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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

S
ince the end of apartheid, young South Africans can look
beyond the country’s borders to find employment. Yet while
greater opportunities and a wider range of choice may be good
news for South Africa’s talented tertiary students, it may also be

bad news for the country as a whole in the form of a momentous loss of
skills. Skilled emigration has the potential to rob the country of consid-
erable investment in training and education, and also deprive the econ-
omy of needed skills and upper-end consumers. The brain drain is likely
to be particularly damaging to the economy when students leave rela-
tively soon after graduating and the country fails to receive any appre-
ciable return on direct investments in training. 

This study therefore assesses the emigration potential of South
Africa’s potential skills base: that is, young adults in tertiary training
institutions. Altogether, final-year students at 74 South African under-
graduate university faculties were surveyed, along with 92 post-graduate
university faculties, 37 technikon faculties, and 3 nursing college facul-
ties. The final sample was 4,784 students. Just over one-third were com-
pleting a certificate or diploma (36%), and another third a Bachelor’s
Degree (38%). One fifth of the students were engaged in post-graduate
study pursuing an Honours Degree (10%), Masters Degree (12%) or a
Doctorate (less than 1%). Four percent were pursuing some other form
of degree. The country’s potential skills base (as represented by this
sample) is more female (54%) than male (46%); more black (48%)
than white (40%); and young (median age of 22). This undoubtedly
reflects dramatic changes at the country’s tertiary institutions since the
end of apartheid. A 1998 SAMP survey of skilled adults in the work-
force found a population that was overwhelmingly male (61%) and
white (72%).

What is the potential for skills loss via emigration of final-year stu-
dents? For a person to have a high emigration potential, they should
have given emigration extensive thought, they should want to emigrate,
and they should consider it likely that they will do so. While four in ten
final-year students say they have given “a great deal” of consideration to
moving to another country to live and work, as more demanding ques-
tions about commitment and probability of leaving are asked, the pro-
portion drops. Two in ten said it was “very likely” they would leave.

Students were asked what countries they would most likely go to if
they ever left South Africa. Amongst all respondents, the United
Kingdom was the leading preferred destination, selected by almost three
in ten respondents. This was followed by the United States (19%),
Australia (15%), Europe (7%), and Canada (5%). Black, white and
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coloured respondents all agreed that they would most likely end up in
Europe, though Indian respondents were significantly less likely to say
so. Black respondents were more likely to think they would end up in
North America or Southern Africa than other students. White students
were more likely than others to see Australasia as a likely destination.

A series of questions about possible movement to that country were
then posed. One quarter said they wanted “to a great extent” to move
there to live and work for two years or more. One in five said that it
was “very likely” that they would actually do this. Short term emigra-
tion potential appears to be even higher. Forty percent said they wanted
“to a great extent” to go and live and work there for less than 2 years.
One-quarter said it was “very likely” they would actually go. About one
in five said that it was “very likely” that they would leave the country
within six months of graduation. Similar numbers said they would leave
within two years and within five years. The proportions of students with
a “very high” emigration potential are exactly the same as in a 1998
SAMP survey of skilled South African adults (at 2%). However, twice
as many students have a “high” emigration potential (20%) with a fur-
ther 25% having a moderate potential. In other words, emigration
potential is higher among students than people already pursuing their
chosen profession.

At this stage of their career development, high emigration potential
amongst students does not yet automatically translate into a permanent
skills loss for the country. Amongst those students who definitely want
to leave (those with “very high” emigration potential), the vast majority
(74%) say they want to stay in their most likely destination for more
than five years. However, those with “high” emigration potential seem
to envision a more limited stay, at least at first: although one-third of
these students said they want to stay more than five years, 41% said
they plan on a stay of 2 to 5 years. In addition, most respondents with
either high or very high emigration potential plan on returning to
South Africa on an annual basis. And those most likely to leave still
plan on sending money home on a monthly basis.

To what extent is emigration potential simply a function of a per-
son’s place in South Africa’s social structure? Given the country’s histo-
ry, the most obvious starting point is race. Due to their loss of dominant
political and economic power and perceptions of reduced employment
opportunities due to affirmative action, it is widely assumed that white
South Africans are much more likely to leave than blacks. An earlier
SAMP study of all skilled professionals found that there was no signifi-
cant racial difference in the proportions of skilled adults with a very
high emigration potential (2% of each group), though there was a dif-
ference amongst those with a high probability (11% of whites compared
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to only 6% of blacks). This study found that black emigration potential
was slightly lower and white emigration potential was slightly higher
amongst students. This difference was statistically significant, meaning
that the difference in the sample can be generalized to the larger popu-
lation of all students. However, in comparison with the many different
factors reviewed in this paper, a student’s racial background provides less
help in discriminating between those with high and low emigration
potential.

There are few meaningful differences across a range of demographic
factors. While we might expect that students from wealthier back-
grounds would have more economic freedom to leave, there were only
small differences according to class background of student. There is
some evidence that the course of study makes certain students think
they are more attractive on the international job market. Popular per-
ception is that medical students are the most likely to leave. This study
found that those pursuing final year studies in Computer Science /
Information Technology at Technikons and studying in Medical or
Dental faculties at Technikons are the most likely to want to leave.
Students in Nursing Training Colleges display the lowest emigration
potential. Students studying in University Faculties of Medicine or
Pharmacy have an average emigration potential. However, these differ-
ences across degree paths are not very large. 

Former President Nelson Mandela has suggested that South Africa’s
brain drain would be much lower if skilled South Africans were more
patriotic and had higher levels of national identity. The vast bulk of
South African tertiary students do actually exhibit a high degree of
national identity and patriotism. Seventy percent of students surveyed
agreed that being a citizen of South Africa is a very important part of
how they see themselves. At the same time, these levels of national
identity are substantially lower than those measured amongst ordinary
adult South Africans, where over nine in ten have consistently regis-
tered strong levels of national identity since 1994. Respondents with
higher levels of patriotism have substantially lower emigration poten-
tial. The more a student feels they have a role to play in the future of
the country, the lower their emigration potential. Students who empha-
size national identity over professional identity or quality of life also
have lower emigration potential.

