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Introduction

Migration has long been intertwined with
the discourse on development, which is espe-
cially relevant in the context of low-income
countries. Since the end of the 20th century,
migration has been portrayed as an essen-
tial component of development strategies,
with the economic benefits that migration
can provide through remittances emphasised
in particular. Financial transfers from mi-
grant workers to their families in their home
countries have been seen as a vital source
of income for developing states, sometimes
surpassing official development aid (Ny-
berg-Sgrensen, et al., 2002). However, this
perception puts the focus on the economic
aspects of migration, leaving less attention
paid to the social and cultural dynamics,
which are also important for understanding
the full impact that migration might have on
development.

Based on the patterns mentioned above,
the migration-development nexus has be-
come a key topic in international policy
discussions. By portraying migration as an
instrument for development, many interna-
tional organisations and governments have
underlined the potential for remittances to
enhance household welfare, contribute to
economic growth, and reduce the level of
poverty (Taylor, et al., 1996). However, this
kind of portrayal sometimes fails to account
for more complicated and, in some cases,
adverse outcomes. Even though remittances
can reduce poverty at the household level,
this does not mean that they will automat-
ically translate into broader economic de-
velopment, especially when socio-political
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structures remain underdeveloped in the mi-
grant-sending countries (Taylor, et al., 1996;
Nyberg-Sgrensen, et al., 2002).

Throughout history, migration has been
seen as a response to underdevelopment,
war, economic issues, and lack of opportu-
nity — driving people to seek a better future
abroad. This view is particularly prominent in
the development policies of the mid-20t cen-
tury. By the dawn of the 21 century, percep-
tions of international migration had changed
— from being considered a consequence of
underdevelopment to being recognised as
a potential catalyst for development (Ny-
berg-Sgrensen, et al., 2002). The reframing
of the linkage between these two concepts
is directly connected to the redefinition of
development, which shifted from a focus
on economic growth to an emphasis on the
fulfilment of basic needs, reducing poverty,
and improving household living conditions
(Raghuram, 2009). Accordingly, in this article,
the term development is used within this re-
defined framework.

The concept of economic development
has transformed greatly over time. It was tra-
ditionally associated with economic growth
— putting emphasis on rising GDP, produc-
tivity, and national income. This framework
was rooted in modernisation theory and
promoted by major international institutions
throughout the post-war period (Geiger &
Pécoud, 2013). However, from the 1980s on-
ward, a more critical understanding emerged.
According to Raghuram (2009), the term
“development” was increasingly used to re-
fer to basic needs, poverty reduction, and
broader human well-being. This reframing
also changed how migration was linked to de-
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velopment: migrants were no longer viewed
solely as contributors to national income via
remittances, but also as actors in social and
community-level development. At the same
time, critics argue that this shift has not en-
tirely escaped neoliberal logics, as interna-
tional organisations continue to instrumen-
talise migration in the service of economic
agendas (Boucher, 2008; Raghuram, 2009).

The portrayal of migration in a positive
light in international forums such as the
United Nations (UN) suggests that migra-
tion can benefit both sending and receiv-
ing countries. Remittances are viewed as a
source of improved living conditions and a
direct form of foreign currency exchange
which can strengthen local economies (Ny-
berg-Sgrensen, et al., 2002). In addition to
this, diaspora communities are recognised
for their role in facilitating investment and
transferring knowledge between develop-
ing and developed countries. And yet these
portrayals often neglect factors such as the
exploitation of migrant labour and the so-
cial and cultural costs of separation between
families (Kalm, 2010).

Since the beginning of the 21st century, an
increasing number of studies have highlight-
ed the detrimental effects of family disunity
on children and youth. However, research on
the effects of parental out-migration on chil-
dren’s well-being shows considerable varia-
tion, largely shaped by how the phenomenon
is measured. Some differences arise from the
social and local contexts of families, while
others result from methodological approach-
es —especially whether gender aspects of mi-
gration and the involvement of grandparents
are included (Lei, et al., 2020).
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Scholars have begun to question wheth-
er remittances, along with migrant labour,
can truly serve as sustainable instruments
for development. Even though remittances
are important for households, they do not
counter structural problems that sustain un-
derdevelopment in low-income nations, such
as social inequality, misgovernment, and a
lack of infrastructure. Migration policies that
prioritise economic contributions usually fail
to defend migrant rights. This often leads to
the exploitation of the migrant workforce
(Nyberg-Sgrensen, et al., 2002).

