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Executive Summary

Increased immigration has the 
potential to improve Jamaica’s 
economic growth and development 
trajectory. However, increasing 
immigration would involve 
liberalising existing immigration 
policies and streamlining 
immigration processes.
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amaica is currently experiencing 
record low unemployment of 4.5 
percent and a worsening short-
age of skills. This skills shortage 

acts as a constraint on economic growth 
and development. This report examines 
the potential effects of increased immi-
gration on economic growth, wages and 
employment, and productivity. The report 
reviews Jamaica’s migration trends, its 
immigration framework, and the current 
labour market landscape. It also consid-
ers global attitudes to immigrants before 
evaluating the potential impacts of liberal-
ising the labour market to achieve higher 
immigration levels, drawing insights from 
the experiences of other countries. 
Increased immigration has the potential 
to improve Jamaica’s economic growth 
and development trajectory. However, 
increasing immigration would involve 
liberalising existing immigration policies 
and streamlining immigration processes. 
Jamaica’s immigration framework appears 
to be relatively liberal; over 99 percent of 
work permit applications are approved, 
and immigrants and their dependents en-
joy access to social services and a pathway 
to permanent residence and citizenship. 
However, the cost, time, and bureaucra-
cy associated with getting permission to 
work in Jamaica constitute a restrictive 
process that acts as a disincentive to im-
migration. 

Jamaica has a general shortage of labour 

and specific skills, which is partially caused 
by emigration. Nearly four in every 1000 
citizens emigrate from Jamaica annual-
ly. And while nearly one third of people 
born in Jamaica live overseas, immigrants 
constitute just 0.7 percent of the coun-
try’s population, the third lowest share in 
the region before Cuba and Haiti. There-
fore, though the ongoing labour and skills 
shortage worsened post COVID as Jamaica 
approached today’s 4.5 percent unemploy-
ment rate, the shortage of skills had existed 
for several years before and was recognised 
as a constraint on growth. 
This report identified several potential 
benefits of increased immigration. One 
study of selected OECD countries revealed 
that a 10 percent increase in the share of 

J

Skilled immigrants contribute technical skills, 
market knowledge, language skills, and cultural 

understanding, while low skilled workers 
complement higher skilled workers by occupying 

roles locals cannot fill.

immigrants in the population was associ-
ated with a 0.15 percent higher per capi-
ta gross domestic product. Additionally, 
studies in the United Kingdom and the 
United States demonstrated that immi-
grants were more entrepreneurial and in-
novative than natives, being nearly twice 
as likely to start a business and 35 percent 
more likely to have a patent. 

The report also found that skilled immi-
grants contribute technical skills, market 
knowledge, language skills, and cultural 
understanding, while low skilled workers 
complement higher skilled workers by 
occupying roles locals cannot fill. In ag-
gregate, the evidence in advanced econ-
omies shows that a 1 percent increase in 
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the migrant share of the adult population 
increased productivity by approximate-
ly 2 percent. Furthermore, immigration 
increases the likelihood of investment 
in both directions. A small, positive re-
lationship was observed between immi-
gration and investment inflows in OECD 
countries, and in the US, a doubling of 
the immigrant population from an ori-
gin country increased the likelihood of 
Foreign Direct Investment to that origin 
country by 4 percentage points. 
Additionally, the study found that invest-
ment may be adversely affected by labour 
shortages when projects get delayed or 
postponed, and when potential investors 
forego an investment out of fear of not 
being able to find the required labour. 
Finally, this study found that immigrants 
are usually net contributors to the fiscal 
budget. Generally, high skilled immi-
grants contribute more than low skilled 
immigrants. However, immigrants tend 
to contribute more and benefit less than 
similarly qualified natives, and usual-
ly have a net impact within 1 percent of 
GDP.

The study also identified areas where 
immigration had negative or mixed im-
pacts. For instance, no evidence indicat-
ed that a one-off influx of immigrants 
could reverse Jamaica’s ageing popula-
tion. Rather, slowing ageing would re-
quire a constant inflow of immigrants. 
Additionally, the impacts of immigration 
on unemployment varied by skill and na-
tional income levels. While immigration 
generally has no impact on unemploy-
ment in rich countries, one study found 
that a 1 percent increase in Venezuelan 
workers reduced employment among 
Colombians by 0.1 percent.

Analysing wages revealed mixed effects. 
In Italy, immigrants had a negative effect 
on wages when they constituted more 
than 8 percent of employed persons. 
Meanwhile, in the European Union, mi-
gration reduced wages for low-skilled 
workers by 5 percent. The primary fac-
tor in these cases was whether the skills 
immigrants possessed caused them to 
complement or compete with the exist-
ing workforce. As a result, the report rec-

ognises the potential for the immigration 
of low skilled workers to Jamaica to ad-
versely affect the unskilled workers who 
constitute a majority of the employed la-
bour force. 
International migration is a difficult and 
costly process and just 3.6 percent of peo-
ple globally are voluntary international 
migrants. Therefore, given the potential 
benefits, and since Jamaica is not a par-
ticularly attractive destination for immi-
grants, the immigration policy and its 
associated processes should be conducive 
to attracting (skilled) talent. This system 
should be market driven to ensure its 
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Recommendations

The government should amend the Foreign Nationals and Common-
wealth Citizens (Employment) Act to eliminate the requirement for 
a work permit to specify the name of an employer and the place of 
employment of the permit holder.247 This would enable a potential 
immigrant to freely change employers or to legally take on additional 
employment. Employers and immigrant employees would retain the 
right to enter into legally binding contracts that outline the terms of 
employment, including minimum employment durations and relo-
cation costs.

1

The government should amend the Foreign Nationals and 
Commonwealth Citizens (Employment) Act to eliminate 
work permit holding fees. The work permit application fee 
should remain insofar as it covers the cost incurred by the 
state in processing the application. 

In the absence of an immediate policy reform, the Minister of La-
bour should use their discretion under Section 8 of the Foreign Na-
tionals and Commonwealth Citizens Act to pre-emptively exempt 
from the work permit requirement occupational categories that are 
experiencing persistent shortages. Occupational categories should 
be decided through consultations between the MLSS, private sector 
organisations, and labour unions. 

3

2

Recommendations

The primary outcomes of a change to immigration policy should be an efficient and transparent 
immigration system that permits employers to obtains the skills they need, and positions Jamaica as a 
more attractive destination country for independent skilled workers. This would be in line with the Hybrid 
Model of selective immigration described above, but with less intervention by the central government. This 
system should be matched with collaborative efforts to facilitate firm and industry level skills transfers and 
learning. As is consistent with international norms and Jamaica’s current laws, immigrants should retain 
a pathway to permanent residence and access to public social services, including opportunities to further 
develop their skills. 
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Recommendations

The MLSS should remove from the work permit application process 
the need for employers to prove that actions have been taken to re-
cruit Jamaican workers. The process may retain requirements to report 
on criminal history, remuneration, skills, firm information, and other 
such data.

 

4

Jamaica’s National Visa Policy currently under draft should 
establish a category of visas that allows highly skilled citi-
zens of any country to move to Jamaica for 3-12 months and 
search for a job. Granting of the visa should be dependent on 
the skills possessed and the transfer of funds into a domes-
tic blocked account sufficient to cover living expenses for the 
time the visa is valid.248 Visa holders should be able to begin 
working immediately upon finding a job or establishing an 
enterprise.

5

The capacity of the University Council of Jamaica (UCJ) to verify 
international qualifications, particularly those obtained in devel-
oping countries, should be expanded. This may involve a one-off 
payment from government or a loan to improve existing systems, 
but operating costs including maintaining upgrades, database sub-
scriptions, should depend on fees collected by the UCJ in conduct-
ing its business.

6

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent 9



Introduction

JAMAICA is currently experi-
encing record low unemployment 
of 4.5 percent and a worsening 
shortage of skills. This skills short-
age acts as a constraint on eco-
nomic growth and development.   

1
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nternational labour migration and 
the associated movement of skills 
are prominent features of the glob-
al economy with implications for 

source and destination countries. Jamaica, 
a traditional labour-exporting country, 
is currently experiencing record low un-
employment of 4.5 percent and a worsen-
ing shortage of skills. This skills shortage 
acts as a constraint on economic growth 
and development. This report examines 
the potential effects of increased immi-
gration on economic growth, wages and 
employment, and productivity. The report 
reviews Jamaica’s migration trends, its 
immigration framework, and the current 
labour market landscape. It also consid-
ers global attitudes to immigrants before 
evaluating the potential impacts of liberal-
ising the labour market to achieve higher 
immigration levels, drawing insights from 
the experiences of other countries.

The report begins with relevant back-
ground information on international 
migration in Jamaica, the prevailing laws 
and regulations governing immigration, 
and the nature and extent of the labour 
and skills shortages in the country. The 
report also includes an overview of the 
attitudes to immigrants held by native 
populations in a range of other countries. 
Then, it explores the potential impacts of 
increased immigration enabled by a more 
liberal policy and streamlined process of 
immigration on economic growth, wages, 
employment, productivity, demography, 

and fiscal budget. This is followed by an in-
depth case study of Trinidad and Tobago’s 
experiences with an influx of Venezuelan 
migrants and refugees since the late 2010s. 
The study concludes with recommenda-
tions for reforming Jamaica’s immigration 
policy.

Background: Overview of 
Migration Trends for Jamaica

Migration is a key feature of Caribbean 
societies; emigration outflows exceed im-
migration inflows. In 2020, the number of 
emigrants was six times greater than the 
number of immigrants in the Caribbean 
region, approximately 9.8 million emi-
grants versus 1.6 million of immigrants 
(Table 1 and Figure 1).  

I

In 2020, the number of emigrants was six times 
greater than the number of immigrants in the 
Caribbean region, approximately 9.8 million 

emigrants versus 1.6 million immigrants. 

As of 2020, 19 out of 29 countries/territo-
ries in the Caribbean region had a high-
er number of emigrants (nationals living 
abroad) than immigrants. Cuba, Haiti, the 
Dominican Republic and Jamaica, had 
more than 1.1 million and even up to 1.7 
million emigrants each (Table 1). 
Ten of the 29 countries/territories in the 
region namely, Anguilla, Aruba, the Ba-
hamas, Belize, Bonaire, Sint Eustatius 
and Saba, British Virgin Islands, Cayman 
Islands, Curaçao, Guadeloupe, and Marti-
nique, had a higher number of immigrants 
than emigrants (Table 1).

In the Caribbean, many leave, few enter.

Emigrants and Immigrants, 2020, Caribbean Region.

9,843,150

1,634,815

Emigrants Immigrants
Source: Regional Data Hub; United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), Population Division.4 
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Stock of Emigrants and Immigrants in All Caribbean 
Countries/Territories, 2020.

In the majority of countries/territories in the Caribbean, there is a larger number of 
emigrants than immigrants.

Notes: The spaces with a dash (-) indicate that no data were available.

Immigrants (% 
of Population)

Immigrants 
(Stock)Emigrants (Stock)Country

8274,1321,850,529Puerto Rico
0.218,8841,769,671Haiti
0.033,0241,757,300Cuba
6603,7941,608,567Dominican Republic
0.823,6291,118,931Jamaica
431,169438,413Guyana
578,849330,519Trinidad and Tobago
847,801273,209Suriname
1234,86999,611Barbados
128,28478,191Dominica
58,33871,227St. Lucia
3229,28666,561Antigua and Barbuda
67,21362,204Grenada

54,73855,525St. Vincent and the Grenadines
1663,58353,793Bahamas
1662,04352,756Belize
167,72550,285St. Kitts and Nevis
-1,37924,582Montserrat
5053,59321,456Aruba
-68,62412,963Martinique
-90,20612,542Guadeloupe

-26,2218,148Bonaire, Sint Eustatius & Saba
3757,2107,611Curaçao
7222,1645,355British Virgin Islands
--3,908United States Virgin Islands
--2,689Turks and Caicos Islands
-5,7152,505Anguilla
--2,191Sint Maarten (Dutch part)
4329,2421,908Cayman Islands

7 8 9
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Despite primarily being a region from 
which people emigrate, Caribbean coun-
tries/territories also serve as destination 
countries of both intraregional and extra-
regional immigrants.10 As of 2020, there 
were 1.6 million international immigrants 
residing in Caribbean countries (Figure 
1). Just over one-third of these immigrants 
were in the Dominican Republic (Table 1). 
Moreover, although immigrants in Do-
minican Republic only accounted for six 
percent of the total population, the coun-
try had the largest stock of intraregional 
immigrants (Tables 1 and 2).11 

In Jamaica, immigrants make up less than 
1 percent of the total population (Table 1). 
Out of these immigrants, the intraregion-
al immigrants had the smaller share com-
pared to the extraregional share, and they 
came from Trinidad and Tobago, Cuba, 
and The Bahamas. The extraregional im-
migrants came mainly from the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and 
India.12

Belize had by far the fewest intraregional 
immigrants from the Caribbean, perhaps 
because of its location in Central America 
and it being farther from many other Ca-
ribbean countries. Aruba also had one of 

the fewest intraregional immigrants from 
the Caribbean (Table 2).13 

As people move from countries with lower 
standards of living and fewer opportunities 
to those where employment opportunities 
are more readily available, some clear pat-
terns emerge. Countries/territories typ-
ically characterized by thriving tourism 
industries and higher incomes (such as 
The Bahamas) tend to attract intraregion-
al immigrants from countries like Haiti 
and Jamaica (Table 2). At the same time, 
high-skilled workers from countries such 
as Jamaica often move to other Caribbean 
countries, including The Bahamas, where 
they have more opportunities to use their 
skills and earn higher incomes.14

Belize is both a Caribbean and a Central 
American country, making its immigrant 
population unique in the region. In 2020, 
immigrants accounted for 16 percent of 
Belize’s total population and most immi-
grants in the country were from other Cen-
tral American countries, and Caribbean 
intraregional movement was limited (Ta-
bles 1 and 2). The neighbouring countries 
of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras 
accounted for the top three principal coun-
tries/territories of origin of extraregional 
immigrants in 2020.15 Suriname similarly 
played a more limited role in Caribbean 

intraregional movement. There was im-
migration to Suriname from countries 
outside of the Caribbean, with Brazil and 
China being two of the top three origin 
countries of extraregional immigrants. 
Here, Chinese immigration is a reflection 
of an increasing Chinese economic and 
political presence in the region, including 
in the form of growing investments.16

The largest stock of extrarregional immi-
grants were Venezuelans in the Domini-
can Republic. Venezuela was the principal 
country of origin of extraregional immi-
grants in Trinidad and Tobago, Aruba and 
Curaçao (Table 2).17 After Venezuelans, 
US nationals were the second largest ex-
traregional immigrant population (Table 
2). Immigration from the United States 
is largely driven by tourism, investment, 
and family members following Caribbe-
an nationals who are deported from the 
country. US nationals represented signif-
icant shares of the immigrant populations 
of certain countries/territories, including 
Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, and 
The Bahamas. Martinique and Guade-
loupe are Caribbean territories of France 
so the majority of the immigrants were 
extraregional immigrants coming from 
France.18

Immigration
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Top 10 Destination Countries/Territories of Immigrants in the 
Caribbean Region, 2020.

The majority of the region’s immigrants come from outside the region.

7 8 9

Source: Regional Data Hub.19

Notes: Highlighted cells indicate extra-regional source countries and territories; Puerto Rico is an overseas territory of the 
U.S. Nationals born in mainland US and living in these territories may not be considered as international migrants under 

certain US definitions. However, these individuals are considered international migrants for statistical purposes in UNDESA 
databases.

As of 2020, there were 1.64 million
International Immigrants residing in Caribbean 

countries. 

