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Migration and families left behind
Families that stay behind when a member migrates do not clearly benefit
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About a billion people worldwide live and work outside
their country of birth or outside their region of birth within
their own country. Labor migration is conventionally
viewed as economically benefiting the family members who
are left behind through remittances. However, splitting up
families in this way may also have multiple adverse effects
on education, health, labor supply response, and social
status for family members who do not migrate. Identifying
the causal impact of migration on those who are left behind
remains a challenging empirical question with inconclusive
evidence.

The international migrant stock has grown rapidly since 1990
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Source: Calculations based on data from http://www.un.org/en/
development/desa/population/migration/data/index.shtml

KEY FINDINGS
Pros
The migration of a family member brings additional
income through remittances, which can support
household consumption and investment.
This income effect can reduce the need for child
labor and increase children’s schooling, notably for
girls in developing countries.
Remittances can improve families’ sanitation, health
care, and nutrition and fill in for missing formal
health insurance in the short term.
Remittances can enable remaining family members
to engage in higher-risk, higher-return productive
activities.
Where most migrants are men, the bargaining power
of women who stay behind may be strengthened.

Cons
The migration of an economically active family
member places a heavier burden on those who stay
behind, who must make up for the lost employment
and spend more time on household chores.
The absence of the main caregiver can increase
children’s probability of dropping out of school and
delay school progression.
Disrupted family life can lead to poor diets and
increased psychological problems.
Migration may reduce incentives for education
when perceived future returns to education are low
because of expectations of migration.
Migration can reduce labor force participation for
family members left behind, especially for women.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE
The effect of a family member’s migration on those who stay behind can be either positive or negative, depending on
individual circumstances. Although remittances are a potentially important means of easing family budget constraints and
alleviating poverty, the most vulnerable populations may be hurt by a family member’s migration. Policymakers need to
consider the specific circumstances behind the migration and of the family members in the home country. Support systems
for these families may need to be bolstered to help them cope with any detrimental impacts of migration, especially its effect
on education and human capital accumulation.
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