This article aims to examine the economic
framing and instrumentalisation of migration
in low-income states. The heavy focus on the
economic dimensions of migration oversim-
plifies the effect migration can have on de-
velopment. By focusing on economic growth
and remittances, they risk overlooking the
socio-political factors of migration, which are
necessary for understanding its overall im-
pact. The article also explores the potential
undesirable outcomes of this economic fram-
ing. Rather than viewing migration as merely
an instrument for economic growth, it is of
utmost importance to recognise the broader
factors that influence out-migration, as well
as its impacts.

1. Methodology

The paper employs qualitative methods
to provide a discourse analysis that portrays
the contrast between the economic fram-
ing of the migration—development nexus
and real-world development experiences in
low-income states. It aims to highlight the

negative consequences of focusing on migra-
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tion solely through an economic lens — a per-
spective that emerged from linking migration
and development policies. The timeframe of
1990-2010 was selected for this study, as it
represents a critical period, during which the
migration-development nexus became insti-
tutionalised in global policy discourses. This
article attempts to present and address:

* The main discourse and dominant eco-
nomic framing of the migration-devel-
opment nexus;

* The neoliberal bias in World Bank and

(IMF)
evaluations of international migration

International Monetary Fund
in developing countries;

* The non-economic indicators of migra-
tion in selected high-remittance mi-
grant-sending states using secondary
data analysis.

Accordingly, qualitative methods were
used in the study, considering the peculiar-
ities of the topic and research goals. More
precisely, analysis of scientific and analytical
publications on the topic was employed at
the first stage, since the article aims to por-
tray the dominant discourse and framing of
the topic. The relevant materials we reviewed
contributed to finding patterns in the discus-
sion about the migration-development nexus.

The first step in gathering data indicated
that the World Bank and IMF are among the
most influential international organisations
impacting the economic instrumentalisation
of migration, and they have been doing so for
decades. Therefore, publications of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund and World Bank
that addressed migration from 1990 to 2010
were also analysed. More precisely, 33 publi-
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cations were reviewed — 18 from the IMF and
15 from the World Bank — in order to high-
light the tendencies in framing migration (the
list of analysed publications can be found in
Appendix A). These materials were accessed
through the official websites of the organisa-
tions. The main selection criteria were: (a) to
express the official position of the institution
(therefore, working papers or other materials
explicitly stating that their content might not
represent the position of the organisation
were not included in the analysis); (b) to have
been published within the chosen timeframe
of 1990-2010; (c) to be entirely or partly fo-
cused on migration or its attributes.

During the review process, we examined
how often and in what contexts “migration”
and “development” were used. Additionally,
attention was paid to how prominently the
issue is framed through an economic lens,
and whether other dimensions are consid-
ered in the publications.

We also searched for data about the liv-
ing conditions, needs, and challenges of the
people in migrant-sending countries so as to
display the results of instrumentalisation of
migration for development, on the one hand,
and to portray the contrast between the eco-
nomic framing of migration and actual hard-
ships felt by the locals, on the other. For the
latter, three cases — India, Mexico, and Cape
Verde — were examined. The selection was
non-random and purposive, as the criteria
were defined to include leading states (or
regions) in emigration and remittance flows.
Cape Verde was selected because it has one of
the highest proportions of emigrants relative
to its population; India and Mexico were in-
cluded because they are among the top remit-
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tance-receiving countries. This secondary data
analysis provided meaningful, contrasting,
non-economic indicators that challenge the
economic framing of “beneficial” migration.

2. Literature Review

In the late 20" century, migration and
development drew particular attention, and
academic interest in these topics has only
grown since. Numerous papers have been
published seeking to explain and evaluate
migration through the lens of development.

