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With regard to temporary immigration, important chang-
es were also made through the Canadian Experience Class. 
This allows foreign students in Canada and temporary work-
ers the possibility of acquiring permanent residency. They 
do not have to go through the points system, but must have two 
years’ experience —this was reduced to one in 2012— and have 
a working knowledge of English or French.9  

Finally, different authors have agreed that both countries’ 
immigration systems have had both positive and negative 
effects on skilled workers. In the United States, one of the risks 
for immigrants and the protection of their rights is that selec-
tion by employers without appropriate regulation can foster 
paying low wages to reduce costs. In addition, policies can hin-

der workers’ mobility between companies, creating dependen-
cy on a single employer.10 At the same time, while in the U.S. 
case temporary visas for skilled immigrants are often a way of 
staying permanently, the processes for obtaining permanent 
residency are slow and have long waiting lists.

In the Canadian case, the number of immigrants with 
higher levels of schooling has increased. The immigration pol-
icies seem to have been effective, since they have fulfilled 
their objective of attracting more skilled labor. At the same 
time, despite the high education levels of immigrants who are 
accepted, they do face different obstacles, such as the time 
it takes them to get a job, the kind of jobs they get, and the pay 
they receive.11
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Experiences and Strategies
Skilled Migration from Mexico and Taiwan

José Carrillo Piña*

Skilled migration is one of the most important phe-
nomena of the twenty-first century; in some coun-
tries it is surpassing that of low and unskilled labor. 

Mexico is one of the top six countries that expel highly qual-

ified human resources and, although Taiwan is not part of 
that group, a large amount of its local talent does go abroad.1

These two countries have different experiences. Mexico 
has been hurt by the migration of these skilled workers, who 
often return neither temporarily nor permanently, nor are 
interested in doing business or having any other kind of con-
tact with their country of origin mainly because of the vio-

*  Doctoral candidate in international relations at the unam, jose-
carrillo.inter.mx@gmail.com.



123

special section

lence, insecurity, economic problems, and corruption there. 
Taiwan, on the other hand, has had a different experience: a 
large number of its talented migrants who leave to study or work 
abroad return home temporarily or permanently, and in some 
cases, they do business inside the country or set up networks 
of contacts with their government or specific sectors.

Mexico’s main economic income comes from oil, tourism, 
and the sale of raw materials; therefore, there is no broad 
job market for highly qualified workers. As a result, they mi-
grate, and most often do not return. In contrast, in Taiwan, 
science and technology, concretely the manufacture of semi-
conductors, computing equipment, and biotechnology, are 
strategic sectors of the economy. This has meant that quali-
fied human resources who have left at one point are moti-
vated to return or establish some kind of contact with their 
country of origin, whether to work, do business, or exchange 
experiences. It should also be mentioned that Taiwan’s large 
infrastructure and promotion of research and development 
(r&d) has turned it into an economy that attracts talent from 
the world over. This has been an incentive for its govern-
ment to develop strategies to use them as a motor for eco-
nomic development in a globalized context, where knowledge 

and innovation that generate highly qualified human resour-
ces are what are important.

In this article, I will analyze the main experiences and strat-
egies used in the last three decades by Mexico and Taiwan 
about this kind of migration.

background

At the end of World War II, Mexico’s economy was dynamic, 
allowing it to grow at constant rates to transition to the im-
port substitution model. The economy produced mainly raw 
materials and basic manufactured goods that did not require 
large numbers of skilled workers. However, it should also be 
pointed out that large contingents of highly skilled workers 
did not emigrate since the labor market was able to absorb 
the graduates the universities were producing at the time. The 
number of people who at one point or another decided to 
leave the country temporarily or permanently was not large.

Taiwan, for its part, focused on strengthening its agricul-
tural sector. Only a small group of experimental agricultural 
research units and institutions linked to state-owned com-
panies existed at the time. In the 1950s, after noting that 
human resources were scarce in the field of science, several 
scientists fostered the design of a government policy to deal 
with the situation. Taiwan’s Executive Yuan approved long-
term directives for national scientific development, creating 
in that same decade the National Science Council, in charge 
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of the country’s scientific development. It should be mentioned 
that that at that point, the number of highly skilled workers 
to migrate was significant and increasing because the coun-
try’s growing industry could not provide a broad job market.2

The first international studies of skilled migration were 
published in the 1960s and 1970s, but the Mexican govern-
ment paid little attention because, due to political conflicts in 
other countries in Latin America and Europe, at the time, 
Mexico was beginning to receive political refugees and exiles. 
The country benefitted from these highly qualified human 
resources who took jobs in the country’s main universities and 
research centers.

