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The movement of talent is a growing part of the reality 
of managing what is rapidly becoming a borderless
workforce. Individuals are increasingly willing and able 
to find employment far from their homes, whether they are
Filipino electricians working in Western Australia or Indian
petrochemical engineers working in the Arabian Gulf
states. More people are living and working away from their
home countries than at any other point in history.

Just as important as transnational talent movements
are the migrations within national borders. China is
struggling to meter the rush of individuals leaving its
poorer western provinces in search of better jobs in the
glittering commercial hubs of the country’s East Coast.1

Japan has seen a huge population shift to its cities,
imperiling its agricultural industry. Norway must deal
with the emptying of its rural north. And Mexico’s
southern states contend with what they see as a
massive talent drain to the industrialized northern
border states.   

The complexities are many. These are not the one-time,
one-way migrations of yesteryear. Talent goes where
talent is needed, and flights home are readily available
for those who wish to return. Work is moving too, as
businesses set up operations near new markets and
sources of supply. The mobility of money is a huge
factor, with remittances – the money that emigrant
workers send back to their families in their home
countries – becoming the invisible reverse footprints 
of their journeys to their new jobs. Remittances now
constitute a vast sub-economy upon which many
nations depend to sustain their gross domestic product. 

Executive Summary

Today’s global workforce 
is on the move as never
before. But most employers
and governments are 
a long way from fully
understanding the complex
issue of talent mobility 
and its growing role in the
talent shortages that are
affecting today’s global
labor markets.
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At the same time, economies are not static, yet many
organizations and employees behave as if they are.
Just one example: auto workers around the U.S. 
car-making capital of Detroit are having to face the fact
that the demand for their skills is waning in that region,
forcing them to make decisions about retraining for
other types of work, or relocating to where their skills
are needed. 

Over all aspects of talent mobility falls the shadow 
of government policy – evidenced in immigration
constraints, border fences, inward investment
programs, education initiatives, regional development
incentives, and on and on. Government policies toward
emigration issues have long been matters evoking
strong voter sentiment in many countries, but today
there is real cause for concern at the rise of what is
being called “the new nationalism,” with the policy
pendulum swinging toward preventing immigration,
rather than managing it strategically to benefit the
needs of the labor market.

This white paper is the next step in Manpower’s
ongoing effort to shed light on the complexities of
today’s global workforce and to help organizations think
in terms of the dynamic, long-term supply and demand
of people – skilled and unskilled. This paper gives
dimension to the scope, scale and sheer volatility of the
movement of people to new work far from their homes.
We explore the challenges and opportunities that talent
mobility poses for the individuals themselves and we
flag the continued and alarming pervasiveness of
worker exploitation. We examine how employers are
responding to the fluidity of talent, highlight the rare
successes, and emphasize what has to happen soon
– at both business and government levels – if talent
mobility is to become a central component of
thoughtful, forward-looking business strategy and
economic policy.

Weaving through this paper is a story of twos. 
There are two categories of workers, blue collar and
white collar, with quite different aspirations and patterns
of movement. There is another divide between skilled
employees and the unskilled: skilled employees benefit
from steady market demand for their services; unskilled
workers continue to struggle to get a foothold on the
economic ladder. There are two kinds of borders 
– national borders, of course, but also borders within
countries that affect the movement of people. 
There are diametrically opposing forces affecting
government policy toward migration: globalization 
on the one hand, national sovereignty on the other. 

Manpower’s many studies of employment patterns also
reveal two types of responses by employers and
governments: tactical, reactive and generally defensive
on the one hand, and holistic, realistic, fact-based and
firmly focused on the future supply and demand of
labor on the other. It is our wish that this paper
encourages less of the former and far more of the latter.
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Work in Progress
Pity the employer trying to staff a call center in
Bangladesh, where it’s not uncommon for a worker to
leave for lunch, interview elsewhere, accept a job and
start at a higher salary – without telling his former
employer. Spare a thought for managers at the Irish
meat processing plants whose skilled Slovak butchers
are being lured away by competitors in Norway.
Sympathize with the Gulf entertainment company that
is starting to miss crucial project deadlines because it
cannot import the skilled expatriate engineers and
project managers it used to be able to get easily. And
feel the anxiety of government officials and employers
in the southern Mexican state of Veracruz as they see
their best workers head for attractive employment in
the maquiladora plants (factories) in the country’s
northern states. 

These vignettes, and a myriad like them, are the
palpable evidence of a vast and entirely global shift in
the availability of labor – a shift that is accelerating and
for which few employers or government authorities are
truly prepared. The fact is, there are now huge
imbalances between where labor is needed and where
it is available. Where not long ago the focus was about
people needing jobs, today it is very much about jobs
needing people. 