3rd Highest2nd HighestHighestTotal 
Immigrants

Destination 
Country/Territory

14,626US34,063Venezuela496,112Haiti603,794Dom. Rep

12,637Cuba46,905Dominican 
Republic

159,515US nationals247,132Puerto Rico

8,635Martinique13,973Haiti50,960France90,206Guadeloupe

8,913Grenada10,923Guyana24,001Venezuela78,849Trinidad and Tobago

2,256St. Lucia6,070Guadeloupe52,350France68,624Martinique

8,042Jamaica10,359US Nationals29,629Haiti63,583Bahamas

9,784Honduras10,016El Salvador26,767Guatemala62,043Belize

6,665Dom. Rep10,562Netherlands16,500Venezuela57,210Curacao

5,128Netherlands10,926Colombia17,000Venezuela53,593Aruba

5,446China5,566Brazil13,557Guyana47,801Suriname
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Jamaica's Migration Policy 
Framework

CAPRI  I  Guns Out: The Splintering of Jamaica’s Gangs Considerations for Public Policy and Civil Society 

2
Jamaica's immigration laws 
provide opportunities for its 
diaspora to access and engage 
in the local labour market.
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ttempting to increase immi-
gration to Jamaica may involve 
changing the documentary and 
monetary requirements (liber-

alising) or reducing the processing time 
(streamlining) for work permit applica-
tions. In 2021, just 0.3 percent of work 
permit applications (including renewals) 
were rejected.20 This implies that once an 
application is made, approval is nearly 
guaranteed. However, factors such as the 
length and difficulty of the application 
process may deter potential applicants 
and serve as a barrier to higher immigra-
tion levels. This, along with Jamaica’s his-
torical unattractiveness as an immigrant 
destination (high unemployment, low 
growth, unstable currency, insecurity, etc) 
may have contributed to Jamaica having 
the second lowest shares of immigrants 
in the region.21 As some of these factors 
change, it should be considered the extent 
to which the existing framework supports 
the optimal flow of immigrants.

Jamaica has an established framework to 
manage immigration, regulated by a series 
of laws and policies that outline the pro-
cedures and collectively define the param-
eters for legal entry into and residency in 
the country. Immigration is governed by 
the Jamaican Nationality Act (1999), the 
Caribbean Community (Free Movement 
of Skilled Persons) Act (2004), the Foreign 
Nationals and Commonwealth Citizens 

(Employment) Act (2011), and other re-
lated laws and policies.22 Broadly speaking, 
there are four categories of immigrants to 
Jamaica:

Jamaican nationals who are resident 
overseas (or their spouses or descen-
dants), holders of Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM) Single Market and Econ-
omy (CSME) Skills Certificates, exempt 
persons, and all other non-nationals. The 
category a potential immigrant belongs to 
influences the ease, cost, and duration of 
the immigration process.

Jamaica's immigration laws provide op-
portunities for its diaspora to access and 
engage in the local labour market. The Ja-
maican diaspora is the collective of long-
term emigrants and their descendants, 
who are currently residing abroad.23 Ja-
maican law permits a non-Jamaican with 
at least one parent or grandparent who 
was born in Jamaica to live, study, and 
work indefinitely in Jamaica.24 This may 
be achieved through a citizenship applica-
tion, obtaining a Jamaican passport, or an 
“unconditional landing” status stamped in 
a foreign passport.25 Individuals who were 
born in Jamaica but who travel on a for-
eign passport, and persons who marry a 

Jamaican national, are also eligible for un-
conditional landing status.26 Consequent-
ly, these individuals encounter no legal re-
strictions to immigrating to Jamaica and 
thus fall outside the scope of the aspects of 
this report pertaining to a policy change.

The CARICOM Single Market and Econ-
omy (CSME) facilitates limited labour 
migration among the 12 participating 
member states.27 Under the current CSME 
framework, up to 13 categories of work-
ers enjoy unrestricted movement, ten of 
which are implemented in Jamaica.28 In-
cluded in these ten categories of labour are 
bachelor’s degree holders, media workers, 
sportspersons, and artisans.29 Additional-
ly, the Right to Provide Services and the 
Right of Establishment permit nationals 
of participating countries to offer services 
and establish businesses in other CSME 
member countries and enjoy equal treat-
ment as host country nationals.30 These 
provisions offer an advantage to some 
workers and entrepreneurs from CSME 
countries who wish to enter Jamaica’s 
labour market. However, in either case, 
certain requirements must be met by pro-
spective workers before they can com-
mence employment.

A

There are four categories of immigrants to Jamaica: 
Jamaican nationals who are resident overseas, 
holders of Caribbean Community CSME Skills 

Certificates, exempt persons, and all other 
non-nationals.  
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Jamaican Nationals (and 
their Spouses or 
Descendants)

Qualified CARICOM Single 
Market and Economy 
Citizens
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Citizens of 93% of Commonwealth countries travel to 
Jamaica visa-free, compared to citizens of just 46% 

of non-Commonwealth countries. 

Non-CSME Immigrants

The CSME's regime of free movement of 
skilled nationals involves a bureaucratic 
application process. One must obtain a 
“Certificate of Recognition of Caribbe-
an Community Skills” (also known as a 
“Skills Certificate”) from a CSME mem-
ber state. The application process typical-
ly entails providing personal information, 
certified proof of qualifications and iden-
tity, a criminal record from their recent 
country of extended residence, a state-
ment of intent for the application, and an 
application fee. A Skills Certificate, once 
issued in any CSME member state, holds 
validity in all other CSME member coun-
tries, but receiving countries usually have 
an authentication process for certificates 
issued elsewhere. Once the Skills Certif-
icate is authenticated, the CSME nation-
al may seek permission from competent 
authorities to remain indefinitely in the 
receiving country. In Jamaica, the Minis-
try of Labour and Social Security (MLSS) 
processes and authenticates Skills Cer-
tificates and the Passport, Immigration, 
and Citizenship Agency (PICA) grants 
permission to remain.

The Skills Certificate provides a pathway 
for qualified CSME nationals to live and 
work in Jamaica. There is no requirement 
to demonstrate the unavailability of Ja-
maican workers before CSME nationals 
are granted a Skills Certificate, as is the 
case for other foreign nationals applying 
for work permits, which is explained be-
low. Moreover, since CSME nationals can 
travel to member states without a visa, 
and are automatically allowed a stay of 
six months, a qualified jobseeker could 
relocate before finding a job or receiving 
a Skills Certificate. Therefore, the process 
of immigration for these workers is easier 
due to the ease of relocation and the rela-
tive ease of obtaining work authorisation. 
Nevertheless, delays in meeting the doc-
umentary requirements for Skills Certifi-
cates for CSME nationals who have legal-
ly entered other member countries may 
pose a challenge to such skilled nationals 
accessing formal work.

The free movement of all CSME nation-
als, regardless of qualifications, is being 
contemplated. The suggestion that the 
region would experience full labour mo-
bility was made in July 2023, when CAR-
ICOM Heads of Government announced 

a decision to, in their words, “work to-
wards” the free movement of all CSME 
nationals within member countries by 
March 2024.31 The Heads of Govern-
ment indicated that certain regulatory 
issues needed to be addressed, including 
the guarantee of certain basic rights; the 
governance of the regime was not an-
nounced. However, the existing CAR-
ICOM Agreement on Social Security, 
in effect since 1997, and the Protocol on 
Contingent Rights, signed in 2018 but 
not yet in force, could facilitate the pro-
cess by allowing the portability of social 
security benefits and safeguarding the 
rights of immigrants’ dependents.32 For 
this goal to become reality, however, it is 
certain that new arrangements—proto-
cols and regulations—would be required.

A discussion of labour migration within 
CSME countries prompts consideration 
of the special situation of Haiti, a mem-
ber state. CARICOM’s total population 
(estimated) is 18 million people; the ma-
jority, almost 12 million, are Haitians.33 
A significant proportion of the Haitian 
population lack formal skills, and a con-
siderable segment of Haiti's populace is 
engaged in unskilled or informal labour. 
Haitian migrants in the Dominican Re-
public, where a majority of immigrants 
are Haitian, typically exhibit lower edu-
cational levels, with around 70 percent 
lacking proficiency in Spanish. Their 
work is predominantly concentrated in 
low-skilled sectors and occupations.34 
Thus there may be concerns that the free 
movement of labour in the region could 
lead to other CARICOM countries being 

flooded with unskilled workers.

In a 2018 legal opinion, CARICOM’s Of-
fice of the General Counsel asserted that 
Haitians should enjoy all the rights grant-
ed to citizens of other CSME countries; 
however, this is not borne out in prac-
tice.35 Despite their full CSME member-
ship status, Haitians share a similar status 
to non-CSME nationals outlined below 
because they have failed to meet the re-
quirements to facilitate the CSME agree-
ment.36 Most Haitian citizens are required 
to obtain visas for travel to Jamaica and 
several other CARICOM member states.37 
Additionally, Haitians cannot benefit 
from CSME Skills Certificates or under 
the provisions of the Right of Establish-
ment and the Right to Provide Services.38

Outside of qualified CSME citizens, Ja-
maica’s immigration laws distinguish 
between non-CSME Commonwealth cit-
izens and non-Commonwealth citizens. 
Despite the technical distinction between 
the two groups, they face identical re-
quirements immigrating to Jamaica.39 The 
Commonwealth is a group of 56 indepen-
dent countries, most of which are former 
colonies of the United Kingdom, and 
many of which have immigration laws 
that distinguish Commonwealth nation-
als from third state nationals.40

For most people who cannot qualify for a 
CSME Skills Certificate, obtaining a work 
permit is a legal requirement to work in 
Jamaica. This policy entails submitting an 

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent18



Guns Out: The Splintering of Jamaica’s Gangs Considerations for Public Policy and Civil Society  I  CAPRI 

Non-CSME Immigrants

Exempted Persons

application to the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Security, demonstrating that the ap-
plicant poses no security risk to Jamaica, 
will not become a financial burden on the 
public, and that no Jamaican is available 
for the intended job.41  Work permits can 
be issued with varying durations, ranging 
from one month up to three years, after 
which they may be renewed.

The work permit application process for 
prospective immigrants is challenging. 
Despite official indications that work 
permit decisions are typically rendered 
within six to eight weeks of a complete 
application, several stakeholders reported 
extended delays, with approvals taking up 
to a year.42 Several stakeholders indicated 
that the process lacks a clear and detailed 
tracking mechanism, which can be inter-
preted as a lack of transparency. Howev-
er, MLSS indicated that tracking may be 
done through customer service, SMS, 
WhatsApp messaging, and Microsoft 365. 
Several stakeholders noted that the MLSS 
is currently in the process of revising the 
work permit application process which is 
expected to reduce processing times and 
increase transparency.

The bureaucratic hurdles for work permits 
in Jamaica are further compounded by the 
associated costs. There is an application 
fee of J$17,250 (US$111). The fee schedule 
in place until 2019 imposed costs ranging 
from J$110,000 (US$827) to J$170,000 
(US$1,278) per permit per year, varying by 
industry. Subsequently, an updated sched-
ule removed industry-based distinctions 

and established an annual fee of J$195,500 
(US$1,260) or J$48,875 (US$315) for ev-
ery three-month period during which the 
permit is valid.43 These costs alone, which 
do not include the administrative costs of 
preparing and submitting an application, 
represent 34 percent of the national annual 
basic minimum wage in 2023. 
 
Some interviewees perceived the work per-
mit application process to be more difficult 
for non-Commonwealth immigrants, but 
this is possibly due to the disparity in vi-
sa-free temporary travel between Com-
monwealth and non-Commonwealth 
states. Citizens of 93 percent of indepen-
dent Commonwealth countries travel to 
Jamaica visa-free, compared to citizens 
of just 46 percent of non-Commonwealth 
countries.44 This gap is relevant to short-
term travellers who can conduct business 
and do limited work without a permit.

The gap is also notable since short term, 
temporary visits, are usually predictive 
of later immigrant flows as those visitors 
establish relationships, enterprises, and 
opportunities that precede immigration.45 

Despite the differences in short term travel 
for Commonwealth and non-Common-
wealth citizens, the lengthy and onerous 
work permit application process, appears 
to be the same for all non-CSME workers.

Certain groups may receive work permit 
exemptions, but many stakeholders in-
dicated that they were not aware of those 

provisions. The stakeholders who identi-
fied exempt groups referred to exemptions 
made to fill shortages in the health care 
and education sectors.46

Typically, those qualifying for exemptions 
must obtain an exemption certificate by 
writing to the Permanent Secretary in 
the Ministry of Labour.47 Students, for-
eign dignitaries, teachers in approved 
institutions, public sector workers, and 
business owners are some categories of 
workers who may receive exemptions.48 

The law also allows granting work permits 
or exemptions at the portfolio minister’s 
discretion.49 In 2021, just 51 work permit 
exemptions were approved (there were 
87 times as many work permit applica-
tions).50

There are also exemptions permitted un-
der Article Four of the Economic Partner-
ship Agreement between CARIFORUM 
(CARICOM and the Dominican Repub-
lic) and the European Union. Under the 
agreement, certain EU workers are per-
mitted to work in Jamaica for periods 
ranging from 90 days (per calendar year) 
to three years, before leaving the country.51 
These workers are: key personnel, gradu-
ate trainees, business services sellers, con-
tractual services suppliers, independent 
professionals, and short-term visitors for 
business purposes. The reciprocal move-
ment of labour is also permitted.
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Students, foreign dignitaries, teachers 
in approved institutions, public 

sector workers, and business owners 
are some categories of workers who 
may receive work permit exemptions.
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Voluntary legal migrants and their de-
pendents can eventually qualify for per-
manent residence allowing them to live 
and work in Jamaica without work or 
study permits. Applications for perma-
nent residence status may be made after 
three years of being employed in Jamai-
ca or immediately in the case of depen-
dents of permanent residents, spouses 
of Jamaicans, or non-Jamaican retirees. 
Meanwhile, non-Jamaicans can gener-
ally apply for citizenship after living in 
Jamaica for five years. Applications for 
permanent residence or citizenship are 
made through the Passport, Immigration, 
and Citizenship Agency (PICA) and are 
decided by the Chief Executive Officer of 
PICA or the National Security Minister, 
respectively.52 Approval is usually depen-
dent on the applicant proving that they 
are of generally good character and are 
capable of caring for themselves and their 
dependents. 
Refugees may also benefit from long term 
residence status. Refugees may apply for 
protection only once they are in Jamaica. 
One exception is unaccompanied minors 

who cannot benefit from refugee protec-
tions.53 An application for refugee status 
may be denied, granted, or denied but 
with the applicant granted permission to 
remain in Jamaica for a limited period. In 
the latter two cases, the applicant would be 
allowed to remain for up to three years in 
the first instance, after which they may be 
allowed to remain for a further definite or 
indefinite period, during which time they 
would enjoy the right to work and other 
basic rights enjoyed by all Jamaicans. 
Refugee matters are generally decided 
by specific government ministries with 
leadership from the ministry responsible 
for immigration (National Security in Ja-
maica). Refugee applications are initially 
adjudicated by an Eligibility Commit-
tee comprising of three officers from the 
ministries responsible for immigration 
(who chairs), foreign affairs, and justice. 
The Eligibility Committee makes recom-
mendations to the Permanent Secretary in 
the ministry responsible for immigration. 
A Refugee Review Body, comprised of a 
retired judge, a retired diplomat, and a re-
tired permanent secretary (or another for-
mer senior civil servant), reviews appeals 
to applications denied by the Permanent 

Secretary and makes recommendations 
to the Minister responsible for immigra-
tion.

Assessing the extent to which a country’s 
immigration policies are liberal or restric-
tive is not straightforward. Cross-country 
comparisons may be thought to be a di-
rect approach. However, there are sev-
eral intersecting factors that may make 
those comparisons difficult. In general, 
the stock of immigrants (relative to the 
population), ease of entry, and the rights 
of immigrants post-entry represent gen-
eral indicators.54 Some countries may 
have policies that deter initial entry, but 
which afford substantial rights to those 
who have arrived and already in country. 
Countries could also have a mixture of 
entry requirements that depend on skill 
level, country of origin, or other factors 
that make it difficult to make definitive, 
objective statements about how restric-
tive their immigration policies are.

Long Term Residence 

Assessing the Restrictiveness
of Jamaica's Immigration 
Framework

Immigration-oriented programmes targeting specific 
occupations appear to be more ad hoc than systematic 

responses to labour market challenges.
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Jamaica’s immigration policies appear to 
be liberal. Jamaica has no immigration 
targets or quotas, and only around 0.3 
percent of work permit applications are 
declined. However the Ministry of La-
bour and Social Security grants permits 
on the principle that the ratio of Jamaican 
to foreign workers does not exceed four 
to one, indicating that there is a possibil-
ity that increased application levels could 
cause an increase in the rate of declined 
permits.55 Nonetheless, immigration-ori-
ented programmes targeting specific oc-
cupations appear to be more ad hoc than 
systematic responses to labour market 
challenges.

