
SITUATION OF BRAIN DRAIN IN PAKISTAN, 
WITH A FOCUS ON THE HEALTHCARE SECTOR1

In this brief, we draw attention to Pakistan with the purpose of diversifying research on brain drain of individuals 
who migrate from the country primarily in search of a better quality of life and institutions, particularly focusing on 
the healthcare sector. Brain drain in Pakistan has become a perpetually rising phenomenon with more and more 
highly skilled workers leaving the country, yet there is relatively less research on this group. Pakistan o�ers a unique 
insight into migration of skilled workers from developing states due to the recent economic turmoil, as well as the 
consequent e�ects on the country, the repercussions for those who remain behind, and policy instruments used to 
maximize bene�ts for all stakeholders. Brain drain in the country has led to a shortage of highly quali�ed medical 
professionals, and poor returns on investment by the government. 

In discussions about the �ow of human capital, there is a common belief that developing countries are increasingly 
becoming a source of talented individuals who eventually end up in developed countries due to a lack of adequate 
institutions or environments in their home countries to support them. International migration bene�ts immigrants 
by allowing them to achieve a higher income and better quality of life. 
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INTRODUCTION 
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While origin countries experience an in�ux of remittances, increased trade and technological transfers, they also 
incur losses in human capital and subsequent brain drain. Despite increasing trends in brain drain, most studies on 
migrants' demographics and sociology tend to neglect it.  

In this brief, we draw attention to Pakistan as a signi�cant region to add to research and theory on studies of migra-
tion patterns in developing countries. Pakistan, we argue, exempli�es the global trend of brain drain as approxi-
mately 832,339 Pakistanis went abroad for employment in 2022, which is the highest number since 2016 and the 
third-highest ever recorded according to the Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment (BEOE). Additionally, 
o�cial records indicate that among those who traveled overseas in 2022, over 92,000 were graduates and more 
than 350,000 were trained workers and laborers (BEOE, 2022). Therefore, Pakistan -a low income country- presents 
a distinctive prospect to analyze a rapidly growing and diverse brain drain phenomenon as it o�ers important 
insights for migration scholars in comprehending the various factors associated with high-skilled worker migration, 
its e�ects on the country, the repercussions for those who remain behind, and policy instruments used to maximize 
bene�ts for all stakeholders. 

Pakistan is listed as the second largest country in South Asia with high emigration rates. Pakistanis living abroad 
primarily reside in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States, with smaller populations in other regions world-
wide (World Population Review, 2023). There is a widespread consensus that emigration of highly skilled workers 
may worsen the economic situation for Pakistan. A large number in the form of health professionals and engineers 
migrate to countries that o�er higher incomes, a better standard of living and increased political stability (Kousar et 
al., 2020). Nearly 8771567 skilled and educated workers have migrated globally from 1971-2015 (Afridi et al., 2020) 
Amongst these emigrants, most migrated to Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia (736,000 in 2022) and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), while around 40,000 individuals migrated to Europe (particularly Romania) as well as 
other Asian countries (BEOE, 2023). In recent years, there has been a signi�cant increase in the number of Pakistani 
emigrants choosing to go to China, primarily due to China's allocation of over 20,000 scholarships to Pakistani 
students (Hippler and Ahmed, 2022). In Thailand, 

Pakistani emigrants are primarily involved in business activities. Female migrants from Pakistan exist in lower num-
bers (Shah et al., 2020). This can be attributed to the fact that large number of migrants are occupied in less-skilled 
jobs (which exclude women) such as construction.   

Since 1947, and particularly after the year 1971, Pakistan has seen a worrisome trend of professionals leaving the 
country, including highly-skilled engineers, doctors, computer programmers, teachers and accountants (Doghri, et 
al. 2006). High skilled workers may face an easier migration process due to a possession of greater resources to 
relocate along with more favorable conditions in host countries. Figure 1 below shows the occupational group-wise 
emigration. 