Propelling the movement of talent around the world are
widespread demographic changes – in particular the
big gap in population growth between developed and
developing countries. According to the United Nations,
the world’s population is expected to increase by 2.6
billion over the next 40 years, from 6.5 billion today to
9.1 billion in 2050 (See Figure 1). Almost all growth will
take place in the less developed regions, where today’s
5.3 billion population is expected to swell to 7.8 billion
in 2050. By contrast, the population of the more
developed regions will remain mostly unchanged, at
1.2 billion.2 The population of the developing countries
is increasing almost six times as fast as that in
developed countries.

The International Organization of Migration (IOM) points
out that demographic changes influence international
migration in two ways. Rapid population growth
combined with economic difficulties push people to
move away, and declining and aging populations force
countries to accept migrants. For example, Italy’s
population is projected to decline from its current 57
million to 41 million by 2050. Similarly, the population of
Japan is projected to decline to 105 million by 2080
from the current 127 million. Its population is aging so
rapidly that the nation now must import 70 percent of
its food because fewer young Japanese choose to stay
in rural areas and because Japan is unusually resistant
to inward migration.3

Figure 1: World Population Growth 1950 - 2050
(in millions)

Source: United Nations, Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision

Migration is seen as one of the defining global issues 
of the early twenty-first century. More than 190 million
people live outside their countries of birth – about three
percent of the world's population. Roughly one of every
35 persons in the world is a migrant, and their number
is growing at almost three percent annually.4
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But talent is highly mobile within national borders as
well – a factor that is easy to forget but which has
significant impact for employers and for regional
authorities. China’s challenges have been well
chronicled as the government tries to contain the
pressure of workers from its inland provinces wanting 
to move to its eastern boomtowns such as Shanghai.
India’s urban population is projected to soar from about
a quarter of the total population in the mid-1990s to
over one third by 2010.5 And even Americans continue
to migrate westward and move out of the industrial
states in the U.S. Midwest, according to Atlas Van
Lines' 2007 Migration Patterns study. 

Other reports indicate that more than 40 million
Americans moved last year, and by 2025, three-quarters
of all U.S. residents will live on the nation’s coasts – 
a huge shift, especially for a developed nation.6

Shifts in job requirements also add to the issue of talent
mobility. In India, huge infrastructure programs – projected
at more than $60 billion annually for the next six years –
are straining the nation’s supply of skilled and semi-skilled
construction labor.7 And for years now, many of the
Arabian Gulf States have been investing heavily in large-
scale industrial, commercial, and leisure projects along
with the infrastructure to support them. Lacking both the
skilled resources and the manual labor to drive these
projects, they have been importing huge numbers of
professionals from developed nations and from India,
along with drivers from Sri Lanka, security guards from
Nepal, and nurses from the Philippines. Manpower,
together with the Labor Department of the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), estimates that the Emirates will have to
add 100,000 workers in Dubai every year for the next 20
years if the region is to grow at the rates targeted 
by the government.

Notably, blue-collar workers are in short supply – to the
dismay of many policymakers who, for years, have
focused great attention on increasing the proportion of
youth that attain university degrees and become
knowledge workers, only to discover a vast talent
shortage of blue-collar workers now upon them. 
A few years ago, U.K. newspapers were noting
society’s surprise that bus companies brought
hundreds of Polish drivers in to drive some of Britain’s
iconic double-decker buses. 

More than 190 million people live

outside their countries of birth 

– about three percent of the world’s

population. Roughly one of every 35

persons in the world is a migrant, and

their number is growing at almost

three percent annually.

Years of relative under-investment in vocational trades
are now having an impact in Western countries like
Norway, for instance, where butchers, drivers, chefs,
plumbers, electricians and welders are badly needed.
The consequences of these talent shortages have
resulted in some interesting distortions: As in the U.S.
and U.K. in World War II, Lithuanian women now do
many of the bricklaying and other construction jobs
previously held by the men who now work abroad. 
And talent vacuums in some nations then precipitate
new waves of migration from their neighbors. 

By far, the vast majority of mobile workers are moving 
for better economic opportunities, either by moving 
to a wealthier nation where the same work offers a better
reward, moving to where there are more opportunities for
individuals with their specific skills because the work is
no longer available in their current location, or moving to
where there are shortages of their skills and the rewards
are greater due to the laws of supply and demand. A far
smaller proportion of the individuals who are crossing
borders and available for work are moving to escape 
dire conditions like war or drought, or are forcibly moved 
by others who are seeking to exploit them.