Immigrants enjoy several rights in Ja-
maica. Jamaica permits dual citizenship, 
immigrants can access health services 
without verifying their immigration 
status, and they can benefit from social 
protection programmes such as the Na-
tional Insurance Scheme (NIS) and the 

Programme of Advancement through 
Health and Education (PATH). Further-
more, Jamaica supports contingency 
rights allowing family reunification. For-
eign qualifications are recognised by the 
University Council of Jamaica, which is 
in line with UNESCO’s Global Conven-
tion on the Recognition of Higher Edu-
cation Qualifications.56

While the policy appears liberal, and im-
migrants enjoy many rights not afford-
ed immigrants in other countries, the 
process itself is restrictive given its cost 
and onerousness. In addition to having 
to meet the legal requirements, applica-
tions may be delayed beyond the stated 
eight weeks if technical problems arise.57 
Furthermore, applicants must remain 
outside Jamaica while the application is 
being processed, or they must leave the 
country and return if the permit is ap-
proved while they are here. While these 
issues are reflective of the general diffi-

culties in navigating typical government 
bureaucracy which are generally slow 
and untransparent, they are nonetheless 
formidable obstacles to free movement of 
foreign workers into the country.

The avenues for immigration to Jamai-
ca differ based on the nationality of the 
potential immigrant. Those with familial 
connections to Jamaica, and citizens of 
CSME member countries have relatively 
smoother access to Jamaica’s labour mar-
ket, with the exception of Haiti. In con-
trast, non-CSME citizens face a tedious 
and expensive work permit application 
process. Regardless of the pathway taken, 
immigrants who remain in Jamaica long 
enough will eventually have the option of 
seeking permanent residence, eliminating 
the need for a work permit.  Understand-
ing Jamaica's immigration landscape was 
a necessary first step to ascertaining the 
potential for immigration to be consid-
ered as an option in Jamaica’s attempts 
to resolve its current labour market chal-
lenges, as will be set out in the next chap-
ter.

Total Revenue

In Summary: Immigrating to 
Jamaica

“There is no restriction (to immigration) 
since the law that Jamaicans should be giv-
en first priority to employment is not fol-
lowed and everyone can bring people in. 
This implies that the Ministry’s verification 
of this requirement is not strong enough.” 

- Private Sector Stakeholder 8

For most people who cannot qualify for a CSME Skills 
Certificate, obtaining a work permit is a legal 

requirement to work in Jamaica.
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Labour Market Analysis

Recent surges in labour demand, 
coupled with decades of mass 
emigration, have depleted the 
pool of potential workers.

3
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amaica’s labour market situation 
in 2023 is characterised by an 
unprecedented low unemploy-
ment rate and a labour and skills 

shortage. Recent surges in labour demand, 
coupled with decades of mass emigra-
tion, have depleted the pool of potential 
workers. Labour force participation has 
increased, but only marginally, and the 
number of people who could potentially 
start working is limited. The labour short-
age spans all skill levels and industries 
and is compounded by a scarcity of sev-
eral specialised skills.58 While enhancing 
training initiatives has been put forward 
as a solution, it is insufficient to meet the 
present labour demand and ensure future 
labour market dynamism. Meanwhile, the 
country’s restrictive immigration process-
es pose obstacles to recruiting foreigners.

Jamaica’s unemployment rate stands at a 
record low of 4.5 percent, underpinned 
by robust employment growth. The addi-
tion of over 164,000 net new jobs between 
2015 and 2023 is equivalent to growth of 
14 percent, compared to 2 percent em-
ployment growth for the preceding nine 
years.59 Driving this surge are the Con-
struction Sector and Global Services Sec-
tor (the latter comprising mostly business 
process outsourcing, commonly called 
BPO, entities), which together account 

for 73 percent of newly created jobs. This 
dynamic has created a tight labour market 
and raised concerns that too many po-
tential workers remain outside the labour 
force.60

More than 720,000 people, one third of 
Jamaica’s working age population, are out-
side the labour force. STATIN classifies as 
“outside the labour force” anyone who is 
14 years or older and is neither employed 
nor seeking work.61 This includes full-
time students and individuals physically 
incapable of working, who account for 40 
percent of the group; those who “do not 
want to work” constitute the remaining 60 
percent.62 The first two groups are unlikely 
to contribute meaningfully to the work-
ing population; students must remain in 
school to complete training and some peo-
ple have limitations (advanced age, illness, 
disability, etc.) that will prevent them from 
being able to work. Therefore, continued 
employment growth will require more 
people in the third category to enter the 
labour market to meet demand.

Jamaica’s labour force participation rate 
has increased only marginally over the last 
decade, but it compares favourably to peer 
countries. At 65 percent, Jamaica’s 2023 
labour force participation rate (the per-
centage of people 14 years and older who 
are working or seeking a job) is only 1.4 
percentage points higher than the previous 
ten-year average.63 However, Jamaica’s la-

bour force participation rate surpasses the 
average of 59 percent for peers in Latin 
America and the Caribbean.64 Thus while 
addressing labour shortages is a develop-
mental imperative, attempting to increase 
the number of economically inactive indi-
viduals entering the workforce may have 
limitations. Economic conditions and re-
gional trends suggest that the potential for 
a significant transition of these individuals 
into Jamaica's labour market might be in-
herently constrained.

Beyond these general observations, the 
specific factors impacting why so many 
Jamaicans do not want to work are not 
empirically known. The absence of more 
granular data forestalls the development 
of evidence-informed policy solutions to 
this specific question. As such, the extent 
to which Jamaica can further boost its la-
bour market participation rate in the pres-
ent socio-economic context is uncertain.

Alongside the general labour shortage, as 
is to be expected in a low unemployment 
environment, a deficit of specific skills 
pervades several industries. Stakeholders 
and mechanisms monitoring skills-de-
mand concur on the presence of these 
shortages.65 While certain skill gaps, such 
as the shortage of nurses, have persisted 
over the years, they appear to have wors-

J

The addition of over 164,000 net new jobs 
between 2015 and 2023 is equivalent to 

growth of 14%, compared to 2% employment 
growth for the preceding nine years.   

Low Unemployment and 
Rising Participation Rates

Labour and Skills in Jamaica
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ened in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The worsening skills gap has 
been attributed to changing attitudes 
towards work by employees, and a per-
ceived increase in emigration.66

The skills shortages are broad and occur 
at all skill levels. Inadequate numbers of 
people are found in information technol-
ogy, foreign languages, managerial posi-
tions, and technical and mechanical skills. 
Stakeholders also indicated a shortage of 
instructors and experienced workers who 
might serve as on-the-job trainers of less 
experienced workers.67 Moreover, while 
it is reported by one skills demand mon-
itor that professionals, technicians, and 
managers accounted for approximately 
80 percent of vacancies in 2021, several 
other sources affirm that the shortage is 
not confined to high-skilled positions; 
there are also shortages of semi-skilled 
workers.68

Specific industries in Jamaica grapple 
with skill deficits.69 The Construction and 
Manufacturing sectors are short of spe-
cialist workers trained in modern tech-
niques like green architecture and pre-
cision welding.70 Likewise, the Tourism 
sector struggles to find qualified workers 
for various roles at all levels, especially 
entry-level workers, most of whom are 
attracted to higher paying positions in 
the Global Services (BPO) Sector.71 Even 
the BPO sector, which hires workers from 
a range of skill levels and backgrounds, 
is itself confronted with the scarcity of 
semi-skilled labour, leading BPO em-
ployers to lower their already-low em-
ployment qualifications and increase on-
the-job training.72

Public sector mechanisms to track skills 
demand do exist, but there are gaps 
in their coverage and application. The 
Ministry of Labour and Social Security 
(MLSS) collects labour force data through 
various means; its most comprehensive 
tool is its National Labour Market Survey. 
The last survey (2017) collected data from 
a sample of 660 companies and reported 
on information such as wages, skill lev-
els, and employment of foreign workers. 
However, this survey is usually done only 
every five years, which is too infrequent 
to inform short to medium term labour 

In Summary: Jamaica's 
Labour Market

policy. However, studies by other state 
entities such as the HEART/NSTA Trust 
as well as job market monitoring mecha-
nisms internal to the MLSS, such as the 
Hot Occupations Report, provide data 
that can indicate the state of the job mar-
ket in intervening years.73 Another con-
cern with the National Labour Market 
Survey is the hesitancy of businesses to 
participate or give complete information: 
only 45 percent of targeted large and me-
dium-sized enterprises completed the 
survey.74

Greater collaboration could enhance the 
quality of data informing the govern-
ment’s understanding of the labour force 
and its dynamics. Entities such as the Ja-
maica Special Economic Zone Authority, 
Global Services Association of Jamaica, 
and the Private Sector Organisation of 
Jamaica have taken steps to collect and 
report data on labour within their re-
spective interest groups.75 However, most 
interviewees indicated that they were not 
aware of any official channels to system-
atically pass information about short-
ages to central government and many 
appeared to be unaware of the major av-
enues used by the MLSS to collect labour 
market data. Public and private sector 
interviewees have noted past and current 
avenues of collaboration, but indicated 
that there is room for improvement.76 A 
lack of rigorous labour market assess-
ment data impedes the public and private 
sectors from effectively addressing and 
mitigating labour and skills shortages, 
but opportunities exist to resolve that 
shortcoming.

Jamaica’s labour market situation in 2024 
features record-low unemployment rates 
alongside minimal growth in labour 
force participation, several specific skills 
shortages across multiple industries, and 
a general shortage of even entry-level 
workers. Despite mechanisms to track 
skills demand, the absence of effective 
data channels impedes addressing these 
shortages.

One option to meet the demand for la-

bour, skilled and otherwise, is to increase 
domestic training. However, many ongo-
ing local skills shortages, such as those 
for specialist nurses and port technicians, 
occur alongside or because of a global 
shortage, in which case increased training 
cannot fill the demand, especially since 
the demand for skilled workers is project-
ed to grow in the global north, to where 
there is already a long-embedded pattern 
of skilled Jamaicans migrating.77 Bonding 
trained professionals has proved ineffec-
tual, as they usually earn enough to repay 
their education costs after migrating.78

Given the situation and the suboptimal 
prospects for addressing it effectively in 
the short term, the suggestion has been 
made that Jamaica might consider im-
porting skilled workers to fill the gaps.79 
Jamaica’s experience in having done so in 
the past, prevailing attitudes towards im-
migration, and the prospects for it to do 
so are now considered, in the context of 
attitudes towards immigration globally.

“…For example, even 
when HEART trains 
employees, they mi-
grate. Last year, the 
Caribbean Maritime 
Institute trained about 
300 truck drivers and 
nearly 100 percent of 
them migrated to Can-
ada. Therefore, there 
is no surplus for the 
local labour market to 
get access to.” 

- Private Sector 
Organization of Jamaica
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Jamaica’s labour force participation 
rate has increased only marginally 

over the last decade, but it compares 
favourably to peer countries. 
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Attitudes Towards 
Immigration

Demographic factors play a role 
in shaping attitudes towards 
immigration.

4
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lobal attitudes toward immigra-
tion have shifted over time. Be-
tween 2012 and 2014, there was a 
widespread inclination for people 

worldwide to prefer maintaining or in-
creasing immigration into their countries, 
contrasting with the current global trend 
where few desire more immigration.80 
Views on immigration vary with geo-
graphic location, the state of a country’s 
economy, age of the citizen, education, 
skill level, government policies, degree of 
cultural differences, and whether or not 
immigrants affect access to and delivery of 
public services. The attitudes of people in 
every major region of the world, with the 
exception of Europe, tend to be positive 
towards increasing immigration

However, certain sociodemographic char-
acteristics (education/skill level, age, and 
employment status) are more consistent-
ly associated with favourable or opposing 
attitudes to immigration.81 In seven of 
the top 10 migrant destination countries 
(United States, Canada, Australia, United 
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Germany, 
and France), the majority expressed sup-
port for maintaining or increasing immi-
gration.82 In contrast, more than half of 
the respondents in the remaining three 
(Russian Federation, United Kingdom, 
and Spain) preferred decreased immigra-
tion levels.83

More recent polls, although they covered 

fewer countries, painted a different pic-
ture. In 2018, focusing on 27 countries (of 
which 10 were European), the majority of 
the attitudes towards immigration tended 
to negative or neutral.84 The majority in-
dicated that they preferred decreasing or 
maintaining immigration: 45 percent of 
people wanted fewer or no immigrants, 
while 36 percent wanted the number to 
stay the same. Only 14 percent of respon-
dents were favourable towards immigra-
tion and indicated support for their coun-
tries to allow more immigrants. Similarly, 
in 2017, across 24 countries, 48 percent 
of people felt there were too many im-
migrants in their country and 27 percent 
were neutral.85

Attitudes towards immigration are signifi-
cantly influenced by a country's economic 
conditions. People in countries with high 
unemployment rates tended to harbour 
more negative views of immigration. 
Nearly half of the persons in countries 
with unemployment rates higher than 15 
percent believed that immigration should 
decrease. High-income economies overall 
were more likely to perceive immigrants 
as filling unwanted jobs, while in lower-in-
come countries, they were seen as taking 
jobs that citizens want.86

Demographic factors play a role in shap-
ing attitudes towards immigration. People 
with a university degree are more likely 
than those with lower levels of education to 

support maintaining or increasing immi-
gration in their countries.87 Higher-skilled 
individuals are more positive towards im-
migration than their low-skilled counter-
parts.88 Those younger than 54 are more 
likely to favour increasing immigration 
levels. Unemployed individuals who are 
actively looking for work are considerably 
more likely to want less immigration.89

In general, public opinion and govern-
ment policies towards immigration are 
aligned. When public opinion towards 
immigration is negative, government pol-
icies reflect an anti-immigration position, 
and vice versa.90 This alignment, found 
in most cases, highlights the significance 
of public sentiment in informing govern-
ment decisions on immigration.

The attitudes of people towards immigra-
tion is also influenced by their concerns 
about immigration placing pressure on 
public services in their country. Many 
people feel that immigrants are demand-
ing too much in the way of social services. 
Across 24 countries, 49 percent of people 
agreed that immigration increased de-
mand on public services in their country, 
to citizens’ detriment, with another 27 
percent remaining neutral in 2017. Over 
a period of six years, 2011 to 2017, people 
in countries (such as Turkey and Sweden), 
as opposed to other selected countries, in-
creasingly became more concerned about 
immigration placing pressure on public 

G

Attitudes towards immigration vary with 
geographic location, the state of a country’s 

economy, age of the citizen, education, skill level, 
government policies, degree of cultural 

differences, and whether or not immigrants affect 
public services.    
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This belief was common across regions. 
The majorities in Europe and the US not 
only believed that immigrants came for 
work, they also considered that immi-
grants came to their country to seek so-
cial benefits (41 percent in Europe and 45 
percent in the US). In the same way, in 
Australia, the attitudes of 75 percent of 
people towards immigration were neg-
ative because they viewed immigrants 
as people who came to their country to 
claim social benefits.92

The degree of cultural differences between 
immigrants and natives is another factor 
that influences the attitudes towards im-
migration. Some people are more likely to 
be opposed to immigrants of a different 
origin, religion, and race or ethnicity. In 
most European countries, people often 
preferred immigrants who were cultur-
ally similar to themselves. For example, 
in the UK, people preferred immigrants 
who were white, English-speaking, Euro-
pean, and from Christian countries, while 
the least preferred immigrants were non-
whites, non-Europeans and those from 
Muslim countries.93 Outside Europe, it is 
different. In 27 African countries, 90 per-
cent of people “would not care,” “some-
what like,” and “strongly like” immigrants 
of a different ethnicity.94

There is also a general inclination for 
people around the world to believe that 
immigrants are either a strength or bur-
den in their countries. This, in turn, af-
fects whether their attitudes towards 
immigration are positive or negative. 
Majorities in some of the largest mi-
grant receiving countries in the world—
the United States, Germany, the United 

Kingdom, France, Canada and Australia 
(each hosting more than 7 million immi-
grants in 2017)—viewed immigrants as 
a strength rather than a burden because 
of immigrants’ work, talent, and skillset. 
Sixty-five percent of Australians felt that 
immigration had a positive impact on 
the economy.95 By contrast, majorities in 
Hungary, Greece, South Africa, Russia, 
and Israel saw immigrants as a burden to 
their countries because they believed that 
immigrants took natives’ jobs and social 
benefits. With the exception of Russia, 
these countries each have fewer than five 
million immigrants.96

In Barbados, empirical literature and 
documented cases in the media pointed 
to exclusion of immigrants in Barbadian 
society.97 Media reports suggested that 
discriminatory treatment of CARICOM 
Community immigrants in Barbados still 
occurs.98 In 2005, from polls conducted 
in the mid- to late-2000s, approximately 
59 percent of respondents indicated that 
they did not support the (then) Prime 
Minister’s tolerance towards migration.99 
Following a change in government, an-
other poll conducted in 2009 indicated 
that 70 percent of the population sup-
ported the government’s (restrictive) 
stance on migration.100 Limited research 
and media reports suggested that there 
was xenophobia in Barbados, especially 
against Guyanese immigrants.101 

In Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC), migration is on the rise and the 
conversation around migration is at an 
all-time high and continues to grow, in 
parallel with the increase in migration 
flows into the region.102 The number of 
tweets about migration in LAC increased 

43 percent over five years (2017 to 2022). 
This increase suggests an uptrend in the 
salience of migration as an issue in LAC. 