Student perceptions of a range of features of life in South Africa
were tested. Present satisfaction with personal and national economic
conditions were assessed, and then whether they thought things in
South Africa would be better or worse in five years time across a whole
range of specific features of national life. One-half of all students were
dissatisfied with their present personal economic conditions. However,
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82% expected that their personal economic conditions would be better
or much better in five years. About half felt that their level of income
would be better. Six in ten were dissatisfied with current national eco-
nomic conditions, but most felt things would get better in five years
time. Only 27% said they would get worse.

However, once the students were asked what they thought things
would look like in five years time across a broad range of factors, per-
ceptions were decidedly more pessimistic. For example, 80% said the
HIV/AIDS situation would be worse and two thirds felt the cost of liv-
ing would be higher. Six in ten forecast that their ability to find the job
they wanted, their personal safety and their family’s safety would all be
worse than they are today. On no item was there a preponderance of
optimistic expectations. Perhaps most important of all, only 41% felt
that it would be easy or very easy for them to find a job in their field of
study after graduation. Eight in ten felt the government had not done
enough to create jobs for graduates. 

Pessimistic expectations of quality of life are positively correlated to
higher degrees of emigration potential, as are pessimistic expectations of
safety. However, emigration potential is only weakly associated with a
variety of other attitudes such as whether or not a student thinks it will
be easy to find a job, personal economic pessimism, or dissatisfaction
with government efforts to create jobs.

Regardless of whether students expect conditions in South Africa to
get worse, they would have no reason to leave if they consider that con-
ditions are still better than elsewhere. They were thus asked whether
conditions would be better in South Africa or in their most likely emi-
gration destination. Overall, the results indicate that a large number of
final-year students see the grass as much greener on the other side. A
massive three-quarters of students are certain that they would enjoy a
higher income in their most likely destination. The majority said things
would be better elsewhere in terms of their prospects for professional
advancement, their ability to find a desired job and their job security.

Another factor that often shapes emigration potential is the level of
information about and contact with the act of emigration. Large num-
bers of students reported at least some direct or indirect experience with
emigration. Six in ten said that they knew at least one fellow student or
colleague or close friend who had left the country permanently. One-
half of all students had at least one member of their extended family
who had emigrated, while one quarter said that someone in their imme-
diate family had done so. The results of the survey show that emigration
potential is modestly related to the degree of knowledge of people who
have already emigrated.

What kinds of investment does the South African government stand
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to lose if likely emigrants do, in fact, leave? According to students’ pres-
ent dispositions, the South African government would lose about 1-2%
of final year students who have bursaries that do not require any pay-
back, and approximately 5% of those that require some payback.
Universities and Technikons also stand to lose about 5% of their invest-
ments in bursaries. However, these numbers would rise drastically to as
high as one quarter to one third of government bursaries if the high
potential students also left.

Faced with significant emigration, it is understandable that govern-
ments try and limit it through restrictive policies. Most analysts feel
such policies are likely to hasten the rate of emigration even further,
and the students tended to agree. Students with study bursaries were
asked whether the conditions of those bursaries required them to
remain in the country after they completed their studies and/or to work
specifically in either the public or private sector. Twenty-two percent of
all students had such a bursary. While these students do have a lower
emigration potential than others, the difference is very small, suggesting
that these restrictions exercise a minimal impact on student plans and
calculations. 

Another type of government intervention is a requirement that stu-
dents perform some form of national service in return for their educa-
tion. If handled well, and if specifically required of those students who
had received some form of bursary, such restrictions would not meet
with massive resistance, or make students more likely to leave. Just 18%
said government would not be justified in requiring those who have
received government bursaries to complete some form of national serv-
ice in return for their bursary. High emigration potential students were
no more likely than others to think so.

However, students would be far more opposed to other types of inter-
ventions. One half of students said government would not be justified if
it required students to complete some form of national service before
they began tertiary education. Fifty-three percent said government
would not be justified if it required citizens to work in the country for
several years after graduation, with higher emigration potential students
especially opposed. Six in ten said government would not be justified in
limiting the amount of money they could send out of the country, with
higher emigration students more likely to be bothered by this. And 60%
said government would not be justified in making people pay taxes on
income earned outside the country.

In contrast, students do feel that there are far more effecti ve ways to
limit emi gration. Three quarters agreed that development and gro w t h
would reduce emigration and si x in ten agreed that measures to
encourage the re t u rn of skilled nati onals living abroad would also
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reduce emi gration. Onl y one-fifth said that South A frica’s eff o rts to
discourage other governments from employing South African emigrants
would reduce emigration. Finally, just 20% thought a legal prohibition
on emigration would reduce the outflow of people.

In sum, South Africa’s final-year students are patriotic but restless.
They are generally optimistic about their country’s future but less so in
terms of their own prospects for professional advancement and develop-
ment. They show surprisingly high interest in leaving the country and
have an emigration potential that is greater than that of their older,
working counterparts. While white students are marginally more inter-
ested in leaving, black students show considerable emigration potential.
What is encouraging, perhaps, is that most who leave would not do so
with the intention of leaving permanently. They would retain strong
economic and personal links and most intend to return. In practice,
however, there are numerous examples of South African students leav-
ing “for a while” and never coming home. Government would therefore
do well to think about strategies to encourage students not to leave in
the first place. Heavy investment in higher education, only to see the
fruits disappear over the horizon, is both frustrating and damaging to
the future economic health of the country. Measures are needed to quell
the restless minds of today’s South African students.
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INTRODUCTION

A
s they near graduation, highly-educated young adults begin
to make important decisions about employment, career, mar-
riage and family. In the early 21st century, increasing num-
bers of students around the world must also decide where

they want to pursue these plans. Things are no different in South
Africa. Since the end of apartheid, young South Africans can now look
beyond the country’s borders to find employment. Yet, while greater
opportunities and a wider range of choice may be good news for South
Africa’s talented tertiary students, it may also mean bad news for the
country as a whole in the form of a momentous loss of skills. Skilled
emigration has the potential to rob the country of considerable invest-
ments in training and education, and also deprive the economy of need-
ed skills and upper-end consumers.