Other factors accelerate the movement of workers. 
As a general rule, globalization creates further
globalization: More people are exposed to
communications about foreign cultures and more 
are traveling far afield on vacation as well as for 
work. English as a second language is growing fast;
China, for example, is accelerating its English teaching
programs to ensure that its managers and customer-
facing staff become more proficient in the world’s
most prevalent business language.
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At the same time, workers have far greater access to
information via the Internet – specifically to job openings
– plus new online tools that help simplify the steps
required to land new employment. Additionally, the
proliferation of mobile phones and the sharp drop in
calling costs have helped workers maintain strong
social networks with those left behind in their home
countries, as well as other compatriots who may be
living nearby. The IOM refers to this emerging
transparent network as “transnational migration space.”
In this space, enabled by advances in transportation
and communication technologies, remittances,
information and skills flow as freely as workers do.

It is not at all surprising that such dynamic workflow has
provoked concerns regarding foreign workers in
general. There have been, and continue to be, alarms
raised by watchdog groups such as Migrationwatch UK
and NumbersUSA.8 France’s current president won
election in 2007 in part for his tough immigration
stance, and is keen to introduce more integration tests,
language courses and tougher rules for the reunification
of families.9 The U.S. has proven to be an especially
contentious battleground, with national security
concerns raised as the argument for tighter controls on
illegal immigration and fewer numbers of work visas

permitted – despite the protests of business groups
who want more access to foreign skilled workers.
Japan, too, is known for its rigid approach to handling
visa applications, to the point where businesses find
alternatives to having to hire from overseas.
“Unfortunately, the [immigration] debate is often pre-
emptively hijacked by negative, populist slogans, which
can inhibit the formulation of sound and balanced
migration policies,” noted the IOM.10

An important difference from earlier waves of emigration
is that workers’ journeys are not necessarily one-time,
one-way trips (See Figure 2). But, there is no going
back on the trend itself. Already, many countries are
dependent for large percentages of their GDP on the
remittance monies sent home by their nationals
overseas. And many workers settle down, have families
and call their new countries home – as happened with
the Gastarbeiter programs that Germany launched in
the 1950s and 1960s, when bilateral agreements with
Italy, Greece, then Yugoslavia and Turkey opened the
doors for tens of thousands of immigrants. 

Origin
Destination

Figure 2: Major Patterns of Worker Migration

This map provides a snapshot of some of today’s more common destination countries for foreign workers. The major patterns of worker movement involve the migration to
the most mature economic regions, including the United States, Western Europe and Australia. However, other established and emerging economies, including the Arabian
Gulf States and greater China, are also attracting growing numbers of both skilled and unskilled workers in search of opportunities. 
Source: OECD and UN Population Division statistics
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So how should employers respond to the forces of
talent mobility? Many see it as an opportunity to cut
labor costs and elevate their skills mix. Others see it
as a threat to their hold on their best talent (See 
Figure 3). Of course, employers have only limited
control over the factors that determine where workers
work, and why.

Figure 3: Employers Concerned About Losing 
National Talent

Source: Manpower Inc., Borderless Workforce Survey, 2008 

Some employers benefit from far-sighted, fact-driven
governments that plan national talent strategies in
detail and over the long term. Others chafe against
inward-looking government immigration policies that
make visa applications extremely time-consuming – 

to the point where many top foreign candidates go
elsewhere. Talent mobility, then, is both the product
and cause of an uneasy mix of unemployment and
talent scarcity. It presents governments and employers
with challenges of a scope and scale they have not
previously encountered – yet it offers them opportunities
that they find difficult to imagine.11

Before proceeding, it must be noted that talent mobility
includes migration, but also goes beyond that simple
concept of movement, requiring a new taxonomy that
allows this phenomenon to be understood in all its
dimensions (See Fig 4). On the negative end of the talent
mobility spectrum are “brain waste” and “brain drain.”

Brain waste occurs when highly skilled/educated people
willingly travel to other destinations and take jobs that are
beneath their established level of education/training.
Individuals often accept this “trade-off” for better living
conditions in more developed countries. 

Brain drain occurs when the outward migration of
people with a higher education and in-demand skills
exceeds a country’s ability to educate and train suitable
replacements. Therefore, the country of origin loses any
return on its original investment in education and training.

When a country is unable to retain highly skilled/educated people, who then willingly travel to other destinations and
perform functions that are beneath their established level of education/training. Individuals often accept this “trade-off”
for better living conditions.

Brain Waste

When the migration of people possessing a higher education and in-demand skills exceeds that country’s ability to
educate/train suitable replacements. Country of origin loses any return on its original investment in education and training.Brain Drain

Skilled personnel live and work in foreign countries for a certain period of time, then return to their country of origin or
travel to a new destination country.

Brain
Circulation

Common among some developing countries that choose to educate and export talent with the intention of comparable
exchange in the medium- and long-term, via remittances, technological interchange or skills enhancement.Brain Export

Source: Manpower Latin American Mobility Study, 2007 

Talent mobility as a component of international commerce. Transnational organizations and globalization require
international mobility.