In the 1960s, Taiwan changed its strategy, focusing its 
efforts on improving the investment atmosphere, promoting 
labor-intensive industries, and creating a manufacturing sec-
tor with export capabilities. This strategy required human re-
sources with mainly technical knowledge and low skills; 
there  fore, a broad job market for the highly qualified did not 
exist. In this period, the government strengthened basic re-
search capabilities and improved the teaching of science in 
schools and universities with an emphasis on the basic and 
applied sciences. Public and private companies also decided 
to participate in r&d; therefore, new scientific research in-
stitutes were set up that did not really employ many highly 
qualified workers because the institutions were very new.3

In the 1970s, permanent migration of qualified workers 
reached its peak, which Taiwan considered very worrisome. 
In response, the government focused its strategies on this 
sector: it strengthened industrial infrastructure and set up 
government and private bodies to promote technology. This 
would be the origin of new demand for highly skilled human 
resources in the following decades.4

the 1980s

In the 1980s, the Mexican government established strategies 
for creating an r&d infrastructure to contribute to national 
development and use the qualified human resources the uni-

 versities were turning out. It created and strengthen ed spe -
cialized institutions like the Mexican Oil Institute (imp), the 
Institute for Electrical Research (iie), the Federal Electricity 
Commission (cFe), the National Council for Science and 
Technology (Conacyt), and the National Institute for Nuclear 
Research (inin). These changes required certain qualified hu-
 man resources to academically manage them, which helped 
decrease the migration of Mexican talent abroad.5

To promote and strengthen the country’s technological de-
velopment, the Consortia Program was created to foster links 
between science and industry. The program’s main objective 
was to build a critical mass of knowledge through qualified 
human resources. However, the fact that it only operated for 
a short time, the lack of commercialization of its research re-
sults, and the absence of on-going institutional support made 
big results impossible.6 All of this meant that talented Mex-
icans began to leave the country to work or study.

In Taiwan, one of the most important moments of this 
decade was when the Hsinchu scientific-industrial park open ed 
in December 1980. Today, it employs the largest number of 
qualified workers in all of Taiwan. Its objective has been to 
generate an atmosphere more conducive to high-tech indus-
trial development. The National Science Council also opened 
a research and evaluation department, which began to re-
quire specialized human resources.7

These strategies’ overall objective was to deal with the 
growing demands of globalization and liberalization, promot-
ing select technologies and generating basic scientific research 
by creating better educational opportunities for highly trained 
workers. All this meant that workers began to return both tem-
porarily and permanently, some in order to set up businesses 
in their own country linked to their fields of study.

In 1982, the Taiwan government held the Second Nation-
al Science Conference, where the successes and failures of 
previous strategies and policies were examined, and guide-
lines for the future were drawn. The conference also review ed 
and formulated programs focused on science and technology, 
as well as measures to strengthen recruitment and prepara-
tion of highly qualified human resources required by national 
development.

In order to build a solid foundation for basic scientific 
research, the Center for Biotechnological Development and 
the Center Specialized in Precision Instruments were set 
up, and plans were put in motion for the construction of the 
Center for Radiation Research using a synchrotron. Taken 
altogether, these strategies increased the country’s research 

the Hsinchu scientific-industrial park 
employs the largest number of qualified workers 
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capabilities and its international competitiveness, sparking 
the return of highly skilled workers and attracting talented 
workers of other nationalities.8

the 1990s

At the beginning of this decade, national and international 
economic trends sparked changes in Mexico’s science and 
technology sector: the government reduced its budget in an 
attempt to incentivize private funding. This put an end to 
several projects because of corporate requirements like cer-
tain forms of evaluation and the demand for constant achieve-
ments. All of this constricted the labor market for qualified 
workers and caused a spike in their migration to developed 
countries.