BRAIN DRAIN TRENDS 
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Common drivers of brain drain in Pakistan are long term governance issues, quality of living, �nancial instability 
and worsening infrastructure (Kousar et al., 2020). Further, insecurity and the dwindling law and order conditions 
in the country encourage individuals to move overseas for a more stable life (Afzal et al., 2012). Clemens et al., 
(2019) while looking at the wage gap amongst immigrants in the host country and natives in the home country 
found a signi�cant monetary gain as a result of migration. Thus migrant mobility with the intention of moving up 
the economic ladder is increasing as this income inequality between countries persists. 

Due to the recent economic turmoil in Pakistan, a large part of the population has had little choice than to move 
overseas in search of economic and political stability. With a fall in foreign reserves and per capita income along 
with rising in�ation and unemployment, the country o�ers little incentive for individuals to stay back. Worsening 
economic times has contributed largely to the recent brain as even highly skilled workers and younger citizens 
face bleak prospects. As per the Pakistan's National Human Development Report, around 64% of migrants in 2017 
were below 30, whereas around 29% were between 15-29 (UNDP, 2018).  

Since more than half of the migrants in Pakistan can be characterized as less skilled workers, a vast majority of stud-
ies on migration in Pakistan tend to focus more on them, paralleling global trends in the study of migration. Previ-
ous research investigating economic migration from Pakistan mainly examines the impact of the incoming remit-
tances and policies regarding them (Najimdeen et al., 2014). The handful of studies explicitly examining brain drain 
in Pakistan use only timeseries data (Ali et al., 2015) , and tend to focus on certain sectors only. For instance, it 
remains unclear whether brain drain is conducive to the country in the long run, what determines whether 
migrants stay and return or the link between recent economic downturns and consequent brain drain in the coun-
try. Furthermore, the policy framework in Pakistan related to migration is somewhat weak, mainly due to a lack of 
reliable data on migration from Pakistan (Hippler and Ahmed, 2022). Individuals registered with the BEOE are 
recognized as emigrants, whereas those who do not register remain untracked (Zeeshan and Sultana, 2020). 

Figure 1: Number of Universities in Pakistan (by Year) 

Sources: Authors, using data from Pakistan’s BEOE (2023) 

 



THE HEALTHCARE SECTOR  

CAUSES OF BRAIN DRAIN  

The healthcare sector is no exception to the worsening and ever-rising global phenomenon of brain drain. The 
rising demand for healthcare workers in more developed countries is driven by demographic shifts, such as the 
aging of the baby-boomer generation (Dodani and LaPorte, 2005). According to the BEOE (2023), around 
1000-1500 doctors emigrate from the country annually. A survey conducted by Gallup-Pakistan found that over 
two-thirds of Pakistan's population including doctors, expressed a desire to seek opportunities overseas and that 
over half of these individuals had no intention of returning (Gallup Survey, 2011). The negative consequences of 
this brain drain include a severe shortage of skilled professionals in the public service, resulting in poor healthcare 
outcomes for the nation and hindered progress. 

Talati and Pappas (2006) predicted a shortage of doctors in Pakistan ranging from 58,000- 451,000 in 2020. Where-
as a survey of 366 immigrants in Ireland found that the highest number of migrant doctors belonged to Pakistan, 
where most did not want to return (Brugha et al., 2016). Similarly, there exists a shortage of nurses in Pakistan due 
to low production rates, and those who do qualify often leave the country to seek employment opportunities 
abroad. Nurse educators are drawn to developed countries due to the higher salaries, which results in a shortage 
of quali�ed nursing faculty in Pakistan (Asghar et al., 2020).  