At the same time, there has been an in-
crease in both the number of national 
public opinion polls on migration and 
the number of questions on migration-re-
lated issues in regional public opinion 
polls. Since 2020, the Latinobarómetro 
survey has included five questions about 
attitudes toward migration and migrants, 
with an emphasis on social harmony, 
work, crime, and public services.103 An 
analysis of the conversation on social me-
dia and in regional and national opinion 
polls shows that xenophobic messages 
and opinions towards immigrants are on 
the rise. In 2017, xenophobic opinions 
towards immigrants were estimated at 4 
percent but have since trended upward to 
28 percent in 2021. These results were in 
keeping with the trend in regional and na-
tional surveys, which showed less accep-
tance of the migrant population.104

In 2018, the top three topics in the con-
versation around migration were migra-
tion policy (22 percent), the visibility 
of migrants (19 percent), and security 
(18 percent). In 2022, the main topics of 
discussion changed to security (24 per-
cent), migration policy (16 percent), and 
employment (9 percent). The increased 
importance of security, migration policy, 
and employment issues may be evidence 
of certain prejudices associated with the 
immigrant population in the region.105

The increase in the conversation around 
security on social media shows growing 
public concern around rising crime rates 
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in relation to the arrival of immigrants.106 
Concern about rising crime rates follow-
ing an increase in migrant arrivals was 
often one of the main fears related to 
immigration. In several LAC countries, 
there is a rise in negative associations be-
tween regional migration flows and crime 
rates.107 However, public perceptions on 
immigrants driving up crime rates were 
misleading. In several countries (Colom-
bia, Peru, and Chile), migration did not 
increase crime, therefore concerns about 
the relationship between migration and 
crime were apparently unfounded.108

Public feelings of increased insecurity as 
a result of the arrival of migrants were 
also one of the key issues in regional and 
national surveys. The World Values Sur-
vey (WVS) found that 46 percent of re-
spondents believed that migration caused 
an increase in crime. Particularly, in Co-
lombia and Peru, more than 70 percent of 
respondents believed that immigration 
had caused an increase in crime (these 
are two of the countries that received the 
largest numbers of Venezuelan migrants 
in recent years). Furthermore, in the Lat-
inobarómetro 2020 survey, 56 percent 
of respondents said that they agreed or 
strongly agreed that migrants increased 
criminal activity. More than 70 percent 
of respondents who shared this view were 
from Ecuador (79 percent), Bolivia (73 
percent), Chile (72 percent), Peru (72 
percent), and Colombia (70 percent).109

Another common belief within commu-
nities that received sudden large-scale 
migration flows was that immigrants 
were linked to increased unemployment 
of natives and greater labour market com-

petition. In 2015, in the Latinobarómetro 
survey, 45 percent of respondents agreed 
with the statement that immigrants came 
to compete for jobs at the regional level. 
By 2020, the amount of respondents who 
shared this view increased to 60 percent. 
Similarly, in the WVS, 73 percent of re-
spondents agreed that employers should 
prioritize native workers over immigrants 
when jobs were scarce.110

This report utilized social media, a 
non-traditional data source, to ascertain 
a sense of public opinion on migration 
in Jamaica (Appendix II for methodolo-
gy and limitations of this data source).111 
The public attitudes/opinions of X (for-
merly Twitter) users on immigration 
liberalisation in Jamaica were negative, 
positive, and neutral. There were three 
main factors that influenced negative 
public attitudes of X users towards immi-
gration liberalisation in Jamaica. Wages 
were the predominant issue put forward 
by tweeters sharing a negative sentiment, 
specifically with regard to perceptions 
and concerns about low wages for Jamai-
can workers. The general sentiment in 
this regard is Jamaican workers are not 
fairly compensated, and improving wages 
could ameliorate the labour shortage by 
incentivising persons to work who are 
currently outside of the labour force. A 
second negative view concerned the per-
ceived impact of imported labour on local 
workers, in that immigrants would dis-
place Jamaicans. Within this set of views, 
there was an articulated preference for in-
vesting in local training and education to 
fill skill gaps, instead of importing labour. 
An adjacent view was that government 
and the educational system are failing in 

their role in addressing the labour market 
challenges, and a move to import labour, 
in this view has hidden motives related to 
that failure. 

There were four factors influencing pos-
itive sentiments towards immigration 
liberalisation in Jamaica, according to 
the public opinions shared on X. The un-
derlying rationale of positive views was a 
recognition of the labour shortage in Ja-
maica, and the consideration that it was 
a problem that needs to be addressed.  
Importing skilled workers, in this frame, 
would be one way of addressing the prob-
lem. A second view expressed here spoke 
to Jamaica’s labour market problem com-
prising not only a lack of workers but 
Jamaicans’ work ethic, and Jamaicans’ 
perceptions of certain jobs as not worth-
while. As such, the holders of these views 
were open to employers getting labour 
from elsewhere. 

Thirdly, there was acknowledgement that 
despite competitive compensation in 
some positions, high turnover remained 
an issue, suggesting that other factors 
contributed to the labour shortage. Lastly, 
there were positive sentiments indicating 
that increased labour immigration could 
create a more competitive labour market, 
possibly benefiting the country and creat-
ing a more attractive work environment. 
The neutral responses were geared at 
further understanding the labour short-
age and the specifics of importing skilled 
workers, and what a renewed labour im-
migration policy would entail.
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Effects of Immigration5
The share that each source of 
tax contributes to revenue varies 
based on a country’s specifics, 
given factors such as the level of 
informality, the size of the 
economy, and the share of trade 
to total GDP.
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he issue of immigration can be 
sensitive, with opposition often 
rooted in concerns about its po-
tential negative impact on the la-

bour market outcomes of native workers. 
In countries with high unemployment, 
the perception is that immigrants will take 
jobs from native workers, which will re-
sult in higher native unemployment rates 
and/or lower wages. Jamaica finds itself 
in an unusual situation: it is experiencing 
nearly full employment, but this is an un-
precedented and fairly new set of circum-
stances. The prevailing mindset appears to 
be that of a country where jobs are scarce 
and unemployment is high. Furthermore, 
the expected economic prosperity result-
ing from low unemployment has not ful-
ly materialised, leaving many Jamaicans 
still grappling with economic challenges, 
which perpetuates a poverty mindset that 
is inclined to be anti-immigration.
Assessing the evidence for or against 
immigration is a complex task, because 
the evidence on immigration’s impacts 
is mixed. Immigration can be beneficial, 
harmful, or can even have no effect at all 
on a country’s economic growth, per cap-
ita income, employment, wages, and pro-
ductivity. These impacts are contingent on 
factors like the strength of labour market 
segmentation, the substitutability of na-
tive and immigrant workers, and labour 
market flexibility.112 Specific features, such 
as less developed capital markets, limited 
openness to international trade, and con-
strained employment growth, can also 

T

Immigration can be beneficial, harmful, or can 
even have no effect at all on a country’s economic 
growth, per capita income, employment, wages, 

and productivity.  

affect how and how quickly an economy 
adapts to an influx of immigrants.113

 
There are other considerations, besides the 
impact on jobs and the economy. These 
are related to how does a country absorb 
more people, how does the state cover the 
increased demand on public goods, and 
what are the social and cultural impacts. 
For example, discussions about immigra-
tion policy frequently involve speculation 
about how immigrants affect national de-
mographics and the demand for common 
resources such as education, health care, 
infrastructure, and public goods. Immi-
gration can alter population size, structure, 

and trends, while also raising questions 
about whether immigrants contribute pos-
itively or strain public finances.114

This review of the literature on immigra-
tion’s impact will explore what the evi-
dence says.

Immigration typically raises the share of 
employed individuals in the total pop-
ulation primarily because of the higher 
concentration of immigrants in the work-
ing-age population.

Economic Growth
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This rise leads to the growth of the la-
bour force and consequently increases 
GDP per capita.115 Immigrants also boost 
economic growth through their entrepre-
neurial activities and purchases of goods 
and services.116 This impact has been 
shown to occur in both high- and low-in-
come countries. 
In the United States, a high-income coun-
try, immigrants help the country to  stay 
competitive and drive economic growth. 
Immigrants added  US$2 trillion  to the 
US GDP in 2016, and  US$458.7 bil-
lion  to state, local, and federal taxes in 
2018.117 In 2018, after immigrants spent 
billions of dollars on taxes, they were left 
with  US$1.2 trillion  in spending pow-
er, which they used to purchase goods 
and services, stimulating local business 
activity.118 Conversely, it has been calcu-
lated that limiting immigration would 
have negative effects on the economy, de-
creasing GDP by 2 percent over 20 years, 
shrinking growth by 13 percent, and cut-
ting five million jobs.119

Migration contributes to economic 
growth in OECD countries, but the ef-
fect is greater in Lower-Income countries 
(LICs) than in Higher-Income countries 
(HICs).120 Regions with higher migrant 
populations shares tended to have high-
er GDP per capita. On average, a 10 per-
cent increase in the share of migrants in 
selected OECD countries for the period 
2006 to 2019 was associated with a 0.15 
percent higher GDP per capita, when ac-
counting for time-variant and invariant 
regional characteristics. The effects were 
stronger for lagging regions, especially in 
lower-income regions. For the 25 percent 
of poorest regions in a country, the posi-
tive effect of migration on GDP per capita 
was more than twice as high at 0.36 per-
cent. These positive effects indicate that 

an increase in the migrant share helps 
poorer/lagging regions catch up with 
other regions in their country.121

Immigrants’ positive impact on eco-
nomic growth has also been evidenced 
in Upper-Middle-Income countries 
(UMICs), Lower-Middle-Income coun-
tries (LMICs), and Low-Income coun-
tries (LICs). For UMICs (Thailand, 
Dominican Republic, Argentina, South 
Africa, and Costa Rica), the contribution 
of immigrants can range from as low as 
1 percent to 12 percent. In Thailand, mi-
grants made up 2.2 percent of the labour 
force, and increased GDP by 0.5 percent, 
according to 1995 data. In 2005, the per-
centage of migrants in the Thai labour 
force doubled to 5 percent and the con-
tribution to Thai GDP grew to 1.3 per-
cent.122 Immigrants contributed between 
4 percent and 5 percent of the Domini-
can Republic’s GDP in 2010.123 Like the 
Dominican Republic, immigrants’ con-
tribution to Argentina’s GDP was in the 
same range at 4 percent in 2014.124 Im-
migrant workers contributed 9 percent of 
South Africa’s GDP and 11 to 12 percent 
of Costa Rica’s GDP in 2011.125 In Gha-
na and Kyrgyzstan, both LMICs, immi-
grants were estimated to contribute near-
ly 2 percent of Ghana’s GDP and around 
5 percent of Kyrgyzstan’s GDP in 2010.126 
Moreover, in Rwanda, a LIC, immigrants 
also contributed significantly to econom-
ic growth, adding between 10 and 13 per-
cent of Rwanda’s GDP in 2012.127

In conclusion, literature on the impact 
of immigrants on a country’s economy 
highlights that immigrants largely have a 
positive impact on the economic growth 
of a country through their contributions 
to the working age population and by ex-
tension, the economy.

Immigrants could have an impact on the 
economy through their influence on en-
trepreneurship.128 Immigrants can affect 
entrepreneurship in two main ways. The 
first is that immigrants may not only be 
employees, but instead be self-employed 
or they may create their own firms and be 
entrepreneurs themselves. The second is 
that the presence of immigrants can either 
increase or decrease the entrepreneurial 
activities of native individuals.129 Immi-
grants may have skills that make it easier 
for native entrepreneurs to start or grow 
their business if they hire them.130 A high-
er immigrant concentration is associated 
with a higher likelihood of native individ-
uals being business owners. Specifically, 
a ten percentage point higher immigrant 
share in the population aged 15 and above 
is associated with a 0.6 percentage point 
higher likelihood that a native individual 
owns a business. This may appear as only 
a small boost to native entrepreneurship, 
however when considering that the share 
of the adult population who are business 
owners is a mere 1.9 percent, it is actually 
quite substantial.131 The presence of im-
migrants can also increase the entrepre-
neurial activities of native individuals be-
cause they may increase the availability of 
capital or the size of the domestic market 
and therefore make certain business ideas 
(that rely on additional capital or a larger 
market) more viable. On the other hand, 
increased levels of competition could put 
some existing firms out of business and 
decrease the entrepreneurial activities of 
native individuals.132

Entrepreneurship

Immigration typically raises the share of employed 

individuals in the total population primarily because 

of the higher concentration of immigrants in the 

working-age population. This rise leads to the growth 

of the labour force and consequently increases GDP 

per capita.   
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In the US in recent decades, the trend in 
entrepreneurship and the growth of busi-
ness startups has been downward. One 
proposed way to offset this trend was to 
expand immigration, especially among 
higher‐ skilled entrepreneurial immi-
grants.133 This is because immigrants tend 
to be more entrepreneurial than the aver-
age US citizen.134 Immigrants tend to take 
up entrepreneurial roles because of sever-
al reasons. Firstly, the migrant experience 
of taking a large risk to move to another 
country makes immigrant entrepreneurs 
less wary of taking on the risks associated 
with starting a business. Secondly, some 
entrepreneurs self-select into starting 
their own businesses because they do not 
have other options to work.135 They ini-
tially may also face discrimination in the 
labour market.136  Finally, many immi-
grants have access to high levels of social 
capital, which are social networks that 
exist in groups with similar backgrounds, 
values, or experiences, that allow them 
to locate resources and knowledge to 
start their own businesses.137 In addition, 
the growing percentage of immigrants 
with college degrees in STEM fields may 

make them more inclined to develop new 
products and to start businesses than the 
native individual.138

Immigrants were twice as likely than 
native individual to start a business.139 
Immigrants tended to create more busi-
nesses of every size compared to na-
tives.140 Immigrant‐ founded firms were 
also 35 percent more likely to have a pat-
ent. The share of new firms with at least 
one immigrant entrepreneur grew from 
31 percent in 1995 to 37 percent in 2008. 
141 Further, in 2021, the rate of new en-
trepreneurs for immigrants was 0.58 
percent (meaning that an average of 580 
out of every 100,000 adults became new 
entrepreneurs in a given month), which 
was substantially higher than that for 
native individuals (0.32 percent).142 This 
shows that immigrants play a dispropor-
tionate entrepreneurial role in a country’s 
economy.143 Among Fortune 500 busi-
nesses, immigrants started more success-
ful businesses than natives.144 First‐ and 
second‐ generation immigrants created 
approximately 40 percent of the Fortune 
500 companies. First‐ generation immi-

Immigrants tended to 
create more 

businesses of every 
size compared to 

natives.  
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Immigrants are 
nearly twice as likely 

the native born 
population to start a 

business

grants also created 25 percent of all new 
firms between 2008 and 2012 in the US.145

In the UK, the impact of immigrants on 
entrepreneurship was extensive as immi-
grants were behind one in seven of all UK 
companies. Immigrants’ entrepreneurial 
activity was near double that of native 
individuals, such that over 17 percent of 
immigrants started a firm, compared to 
10 percent of natives. As such, the UK re-
lies heavily on entrepreneurial migrants 
to launch businesses, create jobs, and 
grow the economy. They also rely on im-
migrants to pass on knowledge to natives 
about their productivity and entrepre-
neurial skills.146 In Canada, immigrants 
are also seen as more entrepreneurial 
than the native-born population as they 
are more likely to be self-employed. The 
propensity of immigrants, who had been 
living in a country for four to seven years, 
to own a business or to be self-employed 
surpassed that of the native population.147

Immigrants, particularly high-skilled im-
migrants, contribute to increased innova-

tion in areas like entrepreneurship, estab-
lishment entry, and job creation. In the 
US, higher shares of high-skilled immi-
grants in the workforce led to increased 
entrepreneurial activity. The per capita 
effect of high-skilled immigrants on en-
trepreneurial activity far exceeded that of 
high-skilled natives.148 In terms of firm 
creation, higher shares of high-skilled 
immigrants in the workforce led to high-
er rates of new firm creation. The effect 
of high-skilled immigrants on new firm 
creation far exceeded the corresponding 
effect of high-skilled natives.149

Immigrants can also have negative effects 
on some niches of entrepreneurship. In 
the US, immigrants had a small, negative 
effect on both entry and exit of female 
entrepreneurs. Specifically, a 10 percent 
increase in the share of immigrants in the 
population lowers the entry and exit rates 
of female entrepreneurs by 10 percent 
and 5 percent, respectively, relative to the 
sample mean.150

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent 37



In summary, it is seen that immigrants 
tend to be entrepreneurial, they start 
a disproportionate share of businesses in 
a country, and they influence the entre-
preneurial activities of native individuals. 
This, in turn, makes a significant contri-
bution to employment growth in the re-
spective country.