Virtually all South African commentators have focussed on the neg-
ative aspects of skilled emigration.1 Yet some analysts argue that the
word “loss” is misguided since emigration also brings gains.2 Emigrés not
only remit income while abroad, but also tend to return home and bring
advanced skills to pass on to their colleagues, hence the increasing use
of the terms skills “transfer”, “exchange” and “circulation.”3 In fact,
some argue that skills migration is not only a reality, but is also neces-
sary in highly specialised societies for industrial growth and cultural
exchange.4

While the past ten years have seen a great deal of debate on the
immigration policies of the South African government, we still lack a
precise description of the extent of emigration from South Africa, as
well as a clear grasp of its causes. For example, Statistics SA estimated
total emigration from 1989 to 1997 at approximately 82,000, including
11,000 “professionals.” Yet a study of South Africans living in just five
countries abroad put the total number at 232,000, of whom 42,000 were
“pr ofessionals” (a category narrower than that of “skilled”).5 Using cen-
sus data, one study argued that at least a million white South Africans
emigrated between 1985 and 1996.6 Looking ahead, a 1998 nationally
representative survey of skilled adults estimated that approximately 2%,
(or 30,000 adults) had a “very high” probability of leaving within the
next five years, and another 160,000 had a “high” probability.7

Skilled South Africans who emigrated in 1997 alone cost the gov-
ernment about R68 billion of investment in human capital.8 However, a
brain drain is likely to be particularly damaging to an economy when
skills leave relatively soon after training and governments fail to receive
any appreciable return on direct investments in training. This study
attempts to look into the future and assess potential emigrationamong
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South Africa’s potential skills base: that is, young adults in tertiary train-
ing institutions. It also tests competing arguments that purport to
explain the reasons behind South Africa’s “brain drain.”

SURVEYING STUDENTS

A
t the conceptual level, the target population for the SAMP
Potential Skills Base Survey (PSBS) was South Africa’s skills
in training. Skilled persons are defined as those who have
received specialized training and possess key competencies

and skills vital to the functional core of the economy.9 Thus a country’s
potentialskills base consists of those people currently training to fill
positions critical to that functional core. 

Operationally, South Africa’s current potential skills base consists of
students (a) studying at a South African tertiary institution (universi-
ties, technikons, or colleges); and (b) in the final year of an undergradu-
ate or post graduate degree program. However, no national data base on
tertiary student numbers exists, especially with regard to final year stu-
dents. Thus, in mid 2002, this data had to be collected from registrars at
each tertiary institution across the country.10 Based on this definition,
South Africa’s potential skills base in 2002 was approximately 150,000
students (see Table 1).

The intention was to draw a representative sample of 2,400 from this
target population. In order to do this, one should ideally randomly
select a pre-determined number of names from a list of all final year stu-
dents. However, because no such list exists, students were clustered into
larger units for sampling. Institutions were able to provide reliable num-
bers of final-year students enrolled in each faculty. Thus, at the first
stage of sampling, a list of all teaching faculties at all tertiary institu-
tions across the country and their respective final year student numbers
was compiled. Because random selection can over or under represent
important subgroups within a population, the list of faculties was strati-
fied according to (a) the type of institution (historically black or histor-
ically white); (b) the level of institution (university, technikon or col-
lege); (c) the type of degree (undergraduate or postgraduate) and (d)
type of faculty. A sample of faculties was drawn from the entire list,
with the probability proportionate to its relative size. Due to the large
size of the sample relative to the total list, and because of the wide vari-
ance in the size of student populations across faculties, some very large
faculties (e.g. Wits Commerce Faculty) were selected more than once.
Altogether, 74 undergraduate university faculties were selected, along
with 92 post-graduate university faculties, 37 technikon faculties, and 3
nursing college faculties. Finally, because a purely proportionate sample
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would have resulted in a number of interviews at historically black
institutions too small to support robust statistical inference, this stratum
was deliberately over-sampled but re-weighted according to their actual
proportion for final analysis (see Table 1). In the second stage of sam-
pling, one class was chosen from each randomly selected faculty (or for
each time that a large faculty was selected). 
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Table 1: 2002 Final Year South African T ertiary Population and Sample

2002 Population 2002 Population Unweighted 2003 Weighted 2003 
(%) Sample (%) Sample (%)

Type of Student*

Undergraduate 97,285 62 62 59

Postgraduate 59,810 38 38 41

Total 157,095 100 100 100

Level of Institution*

University 100,118 64 63 63

Technikon 56,195 36 35 34

Nursing Colleges 782 0.5 2 3

Total 157,095 100 100 100

Faculty*

Commerce 42,500 27 35 26

Law 5,750 4 3 3

Engineering 20,517 13 14 14

Science & Tech 15,744 10 8 9

Humanities 19,820 13 8 12

Education 22,178 14 13 13

Health Sciences 14,948 10 10 10

Management & IT 11,228 7 6 5

Medical/Dentistry 1,653 1 1 2

Theology 802 1 1 1

Architecture 1,173 1 1 1

Nursing 782 0.5 2 3

*Total 157,095 100 100 100

University Background

Historically White 81,048 81 80 78

Historically Black 19,070 19 20 22

Total 100,118 100 100 100

N= 4,784 2,400

* Final Year Student Population data collected by authors from Registrars



The sample was also designed to contain a third stage in which 20
students would be randomly selected from each undergraduate class and
10 from each postgraduate class. This would have provided a total sam-
ple of 2,400 students. However, the questionnaire was eventually
administered to all students in each selected class. Given that lecturers
were already generously providing 20 to 30 minutes of their time to
administer the questionnaire, the additional time needed to select
which students would receive the questionnaire was prohibitive.
Because the questionnaire was administered at the beginning of the
class (so students would not leave) it would have been impractical to
administer it to some students, while others sat with nothing to do.
Thus, the actual, unweighted sample size turned out to be 4,784. All
cases were then weighted back to the intended sample targets so that
the weighted data was based on a sample of 2,400.

