is 

found to be large and statistically strong.10 Lucas (1987) shows that both cropping and livestock 

management improved in several countries in Southern Africa, in response to accumulated 

earnings of migrants to South African mines, though the improvements to crop production were 

offset by the direct effects of labor withdrawal to the mines. 

 

Besides the direct effect of migrant labor withdrawal upon labor supply, the migration-remittance 

combination may affect labor inputs by those who remain at home. Where there are significant 

transaction costs to hiring and finding work, departure of family members may lead to labor 

supply adjustments by family members following migrant exit, such as taking up tasks on a 

family plot. In addition, the income effect of remittance receipts will typically result in 

diminished labor effort among remaining family members. These two effects appear not to have 

been fully distinguished in the empirical literature, which typically explores the effects of 

remittance receipts alone upon labor effort.11

 

Funkhouser (1992) finds lower labor force participation the greater are remittance receipts among 

families in Managua. Rodriguez and Tiongson (2001) find a similar effect among urban families 

with overseas contract workers in the Philippines. Yang (2004) finds that families in the 

Philippines who were subjected to large losses in incomes, as a result of having a member abroad 

in a country where the exchange rate fell during the East Asia crisis, pulled their children out of 

school and some of these children entered the labor force. Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo (2006) 

examine more detailed data on hours worked, by type of employment, in relation to remittances 

received in a cross section of Mexican households. In this study, overall hours worked by men 

are found to be insensitive to remittance receipts, either in urban or rural settings, though time 

worked in the formal sector is less and hours worked in the informal sector is higher with larger 

 
10. Hoddinott (1992,1994) finds supporting evidence for this notion of the insurance role played by remittances in 
Western Kenya, as do Schrieder and Knerr (2000) in Cameroon. See also Brown (1997) on Pacific island migrants. 
11. See the more general discussion of the distinction between migration and remittance effects in McKenzie (2005). 
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remittances (which is rather puzzling). On the other hand, Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo find that 

overall hours worked by rural females decline with remittance receipts, as a result of reduced 

informal sector and unpaid work, though this is not true among urban females. Finally, in an 

interesting study of households in western Mali, Azam and Gubert (2004:27) find that “although 

migration has certainly helped the adoption of improved technology, migrant households do not 

show better agricultural performance than non-migrant households, quite the opposite.” It seems 

that, in this context at least, the reduction in labor effort by farming households more than offsets 

any investments and improved technologies from remittance receipts.12

 

As noted previously, contacts with the home area, and remittance transfers in particular, are 

greater amongst migrants who intend to return home. This is particularly true when migration 

results in family separation rather than the immediate family members accompanying the 

migrant. However, there are instances of substantial remittances to more extended family 

members too.13 In some contexts there is little choice about bringing the family. All but the most 

highly skilled migrants to the Persian Gulf are prohibited from being joined by their families. No 

doubt this familial separation is a large part of why remittances per migrant are by far the highest 

in the world from the Gulf. Remittances (albeit in the form of deferred pay upon return) were also 

large in earlier decades among foreign mine workers in South Africa who were required to live in 

bachelor compounds. 

 

In other contexts, however, the dispersal of the family is endogenous to the strategy: whether the 

wife and children accompany the father to town, whether parents dispatch their children to find 

an urban job, are part of the family’s risk-spreading, asset- management, cost-of-living 

minimizing strategy. For instance, Agesa and Kim (2001) find that rural-to-urban migration in 

Kenya is more likely to split the family geographically, rather than resulting in family migration, 

when the number of dependent children at home is larger: a result that they interpret as reflecting 

the lower cost of living in the rural area conflicting with the psychological costs of separation. 

 
12. Azam and Gubert quite carefully attempt to control for the possibility that it is the less successful farming 
families from which migrants are drawn, which might have resulted in reverse causality underlying these results. 
13. See Ilahi and Jafarey (1999) on remittances to the extended family in Pakistan. 
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No matter whether family separation is mandated or chosen, this separation results in far larger 

remittance transfers. But do the patterns of migration outlined in the previous section  and their 

associated remittances result in poverty alleviation in the rural areas, or are poverty levels 

exacerbated by migrant departures?  

 

4. Migration and routes out of rural poverty 

Central to the issue of the poverty alleviating effects of rural migration is the selectivity in both 

migration and remittances; do the poor migrate and do they remit? 

 

The consensus appears to be that members of poorer, rural families are more likely to migrate 

internally, whereas those from wealthier families have a higher propensity to migrate 

internationally. A major difficulty in testing this proposition lies in the definition of household 

income level; whether income is measured before or after the migrant leaves and, if the latter, 

whether income includes remittances.14 Since remittances from overseas can be high, especially 

where the immediate family does not accompany the migrant, international migrants may appear 

to originate from better off families precisely because remittances are high. Even if current 

remittances are omitted from household incomes, there remains the question of whether these 

households are now better off because of accumulation out of prior remittances. 