We analysed different types of sources,
concentrating on the period from 1990 to
2010, in order to reveal general trends in
thinking and rethinking of migration. This
timeframe is marked by the consolidation of
neoliberal policy frameworks within major
international organisations, which increas-
ingly framed migration as an instrument for
global economic growth (Boucher, 2008;
Kalm, 2010; Geiger & Pécoud, 2013). One
of the first critical re-evaluations of the mi-
gration-development relationship emerged
from questioning the role of international
organisations responsible for development
projects, and examining the incentives cre-
ated by their policies. Measures such as
opening economies to trade, modernising
agriculture, and prioritising urban industries
contributed to increased rural-urban migra-
tion. Taken together, these shifts caused un-
deremployment and harsh living conditions,
which impelled both internal and external
migration (Martin, 1992).

At the beginning of the 21 century, global
migration management was vastly influenced
by states. Although a few global forums had

25

been held, and some agencies were estab-
lished, their decisions were non-binding, and
relations between developed and developing
countries were asymmetrical, in favour of the
Global North (Kalm, 2010). As a result, debates
on migration at the global level during the
2000s can be described as (a) usual, common,
and (b) potentially effective (Kalm, 2010).

The dominant method, portraying mi-
gration as a normal phenomenon, is easily
noticeable in the UN system, such as within
the United Nations Development Program
(UNDP), International Labour Organisation
(ILO) and Global Commission on Internation-
al Migration (GCIM) publications, created on
the topic of or overlapping migration issues
(Kalm, 2010). It should be noted that the
same UN agencies, GCIM, and the Global Fo-
rum on Migration and Development (GFMD),
firmly underlined and advocated the positive
potential of migration, and described it as
beneficial for both the receiving states and
the sending countries (Kalm, 2010).

It has already been noted that the begin-
ning of the 21 century was characterised by
a mostly positive attitude toward migration
among the political elite and academic fields.
Indeed, some authors put great effort into
promoting the recognised benefits of emi-
gration for the sending countries. The main
focus was on remittances; more precisely, on
their role in household and family members’
welfare, on the local communities, and even
for broader society (Nyberg—Sgrensen, et al.,
2002). Even the mass immigration of refu-
gees was considered to be a productive event
in the long term for the receiving country, as
it brings both economic and social capital
(Nyberg—Sgrensen, et al., 2002).
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Some reasons for this early positivity can
be found in the reassessment of remittances
and its positive role: 1) remittances for that
period were around double the size of for-
eign aid in low-income countries; 2) increased
engagement of migrant diasporas in trans-
national activities, impacting international
development cooperation; 3) demand for im-
migrant workforces in the developed states,
and; 4) the growing number of migrant-send-
ing countries implementing special policies
and protections for emigrants to benefit from
remittances (Nyberg—Sgrensen, et al., 2002).

Nyberg—Sgrensen, Hear and Engberg—Ped-
ersen (2002) emphasise the three types of
migration-development regimes: “(1) closure
and containment, aimed at control of migrants
and refugees; (2) selectivity towards immigra-
tion and development support; and (3) liberal-
isation and transnationalism in the fields of la-
bour mobility, diaspora activities, and refugee
protection.” According to the authors, the lat-
ter is heavily promoted, as it is considered to
be equally beneficial for the migrant-receiving
and -sending countries with regards the direct
and indirect positive effects of remittances
(Nyberg—Sgrensen, et al., 2002).

Migration is not a new phenomenon, yet
the international debate about migration is —
and from the beginning, that debate has been
closely tied to development. This strong link
exists largely because migration itself was
not initially a central topic of global concern.
Instead, its association with development
provided an indirect pathway for bringing mi-
gration into the international spotlight (Skel-
don, 2008). Ronald Skeldon, in 2008, tried
to rethink migration and development, and,
by comparing positive and negative aspects
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of migration, he highlighted that, on the one
hand, it is legitimate to analyse migration in
the context of development, yet he notes
that the challenge lies in avoiding the percep-
tion of migration merely as a tool to promote
development (Skeldon, 2008).