THE POTENTIAL SKILLS BASE

T
he country’s potential skills base (as represented by final-year
students at the country’s tertiary institutions) is more female
(54%) than male (46%); more black (48%) than white (40%)
and coloured and Asian (12%); and young (the median age of

the total sample is 22). While there is no time series data to draw a
direct comparison, this undoubtedly reflects dramatic changes at the
country’s tertiary institutions. For example, the 1998 SAMP survey of
skilled adults found a population that was overwhelmingly male (61%)
and white (72%).11

Just under one half of the students use an African language at home,
the largest proportion being Xhosa (14%). One quarter of the students
said they speak English and another quarter use Afrikaans. By contrast,
the 1998 research found that 45% of all skilled adults spoke Afrikaans.12

One quarter of the students described their family’s socio-economic
status as “upper class” or “upper middle class”, and one third “middle
class”. A fifth said they are from a “working class” background and 15%
classified their family as “lower class.” One half of final year students
said they live in a rural area, either in a rural farming area (25%) or a
small town (26%). The rest said they came from a large town (13%) or
city (36%).

Just over one third were completing a certificate or diploma (36%),
and 38% were completing a Bachelor’s Degree. One fifth of final-year
students were engaged in post graduate study pursuing an Honours
Degree (10%), Masters Degree (12%) or a Doctorate (less than 1%).
The low number of PhD candidates may reflect a bias in the classroom-
based setting of the sample, given that most PhD’s in the South African
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system are obtained through individualized study. Four percent were
pursuing some other form of degree.

MEASURING EMIGRATION POTENTIAL

W
hat is the potential for skills loss via emigration of final
year students? For a person to have a high “emigration
potential,” at a minimum they should have given emigra-
tion extensive thought, they should want to emigrate,

and they should consider it likely that they will do so. While four in ten
final year students say they have given “a great deal” of consideration to
moving to another country to live and work, it is clear that as more
demanding questions about commitment and probability of leaving are
asked, the numbers drop (Figure 1). 

Students were asked what countries they would most likely go to if
they ever left South Africa (what is referred to as the “most likely desti-
nation” or MLD). A series of questions about possible movement to
that country were then posed. Just over one quarter (28%) said they
wanted “to a great extent” to move to their MLD to live and work for
two years or more. One in five (21%) said that it was “very likely” that
they would actually do this. Short term emigration potential appears to
be even higher. Four in ten said they wanted “to a great extent” to go to
their MLD to live and work for less than two years. One quarter said it
was “very likely” they would actually go. About one in five said that it
was “very likely” that they would leave the country within six months
of graduation. Smaller numbers said they would leave within two years
(15%) and within five years (18%).
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Figure 1: Measuring emigration potential
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Statist ical analysis was then used to test which of these indicators
best helped tap the underlying concept of “emigration potential.” 1 3 T h e
analysis confirmed that five indicators did the best job (Table 2). Based
on this, an average Index of Emigration Potential and an “emigration
potential” score for each respondent was created by summing re s p o n s e s
a c ross the five items listed in Table 2 and dividing by five.14 This index
can then produce a decimalized average index score for each respondent. 

But while these scores may be helpful in making fine-grained distinc-
t ions in emigration potential amongst students, broader categories are
needed to help in the analysis of broad diff e rences among re s p o n d e n t s .1 5

Those who gave the most extreme responses to each item in terms of
emigration were coded either as having a “very high” emigration poten-
tial (3)  or “no potential” (0). Students with a score between 2.1 and 2.8
have a “high”  emigration potential. Those between 2 and 1.5 have a
“ m oderate” potential. Those scoring less than 1.5 have a “low” potential. 

Compared to the 1998 SAMP survey of skilled South African adults,
the proportions of students with a “very high” emigration potential are
exactly the same (2%) (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Emigration potential of final year students and skilled adults
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Table 2: Statistics for Emigration Potential

Mean (0-3 Scale) Standard Deviation

1. To what extent do you want to move to your MLD to live 1.67 1.10
and work for a long period (longer than two years)?

2. How likely or unlikely is it that you would move to your 1.47 1.08
MDL to live and work for a long period (two years or longer)?

3. How much consideration have you given to moving to 1.82 1.10
another country to live and work?

4. How likely or unlikely is it that you would move from 1.34 1.10
South Africa within five years after graduation?

5. How likely or unlikely is it that you would move from 1.32 1.03
South Africa within two years after graduation?

N=3907

%



However, twice as many students have a “high” emigration potential
(20%) with a further 25% having a moderate potential.16 As many as
20% of skilled adults had zero emigration potential, compared to only
3% of students. In other words, emigration potential is higher among
students than people already pursuing their chosen profession.

The paper now enquires about the nature of these emigration plans.
Where do students want to go? How long do they want to stay? Will
they return? And what will they take with them? While all respondents
provided answers to these questions, the analysis focuses on the respons-
es of those who are most likely to leave; that is, those with high or very
high emigration potential (22% of the sample). 