Immigration of high-skilled workers at-
tracts foreign direct investment (FDI), 
and helps firms find investment opportu-
nities abroad. Immigration of workers at-
tracts capital inflows because of the com-
plementarity between capital and labour 
in producing goods and services. For a 
pooled sample of OECD countries, there 
was a small, positive relationship between 
net migration flows (defined as total mi-
gration inflow minus migration outflow 
over a five-year period as a share of the 
average population over the same period) 
and the sum of net FDI flows over five 
years as the share of total GDP over the 
same five years.151 In Germany across 16 
states, a higher stock of immigrants (from 
high-income countries) significantly in-
creased inward FDI from foreign coun-
tries over the period 1991 to 2002. One 
possible explanation for this effect was 
that immigrants assisted in interactions 
with foreign companies in their home 
country, thus helping overcome informa-
tion problems.152 There is also evidence 
that a higher stock of immigrants has a 

positive impact on the stock of interna-
tional bank loans from the host country 
to the immigrants’ home country (out-
ward FDI). The effect was particularly 
large when the immigrants were high-
skilled and the two countries did not 
share a common language, legal heritage, 
or colonial past (culturally distant). This 
suggested that immigrants were particu-
larly important for facilitating cross-bor-
der financial flows when informational 
problems were severe.153

As is the case for bank loans, there may 
also be a positive effect from immigra-
tion on outward FDI from the host coun-
try to the immigrants’ home country. In 
the US, a larger immigration stock of 
both low- and high-skilled workers in 
the US in 1990 led to higher subsequent 
growth of outward FDI financed by 
US firms over the period 1990 to 2000. 
However, the channels through which 
immigration affected outward FDI dif-
fered for low- and high-skilled migrants. 
A possible explanation is that investors 
in developed countries (with little ad-
vance information about the quality of 
the labour force in developing countries) 
may observe a rather high productivity 
of immigrants despite their few formal 
qualifications, and take it as signal of the 
quality of the labour force in the home 
country of the immigrants. Therefore, 
they may be more positively inclined to 
invest there than they would be without 
that signal. High-skilled immigrants, by 

contrast, may actively contribute to the 
creation of international business net-
works.154 Another US study showed that 
there is a smaller effect of immigrants 
on outward FDI, whereby a one percent 
increase in the stock of high-skilled im-
migrants increased the stock of outward 
FDI from the US to the immigrants’ 
home country by about 0.5 percent. The 
effect was slightly lower for an increase in 
the stock of all immigrants.155

Moreover, for the average US state, dou-
bling the number of immigrants from a 
given origin country increases the prob-
ability that at least one firm from that 
US state engages in FDI with that origin 
country by 4 percentage points. These 
effects persisted over generations and 
were primarily driven by a reduction in 
information frictions, suggesting that 
immigrants passed traits to their descen-
dants that facilitated economic exchange 
with their origin countries, such as social 
ties to family and friends or knowledge 
of the origin country’s language and cul-
ture. However, the effect of immigrants 
on FDI is highly concave (as all the rele-
vant information is gradually exhausted), 
weaker if many people from the same 
or neighbouring origins live in the sur-
rounding area (as relevant information 
is more likely to have already percolat-
ed), and stronger for destinations that 
are more distant and ethnically diverse 
(where information is plausibly harder to 
acquire).156

Investment

“There have been delays/slowdowns in investments because of la-
bour shortages. Work is taking longer than it should. Space is not be-
ing built out quickly enough in (the) BPO and logistics sectors.” 

- Private Sector Stakeholder 2
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Employment

Literature highlights that immigrants 
have been shown to increase foreign di-
rect investments in their destination re-
gions (even generations after initial arriv-
al) as they reduce information frictions 
that make it more attractive for com-
panies in the home country to invest.157 
However, the relationship may also go in 
the other direction and immigration may 
contribute to an increase in capital flows 
to the origin country of migrants.158 An 
overly restrictive immigration policy has 
an opportunity cost of delayed or fore-
gone investment opportunities. Multiple 
stakeholders gave accounts of separate 
instances in which companies consid-
ered Jamaica for investments but either 
delayed their plans or cancelled them 
altogether because of concerns about or 
problems with skill availability.159 Even 
when they believed the skills to be avail-
able, companies may still be hesitant to 
invest in a country if they are uncertain 
that they’ll be able to source labour inter-
nationally if the need arises.

The impact of immigration on native em-
ployment varies significantly depending 
on the region and specific circumstances. 
In regions where immigrants are not in 
direct competition with native workers 
for the same jobs, there is little evidence 
to associate increased immigration with 
higher unemployment rates among na-
tive workers. For instance, in Northern 
Italy, where a significant immigrant pop-
ulation is located, immigrants and natives 
generally do not compete for the same 
positions. Consequently, the employment 
outcomes of native Italians remain large-
ly unaffected, and there is no substantial 
increase in unemployment rates among 
natives.160 A similar pattern is observed 
in Germany, where the presence of immi-
grants has not led to apparent negative ef-
fects on native employment.161 In Austria, 
immigrants had little to no impact on the 
employment outcomes of young natives 
and the competition for jobs between 
immigrants and natives were zero or 
small. Therefore, young native Austrian 
males (below the age of 35) did not have 
a higher unemployment risk as a result 
of increased immigration.162 Migrants to 
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the UK also had little or no impact on the 
overall employment and unemployment 
outcomes. Where there was an impact, it 
varied across different UK-born groups 
with negative effects for the lower-skilled 
and positive effects for the higher-skilled. 
However, the magnitude of the impacts 
were generally small.163

Conversely, in lower-income countries, 
the impact of immigration on employ-
ment is more pronounced. For example, 
Colombia has experienced a substantial 
influx of Venezuelan immigrants in recent 
years. On average, a one percentage point 
increase in the labour force due to Vene-
zuelan migrants has resulted in a 0.1 per-
centage point reduction in employment 
among low-skilled Colombian workers. 
This represents a 0.18 percent reduction 
in employment relative to the average 
employment rate of low-skilled Colombi-
an workers in 2015, before the influx of 
Venezuelan immigrant workers. The im-
pact is particularly pronounced in specif-

ic border regions, such as La Guajira and 
Norte de Santander, where the presence 
of Venezuelan immigrants has led to a 
3.4 percentage point decrease in employ-
ment. This is equivalent to a 5.6 percent 
reduction in employment relative to the 
average employment rate of all workers 
in 2015.164

Downward effects nevertheless tend to 
be short-term. As new migrants enter 
labour markets, they can affect the na-
tive-born population’s employment in 
the short term. This was seen in some Eu-
ropean regions, where an increase in the 
stock of immigrants, especially for poor-
ly-educated workers from lower-income 
regions, caused a decrease in the growth 
in native-born employment rates. How-
ever, this effect disappears over time, as 
labour markets adjust. However, regions 
with higher levels of GDP per capita were 
faster to absorb new workers, resulting 
in little or no effect on the native-born 
workforce, especially those with higher 

education. In a ten-year period, the effect 
of the increase in labour force due to im-
migration disappeared for less-educated 
native-born workers, while it turned pos-
itive for highly educated workers.165

Wage effects vary based on the skill com-
plementarity or substitutability of mi-
grants to native workers. In Italy, for ex-
ample, the presence of immigrants whose 
skills complemented the local workforce 
led to higher wages for native workers, as 
it addressed labour constraints for certain 
low-skilled jobs. As immigrant work-
ers filled this labour gap, they removed 
constraints on firm output, leading to 
increased native wages. However, when 
additional immigrants exceeded a certain 
threshold, they started competing with 
native workers, which negatively affected 
native wages. This threshold was reached 
when immigrants constituted 7.7 percent 
of total employment.166

Wage Effects

“A more liberal immigration policy could potentially be detrimental 
to the local workforce. Companies could potentially negotiate down-
wards payment for individual workers and reduce wages” 

- Private Sector Stakeholder 3

When immigrants and native workers 
share high substitutability in terms of 
skills and job roles, especially in low-
skilled positions, wages are expected to 
decline.167 In a case where immigrants 
are substitutes for native workers and 
both doing similar jobs and both are low 
skilled, wages are expected to fall. When 
all immigrants are low skilled, immigra-
tion will lead to a decrease in wages of 
low-skilled native workers.168 In the EU, 
migration resulted in a 5 percent reduc-
tion in wages for low-skilled workers.169 
The fall in wages occurred for two rea-

sons. Skills required for low-skill oc-
cupations are easier to acquire and are 
less specialised. This facilitates increased 
competition for these jobs, which re-
duces wages. Second, the willingness of 
migrant workers to accept lower wages. 
This usually stems from the economic in-
security faced by the migrant workers.170

Where immigration has had more of 
an impact on wages is within low-wage 
service jobs. In the UK, immigration 
primarily affected wages in low-wage 
service jobs, where immigrants acted as 

substitutes for native workers in similar 
positions. A one percentage point rise 
in the share of migrants relative to UK 
workers in low-wage service jobs led to an 
average wage reduction of about 0.2 per-
cent.171 Recent immigrants to the UK had 
a slight downward impact on native wag-
es at the bottom of the wage distribution, 
where recently arrived immigrants were 
more concentrated than natives. Howev-
er, native wages at higher percentiles of 
the wage distribution, where the concen-
tration of immigrants was lower relative 
to natives, slightly increased.172
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“There is a sense that bringing in workers increases unemployment, 
but the opposite is likely true because people are brought in for a 
finite amount of time to impart knowledge to other workers. This pro-
cess wouldn't be pursued if the job could be equally provided by a 
local.

- Wayne Chen, Caribbean Employers Confederation

Demographics intersect with the impact 
of immigrants on wages. In the US, the 
influence of immigrant increases on na-
tive-born workers' earnings varied by de-
mographic groups, including white and 
black native-born Americans and more 
and less educated individuals. White na-
tive workers experienced wage decreases, 
while black native men saw slight in-
creases. The impact was generally negli-
gible, regardless of whether immigrants 
acted as substitutes or complements for 
specific native-born groups.173 More re-
cently in the US, immigrants also have 
a small and mixed impact on the wages 
of native workers. There is a strong pos-

itive correlation of an increase in immi-
grants with changes in average wages of 
natives, particularly there were positive 
effects on the wages of highly educated 
natives. However, there were small neg-
ative effects on the wages of less educated 
natives.174

There is also evidence that large influxes 
of unskilled workers can have no neg-
ative effect on wages. In the Dominican 
Republic, large numbers of unskilled Hai-
tian immigrants did not negatively affect 
the wages of local workers. Haitian immi-
grants predominantly work in unskilled 
and informal roles in agriculture and 
construction, complementing the rela-

tively more skilled local workforce, rather 
than acting as substitutes.175

The impact of immigration on produc-
tivity may be positive or negative, but it 
is generally positive. How the impact is 
considered and measured depends on 
the definition of productivity, the charac-
teristics of immigrants, the institutional 
arrangements, the complementarity be-
tween immigrants and natives, as well as 
natives’ response to immigration.

Productivity
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In advanced economies, immigrants 
contribute positively to innovation and 
productivity, both in the short and me-
dium term.176 Highly skilled immigrants, 
particularly those with higher levels of 
education and engaged in higher-skilled 
occupations and/or in skill-intensive 
industries, make positive contributions 
to productivity developments through 
their technical skills, market knowledge, 
language skills, and cultural understand-
ing.177 Skilled migrants make positive 
contributions to business operations and 
innovation with their specialized skills 
and their broader advantages to employ-
ers. Higher-skilled immigration may 
have a positive impact on the training of 
native workers, which in turn boosts their 
productivity.178 Therefore, employers may 
experience both skill-based and wider 
benefits to employing migrants, which 
lead to increased productivity and com-
petitiveness.179 This positive impact on 
productivity is evident in the UK, where 
skilled migrants often specialise in roles 
requiring analytical and quantitative 
skills, boosting productivity in key sec-
tors such as finance or IT sector.180

Low-skilled migrants have an impact on 
productivity as well, generally by comple-
menting populations that are made up of 
high skilled labour and which are short of 
low skilled labour. They fill essential roles 
for which native workers are in short 
supply, allowing the native population to 
take on more complex tasks. For example, 
when low-skilled migrants take up more 
manual routine tasks, the native popula-
tion can and do take up more complex 
occupations. One instance of this, re-
ferred to as the “nanny effect”, is when 
low-skilled migrants provide housekeep-
ing and childcare services and thus allow 

native-born women to return to work, or 
work longer hours. In fact, when more 
low-skilled migrants are present, more 
high-skilled females participate in the 
labour force.181

In the UK, a 1 percent increase in the 
stock of immigrants in the services sec-
tor was associated with a large increase in 
labour productivity within the firm.182 In 
the same way, another study examining 
productivity by region and sector found 
that immigration was positively asso-
ciated with labour productivity. There 
was a positive and significant association 
between increases in the employment of 
migrant workers and labour productiv-
ity growth, whereby a 1 percent change 
in immigrant share in employment was 
associated with an increase in labour 
productivity of 0.06 percent to 0.07 per-
cent.183 Other empirical work done on 
advanced economies showed a 1 per-
cent increase in the migrant share of the 
adult population resulted in an increase 
in GDP per capita and productivity of 
approximately 2 percent.184 This increase 
came primarily from an increase in la-
bour productivity, instead of an increase 
in the workforce-to-population ratio.185

A study that focused on the manufactur-
ing sector indicated that in both low-skill 
or high-skill industries, immigration did 
not lower labour productivity but rather 
that productivity increased more slowly 
in states that received more immigrants 
relative to other states. This slower pro-
ductivity growth may be the result of the 
gradual process of assimilation for many 
immigrants and the negative effect on 
productivity growth may disappear as 
immigrants acquire language skills and 
familiarity with US labour market insti-

tutions.186

Immigration can impact total factor 
productivity, contributing to increased 
output growth that cannot be solely at-
tributed to more inputs, such as more 
equipment or more workers.187 This was 
evident in the case of 50 US states, where 
a rise in the immigrant population sig-
nificantly increased total factor produc-
tivity. This outcome is explained by an 
efficient specialization of immigrants and 
natives in manual-intensive and commu-
nication-intensive tasks, resulting in an 
overall efficiency gain.188 Similarly, across 
several countries, immigration positively 
influenced productivity by increasing to-
tal factor productivity, reflecting greater 
diversity in productive skills and, to some 
extent, a higher rate of innovation.189

Another example that supports the pos-
itive relationship between immigration 
and total factor productivity was in Is-
rael, where there was a surge in labour 
productivity and total factor productivity 
that coincided with the integration into 
the workforce of highly skilled immi-
grants from the former Soviet Union in 
the second part of the 1990s. Research 
found that immigration was negatively 
correlated with productivity in low-tech 
industries, but in high-tech industries the 
results pointed to a positive relationship, 
highlighting how immigrants enhanced 
productivity in high-tech companies, 
suggesting complementarities between 
technology and the skilled immigrant 
workforce.190 However, the relationship 
between immigration and total factor 
productivity could also be negative.