One of the main issues when studying
the migration-development nexus is the lack
of scientific materials created in developing
states, which leads to a one-sided framing of
migration policies and discussions. This re-
sults in the marginalisation of perspectives
from the Global South in both research and
policymaking. Western academics, often lack-
ing local knowledge and socio-political under-
standing of the migrant sending countries,
tend to dominate the discourse, which lim-
its the scope of development programmes.
Some scholars have underlined the need to
incorporate knowledge produced in the Glob-
al South, arguing that such inclusion would
enable a more context-specific approach to
migration governance (Jiménez, 2019).

The asymmetries of power between de-
veloped and developing countries have im-
pacted the design and implementation of
migration policies. For instance, internation-
al agreements on migration management,
often portrayed as fair and balanced, tend
to favour the interests of the Global North,
while neglecting the potential risks for the
Global South (Geiger & Pécoud, 2013; Pi-
na-Delgado, 2013). In this case, the example
of Cape Verde will be examined, as its emi-
grant population is more than twice as large
as its domestic population (International
Organization for Migration, 2025) — and its
migration-related national income stood at
about 50% in the 1990s (Carling, 2002).
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India and Mexico have remained among
the top remittance-receiving countries for
years, and their experiences will be discussed
later in the article. Another case is the labour
market in North America, where migrant
workforce import is used to maintain wel-
fare programmes in the Global North, with-
out clear benefits for the sending countries
(Geiger & Pécoud, 2013).

Examining the above-mentioned type of
agreement between the European Union and
Cape Verde has demonstrated potential risks
for Cape Verde, as it is vastly dependent on re-
mittances, and the negative effects of stricter
migration control are not compensated by de-
velopment assistance (Pina-Delgado, 2013).
Migration has long been a central feature of
Cape Verde’s national identity and econom-
ic survival. With a diaspora at least twice the
size of the resident population, Cape Verde
relies on transnational ties as a key driver of
development (Resende-Santos, 2015).

In 2023, an estimated 13.2% of the Cape
Verde population lived below the poverty
line, a significant improvement from 49.5% in
2002, reflecting substantial yet fragile prog-
ress (Macrotrends, n.d.). Remittances and
emigrant bank deposits constituted up to
40% of GDP, making Cape Verde one of the
most remittance-dependent countries in the
world (Resende-Santos, 2015). In 2013 alone,
Cape Verde received $172 million in remit-
tances — three times the amount it receives
in foreign aid, and more than its merchandise
exports and foreign direct investment com-
bined, amounting to $352 per capita, more
than double the national monthly minimum
wage (Resende-Santos, 2015).
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However, despite this, economic transfor-
mation remains incomplete. The tourism sec-
tor, despite growing, is disconnected from the
rest of the economy, and unemployment re-
mains structurally high. While emigrant depos-
its have fuelled banking investment and liquid-
ity, they also carry risk, as sudden withdrawals
could destabilise the economy (Resende-San-
tos, 2015). Cape Verde’s future depends on
continued remittances and expanding diaspo-
ra participation into new sectors like entrepre-
neurship, knowledge transfer, and “nostalgic
trade” (Resende-Santos, 2015).

Migration and remittances have had a
positive impact on children’s development in
Cape Verde. Financial support from emigrant
family members has contributed to signifi-
cant improvements in child health indicators.
Infant mortality rates decreased from 24.9
per 1000 live births in 2008 to 15.8 in 2017,
and under-five mortality rates declined from
28.1 to 17.0 in the same period (UNICEF,
2019). These improvements are partly at-
tributed to greater access to parental and
vaccination services, which have been bol-
stered by remittance inflows (UNICEF, 2019).

In spite of economic and financial im-
provements, Cape Verdean children were
noted to have experienced psycho-social
challenges linked to family separation. Fe-
male out-migration from Cape Verde has
been vividly common since the 1970s, result-
ing in reduced maternal care (Lobo, 2020).
Mothers’ emigration has been proven to have
an even more severe impact on children, as
the personal ties between mother and chil-
dren tend to be stronger (Carling, 2004).