Students were first asked: “If you were ever to leave South Africa, in
which country[s] would you most prefer to go to live?” (allowing them
to list up to three destinations). Europe (at over 40%) was the most
popular potential destination (Figure 3). Realizing that a variety of rea-
sons may prevent people from going to their most preferred destina-
tions, they were then asked “If you had to leave South Africa, which
country would you most likely end up living in?” Amongst all respon-
dents, the United Kingdom was the leading preferred destination,
selected by almost three in ten respondents (24% said UK or England,
and another 4% specifically said “London”). This was followed by the
United States (19%), Australia (15%), Europe (7%), and Canada (5%).
In total, 42% gave a European destination (including the UK), 23%
North American, 17% Australasian, and 7% Southern Africa.

There are a few important racial differences (Table 3). Black, white
and coloured respondents all agreed that they would most likely end up
in Europe, though Indian respondents are significantly less likely to say
so. Black respondents were more likely to think they would end up in
North America or Southern Africa than other students. White students
were more likely than others to see Australasia as a likely destination.
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Figure 3: Most likely destination (all students)
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Examining these destinations according to emigration potential,
there is a slight tendency for agreement on destination to be more con-
centrated amongst those who have the firmest commitment to leave:
those with “very high” emigration potential tended to choose the UK
(43%) and the US (21%) (Figure 4). There was a wider spread of desti-
nations amongst those with weaker potential. 

At this stage of their career development, high emigration potential
amongst students does not automatically translate into a permanent
skills loss for the country. Amongst those students who definitely want
to leave (those with “very high” emigration potential), the vast majority
(74%) say they want to stay in their most likely destination for more
than five years. However, those with “high” emigration potential seem
to envision a more limited stay, at least at first: although one-third
(34%) of these students said they want to stay more than five years,
41% said they plan on a stay of 2 to 5 years (Figure 5).

In addition, most respondents with either high or very high emigra-
tion potential plan on returning to South Africa on an annual basis.
And those most likely to leave still plan on sending money home on a
monthly basis (Figure 6). 
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Figure 4: Most likely destinations (by emigration potential)
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Table 3: Most Likely Destination (by Race) (%)

Black White Coloured Asian/Indian

Southern Africa 13.0 3.0 3.0 2.0

Elsewhere in Africa 1.0 <1.0 0.0 0.0

Europe 46.0 44.0 50.0 32.0

North America 29.0 21.0 21.0 19.0

Australia/ New Zealand 8.0 31.0 20.0 24.0

Asia 4.0 2.0 7.0 23.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

%



Possibly because younger people have not yet put down firm roots of
their own, a significant proportion of those students most likely to emi-
grate appear ready to give up any assets they might have in the country
(Figure 7). Two-thirds of very high potential respondents said they are
willing to give up their home in South Africa, as did almost one half of
high potential students. Most very high emigration potential respon-
dents would be willing (32%) or very willing (32%) to take all their
possessions out of South Africa. High potential students are evenly split
on the matter, but all lower categories of emigration potential would be
unwilling to do this if they had to relocate. Roughly the same patterns
emerge when the question turned to taking all assets out of South
Africa, with two thirds of very high emigration potential respondents
willing, compared to only 40% of high potential and 37% of moderate
potential students. Finally, while one-half of very high emigration
potential students said they are willing to give up citizenship, only 24%
of the high probability students would do so, and far less of all other
categories.
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Figure 5: Length of intended stay (by emigration potential)
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Figure 6: Frequency of return and remittance (by emigration potential)
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While students may be willing to pull up roots that are not yet
deeply planted in South African soil, there are only moderate levels of
desire amongst likely emigrants to put down deep roots in other coun-
tries. There is no overwhelming desire for citizenship or permanent resi-
dence, and even less for other indicators of a long term stay. Differences
by emigration potential are pronounced, especially when asked about
longer duration stays in the most likely destination. Six in ten very high
potential respondents express a strong desire to retire in that country,
whereas the average respondent in all other categories of emigration
potential said they want this hardly at all (Figure 8). Less than half of
very high potential respondents would want to be buried in their most
likely destination (40%), indicating that even among this group, most
students cannot envision a total break with South Africa. Most high
potential and moderate potential students do not want this at all.
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Figure 8: Willingness to put down roots in new country (by emigration potential) 
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Figure 7: Willingness to give up assets in South Africa (by emigration potential) 
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WHO WILL L EAVE?

This section examines the causal factors that may increase or decrease
emigration potential. Six different “families” of factors were analyzed:

• A series of demographic variables were examined to see whether
emigration potential is simply a function of place in the social
structure. For example, are student behaviours and predisposi-
tions shaped simply by their racial or ethnic background, their
gender, or their socio-economic status? 

• A set of measures related to social identity, specifically looking at
factors surrounding national identity and patriotism, were exam-
ined, particularly whether emotional ties to South Africa consti-
tute a type of social glue that may inhibit emigration. 

• The impact of a wide range of economic evaluationswas tested.
Regardless of how strongly they feel about their country, will
new graduates leave due to intense dissatisfaction with personal
and national conditions? What are students’ expectations of
their future in South Africa, and their relative comparisons of
South Africa with their most likely destination? 

• A series of factors related to experience and informationabout
emigration and the outside world were tested. Are students with
more contact with émigrés or who gather more information
about emigration more likely to leave? 

• And finally, the role of logistical factors was examined: to what
extent is emigration related simply to the ability to move?

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

To what extent is emigration potential simply a function of a person’s
place in South Africa’s social structure? Given the country’s history, the
most obvious starting point is race. Due to their loss of dominant politi-
cal and economic power and perceptions of reduced employment oppor-
tunities due to affirmative action, it is widely assumed that white South
Africans are much more likely to leave than blacks.17 An earlier SAMP
study of skilled professionals found that there was no significant racial
difference in the proportions of skilled adults with a very high emigra-
tion potential (2% of each group), though there was a noticeable differ-
ence amongst those with a high probability (11% of whites compared to
only 6% of blacks).18 Given the racially-skewed make-up of the South
Africa’s skilled population, the absolute number of black respondents
was relatively small in that study. The present study provides a larger
and more robust sample. 
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This study found that black emigration potential among students was
slightly lower than 1.5, and white emigration potential was slightly
higher (Figure 9). This difference was statistically significant, meaning
that the difference in the sample can be generalized to the larger popu-
lation of all students. However, given that the emigration potential
scale runs from 0 to 3, these differences are not substantively that
important. In comparison with the many different factors reviewed
throughout this paper, a respondent’s racial background provides us with
little help in discriminating between those with high and low emigra-
tion potential.