Immigration has accounted for 80% 
of Europe’s and 32% of 

North America’s population growth. 
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Demographics

A change in the migration policy to ad-
dress economic concerns could poten-
tially have the secondary effect of altering 
the size and composition of the popula-
tion, which warrants assessment. Migra-
tion flows change the size, age structure, 
and trajectory of a population and this 
has implications for the provision of so-
cial services, government spending, and 
general development planning. Jamaica’s 
population has been ageing and has re-
cently started to decline, largely due to 
the emigration of young, working-aged 
people.191 The consequence of this is a 
rising dependency ratio as the remaining 
population of working age people have 
to support a larger share of students and 
retirees who are net consumers of social 
services. The following section considers 
the potential impact of immigration on 
Jamaica’s population dynamics.

A substantial influx of immigrants can 
boost a nation’s total population, but it 
typically has a negligible impact on fu-
ture population growth, as immigrants 
increase birth rates only marginally and 
have little impact on death rates.192 Pop-
ulation growth is determined by natural 
increase (the difference between births 
and deaths) and net migration. A large 
flow of immigrants into a country (to ex-
ceed emigration) can contribute to popu-
lation growth directly, by increasing the 
headcount, and indirectly by increasing 
total future births. For example, from 
2000 to 2018, immigration accounted for 
80 percent of Europe’s and 32 percent of 
North America’s population growth.193 
Moreover, countries like Australia have 
effectively used immigration policy to 
counter population ageing, sustain the 
size of the workforce, and optimise pop-
ulation structure by attracting young im-
migrants.194

Immigration has been shown to mod-
estly increase the birth rate in high-in-
come countries, but this is not usually 
sustained. The increase in the birth rate, 
however, has a limited impact on fertility 
due to immigrants’ small share of the to-
tal population.195 Furthermore, as immi-
grants’ skill levels increase, they tend to 
converge with host country fertility rates 

and have fewer children, particularly 
when they enter the labour force and ac-
cess social security.196 Thus, skilled work-
er migration does not meaningfully affect 
birth rates and subsequent population 
growth.197 The impact on UMICs is more 
marked. For example, continuous immi-
gration into Türkiye (formerly Turkey) 
has temporarily mitigated a slowdown in 
the population growth rate among native 
Turks, but as immigrants age, this effect 
diminishes.198

Immigration typically does not impact 
the death rate due to “the healthy immi-
grant effect.”199 This phenomenon arises 
from the socio-economic advantage of 
people who typically migrate and the se-
lectivity of host countries, which results 
in immigrants tending to have a lower 
health risk when they first arrive. This 
effect gradually dissipates in the medium 
term, usually within ten years, as immi-
grants experience health decline, comor-
bid conditions, and disabilities.200

Immigration has mixed effects on a coun-
try’s population structure. Immigration 
marginally reduces the share of depen-
dent people in the population without al-
tering the long-term dependency ratio.201 

This is because as immigrants age, they 
offset previous effects on the age struc-
ture of the population.

The fiscal impact of immigration is gen-
erally small and positive, and depends 
on migrant and host country charac-
teristics.202 The impact is determined by 
the various stages an immigrant passes 
through in the host country: arrival, la-
bour market participation, and retire-
ment. Newly arrived immigrants often 
represent a fiscal burden until they gain 
education and integrate into the labour 
market, eventually contributing through 
taxes.203 In contrast, working immigrants 
typically represent a net fiscal benefit be-
cause they contribute more in taxes than 
they demand in social services, depend-
ing on their skill level and labour market 
dynamics.204 Immigrants in the retire-
ment stage typically represent a fiscal 
cost, especially in countries with robust 
welfare systems. In economies of all siz-
es the evidence shows that working age 
immigrants contribute positively to the 
fiscal balance, an effect which increases 
with time of residence.205

Fiscal Implications
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The positive fiscal impact of immigrants 
is more pronounced when they are more 
skilled and can quickly enter the labour 
market. Skilled immigrants earn more 
and contribute more in taxes than semi-
skilled and unskilled immigrants, who 
often take up lower-paying jobs.206 None-
theless, evidence from the US shows 
that unskilled immigrants are less of a 
fiscal cost than unskilled natives.207 The 
prompt integration of immigrants into 
the labour market, which is dependent 
on host country policies, enhances their 
fiscal impact.208 Additionally, working age 
immigrants who migrate alone generally 
have more positive fiscal impacts than 
families, students, and refugees, at least 
initially.209

The fiscal impact of immigrants in 
high-income countries is tied to the host 
nation's economic performance and wel-
fare systems. Economic growth and sta-
bility are good predictive factors of the 
fiscal impact of immigrants: when the 
economy is uncertain, such as in coun-
tries with large budget deficits, and in 
periods following economic recession, 
immigrants, like natives, tend to be net 
fiscal burdens.210 The contribution of im-
migrants is inversely related to the size of 
the welfare state: the more generous the 
welfare state, the less positive the impact 
of immigration.211

Though there is less evidence from low- 
and middle-income countries (LMIC), it 
appears that the characteristics of devel-
oping countries tend to limit the poten-
tial for immigrants to contribute to and 
benefit from public finances. Tax collec-
tion (public revenue relative to GDP) is 
positively correlated with a country’s in-
come level, so immigrants, like natives, 
tend to pay fewer taxes in poorer coun-
tries.212 However, immigrants are often 
ineligible for certain social transfers, and 
thus benefit less from public expendi-
ture.213 Reduced immigrant contributions 
are also offset by lower social spending in 
these countries. Migrants thus contribute 
to and receive less from the welfare sys-
tems in these countries. Despite this, the 
overall impact in LMICs is generally pos-
itive (albeit small), with an estimated im-
pact of approximately 1 percent of GDP, 
which is higher than the fiscal impact of 

the native population.214

In LMICS where immigrant populations 
are more educated and have a greater 
share of working-age people and high-
er employment rates than the native 
population, the fiscal contribution from 
immigrants is even larger. For instance, 
in Rwanda, where most immigrants are 
of working age and work in high-pro-
ductivity sectors, they contribute three 
times as much in taxes and benefit less 
from public expenditures than the gener-
al population.215 In South Africa, immi-
grants experience lower unemployment 
rates, at 18 percent (compared to the 28 
percent national average) and contribute 
more per person to the fiscal budget at 
17-27 percent (compared to the 8 percent 
national average).216

This chapter explored the evidence on at-
titudes towards immigration, its effects, 
and implications. The effects of immi-
gration on employment, wages, entre-

preneurship, investment, and productiv-
ity are complex and context-dependent. 
While it is generally observed that immi-
grants have a positive impact on econom-
ic growth and productivity, this varies 
based on factors such as skill complemen-
tarity/substitutability and labour market 
dynamics. In terms of demographics, im-
migration can temporarily boost a coun-
try's population size but typically has a 
negligible impact on long-term popula-
tion growth. The fiscal impact of immi-
gration is generally modest, but positive, 
and varies depending on the immigrant’s 
skill level, the stage of their journey in the 
host country, and the host country's eco-
nomic performance and welfare systems. 
This understanding of the effects of immi-
gration on wages, employment, entrepre-
neurship, investment, productivity, de-
mographics, and public finances provides 
a basis for forecasting the implications of 
immigration for Jamaica. By taking into 
account Jamaica’s specific circumstances 
and dynamics, we can seek to assess how 
increased immigration might impact Ja-
maica.

Chapter Summary
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Immigration 
marginally reduces the 

share of dependent 
people in the population 

without altering the 
long-term dependency 

ratio. 
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Implications for 
Liberalising Jamaica's 
Immigration Policy6

Skilled immigrants earn more 
and contribute more in taxes 
than semi-skilled and unskilled 
immigrants, who often take up 
lower-paying jobs.

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent46



he preceding analysis suggests 
that immigrants generally have 
a negligible impact on wage and 
employment outcomes, though it 

depends on the country’s circumstances 
and the skill level of the immigrants rel-
ative to the native labour supply. The im-
pact of immigrants on economic growth 
and productivity is generally positive. 
Therefore, it is likely that increased immi-
gration to Jamaica could increase produc-
tivity and economic growth. However, the 
experiences of relatively poorer regions 
and unskilled workers of experiencing re-
ductions in incomes and small increases 
in unemployment indicate that in Jamai-
ca, there is a need to maintain restrictions 
on low-skilled workers who may diminish 
incomes for the majority of Jamaica’s exist-
ing workforce. Preventing this income de-
cline does not require a complete ban on 
unskilled workers, who can still contrib-
ute to total productivity growth through 
substitution and complementarity effects. 
The studies above also reveal the potential 
of well-managed immigration flows, par-
ticularly of skilled immigrants, to increase 
Jamaica’s labour force and slow premature 
ageing brought on by emigration. Immi-
gration would also likely improve Jamai-
ca’s fiscal balance if workers are skilled, 
but semi-skilled and unskilled workers 
would need to be integrated into the for-
mal economy to achieve the same. Con-
sideration should also be made of migra-
tion duration and social security benefits, 
especially in the context of economic cri-

T

Despite having a relatively unskilled population 
from which thousands of skilled and experienced 

workers emigrate annually, Jamaica has not 
actively pursued an attempt to attract skilled 

workers to spur economic growth.

ses, during which immigrants may become 
net beneficiaries of public finance.

Jamaica’s immigration policy, relating to 
tax incentives and special economic zones, 
and the role of statutory deductions and 
employment tax credits. These all form the 
basis of the following policy recommen-
dations that the research suggests could 
bridge the identified gaps.

The limited demographic impact of im-
migration on demographic trajectory is 
relevant to Jamaica’s planning. In 2021, 
Jamaica had a fertility rate of 1.4 births 
per woman which is well below the Vision 
2030 Jamaica National Development Plan 
target of 2.1 (replacement rate). This low 
and falling fertility rate is contributing to 
population decline. This is further exac-
erbated by high net emigration, which 
the Vision 2030 Plan correctly recognised 
would continue due to the large income 
differences between Jamaica and destina-
tion countries and the population ageing 
in those countries which is driving labour 
demand.217 While well-managed immigra-
tion could aid in increasing the total pop-
ulation, it is improbable that immigration 
can indefinitely postpone Jamaica's popu-
lation ageing. This is because immigrants, 
who are typically more skilled, tend to 
have fewer children.

Jamaica’s fiscal position stands to be pos-
itively affected by selective immigration 
which favours highly skilled, working-age, 

temporary migrants, but is unlikely to be 
adversely affected by migrants who do not 
meet these criteria. Skilled migrants will 
more easily integrate into the formal la-
bour force, earn more, and pay more taxes, 
while withdrawing fewer benefits. While 
semi-skilled and unskilled workers will 
earn and contribute less, especially if they 
work among the 40 percent of informal-
ly employed Jamaicans, they also benefit 
less from public spending. Jamaica’s social 
spending is comparable to regional peers 
and lower than that of advanced econo-
mies, which indicates that immigrants’ 
possible negative contribution to the fiscal 
balance is lower.

Despite having a relatively unskilled popu-
lation from which thousands of skilled and 
experienced workers emigrate annually, Ja-
maica has not actively pursued an attempt 
to attract skilled workers to spur economic 
growth. Apart from Haiti and Cuba, Jamai-
ca has the lowest immigrant population in 
the Caribbean region, accounting for less 
than one percent of its residents, compared 
to 5 percent for Trinidad and Tobago and 
12 percent for Barbados. Yet immigrants 
tend to have higher education levels than 
the general population, and could poten-
tially help replenish the skills lost to emi-
gration.218

The Prospect of Importing 
Skilled Labour
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The idea of using immigration to allevi-
ate Jamaica’s skills shortage has gained 
traction, but there are concerns.219 There 
is an assumption that importing workers, 
particularly skilled workers, has the po-
tential to fill the existing gaps, and trigger 
a cascade of benefits, including enhanced 
innovation, increased investment, and 
heightened productivity. However, ad 
hoc measures taken in the past to recruit 
workers from countries such as China, 
Cuba, Ghana, and Nigeria have faced 
challenges. These include re-emigration 
to even wealthier countries after residing 
in Jamaica for long enough to satisfy En-
glish language requirements, cultural bar-
riers, and pushback from locals.220 These 
and other observations add weight to 
the concern that Jamaica is not attractive 
enough to potential immigrants.221

International migration is a difficult and 
costly process that most people will never 
undertake.  Firstly, that 3.6 percent of the 
world’s population are voluntary migrants 
is indicative of the relatively low rates of 
cross-border movement.222 Beyond cost 
and difficulty, migration requires over-
coming informational, linguistic, and fi-
nancial barriers. Moreover, Jamaica ranks 
in the bottom half of all countries by per 
capita income and, out of 134 countries, 
it ranks 55th and 79th in attracting and 
retaining talent, respectively.223 Jamaica 
is not an internationally attractive immi-
grant destination, so easing immigration 
restrictions is more likely to modestly in-
crease immigration numbers than lead to 
a flood of immigrants.

These factors strengthen the argument 
for liberalising and streamlining Jamaica’s 
immigration framework. If it is already 
difficult, expensive, and unattractive to 
immigrate to Jamaica, then the govern-
ment should proactively reduce these 
barriers that prevent employers from 
getting the labour they need. This would 
make it easier for the market to capture 
the foreign labour it requires, without 
causing the harms that are typically asso-
ciated with mass immigration. 

The contribution of immigrants is 
inversely related to the size of the 

welfare state: the more generous the
 welfare state, the less positive the impact 

of immigration.
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Immigration would also 
likely improve Jamaica’s 
fiscal balance if workers 

are skilled, but 
semi-skilled and unskilled 

workers would need 
to be integrated into 

the formal economy to 
achieve the same. 
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7
JAMAICA ranks in the bottom 
half of all countries by per capita 
income and, out of 134 countries, 
it ranks 55th and 79th in 
attracting and retaining 
talent, respectively.

Recent Developments in 
Migration Policy
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any countries are experiencing 
problems of labour and skills 
shortages and as such, these 
countries are adjusting and fur-

ther developing their migration policy to 
target these problems. Jamaica might do 
well to consider the recent developments 
in migration policy as well as measures 
adopted by other countries facing tight 
labour markets and skills shortages. In 
2022, several OECD countries announced 
sweeping changes to their migration 
policy frameworks. Some countries, in-
cluding Sweden, Finland, and Germany, 
have gone as far as announcing a migra-
tion policy “paradigm shift”, although 
the purpose and intended impact on net 
migration of these reforms varies. While 
many countries are focusing on attracting 
immigrants to address labour and skills 
shortages, several committed to decrease 
overall migration levels.

Both Sweden and Finland are adopting 
stricter migration policies. In October 
2022, the new Swedish government an-
nounced a series of changes with the 
overall aim to reduce net migration. One 
of the proposed reforms include stricter 
conditions for low-skilled labour immi-
gration, including a higher salary thresh-
old. Similarly, in April 2023, the Finnish 
government announced its intention to 
raise the bar for work-based immigration 
and apply stricter language and residence 
requirements for foreigners to obtain cit-

M

Many OECD countries are struggling to fill labour 
vacancies due to labour shortages and a lack of 

skilled labour. Attracting immigrants from abroad 
to support economic recovery and address labour 
shortages has thus become a priority in migration 

agendas in many countries.

izenship in order to reduce immigration 
levels. The post-Brexit immigration system 
in the United Kingdom also aimed to make 
migration more selective by limiting low-
skilled migration.