Existing literature provides particular ex-
amples that question the long-term effec-
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tiveness of remittance-led development. For
example, the state of Kerala in India experi-
enced massive emigration of its labour force
and received one of the largest amounts of
remittances globally. While this flow of mon-
ey improved local health and education indi-
cators, it failed to result in sustainable eco-
nomic growth (Skeldon, 2008).

Moreover, despite the large scale of mi-
gration and remittances sent to India, a study
conducted among children aged 11 to 16 in
the highly emigrated regions of Kerala and
Tamil Nadu revealed that 36.9% of girls and
38.8% of boys experienced stunted growth,
while 50.1% of girls and 64.6% of boys were
affected by unhealthy thinness (Haboubi &
Shaikh, 2009). Although a father’s out-migra-
tion might have a positive financial impact on
the family overall, reduced parental care can
constrain access to home-prepared meals,
lessen sanitation conditions, and decrease
the number of doctor visits, all of which may
contribute to the aforementioned child de-
velopment disorders (Lei, et al., 2020). The
study also showed that around 13% of early
adolescents had experienced their fathers’
migration in the five years preceding 2011
2012 (Lei, et al., 2020).

A number of empirical studies from the
west-central region of Mexico provide contro-
versial evidence regarding the negative or in-
sufficiently positive outcomes of remittances
(Wise & Covarrubias, 2009). In rural Mexico,
widespread emigration of labour has led to
substantial remittance flows, with estimates
reaching 14.5 billion US dollars in 2003, sur-
passing tourism and foreign direct investment

as sources of foreign currency (Hildebrandt
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& McKenzie, 2005). As of 2003, Mexico was
receiving remittances worth 63 billion USD,
making it the second largest recipient global-
ly after India (Migration Policy Institute, n.d.).
These financial flows contributed to improve-
ments in child health. For instance, children
in migrant households were found to have
significantly lower rates of infant mortality
and higher birthweights compared to those
in non-migrant households (Hildebrandt &
McKenzie, 2005). Specifically, migration was
associated with a 3-4.5% reduction in infant
mortality and an increase in average birth-
weight by over 360 grams (Hildebrandt &
McKenzie, 2005). However, the same study
also found that children in migrant house-
holds were less likely to be breastfed, vac-
cinated, or taken to a doctor during infancy
(Hildebrandt & McKenzie, 2005).

In the late 2000s and the early 2010s, a
critical review of the migration-development
nexus began. In 2009, Raul Delgado Wise and
Humberto Marquez Covarrubias tried to ex-
plain the past relationship between migra-
tion and development, and suggested a new
theoretical approach to the research agenda.
More precisely, they argued that seeing the
essentiality of migration to achieve some
growth is a mistake, and the study process
should rather be based on various dimensions
and multi-spatial analysis of development
(Wise & Covarrubias, 2009). The authors crit-
icised various international organisations and
global actors for exhibiting a neoliberal bias,
which undermined a comprehensive under-
standing of the challenges arising during the
implementation of their policy programmes.

This approach led to incoherent develop-
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ment processes and, ultimately, exacerbated
underdevelopment and increased emigration
(Wise & Covarrubias, 2009). The authors sug-
gested the following classification of general
trends in studying and addressing migra-
tion-development issues:

1.The vicious circle — migration is per-
ceived in a negative context, and these
types of studies do not see positive out-
comes of migration for development.

2.The virtuous circle — most researchers
share this position and believe that mi-
gration, supported by the right control
mechanisms and social networks, is
equipped to facilitate both local and
regional development (Wise & Covar-
rubias, 2009).