There was also a statistically significant difference according to
home language, with English speakers (1.64) registering the highest
emigration potential and Shangaan speakers the lowest (1.29) (Figure
10). But again, these substantive differences between different language
groups is very small. 

In fact, there are few meaningful differences across a range of demo-
graphic factors including gender. And while one might expect that stu-
dents from wealthier backgrounds would have more economic freedom
to leave, there were only small differences according to self-reported
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Figure 9: Emigration potential by race
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Figure 10: Emigration potential by home language
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class background of student. Students who said they were from “upper
middle class” families have a significantly higher emigration potential
(1.59 on a scale of 0 to 3) than those from “working class” (1.52) or
“lower class” (1.47) backgrounds. Students from rural backgrounds
(1.43) or small towns (1.43) are less likely to emigrate that those who
come from urban areas (1.61), but again the difference is not very large.

There is some evidence that differing courses of study seem to make
some students think they are more attractive on the international job
market. Popular perception is that medical students are the most likely
to leave. This study found that those pursuing final year studies in
Computer Science / Information Technology at Technikons (1.73) and
studying in Medical or Dental faculties at Technikons (1.74) are the
most likely to want to leave. Students in Nursing Training Colleges dis-
play the lowest emigration potential (1.29). Students studying in
University Faculties of Medicine or Pharmacy (1.53) have an average
emigration potential. However, these differences across degree paths are
not very large.19 Finally, students at technikons have a significantly
higher emigration potential (1.63) than university (1.48) or nursing
college (1.29) students.

SOCIAL IDENTITY

The common wisdom is that South Africa’s brain drain would be much
lower if skilled South Africans were more patriotic with higher levels of
national identity. One manifestation of this was the comment by
President Nelson Mandela in 1999 that South Africans who left the
country had no loyalty or patriotism.20 This attack came three years
after he had launched a campaign to invite South Africans who had left
the country to come back. Perceiving the campaign to have failed, he
pronounced, “Let them go. In that process we are convinced that the
real South Africans are being sorted out. The real South Africans are
those who are saying ‘this is our country’.”21

The vast bulk of South African tertiary students actually exhibit a
high degree of national identity and patriotism. Eight in ten agreed that
they are proud to be called South Africans (83%) and that they have a
strong desire to help build South Africa (79%). Over two-thirds agreed
that they would want their children to think of themselves as South
Africans (76%) and that they had a duty to contribute their talents and
skills to the growth of South Africa (73%). Seven in ten agreed that
being a citizen of South Africa is a very important part of how they see
themselves. At the same time, these levels of national identity are sub-
stantially lower than those measured amongst ordinary adult South
Africans, where over nine in ten have consistently registered strong 
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levels of national identity since 1994.22 Whether younger, more educat-
ed people are inherently less likely to exhibit very high levels of patriot-
ism, or whether these results portend a slow, secular decline in patriot-
ism in the future, is a subject for future research.

The pattern of responses to these questions can be used to form a
single index that measures patriotism. While there was little difference
by race group in terms of emigration potential, we do find substantial
differences between racial groups with white final-year tertiary students
exhibiting far lower levels of patriotism (3.74 on a scale of 1 to 5) than
black students (4.43), with coloured (4.07) and Indian (3.98) students
in between. 

Responses to two other questions suggest that even though they feel
patriotic towards South Africa, students in a globalizing world have
competing loyalties. Just 17% disagreed with the statement that they
“have more in common with people from other countries working in
your profession than with people from South Africa” (though only 38%
agreed, with the balance saying they neither agreed nor disagreed). Six
in ten agreed that “it really does not matter where you are a citizen as
long as you have a good quality of life,” and just one in five disagreed. 

Some maintain that South Africans from minority groups (white,
coloured and Indian) will leave the country because although they per-
sonally feel strongly about their South African identity, they also feel
that they do not have a real role to play in the new South Africa.
However, just 3% said that people of their race, people who speak their
language, or they personally have “no role at all” to play in the future of
South Africa and another 9-10% answered that they have only a
“minor role.” Because these three items tap a common underlying
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Figure 11: Levels of patriotism and national identity among students
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dimension, we can combine them to create an index of perceptions of a
future role in the country. While students across all racial groups tend
to see a role for themselves in the future of the country, black students
are more enthusiastic (a mean of 2.62 on a scale of 0 to 3) than
coloured (2.34), white (2.23) or Indian (2.21) students. Each of these
sets of attitudes do matter in terms of emigration potential. Respondents
with higher levels of patriotism have substantially lower emigration
potential. The more a student feels they have a role to play in the
future of the country, the lower their emigration potential. Students
who feel closer to their national rather than professional identity and
emphasize national identity over quality of life also have lower emigra-
tion potential.

ECONOMIC EVALUATIONS

Student perceptions of a range of features of life in South Africa were
tested looking at present satisfaction with personal and national eco-
nomic conditions, and then they were asked whether they thought con-
ditions in South Africa would be better or worse in five years time
across a whole range of specific features of national life. Finally, students
were asked to assess whether each factor would be better in South
Africa or in their most likely destination.

One half of all students (47%) were dissatisfied with their present
personal economic conditions. However, 82% expected that their per-
sonal economic conditions would be better or much better in five years.
About half felt that their level of income would be better. Six in ten
were dissatisfied with current national economic conditions, but 47%
felt things would get better in five years time. Only 27% said they
would get worse.