In Pakistan, large numbers of Bachelors of Medicine and Bachelors of Surgery students graduate annually from 
various medical colleges and universities, however 50-60% of these graduates migrate in search of better profes-
sional careers overseas. Most graduates in Pakistan complain of inadequate salaries despite high accountability 
and long hours at work (Nadir et al., 2023). This, combined with an absence of compensation for overtime duties 
encourages a large part of the doctor community to shift overseas. Similarly, the lack of merit in a system which is 
heavily in�uenced by politics creates insecurity amongst workers (Tahir et al., 2011). Finally, it can be argued that 
the primary reason for the emigration of doctors from the country is the current inadequate infrastructure of the 
health sector. The lack of poor career progression and growth opportunities for young doctors in Pakistan, includ-
ing limited specialization options and complicated procedures for obtaining paid or unpaid study leave, has 
resulted in a shortage of skilled medical professionals in the country. Thus, ine�cient government policies along 
with political and social con�icts are major contributors to the exodus of doctors from Pakistan. Askari (2008) 
discussed how migration of skilled workers exacerbates the issues of an already weak and struggling health sector 
in developing countries like Pakistan. In contrast, workers migrating to developed countries have access to stable 
working environments, higher salaries, opportunities for continued education, better housing, and the ability to 
send remittances back to their home country.  

Medical professionals and doctors require rigorous training, with doctors often having to work more than 80 
hours per week which becomes tedious if not matched with respect, salary, and recognition. Female doctors in 
particular may be motivated to establish their careers abroad due to push factors such as workplace harassment, 
political con�icts, and inadequate salaries, as well as pull factors such as improved training and higher salaries 
(Talati and Pappas, 2006). Most skilled professionals express that they face a lack of su�cient opportunities to 
sustain themselves within the country due to an unstable labor market as well as migration prompted by issues 
like temporary displacements and climate change (Salik et al., 2017)  

Furthermore, post COVID-19, travel restrictions have eased and the demand for human resources around the 
world has risen. Thus, a signi�cant number of Pakistani emigrants were motivated to either return to the destina-
tions from where they had come to Pakistan during COVID-19 restrictions or to seek new employment opportuni-
ties elsewhere.  
 4



POLICIES FOR POSSIBILITIES OF REVERSAL OF BRAIN DRAIN 

CONSEQUENCES OF BRAIN DRAIN 

The impact of brain drain may be particularly signi�cant in terms of the country's development, as the demand 
for highly quali�ed professionals may end up far exceeding the available supply. 

Thus, developed countries harvest the e�ort due for the country which invests into highly skilled workers. While 
origin countries lose precious human capital, they also end up wasting the funds invested into the formation of 
the capital. Brain drain lowers skilled human capital in the origin country, ultimately leading to a decrease in 
productivity (IMF, 2016). Further, a fall in labor supply may result in an increase in wages, thereby lowering 
economic growth. Moreover, brain drain may have signi�cant long term implications for the institutional quality 
in home countries. Lastly, rapid emigration of labor force may result in a demographic transition in the working 
age population. Due to emigration of younger population, there is a shift of working age population to older ones 
(IMF, 2016). 

Stilwell et al. (2004) examined the negative outcomes associated with doctor migration and concluded that the 
exodus of doctors is a major contributing factor to the inadequate healthcare services and insu�cient coverage 
of certain diseases in origin countries. With the emigration of skilled medical professionals and doctors out of the 
country, there begins a dearth of capable individuals to implement and carry out medical services properly in 
rural and urban areas alike. 

Brain drain may create a ‘migration current’, which may be ultimately �lled with semi-skilled ‘dispensers, physi-
cians using traditional remedies (hakims) and spiritual healers’. Therefore, the primary consequences of brain 
drain on Pakistan's health sector are inadequate patient care and a fall in quality of medical services (Nadir et al., 
2023).  