On the other hand, other countries are 
focusing on facilitating legal migration to 
increase overall immigration levels. Their 
aim is to fill labour gaps, through more 
flexible admission conditions, increased 
quotas, and streamlining of immigration 
procedures and processes. Spain has re-
formed its Immigration Law to stream-
line migration policy procedures with the 
overall aim to address persistent labour 
shortages and attract legal migrants into 
needed occupations. The reform facili-
tates and expands access to work permits 
and streamlines migration processes for 
different categories of migrants, includ-

ing students and seasonal workers. In 
March  2023, the German  Government 
adopted the bill to reform the German Im-
migration Act for Skilled Workers. By July 
2023, it was enacted in law and broadened 
the eligibility criteria for the EU Blue Card 
by relaxing several of the requirements for 
labour immigration of skilled workers and 
facilitating temporary low-skilled labour 
migration.225 The Australian Government 
is currently reviewing its immigration sys-
tem and has identified a rebalance in tem-
porary and permanent programmes as a 
key area to attract and retain global talent. 
In line with this, the government has an-
nounced an aim to create more pathways 
for permanent residency for skilled mi-
grants in the future. Other policy chang-
es include reforming the occupational 
shortage and streamlining intra-company 
transfers.

With a focus on increasing labour migration, 
several countries have raised the national quotas 

or targeted number of immigrant workers, 
implemented new visa streams, adopted new

migration laws to facilitate labour migration.unter-
parts.” 
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With a focus on increasing overall labour 
migration, several countries have raised 
the national quotas or targeted number 
of immigrant workers, implemented new 
visa streams, adopted new migration laws 
to facilitate labour migration procedures, 
together with other measures. Several 
OECD  countries have raised the nation-
al quotas or targeted number of immi-
grant workers to ease workforce and skills 
shortages and support economic recovery 
following the COVID-19 pandemic. Aus-
tralia and Canada have announced in-
creased immigration targets in their latest 
migration plans. For 2023, Italy and Nor-
way increased quotas for third-country 
national workers. Italy further introduced 
a new law to issue future quotas every 
three years instead of annually and extend 
the validity of residence permits issued 
for family reasons, indefinite contract 
work, and self-employment from two to 
three years. In July 2023, Italy announced 
even higher quotas for 2023-2025. 
In 2023, Austria increased its quota for 
seasonal workers by about 15 percent 
among other changes aimed at facilitat-
ing labour migration. Finland, prior to 

the change in government, adapted its 
immigration legislation to increase work-
based annual immigration to address 
skilled labour shortages, and introduced 
a fast-track plan for specialists by extend-
ing the long-term D visa to students, re-
searchers, and employees with a certified 
employer and their family members. In 
2022, the US H-2B programme, which 
allows employers to hire migrant workers 
for temporary and seasonal jobs, reached 
record numbers as the government raised 
the fiscal year 2023 allocation with 64,716 
supplemental visas for businesses who 
would suffer “irreparable harm” if unable 
to secure the workers requested.
New visa streams to attract workers have 
also been put in place. Australia wants 
to improve access to permanent resi-
dence for skilled migrant workers to at-
tract more highly skilled immigrants and 
move away from temporary labour mi-
gration. In July 2022, the Australian Gov-
ernment introduced the Temporary Res-
idence Transition (TRT) stream under 
the Employer Nomination Scheme visa. 
This stream is designed for Temporary 
Skill Shortage (TSS) visa holders whose 

employers wish to sponsor them, and the 
eligibility for the TRT stream was reduced 
from three years to two years of employ-
ment with the sponsoring employer and 
enables employers to address skills short-
ages by ensuring a permanent employ-
er-sponsored pathway is available for a 
wider range of occupations.
Slovak  Republic and Slovenia have ad-
opted new laws to facilitate labour migra-
tion procedures. In March 2023, Slovenia 
made amendments to the law on the em-
ployment of foreigners to address labour 
shortages by speeding up the recruitment 
of immigrant workers from abroad or 
through status changes while ensuring 
adequate working conditions and fair 
remuneration. In January  2023, the Slo-
vak Republic, adopted a new law that ex-
pands the categories of workers who are 
exempt from labour market testing and 
allows non-EU nationals on Single Per-
mits to remain employed while their re-
newal application is pending. This is also 
with the purpose of addressing labour 
shortages.

Other measures to enable immigrants to 
fill labour shortages include facilitating 
legalisation processes of undocument-
ed workers. The French  government has 
put forward a new immigration bill that 
will facilitate the legalisation process for 
undocumented workers already in the 
country who are active in sectors with 
labour shortages, while at the same time 
providing for swifter deportations. As 
part of a larger reform of its immigration 
system, Spain is introducing a regular-
isation programme to allow those who 
have lived in Spain for at least two years 
to regularise their situation in order to fill 
positions that are in demand, subject to 
training. The eligibility requirements and 
geographical scope for self-employment 
have also been relaxed.

In Germany, in addition to the significant 
overhaul of its labour migration system 
outlined above, a further new law, effec-
tive as of January  2023, allows migrants 
with long-term “tolerated status” to ob-
tain a temporary residence permit for 
18 months, subject to certain conditions 
such as having resided in the country for 
the past five  years.226 During this time, 
they are given a chance to fulfil the legal 
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requirements for longer-term residence.
In contrast to the policies above, there are also 
policy changes that will increase the barriers 
for immigration, and particularly for low-
skilled migrants. While Sweden has announced 
measures to promote high-skilled migration 
through a new model for more efficient pro-
cessing of work permit applications and the 
establishing of international recruitment units, 
the government also aims to cut low-skilled 
migration by raising the minimum salary re-
quirement. As of October 2023, the minimum 
threshold salary requirement will double. Aus-
tralia has also announced an increase in the 
minimum threshold salary. As of July  2023, 
Australia increased the Temporary Skilled 
Migration Income Threshold (TSMIT), which 
had remained constant since 2013.

Many OECD  countries are struggling to fill 
labour vacancies due to labour shortages and 
a lack of skilled labour. Attracting immigrants 
from abroad to support economic recovery and 

address labour shortages has thus become 
a priority in migration agendas in many 
countries. This is manifested in changes 
or reform to the migration policy frame-
work, increases in national targeted levels 
of labour immigration, more skill-selective 
policies, and efforts to facilitate immigra-
tion processes more generally. 

Therefore, with regard to Jamaica liber-
alising its migration policy and allowing 
immigrants to more easily enter the labour 

market to address labour shortages, there 
is evidence that this approach is being ad-
opted by several other countries. Those 
countries are addressing their labour 
shortages and lack of skilled labour by 
making changes to their migration policy 
with the aim of increasing labour immi-
gration and making immigration proce-
dures and processes more efficient.

“We are in a talent war.” 
   - Human Resource Managment 

Association in Jamaica
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8
Employer-led systems are demand 
driven in that they rely on employers 
to select immigrants to fill existing 
vacancies. 

Models for Selective 
Labour Migration Policy
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 s mentioned above, many coun-
tries are experiencing labour and 
skills shortages; attracting im-
migrants from abroad through 

skill-selective policies is one way that can 
be used to address this. There are differ-
ent models for selective labour migration 
policy that allows immigrants to work 
in a country and these include the em-
ployer-led (demand-driven) model, the 
points-based (merit-based) systems, and 
the hybrid model, which is a combina-
tion of the employer-led and point-based 
models.

A

The points-based system selects 

economic-stream immigrants on the basis of their 

human-capital attributes, awarding points for certain skills, 

education levels, language proficiencies, professional 

experiences, and age and other personal characteristics.

in setting broad criteria that prospective 
immigrants must meet (minimum sala-
ry or education and experience require-
ments) as well as requirements for em-
ployers, including that the jobs on offer 
be available to local applicants, and that 
foreign workers are not used to affect the 
outcome of a dispute with organized work-
ers. Governments always retain the final 
say over admission. They review nomina-
tion applications to ensure eligibility and 
screen immigrants before admitting them 
into the country, to both establish their 
identity and meet security protocols, thus 
preventing fraud and safeguarding the in-
tegrity of the system.

Employer-led systems usually offer most 
employment-based visas on a temporary 
basis; in some cases, immigrants may 
gain permanent resident status provided 
they meet certain criteria (such as length 
of residence). Most temporary employ-
ment-based visas are linked to a specific 
employer and in some instances even a 
specific job. In such cases, the work visa 
can be rescinded if a worker leaves their 
employer, requiring that person to leave 
the country. Increasingly, governments 
offer temporary workers a time-limited 
opportunity to find a new job, effectively 
making the initial visa “portable.”

The Employer-Led Model

Employer-led systems are demand-driv-
en in that they rely on employers to se-
lect immigrants to fill existing vacancies. 
Employers identify needs and select im-
migrants who are then admitted to work 
in a specific job, as long as their employer 
has met legal criteria set by the govern-
ment. These criteria range from onerous 
requirements that employers supply certi-
fication that they can find no suitable do-
mestic workers to do a job in question, at 
least, for the wages on offer, to requiring 
employers to agree to comply with certain 
labour-market conditions vis-à-vis both 
immigrants and their co-workers, to, in 
certain instances, occupation-wide or em-
ployer-specific waivers that exempt them 
from labour-market tests.
The government plays an important role 
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The advantage of employer-led systems 
lies in the ability to match immigrants 
with jobs and admit them on that basis. 
By selecting immigrants to fill certain 
jobs and screening their qualifications 
and experience to ensure they meet the 
stated requirements, the host country can 
reduce the problems of unemployment 
and underemployment that some new 
arrivals have faced under various points-
based selection systems.
Criticisms of this system include that 
employers have too much power over for-
eign employees on temporary work visas. 
Other concerns range from the potential 
for lowering wages for all workers in sim-
ilar jobs, to employers favouring foreign 
workers as a cheaper and more reliable 
option than local workers. Most import-
ant, relying on foreign workers enables 
policymakers and employers to postpone 
the long-term investments in technolo-
gy or training and education necessary 
to close current and emerging gaps be-
tween demand and supply. Finally, while 
employer-sponsored programmes are an 
effective tool for filling jobs, they are not 
effective in addressing the longer-term 
needs of the labour market and broader 
economy. For workers who end up stay-
ing on a longer-term basis, another issue 
is that when jobs become redundant, or a 
firm downsizes (or fails), the firm essen-
tially “socializes” the costs of supporting, 
retraining, and placing the foreign work-
er in a new role.

The points-based, or merit-based system, 
selects economic-stream immigrants on 
the basis of their human-capital attri-
butes, awarding points for certain skills, 
education levels, language proficiencies, 
professional experiences, and age and 
other personal characteristics. In these 

systems, governments set the criteria for 
awarding points, and update the criteria 
and their absolute and relative value. This 
can be done on a regular basis to respond 
to changing labour-market priorities or 
to information on the integration out-
comes of previously selected immigrants. 
As a result, the design and eligibility re-
quirements of points systems vary by 
country. The points system tends to be 
most successful in countries with strong 
executive powers over immigration that 
may be used to adjust the system’s criteria 
and numerical values on a regular basis 
in response to changing needs or prior-
ities.

A points-based model appeals to gov-
ernments for several reasons.227 First, 
it provides a streamlined solution for 
policymakers wishing to select and ad-
mit people with in-demand skills, yet 
linked to longer-term economic and la-
bour-market objectives, instead of rely-
ing on employers to find and recruit the 
workers they currently need. Second, the 
flexibility of the system enables policy-
makers to create a dynamic but orderly 
system that has adaptability at its core.228 
Policymakers can adjust selection cri-
teria on the basis of ongoing evaluation 
of labour-market and social integration 
outcomes, as well as estimates of future 
labour-market needs. Third, it offers a 
transparent way to select prospective 
economic stream immigrants, relying 
on clear and objective criteria that can 
build confidence (and procedural cer-
tainty) among prospective immigrants 
and host-country publics alike.229 From a 
political perspective, points systems also 
help convey to voters that policymakers 
are being proactive in trying to anticipate 
the country’s needs and prioritize its eco-
nomic interests by choosing immigrants 
on the basis of their ability to integrate 

The Points-Based Model

successfully and to thus make long-term 
contributions to the country.

One of the disadvantages of this model is 
that flawed selection criteria have proven 
difficult to address. It is difficult to dif-
ferentiate among similar qualifications 
on paper, take the presence and value of 
“soft skills” into account, and estimate 
the quality and value of on-the-job train-
ing. Matching employers with immigrant 
workers (and vice versa) is also a chal-
lenge. In addition, new immigrants may 
often struggle to connect with the pro-
fessional and social networks that might 
help them find work quickly, and employ-
ers can struggle to evaluate foreign quali-
fications or experience relative to domes-
tic standards.

As points-based selection systems have 
matured, policymakers have gradually 
overhauled their design so as to pay closer 
attention to employer needs and to factors 
that promote labour-market and social 
integration. As a result, points systems 
now include more “demand-side” criteria. 
These criteria include awarding points for 
job offers, awarding points for factors 
linked to better integration outcomes, 
and making a job offer or experience in 
an in-demand occupation compulsory.

The increasing importance assigned to 
job offers amount to a hybrid approach 
to selecting economic migrants, one that 
pays attention to employer needs while 
still using a points-based system to as-
sess and select from pools of prospective 
immigrants.230 This approach has proved 
popular among countries with longstand-
ing points systems looking to improve 
labour-market outcomes (such as Austra-
lia, Canada, New Zealand, and the Unit-
ed Kingdom) and among countries with 
employer-led selection systems that are 
experimenting with using points tests to 
assess applicants seeking to enter through 
employer-sponsored routes. 

Hybrid selection systems have gained 
in popularity because they allow poli-
cymakers to take the best attributes of 
both demand-driven and points-based 
systems, and thus improve outcomes for 

Hybrid Approach

With the increase in Venezuelan immigrants in Trinidad 
and Tobago, there was an increase in the labour force 
participation rate from 59 to 63 percent. nterparts.” 
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immigrants, their employers, the broader 
economy, and society at large.231 Specif-
ically, selecting immigrants based on a 
range of human-capital criteria improves 
the competitiveness of firms (and the 
broader economy), and encouraging em-
ployer sponsorship is linked to stronger 
labour-market integration  outcomes.

Among the three models of selective la-
bour migration policy the question aris-
es as to which would suit Jamaica given 
its specific labour and skills shortages. If 
Jamaica were to adopt the employer-led 

Model for Selective Labour 
Migration Policy - Case of 
Jamaica

model, which primarily focuses on labour 
market needs, private employers will be 
able to select the foreign workers they need, 
with the government playing a hands-off 
role that  focuses on enforcing immigration 
and employment rules. However, if Jamai-
ca were to adopt the points-based model, 
which primarily focuses on human capital 
considerations, the government will be 
able to select immigrants, awarding points 
for professional experience, a job offer, ed-
ucation, proficiency in English language, 
and other factors, based on an ostensibly 
clear and objective selection criteria. The 
government and policymakers can also ad-
just the system’s criteria and distribution of 
points in response to changing estimates of 
labour demand or evaluations of selected 
immigrants’ integration outcomes. Finally, 

if Jamaica were to adopt the hybrid model, 
the government will have more flexibility 
of addressing not only the current labour 
market needs, but human capital consid-
erations (as they will be able to use points 
to assess and select pools of prospective 
immigrants). The best model selection for 
Jamaica will be dependent on the govern-
ment’s objectives and priorities as it relates 
to the development of the current migra-
tion policy.

Trinidad and Tobago is situated 12 km (7 miles) northeast of Venezuela and this close geographic 

proximity has historically enabled migratory movements.232 Over the last few years, due to eco-

nomic and political crises in Venezuela, its nationals have fled to neighbouring countries, including 

Trinidad and Tobago. 