However, once the students were asked what they thought things
would look like in five years time across a broad range of factors, per-
ceptions were decidedly more pessimistic. For example, 80% said the
HIV/AIDS situation would be worse and two thirds felt the cost of liv-
ing would get worse. Six in ten predict that their ability to find the job
they want (58%), their personal safety (58%), and their family’s safety
(58%) would all be worse than they are today. One half foresaw deterio-
ration in the upkeep of public amenities and 40% expected things to
deteriorate with regard to availability of affordable quality products, job
security, level of taxation, and the future of children.

On no one item was there a preponderance of optimistic expecta-
tions, but there was a split with regard to expectations about finding the
house they want (36% said things would be worse in five years, but 28%
said they would be better), a good school for their children (35% worse,
32% better), medical services for their family (36% worse, 31% better),
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the future quality of customer service (32% worse, 31% better), and
their own prospects for professional advancement (31% worse, 30% bet-
ter). Perhaps most important of all, only 41% felt that it would be easy
or very easy for them to find a job in their field of study after gradua-
tion. Eight in ten (81%) felt the government had not done enough to
create jobs for graduates. 

The responses to fifteen of these items fall in a sufficiently similar
pattern to allow us to create a single index that measures the level of
pessimistic expectations of quality of life in South Africa. The two
items on safety obtain different patterns of response and were used to
construct a separate index of pessimistic expectations of safety.

Pessimistic expectations of quality of life are positively correlated to
higher degrees of emigration potential, as are pessimistic expectations of
safety. However, emigration potential is only weakly associated with a
variety of other attitudes that did not fall into these indices, such as
whether or not a student thinks it will be easy to find a job, personal
economic pessimism, or dissatisfaction with government efforts to create
jobs.

Regardless of whether students expect conditions in South Africa to
get worse, they would have no reason to leave if they consider that con-
ditions are still better than elsewhere. They were thus asked whether
conditions would be better in South Africa or in their most likely desti-
nation. Overall, the results indicate that a large number of final year
students see the grass as much greener on the other side. A massive
three-quarters of students are certain that they would enjoy a higher
income in their MLD. Solid majorities said things would be better else-
where in terms of their prospects for professional advancement (59%),
their ability to find a desired job (56%), and their job security (54%).
Roughly four in ten felt that the cost of living (41%) would be better
elsewhere and they would also pay a fairer level of tax (41%). These six
items form a scale that measures relative comparisons of financial
prospects.

Ar ound half the students consider that their ability to find quality
medical services for their family (55%) and a good school for their chil-
dren (50%) would be better elsewhere. Opinion is more evenly divided
when it comes to their expected ability to find a good house (37% say it
would be better elsewhere, but 27% say it would be better in South
Africa). Overall, just under half felt that their children would have a
better future in their most likely destination than in South Africa.
Responses to these four items form a separate scale that measures rela-
tive comparisons of family prospects.

Two-thirds felt that public amenities would be better maintained
elsewhere (65%), and that the HIV/AIDS situation would also be better

RE S T L E S SMI N D S: SO U T H A FR I C A N ST U D E N T S A N D T H E BR A I N DR A I N

22



(63%). Majorities also expected to have an easier time finding afford-
able quality products (57%) and quality of customer service (54%) in
their MLD. These four items form a scale that measures relative com-
parisons of quality of life. Finally, two-thirds thought that they (66%)
and their family (65%) would be safer elsewhere. These items form a
separate index of relative comparisons of safety.

A final form of relative economic evaluation involves student per-
ceptions, not of how theywould do, but rather howthose who have
already left are doing in their new countries. Large numbers of South
African students have direct exposure to at least one person who has
emigrated. Six in ten respondents believe that the lives of those people
who have left South Africa permanently were now “better” or “much
better” than they were when living in South Africa. Just 6% believe
these people are now worse off, and few students believed that émigrés
end up doing work for which they were not trained. Seventy three per-
cent believed that at least some are working in their intended fields,
and 13% said that all emigrants are so employed. 

Emigration potential increases predictably as students conclude that
they would enjoy better financial prospects, better family prospects, a
better quality of life and would be safer in their MLD. Finally, emigra-
tion potential increases sharply to the extent students believe that émi-
grés lead better lives in their new countries but less so to the extent that
they feel that émigré’s skills have been optimized.

INFORMATION AND EXPERIENCE

Beyond people’s emotional attachment to their own country or their
rational assessment of conditions in their own country and their target
destinations, another factor that may shape emigration potential is sim-
ply their level of information about and contact with the act of emigra-
tion. Large numbers of the students reported at least some direct or
indirect experience with emigration. Six in ten said that they knew at
least one fellow student or colleague or close friend who had left the
country permanently. Nearly half of all students (46%) had at least one
member of their extended family who had emigrated, while one quarter
said that someone in their immediate family had done so. These items
form a single underlying index of personal contact with emigration.
Emigration potential is more modestly related to the extent that stu-
dents know people who have already emigrated.

Do students make emigration decisions on the basis of an idealized
or romanticized vision of what life is like on the other side, or have they
actually spent meaningful time in the countries they say are their most
likely destination? To what extent are these students’ views of emigra-
tion and the outside world based on real experience (through travel)
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rather than vicarious experience via the stories they hear from departed
friends and families, or through the news media? 

The SAMP study of skilled adults found that South Africans tend to
form preferences about emigration irrespective of whether or not they
themselves had ever been outside of the country. The study also found
that extremely small proportions travelled regularly (once a year or
more) to other African countries (3%), Europe (7%); North America
(3%); Australia and New Zealand (2%) or Asia (1%).23 South Africa’s
tertiary students have far higher levels of regular contact with Africa
(34% travel to Southern Africa at least once a year, and 8% to else-
where in Africa). But regular contact with frequently listed MLD’s like
Europe (4%), North America (2%), or Australia / New Zealand (1%) is
just as low as for adults.