Emigration may also provide bene�ts or ‘brain gain’ as argued by researchers to some extent. Due to large scale 
emigration, origin countries including Pakistan experience a reduction in workforce which in the short term 
potentially addresses unemployment in the country and improves the availability of jobs (Grogger and Hanson 
2011). Moreover, investment activity by immigrants develop capital markets driving funding into the country 
(Burchardi et al., 2019). In terms of support in education, innovation and research, emigrants who are physicians 
can play a huge role in improving the underdeveloped healthcare systems in the country. Around 10-15% of 
physician migrants return to Pakistan. Further, remittances contribute to a large part of the gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) in many countries. The World Bank estimates o�cially recorded remittances at $29.87 billion in 2022 in 
Pakistan (World Bank Open Data, 2023). Remittances provides households in the lower income bracket some 
economic freedom, especially in instances of sudden shocks and allow consumption smoothing as recipients gain 
access to credit and are free to save for shocks (Mohapatra et al., 2009). In the past, remittances have signi�cantly 
worked at bringing down poverty levels in the home country along with improving educational outcomes (Binci 
and Giannelli, 2018).  

University enrollments and higher income have a positive in�uence on reversing brain drain, so it would be bene-
�cial for authorities to establish job banks to assist fresh university graduates in �nding better job opportunities 
across the country. However, as trivial increases in wages in the healthcare sector are not expected to have a 
substantial impact on brain drain reversal due to the large and ever-rising wage gap between origin and destina-
tion countries, it is necessary to examine the social, political, and economic factors contributing to the brain drain 
and create a secure environment. Lowering standards cannot be an option, on the other hand, local conditions 
should be evaluated and improved. Policy makers should prioritize making productive investment opportunities 
more attractive for immigrants so countries experience positive returns so as to channel resources away from less 
productive investments such as real estate. 
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CONCLUSION  

Similarly, citizens should also show responsibility in terms of reducing the consequences posed by brain drain by 
contributing their experience to origin countries with no signi�cant costs with the help of technological advance-
ments like telemedicine.  
 
China converted Taiwan’s brain drain into brain gain by o�ering good education and research opportunities to 
entice and retain talent in the country. By participating in the Human Genome 
Project, China became the only developing country to lead in scienti�c research (Cyranoski, 2001). By implement-
ing speci�c educational programs, developing countries can create strong networks of skilled and experienced 
expatriates and ultimately redirect brain drain.  
 
Finally, improvement of work standards for women in their respective professions, particularly in the healthcare 
sector can go a long way, including �exible hours, safe transportation, and daycare facilities, along with fami-
ly-friendly policies in place. Policy makers should also focus on increasing the migration pie for female migrants 
by providing training in skills that are in high demand in host countries such as nursing (Shah et al., 2020). 

The issue of highly skilled professionals leaving developing countries is a challenging problem that poses a signi�-
cant dilemma for the global community. However, brain drain in Pakistan, particularly in the healthcare sector, 
should be looked at closely since Pakistan has lost a signi�cant portion of its trained workforce in proportion to its 
needs. Although remittances can aid in development, it is crucial to acknowledge that countries require skilled 
individuals to drive innovation and establish strong institutions, which are the foundation of sustainable develop-
ment.Highly skilled and talented workers in Pakistan opt for migration due to factors including a lack of opportu-
nities, weak institutions and limited research facilities. Further, a lack of a merit system, a productive working 
environment and lower salaries have led to emigration of medical professionals and doctors out of the country. 
This phenomenon of brain drain has had signi�cant and far-reaching e�ects on society, including a shortage of 
highly quali�ed medical professionals, a decrease in concern for the public good, and poor returns of investment 
by the government into the youth of the country.  

Therefore, developing country governments like in Pakistan should focus on policies for ensuring availability of 
job opportunities, provide appropriate research facilities and ensure secure working environments and merit 
systems to limit brain drain out of the country. Conclusively, it is important to note that the development and 
successful implementation of policies relating to migration in Pakistan face signi�cant challenges due to a lack of 
a signi�cant database containing international migration statistics. Hence, for successful policy implementation 
maintaining such a database is crucial amongst other factors. 
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