
UNFPA/ASRO-OECD Conference  
on Mobilizing Migrants’ Skills for Development in the Arab 

Region: Making the most out of young migrants’ skills 
 (Tunis, May 13-14, 2013)  

  

  

Research Paper:  
 Migration of international students and mobilizing 

skills in the MENA Region  
(Tunis, May 13, 2013)  

 

 

By  
Dr. Samia Satti Osman Mohamed Nour 

Associate Professor of Economics 

E-mail: samia_satti@hotmail.com 

 



Outline  

- Aims of the research. 

- Stylised facts on the Arab and MENA Regions.  

- Relevance and contribution of the research. 

- Research methodology. 

- Main findings. 

- Conclusions and Policy Recommendations.  



Aims of the Research 

Provide overview of migration of international students from 
the Arab and Middle East and North Africa (MENA) regions.  

In particular, examine three hypotheses:  
(1) International students from the Arab and MENA regions 

increased substantially over the past years.  
(2) International students from the Arab region are concentrated 

in few countries,  
(3) Skills of international students can be better mobilized in 

their countries of origin by addressing the push-pull factors 
related to mobility of students, migration of skill and brain 
drain in the Arab and MENA regions. 
 



Stylised facts on the Arab and MENA Regions 

- Wide disparities in: 
 demographic composition, 
 standards of economic development (GDP per capita income), 
 endowments of natural (oil and gas) resources → disparities in 

standards of economic development (GDP per capita income), 
- High investment in education but low productivity of education 
- Rapid growth of youth population, 
- High rates of youth unemployment, 
- Substantial labour migration movement within the Arab region, 
- Migration of population and students due to push-pull factors, 
- Brain drain and flight of human capital from the Arab region.  



Relevance and Contribution of the Research 

 Mobilising young migrant’s skill is a necessary condition for 
development in the Arab and MENA countries. 
 

 Fill the gap in the Arab and MENA literature by examining 
recent development of size, quantity, trend and distribution 
of international students from the Arab and MENA regions.  
 

 Support the efforts for mobilization of skills of international 
students in their countries of origin in the Arab and MENA 
regions.  

 
 



Research Methodology 

- Descriptive and comparative methods of analysis. 
 

- Secondary data: UIS-UNESCO Education Digest (2011-2012): 
international/mobile students.  
 

- Examine the size, quantity, trend and distribution of 
international mobile students from the Arab and MENA 
regions compared to other world region; and 
 

- Provide insights for mobilizing young migrant skills for 
development in the Arab and MENA regions. 
 



Main Results 

- Support the first hypothesis that the international students 
from the Arab and MENA regions increased substantially over 
the past years. 

 
 
 

Figure 1- Total outbound international mobile students from the Arab region and MENA region over the period (1998-2011) 

 
Source: Adapted from UIS-UNESCO (2012) 



Main Results 

 Corroborate the second hypothesis that international students 
from the MENA region are concentrated in few countries. 
 

 Top five destinations: UK, US, France, Germany, and Australia 
receive around: 

- 74% - 57% (1999-2004)-(2010) of all international Arab students,  
- 54%-59% (1999-2004)-(2010) of Gulf Arab students,  
- 82%-64% (1999-2004)-(2010) of Mediterranean Arab students,  
- 77% (2010) of Maghreb Arab students, and 
- 50%-23% (1999-2004)-(2010) of other Arab students. 

 
 Support the third hypothesis that skills of international 

students can be better mobilized in their countries of origin by 
addressing the push-pull factors that determine migration of 
skills from the MENA region. 
 
 





Main Results 



Main Results 

 Distribution of the international students from the Arab region 
studied and hosted by other World region (2009-2010) implies: 

 
- Heavy concentration of Arab students studied in North America 

and Western Europe (64.5%; 65.0%) in (2009, 2010),  
 

- Followed by Arab States (19.5%; 18.0%) in (2009, 2010);  
 

- Few in East Asia and the Pacific (7.2%; 8.7%) in (2009, 2010); and 
  
- Central and Eastern Europe (6.7%; 6.3%) in (2009, 2010).  

 



Main Results 

 

 Slight increase in the share of Arab students studied in: 
- North America and Western Europe (64.5%; 65.0%); and 
- East Asia and the Pacific (7.2%; 8.7%).  

 
 

 Slight decrease in the share of Arab students studied in: 
- Arab States (19.5%; 18.0%); and  
- Central and Eastern Europe (6.7%; 6.3%).  

 
 

 Slight increase in the share of Arab in total outbound mobile 
students in the World (5.6% - 6.1%) (2009-2010).  





Main Results 

 Majority of Arab students in top five destinations (2010) are from: 
- Mediterranean (56%) (mainly Maghreb (34%)),  
- Gulf (30%), and  
- Other non-Gulf-non-Mediterranean Arab countries (14%). 
 

  



 
 Mobilizing skills through: 

- Utilization of human capital mobility in the MENA region, 

- Promotion of recognition of foreign qualifications,  

- Strengthen skill of local labor by provision of regular training, 

- Enhancing quality of education and national science policies,  

- Increasing financial resources toward education, S&T and R&D  

- Increasing incentives (financial and personal incentives), 

- Addressing the push-pull factors of migration of skills from the 
Arab and MENA regions, 

- Encouraging transfer of knowledge via migrants, through the 
TOKTEN programme to turn “brain drain” into “brain gain.” 

 

Conclusions and Policy Recommendations 
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