These items form two distinct indices of African travel (Southern
Africa, and elsewhere in Africa) and overseas travel (to Europe, North
America, Australasia and Asia). Contrary to expectations, emigration
potential is only weakly related to the extent to which students travel
in Africa or overseas.

One-quarter of the students interviewed said they “often” obtain
information about job opportunities from family or co-workers and 37%
said they “often” get it from fellow students. Approximately one in
three said they get information about living conditions from co-workers
or their family and 48% get it from friends or fellow students. These
items form a valid and reliable index of obtaining information about the
world through personal networks.

While one-half said they “often” get information about job opportu-
nities from newspapers and magazines, less than one in five (17%) use
television or radio. One-half often obtain information about living con-
ditions from newspapers and magazines. But in contrast to job opportu-
nities, 60% say they “often” get information about living conditions in
other countries through television or radio. These four items form a sep-
arate scale of obtaining information about the world through news
media. Finally, 45% seek information about job opportunities and 44%
about living conditions through the internet. These two items form a
distinctive composite scale of obtaining information about the world
through the internet. There is a modest relationship between higher
levels of emigration potential and higher frequency of seeking out infor-
mation about conditions abroad via the internet, personal networks and
news media. 
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LOGISTICSOF EMIGRATION

To what extent does emigration hinge on the simple issue of whether
people are able to afford and plan to move? Large numbers of students
do seem to think that emigration would not pose insurmountable obsta-
cles. Over half of all final-year students (54%) believe that it would be
“easy” or “very easy” to get a job in their most likely destination if they
wanted to. Forty-three percent say it would be easy to leave the country
to work in their most likely destination. One-third (32%) believe that
the costs of moving to that destination and finding a good home would
be affordable; although one-half (52%) say it would be unaffordable or
very unaffordable. These three items tap a common underlying dimen-
sion that we can call ease of leaving. A psychological element would
simply be the extent to which people feel they have family support in
making a move. Forty-five percent of final-year students said that their
family would encourage them to leave South Africa; just one in five
(19%) said their families would discourage emigration. As expected,
those students who felt that leaving South Africa would be easy and
affordable have considerably higher emigration potential than those
who think the effort would be daunting. Emigration potential increases
sharply to the extent that students said that their families would
encourage them to leave South Africa.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

W
hat kinds of investment does the South African govern-
ment stand to lose if likely emigrants do in fact leave?
According to students’ present dispositions, the South
African government would lose about 1-2% of final year

students who have bursaries that do not require any payback, and
approximately 5% of those that require some payback (Figure 12).
Universities and Technikons also stand to lose about 5% of their invest-
ments in bursaries. However, these numbers would rise drastically to as
high as one-quarter to one- third of government bursaries if the high
potential students also left.

With regard to investments in specialized technical training, a great
deal of public attention has focused on the impacts of skilled emigration
on the medical profession. The survey results indicated that the greatest
losses may in fact be amongst certain sectors of Technikon-trained stu-
dents, especially those training in Information Technology (Figure 13). 
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Faced with significant emigration, it is understandable that govern-
ments are inclined to try and limit emigration through restrict ive policies.
Most analysts feel such policies are likely to hasten the rate of emigration
even furt h e r, and students surveyed tended to agree. 

Students with study bursaries were asked whether the conditions of
those bursaries required them to remain in the country after they com-
pleted their studies and/or to work specifically in either the public or
private sector. Twenty-two percent of all students had such a bursary.
While these students do have a lower emigration potential than others,
the difference is very small, suggesting that these restrictions exercise a
minimal impact on student plans and calculations.

Another type of government intervention is a requirement that stu-
dents perform some form of national service in return for their educa-
tion. Since 2001, the Department of Health has required final-year
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Figure 13: Potential losses of State investments by course or study
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Figure 12: Potential loss of State investments by type of bursary

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
government
bursary – no

payback (4%)

government
bursary –

some payback
(13%)

university
scholarship –
no payback

(6%)

university
scholarship –

some payback
(5%)

technikon
scholarship –
no payback

(1%)

technikon
scholarship –
some payback

(5%)

Very high 

High potential

%

%



medical students to do a year of community work. The ANC argued in
its 2002 Party Conference Manifesto that this should be broadened to
include other health professionals and higher education. 

If handled well, and if specifically re q u i red of those students who
had received some form of bursary, restrict ions would not meet with
massive resistance, or make students more likely to leave. Just 18% said
g o v e rnment would not be justified in requiring those who have
received government bursaries to complete some form of national serv-
ice in re t u rn for their bursary. Hi gh emigrati on potential students were
no more likely than others to think so.

However, students would be far more opposed to other types of inter-
ventions. One-half of students said government would not be justified if
it r equired students to complete some form of national service before
they began tertiary education. Fifty-three percent said government
would not be justified if it required citizens to work in the country for
several years after graduation, with higher emigration potential students
especially opposed. Nearly six in ten (57%) said it would not be justi-
fied if government limited the amount of money they could send out of
the country, with higher emigration students more likely to be bothered,
while 60% said government would not be justified in making people pay
taxes on income earned outside the country, again with high emigration
potential students especially opposed. 

In general, there is evidence that any government steps to make it
more difficult to emigrate; generalized requirements that all students
leaving professional schools do a year of national service in their area;
moves to limit people to one passport; or increased fees for emigration
documents, will make it more, or much more likely, that the very high
and high emigration potential students will leave. 

In contrast, students feel there are far more effective ways to limit
emigration. Three-quarters agree that development and growth would
reduce emigration and six in ten agreed that measures to encourage the
return of skilled national living abroad would also reduce emigration.
But just over one-quarter think legislation limiting the ability of state-
trained students to emigrate would actually reduce emigration, and stu-
dents with higher emigration potential were even less likely to think so.
Just over one-fifth said that South Africa’s efforts to discourage other
governments from employing South African emigrants would reduce
emigration. Finally, just 20% thought a legal prohibition on emigration
would reduce the outflow of people.
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