In response to this, in 1991, the Conacyt created a pro-
gram to retain and repatriate Mexican researchers. But results 
were scanty because the number and quality of job opportu-
nities were insufficient to entice them to return in large num-
bers. In 1995, the Program for Mobility in Higher Education 
in North America (Promesan) was established, involving 
348 academic institutions in Mexico, the United States, and 
Canada.9

Later in this same period, the Mexican government at-
tempted to increase the science and technology structure to 
turn back the constant migration of Mexican talent abroad. 
To do this, it created nine regional research systems and the 
state councils for science and technology. All this helped 
improve Mexico’s r&d system, but did not decrease skilled mi-
gration caused by the national economic crisis. 

In this decade, when the world’s economies were setting up 
to compete in scientific development, Taiwan adapted with 
no difficulty to the changes and new trends. In 1996, it held 
the fifth National Science and Technology Conference, where 
it established strategies for technological development for 
the twenty-first century. The second scientific-industrial park 
was also inaugurated in the country’s South; this would sup-
port and raise scientific-technological production, causing an 
increased demand for qualified human resources.10

1998 saw the approval of strategies to turn Taiwan into a 
nation based on science and technology with an increased 
demand for highly qualified human resources; the Basic Law 
for Science and Technology was also passed.11 

The international community gradually eased into the era 
of an economy based on knowledge. This led Taiwan to place 

even more importance on this sector, mainly on the genera-
tors of this knowledge, highly qualified human resources, by 
establishing strategies for their training, retention, and attrac-
tion. High-tech industries also grew; thus, the productive fac-
tors previously essential for traditional manufacturing, like 
land, raw materials, and capital, were displaced by technolo-
gized knowledge, science, and innovation in other fields.

the tWenty-First century

Mexico
In the early 2000s, a series of changes took place in science 
and technology, making them more attractive for talent abroad. 
One of these was the passage of the Law to Foster Scientific 
Research and Technology (Ficyt); another was the Program 
for Science and Technology (Pecyt) established in the 2001-
2006 National Development Plan.12

In 2002, the Law on Science and Technology was passed, 
one of the most important contributions and that would be 
the cornerstone for developing the sector, including qualified 
human resources. Mexico also designed its first plans for 
working with the qualified Diaspora: the Special Program for 
Science and Technology pointed to the need to create work-
ing networks of Mexicans abroad.

In 2005, the Network of Mexican Talent was created, 
which aims to maintain constant contact for the transfer of 
knowledge, abilities, and experience among Mexican talents 
abroad and at home. This network is organized by chapters 
distributed as follows: eight in the United States, three in Can-
ada, and four in Europe. Up until now, its main achievement 
has been to speed up technology business in Michigan and the 
Silicon Valley.13 

In the last decade in Mexico, skilled migration strategies 
have centered on creating networks of knowledge, since pro-
moting return migration has become more complicated be-
cause now not only is the unstable economy acting as a factor 
expelling skilled labor, but so are the insecurity and violence 
levels of recent years.

in the last decade in Mexico, strategies have
centered on networks of knowledge, since return 

migration has become more complicated 
due to the unstable economy and 

the insecurity and violence of recent years.
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Taiwan
In 2001, Taiwan held its sixth National Science and Technol-
ogy Conference, which approved the 2001-2004 Program, 
bringing with it an increase in science and technology spend-
ing, including investment in skilled human resources, with 
the private sector contributing up to 63 percent. In 2003, the 
third scientific-industrial park was inaugurated in downtown 
Taiwan, which, just like the first two, has served as a center for 
developing and attracting national and foreign talent.14

Later, to adjust to the science and technology challeng-
es and the changes in globalization, the Yuan Executive cre-
ated the National Development Program in 2008. It consists 
of ten investment programs with strategic objectives: cultivat-
ing talent, incentivizing r&d, and generating an atmosphere 
of high quality of life to attract foreign talent.15 Lastly, in 
early 2014, together with the National Development Coun-

cil and other ministries, this body developed a series of pub-
lic policies that converge in a program for training, retaining, 
and attracting qualified human resources; the aim is to turn 
the country into one of the most attractive in the world for 
talented migrants.16

Final thoughts

It would be difficult to suggest that Mexico should follow 
the same strategies as Taiwan since the two countries’ histo-
ry, po pulation, and geography are different. What is possible 
is to say is that our country must put more emphasis on one 
of the most important sectors for economic development in a 
globalized world in which knowledge and its creators will 
be key.
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