In April 2019, the government of Trinidad and Tobago imposed a registration system for Venezu-

elan migrants because many Venezuelans entered the country by irregular means and were not 

registered.233 The registration authorised Venezuelan nationals in irregular circumstances to work 

for a period of one year in Trinidad and Tobago, upon successful screening procedures.234 

In 2020, Venezuelans were the main source of the foreign-born population in Trinidad and Tobago 

as they accounted for 30 percent of immigrants (Figure 2).235 In 2020, the number of Venezuelans in 

Trinidad and Tobago was estimated to be 33,400.236 As at December 2022, there were approximate-

ly 35,300 Venezuelan refugees and asylum seekers registered with the Government or humani-

tarian organisations in Trinidad and Tobago. Amongst Caribbean countries, Trinidad and Tobago 

has the highest share of Venezuelans in its population.237 As of January 2023, an additional 9,200 

Venezuelans had obtained regularisation of their migration status, while 4,000 were still waiting.238  

Case Study: Venezuelan Migrants in Trinidad and Tobago
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Source Countries of Immigrants in Trinidad and 
Tobago, 2020.The largest source 

of immigrants in 
Trinidad and 
Tobago is 
Venezuela.

Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) Population Division, International Migrant Stock 2020.

Impact of Venezuelan 
Migrant Workers on the 
Labour Market in Trinidad 
and Tobago

The labour market in Trinidad and Toba-
go is likely to be affected in areas which 
include wages, labour force participation 
rate, productivity, and ageing population. 
The first labour market implication of 
Venezuelan migrants is decreased wages 
for unskilled native labour. The influx of 
Venezuelan migrants causes the income 
of the owners of capital to rise because of 
the immigration surplus. However, this 
comes at the expense of the workers in 
Trinidad and Tobago who experience a 
fall in their wages, whereby the wage is 
significantly lower  than the wages pri-
or to the massive inflow  of Venezuelan 
migrants.239  This is the case when the 
immigrants and native workers act as 
substitutes whereby both are low-skilled 
workers. The assumption is that all Ven-
ezuelan migrant labour will be classified 
as unskilled due to the language barrier. 
The inability to speak the native language 
of the migrant’s host country means that 

skilled migrants cannot engage in the 
high-level communication necessary to 
be successful in applying for jobs that 
require skilled workers. As a result, the 
only jobs available to skilled migrants 
(who do not speak English) are those re-
quiring unskilled labour.240

Secondly, there is increased labour force 
participation. The labour force partici-
pation rate was 59 percent without Ven-
ezuelan labour, however it was 63 per-
cent with Venezuelan labour in 2017.241 
Therefore, as a result of the introduction 
of the Venezuelan migrant workers into 
the labour force, the labour force partici-
pation rate increased.

Furthermore, the presence of the Vene-
zuelan migrants in Trinidad and Tobago 
can result in a change in the output mix 
of goods and services both produced by 
and imported into the economy. The in-
flux of Venezuelan migrants will result 
in an increase in the demand for goods 
and services they use. This increase in 
demand will require local entrepreneurs 
to either increase production or import 
the goods demanded by the Venezuelan 
migrants. The resulting economic output 

mix of the Trinidad and Tobago economy 
is therefore likely to change.242 To add, an 
increase in the number of migrants ex-
pands the income capital because capital 
has more labour to work it more inten-
sively. Therefore, the return to capital is 
higher.

Lastly, Venezuelan migrants can reduce 
the economic impact of Trinidad and To-
bago’s the aging population. The number 
of persons over 60 increased by 37 per-
cent (49,500 people) between 2010 and 
2017.243 This increase in the proportion 
of the elderly population has been shown 
to negatively impact economic growth 
primarily due to a fall in the labour force 
participation rate.244 A higher propor-
tion of elderly people also means that 
the dependency ratio is high. A high de-
pendency ratio will yield a lower average 
standard of living because there are more 
dependent people who are outside of the 
labour force (not economically active). 
The working age population (economi-
cally active), who are part of the labour 
force, face a greater burden in supporting 
these elderly people. Therefore, the in-
flux of some 40,000 Venezuelan migrants 
can expand the working age population, 
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increase the labour force participation 
rate, and by extension positively impact 
the country’s economic growth.245 This 
is because most migrants are of working 
age. In fact, in 2020, the age distribution 
showed that the largest percentage of the 
immigrant population was in the 20–39 
age group, at 6 percent.246

We saw above that the labour market in 
Trinidad and Tobago is likely to be affect-
ed in several ways. The negative impacts 

of the increase in immigrant workers on 
the labour market are that the wages of 
the native workers will be reduced and the 
average standard of living will be lowered 
through the increase in the proportion of 
the elderly population, and the subsequent 
high dependency ratio. However, the posi-
tive impacts of the increase of immigrants 
include an increase in the productivity of 
labour and a reduction in the economic 
impact of the aging population by sustain-
ing the working age population. The pres-

ence of immigrant labour is also expected 
to have a positive impact on the output 
mix of goods and services both produced 
by and imported into the economy, result-
ing in larger quantity of goods produced.
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9
Immigrants can occupy roles 

that free up native workers to enter 

the labour force or to transition to 

more suitable jobs.

Conclusion
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 s Jamaica faces an unprecedented 
shortage of labour and skills, act-
ing as a constraint on growth, 
its immigration policy has not 

changed to reflect the needs of the current 
labour market. Emigration from Jamaica 
far outpaces immigration (as is the case 
with most other Caribbean countries). 
The outcome of that imbalance is that one 
in three Jamaicans resides overseas, but 
fewer than one in one hundred people 
residing in Jamaica are foreign nationals. 
Combined with a comparatively weak 
education system, this migration gap has 

A

As Jamaica faces an unprecedented shortage of 
labour and skills, acting as a constraint on growth, 
its immigration policy has not changed to reflect 

the needs of the current labour market. 

which case their contribution can be great-
er than the average native worker. Howev-
er, mass low-skilled immigration has been 
shown to increase unemployment and 
reduce wages among low-skilled workers, 
while increasing the wages of some semi- 
or high-skilled workers in a few limited 
cases. Finally, immigrants are unlikely to 
adversely impact the government’s budget 
as they usually contribute more and benefit 
less than similarly skilled natives. 

It is unconstructive to frame the substan-
tive case in favour of increased immigra-
tion as mutually exclusive to the need for 
improving education and training levels 
among Jamaican workers. Immigrants can 
occupy roles that free up native workers 
to enter the labour force or to transition 
to more suitable jobs. Immigrants can 
also contribute to skills transfers to native 
workers and facilitate economic expansion 
by establishing the right mix of labour. 
This includes the development of certain 
new industries which require immigrants 
if the local expertise is unavailable or in-
sufficient. Finally, immigrants can contrib-
ute to entrepreneurship, innovation, and 
job growth, improving economic opportu-
nities for all workers. 

The levels of immigration to Jamaica 
should be reflective of the government’s 
economic growth targets, without undue 
bureaucratic and monetary distortions. 
At present, the non-transparent, lengthy, 

and costly process of immigration serves 
as a disincentive to potential immigrants. 
This is redundant since immigrants (or 
their potential employers) already face a 
cost barrier, including relocation costs, 
and since immigrants will likely need to 
fulfil several requirements, such as proving 
qualifications and health and security sta-
tus. Notwithstanding, immigrants should 
be integrated into the domestic economy, 
and this does warrant some due diligence 
to ensure that their qualifications are uni-
versally recognised and that they can ex-
ercise labour rights on par with those en-
joyed by Jamaicans.resulted in an untrained workforce fac-

ing a growing demand for semi-skilled 
and skilled labour. These shortages ex-
tend across several industries and involve 
specific occupations and specialisations. 
Meanwhile, it remains difficult and expen-
sive to immigrate to Jamaica despite im-
migration having the potential to alleviate 
the ongoing problem.

The preceding analysis of international 
experience demonstrates that managed 
immigration can be beneficial while pos-
ing limited risks. Immigrants increase 
productivity by increasing the available 
human capital, transferring skills, and 
increasing labour force participation and 
the efficient use of labour via the labour 
complementarity effect. Therefore, im-
migrants contribute to economic growth, 
particularly when labour is skilled, in 

The levels of 
immigration to 

Jamaica should be 
reflective of the 
government’s 

economic growth 
targets, without 

undue bureaucratic 
and monetary 

distortions. 

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent 61



Recommendations

The government should amend the Foreign Nationals and Common-
wealth Citizens (Employment) Act to eliminate the requirement for 
a work permit to specify the name of an employer and the place of 
employment of the permit holder.247 This would enable a potential 
immigrant to freely change employers or to legally take on additional 
employment. Employers and immigrant employees would retain the 
right to enter into legally binding contracts that outline the terms of 
employment, including minimum employment durations and relo-
cation costs.

1

The government should amend the Foreign Nationals and 
Commonwealth Citizens (Employment) Act to eliminate 
work permit holding fees. The work permit application fee 
should remain insofar as it covers the cost incurred by the 
state in processing the application. 

In the absence of an immediate policy reform, the Minister of La-
bour should use their discretion under Section 8 of the Foreign Na-
tionals and Commonwealth Citizens Act to pre-emptively exempt 
from the work permit requirement occupational categories that are 
experiencing persistent shortages. Occupational categories should 
be decided through consultations between the MLSS, private sector 
organisations, and labour unions. 

3

2

Recommendations

The primary outcomes of a change to immigration policy should be an efficient and transparent 
immigration system that permits employers to obtains the skills they need, and positions Jamaica as a 
more attractive destination country for independent skilled workers. This would be in line with the Hybrid 
Model of selective immigration described above, but with less intervention by the central government. This 
system should be matched with collaborative efforts to facilitate firm and industry level skills transfers and 
learning. As is consistent with international norms and Jamaica’s current laws, immigrants should retain 
a pathway to permanent residence and access to public social services, including opportunities to further 
develop their skills. 
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Recommendations

The MLSS should remove from the work permit application process 
the need for employers to prove that actions have been taken to re-
cruit Jamaican workers. The process may retain requirements to report 
on criminal history, remuneration, skills, firm information, and other 
such data.

 

4

Jamaica’s National Visa Policy currently under draft should 
establish a category of visas that allows highly skilled citi-
zens of any country to move to Jamaica for 3-12 months and 
search for a job. Granting of the visa should be dependent on 
the skills possessed and the transfer of funds into a domes-
tic blocked account sufficient to cover living expenses for the 
time the visa is valid.248 Visa holders should be able to begin 
working immediately upon finding a job or establishing an 
enterprise.

5

The capacity of the University Council of Jamaica (UCJ) to verify 
international qualifications, particularly those obtained in devel-
oping countries, should be expanded. This may involve a one-off 
payment from government or a loan to improve existing systems, 
but operating costs including maintaining upgrades, database sub-
scriptions, should depend on fees collected by the UCJ in conduct-
ing its business.

6
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This study assesses the likely economic and social impacts of increased immigration to Jamaica and the regulations governing immi-
gration by analysing primary data and secondary research. The impact of immigration on the labour force, productivity, and society are 
explored at all skill levels: unskilled, semi-skilled, and skilled. Data gathering involved interviews with stakeholders and representatives 
of relevant organisations in Jamaica, supplemented by secondary research from national and international organisations, including 
civil society and academia. 
 
The primary data consisted of 13 one-on-one interviews with representatives from labour unions, employer and private sector or-
ganisations, and government agencies. These interviews shed light on the legal and regulatory framework governing immigration 
to Jamaica, and provided insight into the varying positions of different stakeholders. Interviewees helped to clarify the gap between 
the practice of immigration policy and the officially stipulated restrictions, enriching the study with thematic insights. These insights 
included views on the policy positions necessary for effective implementation of any recommendations the study should offer. Among 
these stakeholders were individuals and groups that would likely be directly involved in or affected by a change in immigration policy; 
they provided insight into anticipated impacts, and how they may be enhanced or mitigated.249 
  
This study also depended on the analysis of secondary research on the impacts of immigration in other countries, particularly de-
veloped nations, upon which most of the literature on immigration is based. This was necessitated by the unavailability of adequate 
quantitative data for Jamaica. Studies assessing immigration impacts are typically conducted after an influx of immigrants, enabling 
the use of robust quantitative methodologies. However, Jamaica has not had immigration in a sufficient quantity and diversity (of skill 
levels) to enable the use of those methodologies.250 Moreover, the country lacks comprehensive data about already-arrived immigrants 
for national-level and skill-level analysis. Therefore, this study consolidates experiences of other countries to forecast the potential 
consequences of a more liberal immigration policy for Jamaica. 

The methodology outlined above clarified Jamaica’s present labour market conditions, revealed fresh insights into the immigration 
phenomenon in developing countries, and situated a global body of research in the local context, all serving to inform considerations 
of immigration policy reform. 

Appendix 1: Elite Interviews 
Methodology

CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent CAPRI  I  Brain Gain: Solving the Labour Shortage and Competing for Global Talent64



In this report, X (formerly Twitter) data is considered as a source of public opinion on the proposal to liberalize immigration to address 
Jamaica’s labour and skills shortage. This is done recognizing this data’s inherent limitations and potential biases. Approximately 9 to 12 
percent of the Jamaican population uses Twitter, but the active engagement of these users in political discussions is unknown. X users 
in Jamaica thus do not constitute a representative sample, introducing sample bias. The digital divide and varying Twitter usage across 
demographics may further skew perspectives. Factors such as the platform's tendency to create echo chambers, the presence of bots, 
anonymity, and algorithmic promotion fostering extreme opinions, and the character limit constraining nuanced expression are also 
concerns in using this data source. Despite these limitations, the absence of alternative public opinion data warrants consideration of 
these opinions as an indicator of public sentiment on immigration liberalization in Jamaica.

This analysis was done using a sample of over 200 tweets, posted to X’s platform between July to November 2023. This time period was 
used based on currency and the relevancy of the topic in public discourse. Keywords such as “skilled labour”, “migrant labour”, “import 
labour” “migration” “labour shortage” and other related words and terms were utilized to find relevant tweets. Quote tweets, replies on 
articles discussing this topic, as well as original tweets were also assessed. In an effort to mitigate selection biases, any tweet discussing 
the selected topic was considered in the analysis. Tweets were grouped and categorized, given a tweet ID and tweeter ID, to maintain 
anonymity and evaluate the tweet text solely. 

The numbering system was as follows. The first number of each tweet ID denoted the thread to which the tweet belonged. These num-
bers were assigned ordinally, based on the order of selection of each tweet. This number was separated by a period, and the subsequent 
numbers denoted the replies to the thread and replies to each reply. For example, tweet 1.1.1 denotes the first reply to the first reply of 
the first thread selected. Tweeter IDs were also assigned ordinally, and each poster given the name “User” and a number denoting order 
of selection. Therefore, this took the form @User1…@Usern.

After the tweets had been collected and categorized, they were evaluated based on whether they expressed positive, negative, or neutral 
sentiments towards the immigration of skilled workers to enhance the Jamaican labour market. Positive being “in support of skilled la-
bour immigration” , negative being “not in support of labour immigration,” and neutral expressing neither positive nor negative views. 
The key theme/point being made in each tweet was also summarized and recorded.

Appendix 2
Non-Traditional Data Analysis of Views Expressed on Social Media 
Platform X

Limitations

Methodology
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Appendix 3
List of Stakeholders Interviewed

Stakeholder Code Stakeholder Organization Interviewee(s) Name(s) Interview Date

Stakeholder 1 Jamaica Manufacturers and 
Exporters Association

Richard Coe, Vice-President August 30, 2023

Stakeholder 2 Private Sector Organization of 
Jamaica

- August 3, 2023

Stakeholder 3 Public Sector Stakeholder - August 25, 2023

Stakeholder 4 Private Sector Stakeholder - August 11, 2023

Stakeholder 5 Jamaica Special Economic Zone 
Authority

- August 4, 2023

Stakeholder 6 Private Sector Stakeholder - July 21 ,2023

Stakeholder 7 Caribbean Employers’ 
Confederation

Wayne Chen, President July 31, 2023

Stakeholder 8 Private Sector Stakeholder - August 25, 2023

Stakeholder 9 Union Stakeholder - August 3, 2023

Stakeholder 10 MSBM Professional Services 
Unit

Diane Edwards (Director)  
August 11, 2023

Stakeholder 11 Public Sector Stakeholder - November 10, 2023

Stakeholder 12 Human Resource Management 
Association of Jamaica 

- September 26,2023

Stakeholder 13 Public Sector Stakeholder - November 23, 2023
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