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A Very Expensive Gift

Mexico’s Scientific Diaspora

Camelia Tigau*

INTRODUCTION

For years, the only general truth in an ocean of statistics on
international migration was that the average migration rate
for educated individuals had risen with globalization. Recently,
this truth has ceased to exist. Figures on the financial cri-
sis that started in 2008 show its effects on migration: fewer
people leave their own homes to study or work abroad, espe-
cially in well known cases of sending countries like Eastern
Europe, Turkey and Mexico. According to a report by Fix,
et al., these declines are quite severe: annual flows from Mex-
ico to the United States dropped from 1 million to 600,000
between 2006 and 2009.!

With this new situation in mind, there are two prelimi-
nary considerations to note about the Mexican talent prob-
lem. First, before the current economic crisis, the tendency
in Mexico and Central America was different from the over-
all migratory flow, with more unskilled than highly skilled
workers leaving their countries.> With recent cuts in its sci-
ence and technology budget, Mexico will send fewer and
fewer scholars abroad because there will be fewer brains to
drain.

Second, difficulties in the country’s ability to deal with
organized crime, poverty and the AHINI virus have given
Mexico a dreadful image abroad. Countries like China even
temporarily closed their borders to Mexicans. Foreign invest-
ment and tourism have drastically declined in Mexico and
as one public relations Golden Rule says, a bad image is

always hard —if not impossible— to repair.

*Researcher at CISAN.
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So, herein lies the main question: could the Mexican skilled
diaspora provide the country with a different image of “tal-
ented” and “skilled” people, as opposed to the poor, sick, outlaw
Mexican stereotype? Even though this question may offend
the supporters of the brain drain perspective, that was always
a point to start with. Even more pertinent: is the brain drain a
problem for Mexico, and if so, how big?

Brain drain is defined as the permanent emigration of
skilled persons from one jurisdiction to another. A brain drain
normally refers to two types of problems: 1) structural: reten-
tion, repatriation and diaspora communication issues, and
2) technical: immigration regimes, taxation, science-and-tech-
nology legislation and accreditation of qualifications. In
this sense, Mahroum asks himself the ethical question as to

whether or not an economy should get a “free ride” by im-
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The repatriation programs still have
to contend with the lack of jobs for qualified
researchers. Also, they have not created enough
networks to connect the diaspora
and stimulate the circulation of knowledge.

porting human capital that has been produced abroad and
financed by others.3

Still other scholars object to the alternative of closed
border policies in the age of globalization. The work of Doc-
quier and Lodigiani shows that the diaspora is important be-
cause it creates or replaces trust in peak international legal
environments; also, it provides market information or sup-
plies matching and referral services.* The positive effect of
large countries’ diasporas on foreign direct investment is that
they reinforce the potentially beneficial effect that prospects
for migration have on human capital formation. Small coun-
tries, on the other hand, are less likely to benefit from skilled

migration both in terms of human and physical capital.

WEIGHTING THE MEXICAN BRAIN DRAIN

With these details in mind, we can now take a look at figures
on the migration of Mexican talent and corresponding gov-
ernment policies.

Licea, et al. estimate that between 1945 and 1970, 30,000
to 40,000 Mexicans, mostly from upper-middle-class fami-
lies, graduated from U.S. universities.” Seven thousand more
were estimated to have done graduate studies in France
during the same period. The National Council on Science
and Technology (Conacyt) awarded 24,000 scholarships to
study abroad between 1971 and 1995; of these, 9,800 were
fellowships leading to a doctoral degree.

Lozano and Gandini show that the Latin America and
the Caribbean was the region with the highest growth in the
migration of the skilled workforce (155 percent) between
1990 and 2007, followed closely by Asia and Africa with 145
and 152 percent, respectively.® Among the Latin American
countries, Mexico and Brazil are the largest exporters of highly
skilled emigrants.

The main destination for both highly skilled and un-
skilled Mexicans is the United States. As a matter of fact,
Mexicans living in the U.S. are one of the largest immigrant

populations in the world. According to Adams, 16.5 percent
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of Mexicans live in the U.S.” In 2000, 895,515 Mexicans with
tertiary education resided in the U.S., of whom 6.67 per-
cent had done graduate work.