Moreover, in most of the studies — which
are also subject to the “virtuous circle” fram-
ing —a common pattern emerges: migration
is treated as an independent variable, expla-
nations focus primarily on the capabilities of
migrants, and analyses concentrate on local
or regional factors while neglecting the role
of other variables and the influence of mac-
ro-structural forces on migratory flows (Wise
& Covarrubias, 2009). Critical analysis and re-
thinking of the migration-development nex-
us led the authors toward a new analytical
approach, according to which the research
agenda should concentrate on: (1) the vari-
ety of relations between the North-South,
considering the inherent features of both;
(2) the cross-influence between different
types of parameters (on the spatial and so-
cial levels); (3) the demand for a new critical
and multidisciplinary model that supports a
reconstructed perception of reality and chal-

29

lenges predominant views; and (4) revising
the decontextualised and conceptual defi-
nitions of development, while putting em-
phasis on the significance of social transition
toward enhanced living conditions (Wise &
Covarrubias, 2009).

While the majority of studies focus on
the macroeconomic aspects of migration,
only a few address the actual needs of fam-
ilies in emigrating states. Malnutrition — still
a significant issue in middle- and low-income
countries — can negatively affect pregnancy
outcomes in women, and lead to various in-
fectious diseases and stunting in adolescents
(Lei, et al., 2020).

It should also be noted that migration
often results in single-parent families, when
one parent — typically the father in patriar-
chal societies such as India — migrates to
provide financial support (Lei, et al., 2020).
This separation can significantly impact chil-
dren’s development, as full parental care is
closely linked to economic and socio-cultur-
al resources (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).
While fathers’ outmigration tends to be a
positive economic contribution, it also results
in a decline in parental care for children be-
cause of the increased burden of caregiving
on other family members (Lei, et al., 2020).
Furthermore, reduced parenting has various
direct or indirect detrimental effects on chil-
dren, such as lower after-birth breastfeeding
rates and thus an overall weakened immune
system (Hildebrandt & McKenzie, 2005), and,
in adolescents, higher chances of deviant and
unhealthy behaviour like smoking, drinking,
and drug use (Coley & Medeiros, 2007; Wen,
etal., 2015).
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3. Discussion

The research process revealed challenges
in addressing the actual problems faced by
people in the developing world. One of the
main explanations for this is imbalance in
power relations between global actors — in
other words, influencing of decision-making
by the Global North. Asymmetries of power
relations might be demonstrated in the con-
tradictory perception of development, that it
should lower gaps between high- and low-in-
come states without changing the power
structure among them (Geiger & Pécoud,
2013). Moreover, negotiations and agree-
ments on migration management between
developed and developing states are thought
to be fair, and a tool for addressing the inter-
ests of both parties (Geiger & Pécoud, 2013).
According to modern trends, Western states
engage in agreements with low-income
countries that link development assistance to
joint migration management (Adepoju, et al.,
2010). However, because developing states
possess far less bargaining power, such ne-
gotiations are inherently unequal and shaped
by benefits that reflect these imbalanced
power relations (Pina-Delgado, 2013).

As displayed above, the Cape Verdean
population has benefited a lot from emi-
gration-based income, but the data have
also revealed that the link between a rise in
consumption, improved living or health con-
ditions does not correlate to structural eco-
nomic or social development. Resende-San-
tos (2015) provided numerous statistics on
how remittances contributed to growth, but
he also paid attention to the instability of
the Cape Verdean economy. In other words,
this ambiguity leads to the assumption that
“economic growth” and “development” are
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different terms, and, in particular cases, they
might even contradict each other. More pre-
cisely, remittance-based rises in the economy
tend to become highly dependent on money
transfers, which lessens the diversification of
economic sectors and makes them more vul-
nerable to crises, often outside the region.
Moreover, despite the improvement in chil-
dren’s health conditions, deeper socio-cul-
tural challenges, possibly linked to parental
out-migration, are not sufficiently addressed.
Lobo (2020) discussed in the article that fe-
male emigration was high for decades in Cape
Verde, and, accordingly, the results of insuffi-
cient maternal care might be severe on those
Cape Verdean generations in the longer-term.