 

These ambiguities notwithstanding, even international migration does draw upon significant 

numbers of migrants from below the poverty line, at least in many contexts where large numbers 

of low-skill migrants are involved.15 There is a separate but related question of whether poor 

families receive remittances. Again, however, although the very poorest families may not receive 

large amounts of remittances, and some observers have found that remittances may exacerbate 

the inequality of family incomes, nonetheless a significant portion of remittances are received by 

families who would otherwise be in poverty.16

 
14. See Adams (1991, 1998, 2005). 
15. See the review of evidence in Lucas (2005) chapter 8. 
16. Adams (1991, 1998) estimates that overseas migration has sharpened inequalities in family incomes in Egypt and 
Pakistan respectively. In contrast, Taylor and Wyatt (1996) find that remittances to rural Mexico (over 80 percent of 
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Although the very poorest may not migrate, especially internationally, migration certainly 

encompasses members of many poor families and poor families do receive significant 

remittances. Nonetheless an important caveat must be added to this observation, a reservation that 

arises from the influence of geography. 

 

Distance discourages migration. It is not always quite clear why distance matters but, at least 

with respect to internal relocation, it is dubious that the principal underlying cause is transport 

costs. It is more likely that the root of this effect lies in lack of familiarity and of information.17 

Whatever the cause, rural-urban migration is less likely to occur from villages that are ‘remote’ 

from metropolitan areas. Similarly, countries that are far from the industrialized regions send less 

emigrants to the OECD countries, especially less low-skilled migrants. Where more remote rural 

areas tend to be lower income, and given that many of the least developed countries are further 

removed from higher income ones, migration is selective and leaves pockets of poverty. 

 

The role of network effects in both internal and international migrations exacerbates the isolation 

of some communities and countries from the migration process. Having kith and kin at the place 

of destination makes it easier for others to follow in a number of ways. These friends and 

relatives may help to find a job, provide accommodation upon arrival, ease access to or lower the 

cost of acquiring a visa, or simply smooth integration into the new environment. No matter what 

the underlying role may be, once the first few migrants have made an initial move the migration 

stream begins to swell. Transfers of resources help to develop the home community, but places 

and countries with little initial migration tend to be left out of these immediate gains. 

 

Even where the poor are not directly involved in the migration-remittance process, either because 

of geographic isolation or for some other reason, this does not rule out the possibility that 

incomes of these poorer populations may be raised indirectly through the migration processes. 

 
which come from the US) reduce inequality. On poverty reduction effects of remittances see, for example 
Tingsabadh (1989) on Thailand; Gustafsson and Makonnen (1993) on migration of Lesotho’s mine workers to South 
Africa; Lachaud (1999) on Burkina Faso; Adams (2005) on Guatemala; Adams and Page (2003) on global patterns. 
17. For a more detailed discussion see Lucas (2001). 
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First, even if individuals from very distant villages do not move into town themselves, they may 

participate in a chain of replacement migration, moving into those rural areas from which 

migrants are drawn into town or overseas. Second, non-migrants may benefit indirectly from the 

investments financed by migrants’ earnings. Such benefits may range from new jobs created, to 

greater availability or a wider variety of goods, to public amenities where remittances finance 

new infrastructure. Third, international remittances normally represent an infusion of foreign 

exchange. In contexts where the shadow value of this foreign exchange is high, this infusion may 

permit manifold, expanded, economic activity.18 Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, is the 

potential for a trickle down of benefits through  a multiplier effect. There is substantial evidence 

suggesting that multiplier effects from remittance spending, particularly from housing 

construction, can be quite large, though most of these analyses assume no capacity constraints on 

domestic expansion.19 Yang and Martinez (2005) do, however,  find that the income losses, 

suffered during the East Asia crisis by Filipino families without documented migrant workers 

overseas, were particularly large where such families lived in the same sub-regions as migrant 

families hit particularly badly by exchange rate shocks to their migrant members overseas. This 

would be consistent with significant multiplier contractions on the local economies from 

diminished remittance inflows. Where migrants are not drawn from communities in which the 

poor are concentrated, whether the expansionary effects of remittances benefit the poor indirectly 

then depends upon the geographic concentration of any multiplier effects. Certainly, not all of 

these multiplier effects from remittance spending are necessarily confined to the local 

community; some of the spending ripples may lead to much wider dispersion of the benefits.20

 

Migration from the rural areas, both overseas and internally to urban areas, typically improves the 

lot of some migrants who numbered among the poor. Transfers from these migrants generally 

reach some of the poor households remaining in the rural areas, either directly or indirectly. Yet 