Brain
Globalization

Transnational organizations engage in a comparable exchange of staff members between country operations.
Brain
Exchange

Figure 4: The Talent Mobility Dynamic

No
54%

Yes
31%

Don’t Know
15%
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Brain circulation occurs when skilled individuals live
and work in foreign countries for a certain period of
time, then return to their country of origin or travel to a
new destination country. This can be a more positive
outcome for both the individual’s country of origin and
their destination country because both benefit from the
individual’s contributions for a period of time. 

Brain exchange happens when a country’s talent inflow
and outflow is relatively balanced, with individuals crossing
borders in both directions fairly equally, which is a net
positive effect for the national labor market as well as the
individuals. Several countries in the European Union, which
benefit from more open labor mobility laws across the EU
member states, are facilitating this brain exchange concept.

Brain globalization is driven by international commerce
and the strategies of progressive multinational
corporations. As a component of globalization, there is
significant movement of both people to work and work 
to people as multinational organizations attempt to adapt
their businesses to be closer to their strongest consumer
markets, or to find less expensive talent and reduce their
costs to compete. At the same time, individuals move to
where the best job and career opportunities are available,
further exaggerating the effect of brain globalization.

Brain export happens when governments of developing
countries choose a strategy of educating and exporting
talent with the intention of gaining a comparable return on
investment in the medium- and long-term via remittances
sent home by the individuals to help support their families
and, therefore, contributing to the country’s GDP. 

The continuum from brain waste to brain export provides
a framework for analyzing where national economies are
winning and losing in the current competition for talent,
and the particular challenges that lie ahead for developing
countries, in particular, as talent scarcity makes the
competition for talent ever more fierce.

A recent Manpower survey revealed

that 31 percent of employers worldwide

are concerned about losing national

talent to other countries.
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A Workforce in Motion:
Who is Moving and Why?     
The increasingly mobile workforce has many faces. 
All sorts of workers are on the move – Jamaican
agricultural workers each year head to Massachusetts
in the U.S., Indian construction workers to Dubai,
Latvian stone workers to Northern Ireland in the U.K.,
and British finance controllers to Shanghai, where
40,000 foreigners now work.12

The skills mix is broad indeed. At the upper end of the
skills spectrum are the professionals and managers
whose movements form a kind of internal labor market
within multinational companies. The International
Labour Organization (ILO) calls these workers 
“intra-company transferees” and observes that they
have become a common presence in the world’s most
dynamic commercial centers where they trade goods,
financial funds, business processes, and managerial
know-now.13 “Three out of every four transferees move
from one rich country to another, especially across the
Atlantic, while the rest largely move to and from one of
the more successful newly industrializing countries in
East Asia and South America,” says the ILO. 

The methods of moving professional talent are not
limited to expatriate assignments lasting for several
years. They may also involve short-term assignments or
commuting across borders (See Figure 5). And in
addition to “corporate moves” – international
assignments while remaining with the same employer
– there are many professionals who independently seek
out international opportunities. 

The shortages of skilled blue-collar workers have spiked
wage rates to the point where those employees’ total
pay has easily exceeded that of many white-collar
professionals. The talent shortages, exacerbated by
soaring wages, have sparked a big jump in the
movement of skilled tradespeople. Before the housing
crisis, Mexican carpenters and plasterers were able to
find work almost anywhere in the U.S. And the “Polish
plumber” became an inflammatory symbol of cheap
labor in France a few years ago – and a proxy for
legions of hard-working Eastern European stone
workers, masons, electricians, and other tradespeople
who have filled talent gaps throughout Britain.14

Figure 5: Mobility Strategies

Source: Manpower Latin American Mobility Study, 2007 

Figure 6: Demand for Foreign Talent

Source: Manpower Inc., Borderless Workforce Survey, 2008

There continues to be strong movement of low-skilled
workers – generally less educated (or uneducated) and
sometimes downsized from jobs elsewhere. In fact,
laborers comprise the leading category now being filled
with workers from foreign countries, according to
Manpower’s most recent Borderless Workforce Survey
(See Figure 6). 

Periodic movement to a central office or
among the offices of several countries.Commuting

Assignment to a country for a predetermined
time – usually less than a year – for reasons of
training or competency interchange.

Short-term
assignment

When the company promotes or allows talent
to move from one country to another, hiring
them as an employee in the local office.

International
mobility with
local
employee
status

Management-level employees possessing
integral vision of that organization’s business.
The assignment may last several years and
may involve taking charge of a local/regional
operation or business function, or of training
executives in the destination country.

Expatriation

Laborers

Engineers

Production Operators

Technicians

IT Staff

Sales Representatives

Administrative Assistants / PAs

Customer Service Representatives

Senior Executives / Board Members

Accounting & Finance Staff
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The top 10 jobs that employers are 
filling with foreign talent across the
27 countries and territories surveyed