As we have already shown in the litera-
ture review, publications about migration
and development tend to underline positive
outcomes of migration, especially concen-
trating on and portraying how beneficial
it might be for the sending countries. This
tendency also reveals that overemphasis on
viewing migration as a development tool has
resulted in ignorance or insufficient explana-
tion of its harmful aspects. Firstly, the signifi-
cance of the workforce for economic growth
should be pointed out. Moreover, despite
the skilfulness of emigrants, promoting emi-
gration leads to mid- and long-term econom-
ic issues; more precisely, massive emigration
might impede technological progress and
the growth of GDP per capita (Son & Noja,
2013). Consequently, high-income countries
become economic centres and attract the
best human capital, while the future and vital
need for improvement in low-income states
remains unpromising. Some studies have
shown that the biggest migration flows occur
from relatively low-income to high-income



VANO SESITASHVILI, LUKA BADRIDZE
VOL.6-NO.1(6)-2025

JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES (JDS)

states and regions, while, in contrast, only 6%
of global migration originates from the devel-
oped world (Mavroudi & Nagel, 2016).

Another issue that merits attention is re-
mittances and the negative consequences
that arise from insufficient analysis of their
impacts. Remittances are often presented as
the primary mechanism for assessing the ef-
fectiveness of migration in sending states. Al-
though economic growth may be stimulated
through the instrumentalisation of these fi-
nancial transfers, the key question is whether
such growth can be sustained over time (Skel-
don, 2008). In addition, the importance of di-
versified economies is frequently overlooked.

While remittances have already played an
important role in reducing the general level
of poverty in different states, these money
flows are not directed to the poorest com-
munities or households, and, at some point,
they increase the initial inequality (Skeldon,
2008). Accordingly, remittances and develop-
ment aid are not interchangeable.

Another argument is that while remit-
tances flow into households, foreign aid
should be concentrated on improving micro-/
macro-economic structures, and be directed
to the poorest social groups — those who do
not even have access to additional incomes
like remittances.

Furthermore, some data contradict the
idea that remittances, as “the most effective
tool,” can overcome all the problems faced
by the studied communities. Looking at the
example of Kerala alone, we might argue
that remittances could improve human cap-
ital and welfare, but they also contribute to
family dependence on money transfers and
discourage them from engaging in local eco-
nomic activities, which raises concerns about
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the sustainability of remittance-based econ-
omies (Skeldon, 2008). Studies have shown
that the example of Kerala region in India has
a lot in common with that of Cape Verde in
terms of migration, not in numbers, but in
the general trends: despite the substantial
remittances sent to India, and particularly
to the state of Kerala, children’s well-being
did not improve proportionally (Haboubi &
Shaikh, 2009; Lei, et al., 2020).

This highlights the importance of ques-
tioning the economic instrumentalisation of
remittances. It is quite simple: increased in-
flows of money boost household consump-
tion, producing a temporary improvement in
certain indicators. However, evidence from
India reinforces the idea that migration-re-
lated issues are so complex and multifaceted
that the overall effects of migration cannot
be evaluated solely through economic mea-
sures. Indian families go through various
hardships, and parental out-migration often
exacerbates challenges that children face. As
such, based on the above-mentioned data,
those issues cannot be balanced by the rise
in family income.

Empirical studies about the impacts of
remittances in the west-central region of
Mexico suggest that, although these money
transfers can ease various social problems,
they also directly or indirectly contribute to
economic challenges, and may ultimately
hinder regional development (Wise & Covar-
rubias, 2009). The authors suggest that re-
mittance-driven regional development may
lead to increased social inequality, rising land
prices, and, consequently, the concentration
of resources in the hands of a few — poten-
tially resulting in the impoverishment of oth-
er economic groups (Wise & Covarrubias,
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2009). Hildebrandt and McKenzie (2005) have
shown that while migration improved imme-
diate health outcomes in Mexico, it also in-
troduced risks caused by reduced preventive
care. The Mexican case goes even deeper, as
it contributes to broadening the scale of neg-
ative aspects that the economic framing of
migration might have. Previously, consider-
ing the examples of India and Cape Verde, we
mainly addressed the issues that go beyond
the financial variables, and which are rooted
in socio-cultural structures, but the case of
Mexico outlines that a remittance-led econo-
my might deepen socio-economic challenges
linked to inequality and sustainability.