 
18. On the other hand, this infusion of foreign exchange can serve to prop up an overvalued exchange rate, rendering 
more difficult the export of labor intensive items that might have provided employment. 
19. See, for example, Stahl and Habib 1988 on construction in Bangladesh, Adelman et al. 1988 and Zarate 2002 on 
Mexico, Kandil and Metwally 1990 on Egypt, Glytsos 1993 on Greece. 
20. Thus Nair (1998) argues, in the context of Kerala, that most of the expansionary effects of remittances have been 
dissipated among other states of India. Similarly, Mazzucato (2005) traces paths of spending out of initial 
remittances from the Netherlands to Ghana stretching across many regions of Ghana, encompassing goods and 
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pockets of poverty are no doubt left behind. These pockets may arise as a result of isolation from 

the migration process or through neglect after the migrant departs. Nonetheless, on average, 

migration may well offer an important route to severing inter-generational, socioeconomic 

immobility. So long as the next generation remains in the rural area with their parents it seems 

probable that the children’s income prospects are closely tied to that of their prior generation. The 

transition offered by migration may offer a route to severing this determinacy. In general this 

hypothesized effect of migration upon inter-generational transmission remains to be explored 

empirically, however there is mounting evidence of the effect of migration upon the human 

capital acquired by the next generation.  

 

Hildebrandt and McKenzie (2004) show that children of migrant families have a lower infant 

mortality rate and higher birth weight than other children in rural Mexico. This study also shows 

that improved health knowledge among returned migrant mothers plays a key role in these 

improved health outcomes for children and that this knowledge spreads to others in the village, 

improving child health among non-migrant families too. 

 

The effect of the migration-remittance nexus upon education of the next generation is more 

mixed. At least four underlying effects are at work. First, parental absence may mean less 

supervision of school attendance and the loss of any positive influence through learning in the 

home too. Here, much may depend upon the nature of the society and the ability of the extended 

family to replace the absent parents effectively.21 Second, the departure of working members of 

the family may put pressure on remaining children to quit school and to take up work. Third, 

there is considerable evidence that remittances are often spent on school fees. Given fungibility in 

household resources, it is not always clear what such evidence means but there is also supporting 

evidence that remittance incomes are positively correlated with educational enrollment.22 Fourth, 

given the importance of network effects, children are more likely to migrate from families and 

communities with higher migration propensities. Will these children need an education to be able 

 
services in both urban and rural settings. 
21. See Battistella and Conaco (1998) on this role for the extended family in the Philippines, for example. 
22. See Edwards and Ureta (2003) on El Salvador, for example. 
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to follow their predecessors or does migration offer an opportunity to earn a decent living without 

much schooling? Here the answer appears to differ significantly from context to context, at least 

with respect to international migration. From the Philippines it seems that having a higher 

education significantly enhances emigration prospects, even if this means that a qualified nurse 

becomes a nanny abroad. Indeed, this association between emigration and education may be part 

of why relatively few from the Philippines apparently migrate overseas directly from rural areas. 

On the other hand, McKenzie and Rapoport (2005) find that in Mexico the opportunity to 

emigrate to the US without much education diminishes school retention.  Given the observation 

in section 2 that low-skill migration to OECD countries is more common from nearby countries, 

it is tempting to hypothesize that this fourth effect may well differ with geographic distance from 

the host country; that from nearby countries the low-skill migration option may discourage 

education and from more remote locations the need for education to migrate may enhance the 

incentive to continue with school, but this remains to be explored. 

 

5. Summing up 

Although the study of migration impacts on rural economies has come a long way from the early 

dual theories of development, some of the potentially more important aspects remain to be 

investigated systematically. South-south international migration may well be more important to 

rural development in the low income countries than is migration of low-skill workers to the high 

income countries. Yet south-south migration remains largely neglected. The patterns, selectivity 

and duration of return migration to the rural areas is probably quite key to continued ties between 

out-migrants and their rural roots. Census data tell us practically nothing about such return 

migration and specialized surveys are scant on this issue. Given that rural sectors are far from 

homogeneous, rural-rural migration is important in its own right and far more common than 

rural-urban migration in the low income countries. Yet very little is known about the patterns, 

causes and consequences of these movements. In some parts of the world, the in-pouring of 

refugees or internally displaced persons can have critical implications for rural activities and 

incomes, though almost no analysis exists of these impacts. Nor is much known about the 

economic reintegration of repatriated refugees following return. 
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The range of effects from both internal and international migration upon rural development are 

manifold, as should be apparent from the scope of topics addressed in this background paper. In 

particular it is important to recognize that both migration out of the rural areas and improvements 

for those left behind are part of rural development. Both those who leave and those who stay are 

part of the rural population of concern. Moreover, migration can touch families left in the rural 

areas even if none of their members migrate themselves. Links through labor replacement, chain 

migration, investments financed by remittances, insurance provided to the community and its 

resultant changes in technologies adopted, and the multiplier effects of remittance spending, all 

help to raise living standards even for those who do not migrate out. Whether the relatively poor 

or the relatively well- off gain more from the migration-remittance option is mixed: this should 

not be surprising. However, there is fairly uniform agreement that both internal and international 

migrations contribute to absolute poverty reduction. Migration may also enhance inter-

generational socioeconomic mobility, though this remains to be explored.  In contexts where 

migrations have occurred on more major scales, the resultant poverty reduction has often proved 

substantial. Indeed, it is often communities that are isolated from the migration process, perhaps 

as a result of geographic separation, that remain amongst the poorest. 
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