In 1998, the number of Mexican students at U.S. uni-
versities was almost the same as the number of members of
the National System of Researchers in Mexico. Ten years later,
Waldinger did a study with Mexican migrants in the U.S.
according to which a great majority of Mexican respondents
have taken at least one trip home;® however, their ties with
the home country were attenuating, as fewer than one-half
sent remittances and almost 80 percent plan to stay in the

U.S. for good.

WELCOME HOME POLICIES

A few initiatives by the Mexican government should be
remembered. In 1991, Conacyt created a program to retain
and repatriate Mexican researchers and reverse the brain
drain. Between 1991 and 1997, the program achieved the re-
patriation and retention of 1,859 researchers, a number equiv-
alent to almost half the research fellows and one third of
the members of National System of Researchers. The major-
ity of those repatriated came from the U.S. (40 percent),
France (15 percent), Great Britain (13 percent), Spain (9 per-
cent), Canada (5 percent) and Germany (5 percent), the main
destinations for Mexicans who study abroad.

The 2002 Science and Technology Law launched a spe-
cial program to create networks among Mexicans living
abroad. In 2003, the Institute of Mexicans Abroad was cre-
ated. In 2005, the Chamber of Deputies passed a law to help
former Mexican migrant workers.

The repatriation programs still have to contend with the
lack of jobs for qualified researchers. Among other problems,
they have not created enough networks to connect the dias-

pora and stimulate the circulation of knowledge.

WHO GETS WHAT

Due to the new circumstances of the global financial crisis
that has also hit the U.S., conditions for foreign scientists in
general and Mexicans in particular, may have changed. We
only have to remember that in July 2009, professors at several
California educational institutions were paid with a kind of
10U (checks that could not be cashed until months later).
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On the other hand, Mexico is not only a source of foreign
talent for the U.S., but also a destination for highly skilled
workers. Down through history, it has been known for receiv-
ing refugees from Europe (Spain in particular), as well as
foreign students and workers from places like China, Eastern
Europe and even the U.S. Also, Mexico is the country with
the largest population of Americans living abroad: about 1
million.

Discussions about who loses and who gains from migra-
tion are therefore complex enough, even when examined

statistically.

THE NEED FOR TRANSMIGRANTS

To conclude, we must remember that internationalization has
long been recognized as a prerequisite for sustained partici-
pation and access to global science. It can take place through
international scientific organizations, international facilities,
programs, collaborative agreements between research insti-
tutions or at a personal level. Internationalization can be a strong
driver of talent from overseas as it stimulates local research
communities to become better known across the world.

In this sense, two needs are created: 1) networks among
scientists and 2) transmigrant scientific workers. First, net-
works may serve as a possibility to stimulate productive process-
es such as joint research, publications and products. Second,
transmigrants are persons who, having migrated from Mex-
ico to another country, live their lives across borders, parti-
cipating simultaneously in social relations that embed them
in more than one nation-state, such as for instance, economic
entrepreneurs or political activists.

Compared to other types of migration like immigrants
who leave home to settle somewhere else or travelers, for
whom displacement is temporary and hence never put down
roots, transmigrants are transnational and have the capaci-
ty to generate an important flow of information and goods.
Even when they are not representative of the population of
Latin American origin living in the U.S., an increase in their
number could benefit several countries at once.

Mexico’s skilled work force should be allowed this type
of transnational arrangement that benefits their home and
host countries and opens up doors for new cooperation lev-
els in scientific institutions and companies. Brain drain poli-
cies —if they are to be called this, or to use a better term, talent

management— must also start to move toward the interna-

Transmigrants, having migrated
from Mexico to another country,
live their lives across borders, participating
simultaneously in social relations that embed
them in more than one nation-state.

tional sphere, along with the individuals they deal with. First,
because brain drain is not a national problem for Mexico, but
it is an issue to be dealt with starting at least at a bilateral level
and opening up to multinational spheres of action. And se-
cond because “talents” or “brains” —whatever you call them—
are both concepts that refer to individuals with the freedom
to choose from multiple options the one that best suits them.

In this sense, policies may have only a limited impact. MM
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