According to the analysis provided in IMF
and World Bank publications, it seems argu-
able that, in the period from 1990 to 2010,
they began reframing migration from being
a criterion of underdevelopment to being a
tool for economic growth. The study process
has revealed that while the word “migra-
tion” was less often used in publications than
the word “development,” these publications
paid major attention to the instrumentalisa-
tion of migration through remittances. None
of the IMF publications addressed aspects
of migration other than economic dimen-
sions, while the majority of them portrayed
migration as a beneficial factor in reducing
poverty, increasing household welfare, and
contributing to economic growth. The lat-
ter finding also applies to the World Bank,
as, there too, minimal attention was paid to
non-economic issues.

Although these publications emphasise
migration’s contributions to poverty reduc-
tion and household welfare, social dimen-
sions — such as child well-being, family sep-
aration, and structural inequalities — receive
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little to no attention. Consequently, around
2/3 of publications positively assessed mi-
gration or remittances and, as a result, un-
derestimated the multi-layered outcomes of
migration by overemphasising its economic
instrumentalisation. The main issue remains
that, despite growing evidence of these un-
intended consequences, for decades, migra-
tion governance has remained based on the
same neoliberal criteria, reinforcing structur-
al inequalities rather than addressing them.

Conclusion

This study critically assessed how inter-
national institutions and policy actors have
framed migration as an economic instrument
for development in low-income states. The
analysis shows that the dominant neoliberal
perspective, which emphasises remittances,
household welfare gains, and migrant self-re-
liance, provides an incomplete and some-
times misleading understanding of migra-
tion’s developmental impact. By reviewing
global policy discourse and examining empiri-
cal cases from Cape Verde, India, and Mexico,
the article demonstrates that remittance-led
development produces short-term improve-
ments, but does not generate long-lasting
structural transformation. Instead, it deepens
social and economic vulnerabilities. These
findings challenge the common assumption,
especially within IMF and World Bank publi-
cations, that migration functions as a reliable
or sustainable development strategy.

The main academic contribution of this
article is that it shows how economic fram-
ings have overshadowed the social, political,
and institutional dimensions of migration.
This has narrowed the global policy agen-
da and shaped development strategies that
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overlook structural inequalities. By combin-
ing discourse analysis with secondary empir-
ical evidence, the study provides an integrat-
ed critique of the migration—development
nexus, and demonstrates how international
migration governance reproduces power
asymmetries between the Global North and
South. This adds to existing scholarship by
revealing that the dominant framing of mi-
gration is conceptually limited, and can also
have harmful consequences when applied
uncritically in low-income contexts.

In practical terms, the findings highlight
the need for migration governance to move
beyond economic indicators and incorporate
social protection mechanisms, labour rights,
and investments in domestic development
capacity. Policymakers should recognise that
household-level gains from remittances can-
not replace coherent national development
strategies, nor can migration compensate for
persistent inequalities, weak institutions, or
the absence of welfare systems.

The study also has several limitations.
First, it relies on secondary data and doc-
ument analysis, which means it does not
include fieldwork or interviews that could
provide a deeper understanding of local ex-
periences. Second, the case selection of In-
dia, Mexico, and Cape Verde, although con-
ceptually justified, does not capture the full
range of migrant-sending contexts. Third,
the chosen timeframe of 1990 to 2010, while
important for understanding the institu-
tionalisation of the migration—development
nexus, limits the ability to draw conclusions
about more recent global trends after 2015.
These limitations suggest the need for future
research that includes field-based evidence,
wider comparative case studies, and updated
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analysis of post-2010 migration governance.

Overall, the study argues that migration
cannot be understood or governed sole-
ly through economic metrics. Effective and
equitable migration management requires
confronting structural inequalities, strength-
ening social protections, and recognising the
multidimensional realities experienced by mi-
grants and their communities. Only through
such an approach can migration governance
contribute to sustainable and inclusive devel-
opment, rather than reinforcing dependency
and vulnerability.
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